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			If it hadn’t been so dark and if his fingers hadn’t been so stiff with dried blood, he could’ve picked the lock in thirty-eight seconds.

			Sammy Lou takes pride in that record. It’s one of the few things he can take pride in, considering his life consists of charming locks, pockets full of stolen coins, broken shoelaces, and an ache in his stomach that could be hunger or loneliness.

			Probably hunger.

			He should be used to being alone by now.

			He just needs to crack this freaking lock before someone sees and calls the cops. The house has been empty for days – so says the mouldering newspaper on the driveway, the closed curtains, the lack of lights at night. He knows. He’s watched.

			And now he’s been at this lock for over two minutes. His palms go slick with sweat and the dried blood dampens and slips between his knuckles. His lock picks, a gift from his brother and usually an extension of Sam’s thin and nimble fingers, feel too thick. Too slow.

			He can’t get caught.

			He’s been breaking into houses for a year now.

			He can’t get caught.

			One of his lock picks gets jammed and he whispers a curse. He wriggles it free, but his heart thunders and seconds tick by too fast, so he abandons the lock and melts back into the shadows. There’s always another way.

			He slips around the house, undone shoelaces slapping his ankles. The house is old bricks, the windows cloistered with drawn blinds. It’s harder to see back here, with a tall fence blocking the moonlight. But a woodpile sits under a small window and it whispers welcome.

			Sam dumps his backpack on the grass and scales the woodpile, placing each foot and hand gingerly so he doesn’t end up underneath an avalanche of split logs. He’s sore enough as is, thanks. His hands trace the small bathroom window, and for once he’s pleased he skipped out on the growth spurts regular fifteen-year-old boys encounter. He’s a year off for his age. Maybe two. Looking small and pathetic usually works to his advantage, plus it turns tight windows and poky corners into opportunities.

			Half balancing, half hugging the wall, Sam fiddles with the lock while the woodpile gives an ominous groan and shifts beneath him.

			Things this family is good at: locking their house.

			Things they suck at: stacking wood into a sturdy pile.

			If this doesn’t work, he’ll have to—

			‘You could always break it.’

			Sam’s heart leaps about fifteen metres in the air – and unfortunately his feet follow. For a second he scrabbles to grip the wall, bricks ripping fingertips, and then he loses balance and tumbles backwards. The lock picks go flying into the darkness.

			At least there’s not far to fall.

			At least the woodpile doesn’t tip over too.

			At least, Sam thinks, still on his back and staring up at a silhouette smudged against the stars, it’s only his brother.

			For a second Sam just lies there while the dewy grass soaks his shirt and his heart migrates back down his throat.

			‘Dammit, Avery,’ Sam says.

			‘I didn’t bring a hammer.’ Avery pulls his phone out of his pocket, flips on the torch app and shines it straight in Sam’s eyes. ‘But we could use a rock or, like, your head since it’s hard and ugly enough.’ He gives the tiniest breath of a laugh, but follows quickly with, ‘That was a joke. I was joking. You can tell it’s a joke, right?’

			Sam wasn’t prepared for this tonight. Interruptions and complications and—

			Avery.

			And Avery wouldn’t show up unless—

			‘Is something wrong?’ Sam shields his eyes from the glare. ‘Are you hurt or in trouble or …’ His pulse quickens. ‘You’re OK?’

			‘What?’ Avery blinks, confused. ‘Yeah, I’m fine.’

			Sam didn’t realise, until the I’m fine comes, how tight his chest is. How shaky his hands suddenly are. He has to close his eyes a minute and fumble for a thin grip on calm. It’s fine. Avery’s fine.

			Sam scrambles up and snaps, ‘Turn that light off.’

			He doesn’t mean to snap. It’s just that rush of panic for nothing.

			‘You’re mad?’ Avery tucks the phone to his chest, as if that could stop Sam taking it off him if Sam really wanted to. Avery’s all elbows and sharp jawlines, with a scar at the corner of his mouth, and a pointy elfish face that says he skipped the effort of growing too.

			‘I’m about to be mad.’ Sam’s teeth clench. ‘Turn it off or I’ll smack you into the middle of next week.’

			Avery frowns but turns the light off.

			Sam’s lost his night vision now. His ears strain, but he doesn’t catch any movement or whispers. Or sirens. He’s not caught.

			‘I could get you a phone.’ Avery rocks on his heels. ‘That would fix everything.’

			Of course it would, Avery. A phone would fix the fact that Sam is a house thief in clothes he stole from a second-hand store, who needed a haircut months ago, with skin tight against his ribs like a tally of all the meals he’s missed.

			His fingers curl into fists. Sticky with blood. It’s all bluff anyway, because he’d never hit Avery. In fact, it’s the opposite. Sam spends his life hitting the world and smoothing over the rusty corners so Avery won’t fall and hurt himself.

			‘I wouldn’t need you to fix stuff,’ Sam says, the barest frustrated tremble in his voice, ‘if you’d stop ruining everything.’

			The result is instant.

			Avery wilts, shoulders hunched to make himself a smaller target. Sam is stupid, stupid. He shouldn’t have said that.

			‘I didn’t mean it.’ He shuffles his hands in the grass in vain hopes he’ll find the lock picks. Maybe he’ll find a hundred dollars and a five-course meal down here too. But Avery’s already started flapping, hands moving anxiously against his thighs in one of his endless tics. His thin lips have folded into their signature downturned pout, all poor waif and damp eyes that remind you that you’re a complete asshole for being angry with him.

			‘Why didn’t you hear me coming?’ Avery says. ‘You’re supposed to be a burglar.’ He glances around, hand-flapping escalating to a fist beating his own leg. ‘We need to break in before we get caught and—’

			‘OK, OK, calm down.’ Sam rubs his temples. ‘What do you mean we?’

			Avery touches the tips of his fingers to Sam’s chest. ‘You. And me. We.’

			Sam opens his mouth to argue, but why bother? Avery isn’t supposed to be here, even if Sam did off-handedly tell him what house he was breaking into tonight. But if Avery decides he’s coming in – he’s coming in. Sam’s never said no to him in his life. Plus he’s not wrong about how loud they’re being. Sam’s truly lost it this evening. Two failed break-in attempts and now he’s arguing in a stranger’s backyard with his brother who can ruin everything and then tear up and make Sam feel like the monster.

			Not that it’s an untrue feeling. Not when he has blood on his knuckles.

			He suddenly feels very tired. It has nothing to do with his aching cheekbone or bruised chest or two locks that defeated him.

			It’s just this.

			All of it.

			Standing between puddles of moonlight to steal into a house that isn’t and will never be his, just so he has a place to sleep tonight.

			‘Just shut up and follow me,’ Sam says, grabbing his backpack. ‘Quietly. And don’t – don’t break anything. I want to stay here for a few days. You know that’s how I work.’

			Avery starts humming, which could be agreement or mean he’s not listening. Sam smothers his annoyance. Breathe. Just breathe.

			Sam moves towards the back door, the last hope, and Avery follows, flapping his hands distractedly.

			The back of the house presents a patio crammed with too much furniture and barely enough space to squeeze through to the door. Sam inspects the lock and then slips paperclips out of his pocket. He keeps them for emergencies. The job is hard without a sturdy hook to keep the pressure on the lock. His fingers shake.

			‘Are you screwing up?’ Avery says in a conversational tone.

			Sam stabs harder at the lock. ‘How about you just tell me why you’re here?’ He is relieved Avery’s here, of course – safe and right where Sam can watch him – but a dark, selfish corner of Sam’s heart was looking forward to sleeping tonight without worrying. Well, Sam always worries about Avery, whether he’s in sight or not. But a night alone would be a quiet break.

			Seriously, Sam? This is your brother. You don’t need a break. You shouldn’t want one.

			‘I just missed you,’ Avery says.

			‘Sure,’ Sam says, knowing Avery won’t notice the sarcasm. ‘You’re definitely not here because you want something.’

			Once they stole houses together, but it quickly fell apart because Avery needs sameness and moving around so much had him in endless fretful meltdowns that even Sam couldn’t soothe. Now? Avery rotates between sleeping in the back of the mechanic’s shop, hoping his boss doesn’t catch him, and hanging around a group of twenty-year-olds who have him run bad jobs and tell him he’s cute while he smiles like an excited puppy and doesn’t freaking get that they’re using him. They let him sleep on their broken sofa. And that sameness? Only having to rotate between two places that don’t change? Avery will take that instead of staying with Sam, waiting for him to maybe find a new place to sleep every night. Now he tells Sam that he’s got friends and he’s got a job, and he can take care of himself.

			And then, when he inevitably still falls apart, he reappears and Sam has to fix everything.

			Always.

			That’s why Sam’s bloody and bruised tonight, isn’t it? Fixing things for Avery. But if Avery knows what Sam did tonight, why he just beat someone up, he’ll freak out. So, simple: he doesn’t get to know.

			There’s also this small vicious corner of Sam’s heart that wonders if Avery chooses to stay away because of how often Sam hits things. How much it scares him. But Sam does this for Avery, so it’s not fair for him to judge—

			Just don’t … don’t think about it.

			Sam wriggles the paperclip and the lock gives a satisfying click. Finally.

			Avery chews his lip. ‘Don’t you get lonely living like this?’

			Sam’s always alone, even when Avery is only a whisper behind him. He doesn’t feel like explaining, because Avery won’t get it, so he just slides the door open and lets Avery go in first while his own pulse evens out with relief. Now to wash off the blood. Now to curl up in a soft chair. Now to be still.

			Except Avery is here and Avery is never still.

			He tumbles inside and flips on a light switch and the supposedly empty house floods with hues of orange and gold.

			Sam flies across the room and slaps the switch off. ‘Are you trying to get me caught?’

			‘But why—’

			‘No, stop, just … just stop.’ Muted anger crunches between Sam’s teeth. ‘Close the blinds. Actually, don’t. I’ll do it and you be quiet.’

			Avery’s already wandered off, absently raking apart the house with his eyes and calculating the worth. That leaves Sam to fix the blinds while smothering the nervous hitch in his chest because this isn’t how his break-ins work. Avery really is ruining it. Sam has his methods, his routine, and afterwards he gets to feel safe and calm. He gets to snatch a few hours where his pulse isn’t hammering a tattoo against his skull. Where he can breathe. An invisible boy living in an empty house.

			Avery is anything but invisible.

			Now he’s trawling through the house, flipping light switches and touching everything and giving a running commentary on prices they could fetch at the pawnshop.

			It’s a comfortable home, the kind for people who can afford holidays. Small bedrooms, soft rugs on the floors, walls with framed photos of awkward teens and golden retrievers, and a large TV with an admirable gaming collection. Avery pets it excitedly. Sam says no way in hell.

			Sam leaves his backpack on the kitchen table and moves through the house. He flicks through calendars and notes on a desk, searching for evidence of how long this family will be gone. When they’ll come back. He finds a flight itinerary in the rubbish.

			A week.

			He could have a week in this house.

			But just to be sure, he checks: pet food dishes? None. Evidence of a house sitter? None. Food in the fridge? Nothing fresh.

			The house is his.

			His shoulders relax a fraction.

			Avery sprawls on a recliner in the lounge, hitting a lever that snaps the footrest up and down with loud clacks. Sam leaves him to it while he decides what to steal.

			He didn’t always rob the houses. Back when he was fourteen and so desperate for a house again, a home, he just broke in to sleep in the beds. Eat the food. Pretended he could keep this. Pathetic idiot.

			Then he started taking keys. To remember each house by.

			Then he started taking money. Then jewellery. Laptops. Cameras. Phones. Hidden credit cards.

			Avery gets rid of the stuff, courtesy of his shifty friends, but he balks at coming along. Except tonight, apparently.

			What did you do now, Avery?

			Sam just fixed Avery’s last screw-up. He’s not ready for another.

			Sam reaches for his backpack (the collection of keys is one odd habit he keeps to himself because Avery would touch everything and the keys are special, OK? They’re his) but Avery appears from behind the pantry door. He holds up a packet and a distinct look of horror crosses his face. ‘What the hell,’ he says, ‘are seaweed crackers?’

			Sam sighs. ‘Are you staying all night?’

			Avery busts the packet and peers inside. ‘These are diseased. Anyway, I want to—’ He looks up. ‘Oh. Your face.’

			Sam should’ve gone straight to a mirror to inspect the damage. He needs to soak his knuckles and put antiseptic on the cuts, but he forgot since he’s used to feeling like a rug with the dust beaten out.

			Avery pulls himself up to sit on the bench top next to an empty fruit bowl and crushes crackers between his fingertips instead of eating them. ‘You said you were going to stop beating people up.’ The accusatory edge is there.

			Something in Sam’s chest tugs, like he’s a boy made out of paper and string and the threads have been pulled too tight. ‘Leave it.’ His voice stays low.

			Avery doesn’t notice Sam’s tone, he hardly ever does. His legs swing, pace growing frantic. Sam needs to intervene before agitation turns to panic and Avery spins out.

			‘You said you’d stop hitting,’ Avery says, ‘and I’d promise to keep my job at the mechanic’s. Those are the rules.’ Crackers crunch. Packet rustles. Heels drum on the bench.

			‘I guess we both broke the rules,’ Sam says quietly.

			Avery’s eyes widen. ‘But I—’

			‘Save it. I know you drove a car into the wall at the mechanic’s shop.’

			‘I didn’t—’

			‘Were you drunk?’ Sam’s scowl is all flint, but wasted on Avery because he’s looking anywhere but Sam’s face.

			Avery snaps his fingers by his ears and doesn’t answer.

			This is all so unfair.

			Sam can still see the other apprentice mechanic in oily coveralls splayed out on the cement behind the shop, holding his broken hand and whimpering. Sam didn’t mean to take it so far, but does he ever? He went there to beat up the guy, make him unable to work for a day or two so the boss wouldn’t fire Avery. He’d need him. Avery would have a chance to redeem himself. It was simple – until bone snapped and Sam got a split lip and a boot imprint on his chest and limped off into the dark before the apprentice could see his face or call for help.

			The guy was big, but Sam’s good at fighting. Practice.

			It scares Avery, the way Sam hits. It scares Sam too. But what’s he supposed to do? He’s got nothing else. He doesn’t get to spin into a screaming heap when it gets too much like Avery does – Avery who’s wired a little different, Avery who acts like he’s younger instead of two years older than Sam.

			‘I’m probably going to get fired.’ Avery throws the crumpled packet in the sink and swings his legs viciously. ‘But I had this genius idea.’ His voice lightens, a good indication the idea is terrible. ‘See, there’s this super sweet sedan in the shop right now. We’ll have hours before anyone knows we took it.’

			‘Took it where?’ Sam’s voice is tight.

			And Avery says, ‘We could leave town,’ like it’s the easiest thing in the world.

			‘In a stolen car? Are you insane?’

			‘We’d ditch it tomorrow. Get another. I know cars. No big deal.’

			‘That’s not part of our plan,’ Sam says.

			‘Our plan sucks.’ Avery rocks on the bench. ‘It’s impossible. Let’s just drive away. You. And me. We.’ He smiles then, small but unguarded, like he really thinks Sam is going to go for this.

			Doesn’t he know Sam at all?

			Sam looks down at his hands, fisted and trembling. He’s furious at the hot tears pricking the back of his nose. He wills himself to be still, find that pocket of calm. ‘We made a plan.’ His voice shakes in an effort to stay level. ‘We’re going to earn money, get a house, fix ourselves up—’

			‘I’m not even eighteen. And you’re a wanted criminal. There’s no way we’ll ever steal enough for a house of our own.’

			This is not what they talked about. This is not what they spent countless hours planning last year, lying on the trampoline in their aunt’s backyard because she’d locked them outside again.

			We’re going to live in our own house. We’re going to be OK.

			‘No.’ But there are too many cracks in Sam’s voice. ‘No, we’re not stealing some car and we’re not leaving town and—’ He stops because it’s all crashing into him. How unrealistic his wishes are. How naive he’s being. He’s supposed to be the one with his head screwed on, but he’ll chase this dream until it cuts him to ribbons.

			It’s hard to breathe, but he’s not sure if that’s his bruised ribs or the agony of fighting with his brother.

			Avery’s voice grows shrill. ‘But if we stay the police will catch you! I can’t let them catch you. They’ll put you in p-prison and then – I can’t … you can’t—’ It ends in a frantic cry and Avery’s fingers rip at his hair and then suddenly he’s off the bench, knocking the fruit bowl as he goes.

			It splinters against the tiles like a gunshot.

			Someone’s going to hear.

			The shouts.

			The crashes.

			The brothers.

			Avery flinches away, knocking into a chair so hard it flies backwards and hits the wall, leaves an indent in the plaster. This is Avery. Unintentional chaos.

			Sam just watches, frozen, while Avery recoils from the mess, his tics exploding until he punches his own leg and gasps furiously for air. Sam tries to reach out, catch his brother’s arm and stroke it until he stops hurting himself and swaps to a calmer tic – like he did when they were kids – but Avery snaps away.

			‘I’ll leave then.’ His thin chest moves in and out, too fast. ‘I’ll steal a car and drive away by myself. You c-can get caught if you want. I don’t care. I don’t care!’ He shoves Sam then, and Sam sucks in a sharp breath.

			‘Don’t say that.’ Sam’s voice is barely a whisper.

			Avery storms towards the door, his limbs jerking like a puppet. He turns back with one last vicious glare – except there are tears in his eyes and his lip trembles. ‘I’ll leave you.’

			Don’t ever, ever say that.

			He slams the door on his way out.

			Sam stares at the chaos, the broken dish and the dent in the wall. The family will come back and never understand what happened here.

			Sam doesn’t understand.

			But he can’t stay here now.

			He’s already shouldering his backpack, the weight of a hundred stolen keys clinking their comforting song. He should run after Avery. Make him calm down, make sure he doesn’t hurt himself – make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid like try to leave. He didn’t mean it, right? They’re all each other has. Avery’s the only who sees Sammy Lou, the forgotten boy.

			I’ll leave you.

			Sam doesn’t take anything on his way out.

			That’s his secret failure.

			He doesn’t break into houses because he enjoys stealing. He stalks vacant windows and tricks locks and sleeps in stolen beds because he just wants to be home.
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			Sam puts half a city’s distance between him and that house. He’d like to outrun the angry words cutting their displeasure into his back too, but those are harder to shake. And as if the night needs to get worse, the sky joins in the contest of Who Can Make Sammy Lou Cry The Most and rolls in fat clouds to pour on his shoulders.

			Sam gets soaked as the temperature plummets and the world forgets it’s on the cusp of summer. No, let’s have a winter rerun. Won’t that be fun?

			He ends up at a playground near the beachfront and climbs a kiddie-sized rope ladder to huddle under a plastic roof. It keeps most of the rain off. He wraps his arms over his head and shivers violently enough to rattle his teeth and send spasms of pain through his bruised chest.

			He should be in a house right now, warm and dry.

			He should not be envisioning Avery driving a thousand kilometres away.

			Avery will go back to his shifty friends’ house. Probably? No, no he will. Stop panicking. Stop sitting here feeling sick about not knowing if Avery’s in the rain or stealing a car or curled on someone’s battered sofa. It was a stupid threat. He could never just go.

			Sam rests his cheek on his scrunched-up knees and maybe he dozes or maybe he just crouches there in a chilled daze until the showers stop and dawn traces fingers through the sky. It’ll be a nice day – Saturday, right? That means homes will be full of people spending lazy mornings amongst their quilts, with promises of coffee and honeyed crumpets and a stroll on the beach. At least that’s what he pretends normal people do.

			Sam’s shirt clings to his skin like a damp hug and it’s an effort to uncurl himself and plan his next move. He tries to order his thoughts as he flexes his dead fingers. He could:

			(1) find a new house

			(2) steal clothes

			(3) get food, because when did he even eat last?

			(4) go find Avery and please please please make him understand he can’t really be alone.

			He’s a mess, is Avery Lou, and Sam’s the only one who knows him. Who cares. But looking for him will mean facing that he beat someone up so Avery wouldn’t lose his job and Avery hates violence and Sam should be in jail already and and and—

			Sam holds his head. His thoughts spin, dizzying. He feels genuinely ill right now. His nose won’t stop running.

			OK, focus. There is another option:

			(5) go back to Aunt Karen’s house. She might be in a good mood. It’s been a year since he ran away, and seeing Sam all ill and pathetic might melt her cold heart and she’ll take him back.

			Or she’ll call the police.

			Who is he kidding? This is Aunt Karen. If she sees him, she’ll go straight to the phone.

			So Sam picks the brave option: avoid everyone and find a new house. Which means walking the sodden streets as the sun rises and his nose impersonates a waterfall and his head fills with cotton wool. It’s hard enough to think let alone figure out which houses are empty. Stealing houses is an art. You don’t just blunder into the first one that looks quiet. He should have this part perfected, but this morning he feels so off.

			He looks for the dead giveaways: overflowing mailboxes; front lawns with tipped-over bins that have clearly been there for a while; uncut grass; overgrown flowerbeds; empty driveways; drawn curtains; spiderwebs clawing across doors; and that slick quietness that coats an empty house and whispers it’s OK to enter. The stillness is the hardest to explain, but he can feel it.

			Except right now all he feels are aching bones – bruises and fevers.

			He needs to get off the streets and lie down.

			He tries two houses.

			For the first, the back door is disagreeable to his makeshift lock picks, since, thanks to Avery, he’s still using paperclips – but he finds fresh milk in the fridge and the garage still smells of car fumes.

			The second house is definitely a victim of longer-term abandonment. But a sticky note on the fridge reads ‘BUY PRESENT FOR PARTY ON SATURDAY’ in purple glitter pen. He can’t risk staying here.

			He could find a payphone and call Avery. Maybe they’ll just agree to forget how Avery thinks he doesn’t need Sam because it’s not true and it stings and—

			Embarrassingly, he thinks he might cry, so he forces himself to walk further, faster, his feet tapping out screw my life with every step. At least his clothes dry in the warm midday sun. Positives, right?

			He sneezes then and has to sit down in the gutter because he thinks he just dislocated a rib.

			Wow, he’s so healthy.

			A car trundles past while he waits for the dizzy spell to pass and, as his eyes follow it, he finds himself looking across the road at a house the colour of butter and sunflowers and summer days. It has a tired picket fence and rose bushes that resemble an angry jungle and the front lawn is full of kids’ toys and bikes and an upturned wading pool. The letterbox overflows with junk mail and the open-air carport is empty.

			Promising.

			Sam checks the street.

			Quiet.

			He peels himself out of the gutter and strolls into the yard like it’s the most natural thing in the world to break into a house in the middle of the day.

			He listens at the doors but it’s silent. Peering through the curtains shows a very lived-in house – he’s never seen so much washing piled on a sofa – but no sign of life. Well, the day can’t get any worse, so he picks the lock with a vague sense of desperation.

			Please be empty, please please please.

			The lock pops and Sam shuts the door and leans heavily on it, thinking of finding flu meds. He’s in a laundry with an industrial-sized washing machine and yet more clothes spilling from baskets. He picks his way to the doorframe and into a sprawling living area. It’s an open-plan room, with support poles instead of walls. The kitchen, dining area, and lounge are tangled together and swamped with a tornado of toys and clothes, books and chairs, Monopoly pieces and pencil cases, a broken science project and far too many left shoes. A sewing table sits near the front windows, bright fabric spilled on to the floor and boxes of lace and bobbins tumbled together.

			‘Not at all overwhelming,’ Sam whispers, surveying macaroni crafts plastered over the fridge.

			He has to blink a few times just to figure out where to focus. He has no idea how to tell if this sort of house is inhabited. Check for fresh food?

			The fridge is empty except for a dubious-looking Tupperware container and a toy train.

			OK then.

			Still … that’s promising.

			He picks his way across the room and notices the front curtains are drawn. Another sign that the occupants are away.

			Then he sees a huge whiteboard hanging in the kitchen, horribly decorated with dolphin glitter stickers, and sporting messages like:

			DENTIST @ 3:40 JACK – DO !! NOT !! SKIP !! AGAIN !!

			PLS BUY MILK

			JACK NEVER CLEANS THE BATHROOM

			GRADY HAS CAR THURSDAYS

			US TEENS COME BACK FROM CAMPING ON SUNDAY (DON’T SAY WE DIDN’T GIVE YOU DETAILS, DAD)

			Sam shoulders sag with relief.

			Back on Sunday.

			The house is his.

			He rummages through a medicine kit in one of the cramped cupboards and helps himself to flu meds. Take that, you freaking streaming nose. He swallows the tablets dry and vaguely wonders if they’re drowsy-inducing.

			He takes his slow, aching bones upstairs to a second floor that is as chaotic as the first. But through the mess of art projects, bags, and enough Lego on the floor to be considered warfare – the house feels warm. Cosy. Lived in. Sam’s favourite type of house.

			By the way, Sam, you are a freak.

			He feels feverishly warm.

			A brief tour of the bedrooms concludes that this house is mainly populated by boys. Only one bedroom looks remotely feminine, with two identical white beds with floral bedspreads. A piece of duct tape runs down the middle of the floor to separate one side’s haphazard piles of books and swords made from sticks – from the other of pincushions and fabric and boxes of buttons.

			OK, so these people don’t believe in cupboards. They believe in obstacle courses.

			He has a new appreciation for only having one brother. Imagine a dozen Averys? No thank you.

			He picks through a closet and finds a fresh T-shirt, since he’s been using his to mop his streaming eyes and nose, and then he wanders into an office. He could pick any bed, obviously, but it’s tidier in here and somehow he ends up in a comfy armchair in a pool of sunshine. Once he’s curled up in a shirt that smells of eucalyptus washing powder, with his backpack dumped on the floor and the sun petting his hair, Sam finds he can’t get back up.

			He is so very, very tired.

			He curls into a ball as the flu meds kick in. Side effects probably … definitely … include … drowsiness.

			The sun is so warm on his cheek.

			He’ll just sit here for a minute and then—
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			He’s seven years old, seatbelt cutting into his chest as the car speeds across the dark city.

			The strap is broken so his dad tied it down – tight, too tight. But if Sammy complains he’ll just get another slap. Instead, he chews his lip as they pull into a car park in front of a club that pulses a kaleidoscope of coloured lights and thundering beats.

			Avery hums softly to himself in the seat beside Sammy. He runs his favourite toy car over his face, eyes closed in a momentary bliss of sensation. He reaches over to run the car on Sammy’s face too, but Sammy shoves him back with a scowl.

			He knows Avery’s just sharing, but Sammy’s hungry. He hurts. He’s tired of being stuck in a car for days and days with Avery and his stupid toys.

			Sammy says, ‘Dad, he won’t stop touching me,’ before he really thinks about it. Then he goes still. Scared of a slap. Scared, even more, that Avery will get it.

			He should’ve stayed quiet.

			His dad shuts off the car and is on his phone, craning his neck to see the club. People stream out and in, wearing silly dresses. They must be cold. Sam’s cold. He can’t ask for his jacket because Avery was shivering earlier and Sam let him wear it.

			His dad half turns in the front seat, his eyes molasses pits in the dark car. He reaches back and snatches the toy off Avery.

			Avery gives a surprised yelp.

			A sick hole gnaws at Sam’s stomach. He didn’t mean … he just … He doesn’t want Avery to cry.

			‘Grow up, Avery,’ their dad snaps. ‘You’re too old for this rubbish.’

			Avery’s mouth makes a perfect O and he flaps his hands in front of his face. Another thing he’s too old to be doing that makes their dad so annoyed.

			Their dad gives a disgusted growl and shoves open his door. He gets out, breathing smoke in the frosty night air, and then leans back in to look at his sons again.

			His voice is a warning growl. ‘I’ll be a few minutes. Sit here while I pick something up. If I hear a peep, you get hell, understand?’ He glances at his phone again. ‘After this we drive to your aunt’s and see if your mother has run off there.’

			Avery lurches half out of his seat, hands flapping wildly. ‘My car!’

			Their dad smacks his hand against the roof of the car and Avery shrinks back. ‘You get the toy back when you stop being such a brat.’ He slams the door, swearing.

			They watch him stride across the car park, shoving Avery’s toy car into his pocket and putting his phone back to his ear.

			Sammy glances sideways at Avery. He watches his brother’s chest going in and out so so fast.

			‘I n-n-need need need—’ Avery breaks off, looking at Sammy with wild, wet eyes.

			He needs his car. It’s his special car. He always has it.

			Fix this, Sammy.

			‘He’ll give it back,’ says Sammy. ‘Just be good. Just wait.’ Please please please.

			They’ve been driving for ever, since their mother took a packet of cigarettes and their dad’s wallet and stormed out of the caravan they were borrowing and didn’t come back.

			His dad has been angry ever since.

			Well, he’s always angry.

			‘Just be good, Avery,’ Sammy repeats, desperate now – but Avery’s already popped open his door and slid out.

			This is not good.

			Sammy grabs for his own seatbelt, but it’s tied so tight. He can’t move. ‘Avery, don’t.’

			But Avery’s already trotting towards the pulsing lights and music, his tongue sticking out in determination. He hates loud things. Why’s he going in there? He doesn’t need his car that much, does he?

			Sammy doesn’t want to get hell when their dad comes back.

			He tugs harder at his belt and then kicks his legs, but he’s stuck.

			He sits there, handfuls of wild butterflies in his belly. He wants his mum and some honeyed toast and Avery snuggled up next to him in their trundle bed in the caravan, humming a little song and breaking off to kiss Sammy’s elbow because he hasn’t figured out brothers are supposed to fight and bite now that they’re seven and nine. Avery never figures anything out.

			But maybe it’ll be OK?

			Sammy’s trying to wriggle sideways out of the seatbelt straps when he hears the scream.

			Avery’s scream.

			He knows it anywhere because sometimes all Avery does is scream. Because his shirt itches, because his food is different, because something is wrong wrong wrong but he lost his words to explain.

			Sammy twists to stare out of his window at the club. His dad bursts out, followed by men in coloured shirts and gold chains and shiny shoes. Are they all laughing? Avery’s in a ball in the middle, rocking with his hands over his ears. No no no no – you don’t laugh when Avery’s like that. You have to hold him. You have to take him away till he calms down. Even Sammy knows this and he’s only seven.

			But the men shove his dad and sneer and laugh and one nudges Avery with his shoe and Avery screams again.

			Then their dad, all hunched over and flushed, picks Avery up and throws him over his shoulder. Hard to do because Avery writhes and kicks. Then his dad fairly bolts for the car while the mean men laugh and vanish back into their club.

			Sammy holds his breath. As soon as his dad opens the door, he’ll ask him to give Avery back the car. It’ll fix everything. It doesn’t matter if Avery’s too old. It makes him feel better.

			The words are lined up in Sammy’s mouth, all ready – but his dad doesn’t open the door. Instead, he throws Avery down on the gravel between parked cars.

			And he hits him.

			Avery’s screams turn to sobs.

			Sammy fights with his seatbelt now. Really fights. Avery didn’t mean it – he didn’t try to be bad – he just—

			no no no no no no no

			This is Sammy’s fault.

			His chest burns and the butterflies explode out, scared and twisted and sick. He slaps his palms against the glass, but his dad is bringing hell.

			Avery’s screams cut in half between the damp thwack thwack—

			Sammy slaps at the window. He cries out, but there’s no one else in the car park. No one to hear over the thunder of the club. No mother. No teacher. No one who cares that his dad’s molasses eyes are burnt out and his teeth white shark lines in the moonlight as he bites out, ‘You lost my only chance working with them – you – stupid – little – shit.’

			Avery’s voice cuts off into something garbled and sick and then his screams

			c
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			and stop.

			Silence.

			Sammy’s beaten his knuckles bloody on the window. His chest burns with something like tar and rage and he doesn’t shy back when his dad wrenches the car door opens and dumps Avery on the seat. His dad slams the door, kicks it viciously, and then gets in the driver’s side.

			Sammy can’t breathe. He is red fire and he is burning. You’re not allowed to hit Avery like that. You’re not allowed. He stretches shivering fingers to his brother. His brother who is finally still and quiet.

			He’s being good.

			Avery is a paper doll all in ribbons, hair flopped over closed eyes. His lips are bloody and his thin jacket has ridden up to show darkening bruises.

			The car rips out of the car park and takes a corner so fast Sammy’s head hits the window. His cry cuts off and he jerks at his seatbelt again and finally, finally it comes loose. He wriggles free and crawls across the seat to Avery.

			His dad slams the radio on, turning it up to blast. But his eyes find the rearview mirror and meet Sammy’s.

			His dad’s eyes are furious.

			Sammy hates him. His lips peel back like he is now a tiger and he would bite his father if he was closer. Sammy, strong and fierce, crouches over his brother. Protects him. The car skids over frosty roads while Sammy rubs circles on Avery’s palms and kisses his bloody cheek and wants and wants Avery’s eyes to open.

			‘It’s OK,’ Sammy whispers. ‘I’m here. Avery? It’s OK.’

			He repeats it a hundred thousand times as the radio blares and his dad punches the steering wheel.

			Sammy’s voice is trembly but fierce. ‘If anyone hurts you again, I’ll kill them.’ He wipes blood from Avery’s lips. ‘I’ll kill them.’

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Deep in the house, Avery is shouting.

			Sam shifts, fingers still desperately knotted around sleep because he doesn’t want to let go. He’s warm and dry and, well, OK, not entirely comfortable since there’s a crick in his neck from sleeping awkwardly in a chair. But he hasn’t slept this well in a long time. Probably because he drugged himself. Whatever. Just … just a few more minutes …

			Thumps follow the shouts, and then a clatter of dishes.

			Sam frowns in his sleep.

			Wait: if Avery is shouting he’s probably seconds away from melting to the floor and losing it. Sam needs to get up and—

			Sam tries to roll over but his legs get caught between the armchair and a bookshelf. And it’s that moment when he remembers he’s not in a house with Avery.

			He’s in an empty house.

			That’s not …

			empty.

			Sam sits bolt upright, catching himself before he pitches off the armchair. Holy shit. He’s in a house that’s not empty. The cosy warmness of the room has dissolved in sparks of flames. He’s not even sure what time it is. Did he sleep all night? He couldn’t. He wouldn’t.

			He scrabbles off the armchair and over to the desk. Shoving aside a few folders and tins of pens reveals a sad-looking clock that must be wrong because it reads eleven forty-five.

			Sam’s slept for a whole day.

			His heart chooses this moment to rabbit out of his chest. This can’t be happening. Not hearing Avery sneak up on him is one thing. But sleeping through a family returning? He’s losing his touch.

			He’s losing his mind.

			He can’t be here—

			What if they walk in—

			They’ll call the cops—

			He can’t be arrested, he can’t can’t can’t—

			Footsteps pound past the office and the closed door rattles a little. Sam’s heart vaults into his throat and he stumbles backwards, trips on his own backpack, and ends up sitting hard on the armchair. Think. They haven’t come in here yet, so that’s good.

			Good? Nothing is good.

			He’s in a house full of people. He’s upstairs. He can’t get out.

			‘DAD!’ a girl’s voice hollers right outside the office door. ‘TELL YOUR SON TO SET THE TABLE.’

			The voice is close, so close.

			‘Which one?’ someone else yells, softer and distant.

			‘THE ANNOYING ONE.’

			‘Like I said, which one?’

			Sam envisions how being found would go down. Screaming. Hands scrabbling for a phone. A frantic, startled fist shooting out and catching Sam in the mouth so his teeth cut into his tongue and he tastes his own bloody sins.

			Then the office door shudders again, like someone kicked it as they walked past.

			He has to hide.

			Sam dives for the cupboards, yanking open a door and looking in dismay at a mess of paperwork, a vacuum cleaner, and piles of board games. Terrified, he glances at the door only to see the doorknob half turn and then pause as someone yells down the stairs again.

			No choice.

			Sam folds himself into a thin groove in the cupboard, crushed between the vacuum cleaner and Cluedo. He drags the cupboard door shut by the tips of his fingers, but doesn’t quite get it closed.

			Then the door opens and he forgets how to breathe.

			A girl storms in.

			Sam only sees a sliver through the crack – just an edge of a purple sundress and an olive-skinned ankle, long fingers scurrying about the desk until they snatch something.

			Sam’s knees are at his throat. His heart punches new bruises into his ribs.

			‘I found your charger, Dad!’ she calls, then her voice lowers, ‘Seriously, how does he manage to lose it so much?’ She turns – and trips over Sam’s backpack.

			You’re such an idiot, Sammy Lou.

			Sam stuffs knuckles into his mouth and bites. Just hold on, just wait.

			But that backpack is full of keys, full of stolen ridiculous keys, that one glance at would reveal something is terribly off. And, pathetically, it’s special to him. It’s the only thing he owns.

			‘Ugh, Jack,’ she mutters, and steps over it.

			She steps over it!

			Sam remembers oxygen.

			She plugs the charger and a phone into the wall and then stomps out of the room like the backpack meant nothing. And in this mess, that’s probably likely. Whoever ‘Jack’ is, he can happily take the blame. Sam is fine with that. He is also fine with never ever coming out of this cupboard. Even though she’s slammed the door on her way out and he’s in the clear again.

			Please don’t come back.

			He closes his eyes and focuses on not dying as his legs lose feeling and the house rumbles and shakes with the cacophony of a Sunday lunch downstairs. There has to be a small army of people down there. A loud, noisy, violently laughing army that will be his—

			Saving?

			Because what if, and from the sounds of it this is likely, there are dozens of people downstairs? What if he just loses himself in the crowd and – sneaks out?
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