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The lights of Kyle’s hometown flashed by as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

His agent had screamed like a mad man, but the studio had finally signed off on his absence, since he was already gone anyway. It was a good thing. The rest of the crew would have a much easier time not dying on set with him gone, though the ghost sightings wouldn’t be as good.

Snow crunched under the tires of his Jeep as he turned down the road to the church. Tyler was there. Dad was there. And if Hannah was right, there would be something else waiting for him, too. Maybe that’s not what Stella had meant when she told him to go home, but at one in the morning, it seemed as good a place as any. No way in hell he was going back to his apartment. Not with millions of spiders ready to toss him off a balcony.

The snow was still coming down hard. Enough that his tracks would probably be filled in before he’d even gone a few feet. But that was okay. He had no intention of leaving the car. The tank was full, the heater blowing, and he would be ready to slam his foot on the gas if he needed to go anywhere in a hurry.

Despite that, his skin crawled as he drove past the fenced-in graveyard. The tombs slept under a blanket of snow, undisturbed, completely silent. Nothing there would have suggested the danger that lurked in the shadows. Al least, danger for Kyle.

There were eyes watching.

The funeral announcement for Tyler was still on the board out front. Just under it, a sermon titled “Jesus in the New Year: The same as in the last.” Why had they changed everything else, but left Tyler’s name plastered up there for everyone to see? It felt wrong. Exhibitionist, almost.

Kyle pulled into the curved driveway and studied the church. Odd how small it looked now. When he was a kid it was more like a black hole, waiting to suck him into an alternate universe where he was chained by button-up shirts and Mom’s unrelenting glare. Somehow, in those white walls, any bit of mercy slipped away and punishment came much quicker. But always with a softer voice.

Mom didn’t like to be embarrassed in front of the church. Dad, on the other hand, just grinned wide. “He’s hot-blooded,” he’d say. “It’s that Irish in him.”

Puffs of hot air turned the back window into a cloud of gray. Kyle gripped the wheel, studying the fog, before looking around the rest of the church grounds. There were ghosts in that graveyard, without a doubt. Multiple spirits. Enough to tear him to shreds between them. And when they were done with him, Joseph had free reign over the rest of the family.

A rustle in the passenger seat pulled Kyle’s attention from the snowy night. Right there, only a few inches away and as real as he had ever looked in life, sat Tyler. A purple ring circled his neck, identical to the scars on Kyle’s own throat. His shoulders turned forward slightly as he, too, studied the graveyard. After a moment, he turned to Kyle.

“You’re here,” Kyle whispered.

Tyler didn’t show any sign that he’d heard the words. He just watched, eyes darker than the sky above them. With a sudden gesture, he reached up and his hand collided with Kyle’s face. Kyle’s body went limp. His chest ached as his blood stiffened in his veins, and every inch of him froze.

[image: break]

Tyler dug through the wrappers accumulated in the center console of the van. A stick of beef jerky fell out and rolled into the garbage in the passenger seat, under fast food wrappers and empty beer bottles.

When would Kyle learn that alcohol and vehicles didn’t mix? Someday Tyler would have to take one of those bottles and beat some sense into his big brother.

“You still there?” Dad’s voice echoed through the speaker of the phone. “What is all that noise?”

“That is Kyle’s mountain of garbage. I seriously don’t know how he lives. There’s got to be a least a few new strains of deadly bacteria harbored in this mess.”

Dad chuckled. “So, not a good bet for foraging.”

“I don’t know. Maybe if I want to be patient zero for the zombie apocalypse.”

“How about this, next time you come up here, I’ll get some t-bones and we’ll fire up the grill. Makeup for all that garbage you’ve been eating.”

“I don’t know how he’s still alive,” Tyler repeated. “And I’m not saying that sarcastically.”

Silence filled the other end of the phone. Tyler squinted out the windshield at the activity outside. The crew was setting up for the night. Rory and Kyle were smart to grab a few more hours of sleep before the sun went down, but Tyler could never sleep before an episode. Especially if they were outdoors like this. Who knew what hung out in those woods?

“So, how is he?” Dad asked.

“Kyle?” Tyler pulled his eyes away from the treeline. “Fine, I guess. As much Kyle as ever.”

Which was pretty much like saying he was as opaque and stand-offish as usual.

“Has what he’s said before come up again?”

Tyler’s stomach sank. “I mean, yes and no.”

“What does that mean?”

“I honestly think that the whole suicide thing was just him being really, really drunk.” He had thought that same thing about buddies before. Most of the time it was true. Sometimes, he’d hear about their deaths a month or so later. Either way, he’d always wished he’d taken it more seriously when it had come up and he wasn’t willing to make that mistake with family. Even family who didn’t want to be family anymore.

“So he hasn’t said anything else?”

“He doesn’t talk to me. Everything he says is sarcastic and grumpy. Like Mom, when she hasn’t slept well but worse. In fact, it makes the rare holiday he spends at home feel civil.”

Carl was quiet again for several seconds. Thinking. He liked to take his time before answering.

“I know you are probably eager to get out of there.”

Tyler frowned. “It’s not so bad, and I’m not finding anything else right now. I wasn’t entirely lying to Kyle when I said I needed the job.”

“So, you don’t think he’s going to actually try something?” Carl asked.

Tyler sighed. This shouldn’t be his call, but it wasn’t like Kyle would listen to a family intervention or even just a good sit down chat. He wouldn’t be honest about it himself, so they were all just left guessing.  Even if he had, what exactly would Tyler say to him?

Hey, Kyle. I noticed you talked about killing yourself recently. Do you feel any overwhelming feelings of…

Yes I do, he would say. An overwhelming feeling of hate toward you.

Tyler shook off the imaginary barb and focused back on the conversation. “I don’t want to say. What if I say no, and then he does something really stupid? Well, stupider.”

“Have you talked to Hannah about it?”

“Yeah. She says he talks like that all the time.” Tyler picked at a stain on his Batman shirt. “She says he has shitty self-esteem, even if you can’t see it.

According to her, he’s okay as long as he can push the blame off on someone else. But she said he hits these rough patches where he just assumes everything is his fault and then he’s just a complete monster to live with. And she says he’s worse to himself than anyone.”

It seemed like he should remember those sorts of details about his own brother. They had grown up together, after all. But after Dad died Kyle turned into Fort Knox. It was like Dad had been his translator and once he was gone, Kyle didn’t understand the world and no one understood him. If he wasn’t locked in his room, he was out on his motorbike, breaking laws and Mom’s heart.

“I can believe that about him,” Carl said. “Sometimes I think he’s just like your mom. So sensitive to every little thing. No insulation between him and the world. Other times I feel like I’m talking to your dad again.”

“Yeah, I always thought he was the most like Dad. Dad just didn’t know how to talk about much. Get him talking about fishing or hunting and he’d be there all day, but the moment you tried to go deeper it was like he didn’t speak English. He really tried. I remember that. He and Kyle were just always on the same wavelength, though.” Tyler mulled on the memories for a moment.

He recalled a lot about Dad. The way he smelled when he hugged him, or the feeling of his calloused hand when they went walking through the woods together. He might not have been a man who knew how to talk, but he held Tyler’s hand long after the point when most dads would have. But as much as Tyler loved Dad, and as much as Dad loved him back, there was something between him and Kyle that just worked smoother. Kyle couldn’t figure out the rest of the world but him and Dad were on the same side. Dad was his doorway into the family, and when he died, Kyle had shut and locked it.

“I feel like, in some ways, Kyle’s just frozen in time. Still just a ten-year-old kid missing Dad. The rest of us healed and move on and he just won’t,” Tyler said.

How many times had they had this same conversation? Trying to pick apart the intricacies that made up Kyle. Every time Tyler got a working theory about why he was the way he was, Kyle would find a new way to confound him.

And it never got any better.

“Well, I guess we’ll just have to keep praying, trying to figure it out. Maybe someday it’ll become clear.” Carl liked to end conversations on a positive note.

“I just hope it makes sense before something happens. Before Kyle… I just don’t know if this family can handle another death.”

Tyler couldn’t, that was for sure.

A knock on the door made Tyler jump. Hannah’s soft features smiled back at him through the window.  He unlocked the door and Hannah slid into the front seat.

“They are making bets out there. Are you talking to a girlfriend?” She pushed her sleek hair behind her ears.

Tyler laughed. “Did you hear that, Carl, they think you’re a pretty girl.”

“I think Carl would make a lovely woman.”

A hearty laugh echoed through the phone. “Well, thank you, Hannah. I needed that.”

“We are just about ready to start setting up. You good?” Hannah asked.

Tyler grit his teeth. He wasn’t. Kyle had been particularly rough yesterday, and being around him right now meant a constant tension headache.

“Okay, Dad. I’ll call tomorrow. Love you.”

“Love you, too. Stay safe,” Carl said.

Tyler hung up and turned to Hannah. “Is he awake yet?”

“Kyle? I don’t know, but I don’t want to be the one to wake him up.” Hannah’s face twisted in a sort of grimace.

“Yeah, what is with that?”

“He gets these moods, every once in a while, where he thinks that no one wants him around. And then he takes it out on everyone, just to make sure
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