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For Nathan





Chapter One



The first time my mom told me liars didn’t go to heaven was when she tried to get me to confess to hitting my eight-year-old brother. I was seven. She had knelt down in front of the brown leather couch where the two of us sat at opposite ends. Micah hugged his left arm—evidence of the deed still a bright red mark an inch or so above his elbow. He whimpered for effect, while I remained stubbornly silent. After waiting for some time, my mom stood up and said very softly, “You know, liars don’t go to heaven.”


My mom used this phrase throughout my childhood, expecting it would be a deterrent to bad behavior. She didn’t know that the thought of pearly white gates, white mansions, and an eternal soundtrack of harps disturbed me. I mean, who even listens to harp music? And then there was the singing. I’m sure angels’ voices are beautiful and everything, but how long would I be expected to sing? What about the people who were tone deaf? Did that change when they passed on?


What kind of food would we eat? What if we didn’t get to eat? I was terrified of being sent to a place where I thought I’d be bored out of my mind after ten minutes.


Besides, lying came naturally. “Who ate the last cookie?” I’d point to my brother. “Where did my money go?” Cut to me shrugging. “Are her parents going to be there?” My head nodded on cue, though I knew her parents were away for the weekend.


I learned to lie by watching Micah. He’d keep his amber-brown eyes steady and look Mom straight in her eyes. He didn’t smile or talk too much to give himself away. He remained calm, quiet even. The trick, he told me, was that a part of him actually believed the lies.


He took me under his wing, and we began covering for each other. I didn’t tell Mom or Dad where he was or what he was doing, and he didn’t tell them whom I secretly dated or when I came home late. We had an unspoken pact. We lied to our parents with ease. We lied to our teachers. We even lied to each other.


The truth? Everyone lies. Every single person. Even my mom. When Micah didn’t come home one night, she looked at me the following morning and told me he went to visit my uncle in the Bay Area for the summer. She said the change of scene would do him good, and then she raised her left hand to her temple. The subtle movement was her tell. I knew her signs, having studied her my whole life, as if we played some high-stakes poker game together, even if the winnings meant only that I got to stay up a half an hour later.


I thought Micah had bailed for the night and crashed at some friend’s house like the last time. I didn’t allow my thoughts to take me to the darker places. But when I walked into his room and saw his guitar stand lying on its side next to his unmade bed, I knew. His Cali Girl case was gone. He had taken his Gibson Les Paul. I stood in the middle of his room very aware of the silence surrounding me and understood that heaven must be a big empty space.


  *  *  *  


Sometimes I couldn’t sleep. I’d hear these sounds through the wall between Micah’s and my bedrooms. Light feet on the floor. Pacing. The squeaking of his old bed. More pacing. Another roll of springs grating on metal. The quiet strum of his guitar. The whispered conversations to God knows who. His door opening at hours when it should’ve been closed. I eventually started sleeping with a small fan on next to my bed to block out all the sounds. It helped, mostly.


My parents first asked me about Micah and drugs a little over a year ago. They wanted to know when it started. I lied. I told them I didn’t know. I told them I knew he’d experimented here and there, but I didn’t think it was anything serious. I pretended I was as shocked as they were.


I didn’t tell them that the first time Micah used meth was at a party he’d played with his band over two years ago. While he’d tuned his guitar, someone had given him a small white pill and told him it would take the edge off. Classic. He took it and didn’t sleep for two days. I knew because I heard him through the thin wall. A couple of days later, after finally sleeping it off, Micah strolled nonchalantly into my room and started touching the books on my shelf, which usually meant he was in a talkative mood.


“You gonna say anything?” Of course he knew that I knew. He didn’t even try to insult me with a lie.


“What?” I said.


“It was only one time.”


“I know.”


He pulled out The Stranger, a depressing book I’d had to read the year before and had enjoyed simply because I could check it off my list for the “college bound.”


“It’s weird.” Micah fanned through it, stalling, looking for words. “I felt . . . it was . . . the best I’ve ever felt. This super rush. I didn’t know I could ever feel that way. Like I could do anything, you know?”


“No, I don’t know.” I didn’t mean to stifle his moment, but I didn’t want to encourage him either.


He looked at me like I was the little sister who didn’t know anything, put the book back on the shelf, and left the room.


I walked over and returned the book to its proper place. If I had known that his mind had already been altered with that first try, that the seed of addiction had taken root, maybe I would have done more. Maybe. But I didn’t.


Micah claimed he used as an artistic experience, saying that he connected with the universe when he was high. He used to create. He used to perform. He said it gave him his magic mojo, like he became some kind of different entity, some superpower. But that was in the beginning. Eventually he needed it to function. No one noticed, or maybe they didn’t want to notice, the change. He was the usual warm body in class. His grades weren’t great, but they never had been. But he soon turned from my older brother into a walking cliché.


Maybe if I’d sent an anonymous letter to my parents in the beginning, everything could have been avoided. We could have had an intervention, like the one I watched on TV where the family and two friends sat in a living room and ambushed the guy when he walked into the room.


The guy said, “Hell no!” over and over again, along with a few other expletives that I could read on his lips, though they were edited out for TV.


By the end of the half hour he was crying and hugging his mom. The mediator was all smiles. I could have been the hero of the family. Instead, I lied and told myself that it was just a phase. Micah would be able to quit when he wanted to. Now I carry that burden.


  *  *  *  


Mom and Dad had supported Micah doing the band thing, even showed up at some of the gigs. My dad bought him his first guitar. They’d more than tolerated his colored hair and the tattoo he got right before senior year. When the school called about his missing classes, they had a more serious talk around the kitchen table. By that time, they were witnessing the effects of his habitual drug use, but they had no idea how bad it really was. They forced him to attend one substance abuse meeting, and he returned saying he’d seen the light and wouldn’t use anymore. But I overheard him telling someone on the phone that the people there were all old, and losers. That they were nothing like him.


After Mom found some crystals at the bottom of one of Micah’s drawers, she and my dad formulated a new plan. They gave him an ultimatum. They told him he had to go to rehab—a six-week program designed for teens ages twelve to eighteen. They said they were employing tough love, something they had learned from a book and a TV talk show. Only seventeen at the time, a minor, Micah had to go.


As part of the program, my parents attended weekly group sessions. They thought it best that I not go, out of concern for Micah’s comfort. I’m sure he felt so comfortable living and sharing his innermost, deepest feelings with strangers. Whatever. I stayed home or hung out at Michelle’s.


Besides, I had my own problems to deal with. Namely, Keith. We had almost broken up, and I didn’t really want to get into it with my parents. My mom loved Keith. He had that way, that charm with women of all ages. It began with an infectious smile that spread to his eyes as he looked at you. Mom gladly fell victim to it every time. Keith’s smile even worked on teachers, male and female, which was why he never had to worry about making grades to stay on the baseball and basketball teams.


But him getting with Marcie Armstrong? I could have gotten some disease. Keith told me it was a one-time thing, just some party that had gone out of control. Marcie had thrown herself on him, and he said he was too drunk to even remember what had really happened. He actually had tears in his eyes when he told me. That killed me. I held him and whispered that it’d be okay; we’d figure it out. I ignored the small thing that felt like it was dying inside.


When I’d ask my parents how it went after a session, they’d always give the same answer, “Your brother is going to be fine.” Then the TV would turn on and my dad would sit in front of it and my mom would take the stairs to their room. I’d disappear and remain invisible until the morning rush to school and work.


I was surprised when they asked me to go to one of Micah’s sessions. I didn’t really want to, but they said it would be good for our whole family.


It played out something like this . . .


We entered a large white office with pictures of nature above motivational slogans like “Life is a journey, not a destination” and “Opportunity will arise when you ride the wall of change” hanging from the wall. Metal chairs formed a circle in the center of the room. People I did not know, except for Micah, looked up at us and nodded when we entered the room. We were late. The counselor or shrink, whatever he was, invited us to sit down. His dreads flopped about when he turned his head and indicated a chair. I sat below a picture of a sunset. Its caption read: “Today is the first day of the rest of your life. Make it happen!”


The session began with the counselor leading everyone in a kind of prayer. “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference.”


It was weird. I didn’t know they had sent Micah to a religious thing. My family didn’t go to church, like Michelle’s. Mom was raised Catholic, so we got dressed up and went to Mass on Easter Sunday, when we’d hear sermons that were mostly the same year to year, something about death and Jesus.


Mom enjoyed the music. Dad liked it when the priest was funny. Micah liked the part where they tortured and killed Jesus, which was the part that bothered me the most. I thought it strange that people believed in a God who could watch His son be killed, although I supposed He seemed tame in comparison to all the Greek gods. At least Jesus didn’t have His insides pecked out by a vulture for eternity.


Church didn’t make much sense to me. And then there was the whole problem of evil and suffering in the world, and child molesters, and zits. Michelle had tried explaining it once, but again, I didn’t really see the point.


Religion would leak from my mom every now and then in a series of catchphrases she’d learned growing up, like liars not going to heaven or “for the love of all that’s holy,” or “sweet Mary, mother of Jesus.” Sometimes I’d catch her making the sign of the cross, her hands performing the ritual out of muscle memory more than anything else.


When I was really young, I gave God a name. I called him Frank. I don’t know why, the name just seemed to fit. Even Micah started calling him that. Mom became nervous because of its being sacrilegious or something, so we eventually stopped. I didn’t speak to Frank for years. But a couple of nights after Micah left, I tried to talk to Frank. I asked him to find Micah, to help out. I tried to take back what I had secretly wished, the part about wanting Micah to disappear.


I waited in the dark of my bedroom, but Frank didn’t say anything. I wasn’t that surprised because Frank had always been more of a listener, a bit evasive, mysterious—kind of like socks that go missing from the washer to the dryer. One moment I thought He was there, the next I found myself groping around in the dark for the intangible missing sock. In my opinion, God didn’t really have anything to do with what had been going on with Micah, but I figured it didn’t hurt to ask for His help.


Peace. Serenity. I remembered that one from an SAT list. How was there peace in accepting what couldn’t be changed? I heard my parents and Micah stumbling through the words. Micah slouched a bit in his chair. His long legs stretched across the floor and crossed at the ankles.


After the opening prayer, those who were part of the rehab program were asked to share what they had been learning, what they had been feeling with their families.


A girl named Mandy spoke first. Her long black hair masked half of her face but revealed a black eye that fluttered around like a bird as she talked. She looked my age, sixteen, although she seemed older because she was skinny, real skinny. Anorexic skinny. Her face sunk in on itself, giving the illusion of a model’s high cheekbones. Her mouth stretched to cover large white teeth that hung from her gums. Every so often she pulled her lips back and made a sucking sound as she swallowed the spit.


Mandy confessed to the group and her parents that she used to sleep with guys to get heroin. She didn’t have a number, just that there were a lot of men, and an occasional woman. She’d already had some kind of STD, and she was trying to work up the courage to get tested for AIDS.


The girl sitting next to her, who could have been her twin with her same too-skinny look, held her. Mandy’s mother smiled encouragingly, revealing her own large horse teeth.


“Thank you, Mandy. That was very brave of you today.” The counselor responded with a heavy kindness. He shuffled his loafers underneath his chair, and I couldn’t make his dreadlocks and the loafers work together in my mind.


All of the inmates, or residents—I wasn’t sure what to call them—then took a turn sharing something with their family members in the circle. Each story sounded similar, with the details shaken like we were playing a big game of Boggle. After someone shared, questions were asked or encouraging comments given. The counselor always thanked the person speaking. There was something awkward in the release of so much emotional pain, but it had also been cathartic. It meant no more hiding. No more secrets. No more telling lies. My right foot bounced on the bottom rung of the chair. I didn’t want to be there.


“Micah, you’ve been a little quiet today,” the counselor said suddenly, turning to face my brother.


Micah shrugged and slouched a bit more in his chair.


“I see your whole family came today.”


“Yep.” He didn’t look up at us.


“Is there anything you’d like to say?”


Micah looked like he wanted to hit the guy in the face, but he restrained himself. He hesitated and said, “I’ve gradually been siphoning off my college fund to, you know, pay for things.”


“Pay for what, Micah?” the counselor asked.


Micah sucked in some air, clearly annoyed. “For the meth.”


Dad went rigid in his chair. This was clearly new information to him. “How much did you take?”


Micah stared at the ground, and I followed his gaze. I imagined the white tile, cool against my face if I could just lie down and close my eyes. If I could just lie down and escape the pulsing in my head.


“All of it.” The next words came in a rush, strung together. “I’m sorry. I’ll pay it back. All I need are a couple of shows when I get out of here. The guys say some people are really interested.”


“We’ve been saving that for years.” The words hissed out of Dad’s mouth.


“I said I’d pay it back,” Micah whispered.


Mom placed her hand on Dad’s leg.


“Fine,” he said. “You’ll pay it back.”


“Maybe he can get a scholarship,” she offered.


Dad grunted. “A little late for that.”


“Maybe I won’t go to college,” Micah said in the same subdued voice. “I mean, my grades aren’t that great. I’m not smart like Rachel.”


When I heard my name, I picked my head up, annoyed that my attempt at invisibility had been foiled.


“You are just as smart as Rachel, honey,” my mom said. “You’ve just gotten a little sidetracked.” She spoke of his addiction as if it were a small speed bump on a suburban street. “When this is all put behind us, you’ll see. Next year you’ll be in college. It’ll be so much better.”


“You’re not listening to me.” Micah sat up in his chair. He grasped his hands in front of him and spoke very slowly. “I’m not going to college. I don’t want to go. After graduation, I’m going to LA with the guys.”


Dad couldn’t hide his anger anymore. “The guys? What are you going to do? Play music on the streets? How are you going to live? You’ve got a serious problem here that you’re not even dealing with.”


The counselor tried to interject, “Now, Mr. Stevens, I think it’s important that we allow Micah to express his—”


Dad cut him off. “I’m tired of all of this psychobabble. Micah, this isn’t you. It’s the drugs talking. I get that. I really do. This isn’t you. When you get out of here, we can talk about this some more.”


“You’re not listening to me!” Micah yelled.


Then everything became quiet.


“Go on, Micah, tell us what you’re feeling.” The counselor spoke softly, but looked at my dad with threatening eyes.


Micah started out slowly. “This is me. I’m not you or Mom. I know I have some issues, but I’ve got it handled now. I’m fine.” And then he said the biggest lie ever. “I’m not perfect like Rachel.”


The shock must have registered on my face because the counselor asked me, “Rachel, is there anything you’d like to say to Micah? It’s okay. This is a safe space.”


Safe spaces exist only where people aren’t, I thought. I shook my head, no.


“You sure?” the counselor said, prodding. This time his dreads reminded me of small snakes, coiling and uncoiling. Micah looked in my direction. He hadn’t changed. His brown eyes still held the same dead expression as they had since he’d chosen meth over everything else in his life.


My mouth made a smile. “It’ll be good to have you home,” I lied.


  *  *  *  


The funny thing about a lie is that once it has been said and believed, it lives and becomes. It can’t be taken back. It sucks all the air from you until you give up and it takes over and you forget how to breathe on your own. It is like those parasitic relationships, but not like the shark and the little remora that politely cleans the shark’s skin and sometimes attaches itself to its underbelly. No, it is more like a tapeworm eating someone from the inside out.


My AP bio teacher caught one when he lived somewhere in South America for a summer. He came home and started feeling sick and couldn’t gain any weight. Turns out, he had a twenty-foot tapeworm feeding and growing in his intestine. He knew we wouldn’t believe him, so he brought some of it to class in a jar, where it floated, looking like the longest piece of linguini I had ever seen.


How gross was that? He had actually asked the doctor if he could keep the tapeworm when they removed it.


Just like a tapeworm, sometimes a lie has to be physically removed. The problem is, most of us still carry the lie around inside a jar like a souvenir.





Chapter Two



Tyler was waiting for me when I pulled into the 7-Eleven parking lot. He leaned against his truck, smoking a cigarette. The clock on my dashboard read 8:55.


Early for a stoner, I thought. I took it as a good sign.


I pulled alongside him, kept the car running, and rolled down my window. “Hey.”


“Hey.” He took another hit, threw the cigarette down, and smashed it into the pavement with the ball of his right foot. The smoke left his parted lips like a slow-moving fog. He pushed his straight black hair, which hung slightly over the top of his eyes, away from his face and looked across the parking lot. “You sure you’re ready for this?”


I followed his gaze to another car that had pulled in. I recognized the driver, who stepped out of the car wearing the store’s employee uniform. He had graduated with Micah’s class in June.


“Yes.”


Tyler opened the driver’s side of his truck and grabbed a black backpack. He shut the door, locked it, and walked slowly around the front of my car. He wore his usual ensemble: Hollister jeans, which hung a little low at the waist; a black T-shirt; and a chain of keys looped to one of the buckles. He was a year younger than Micah, like me, though he was taller than Micah, probably close to six feet. Tyler had that long, lean build, perfect for soccer and playing the bass, both of which I knew he did well. He was cocky, too, walking as if he expected me to watch him. The passenger door to my Civic opened, and he slid inside with that familiar ash smell.


“I just have one rule. No smoking in the car.” I looked him in the eyes, hoping he would see that I was serious.


“All right. Here’s my rule. No bitching about me smoking.” His expression matched my own.


I looked away first, shifting the gear to reverse. “Glad we have an understanding.” I pulled out of the parking lot.


“May I?” He motioned to the stereo.


“Sure, whatever.” I kept my eyes on the road as Morrissey’s voice filled the space between us. A fitting melancholy set in.


“Not bad,” he said.


“You’re not the only one who knows music.” Tyler was in Micah’s band, which meant he probably thought he was some kind of expert, like Micah. I didn’t feel like making small talk, but I didn’t want to be a jerk. “Thanks for helping me find him.”


Tyler moved the seat back and put on his dark sunglasses. “I’m not making any promises.”


“I know.”


From the little I knew of Tyler, he seemed to speak the truth, and that was something I needed. No more bullshit. No more lies. “I just mean you didn’t have to.”


“Yeah. Well”—he shifted in his seat—“he owes me money.”


I hadn’t known that, but I wasn’t surprised. Micah owes me, too, I thought, much more than just money. I turned onto the ramp to the 15 Freeway heading south toward San Diego.


“Watch it!” Tyler yelled.


I swerved just in time to avoid a black Lexus coming up on the left.


“Need me to drive?” he asked, sitting up straight. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see him turn toward me.


“I’m fine, really. Why don’t you take a nap?” With the traffic in front of us, it was going to be a while. “It’s gonna take at least an hour to get there.”


“Over an hour.” Tyler laid his head back and folded his bronzed arms across his chest.


I could see the bottom half of the Aztec eagle sketched into his arm. The sleeve of his black T-shirt covered the rest, but I knew it was there. He’d gotten it done when he went through his La Raza phase. He’d spent last summer down in Mexico with relatives, came back speaking some Spanish and talking about oppression, and how corrupt American politics were. He staged a walkout of his history class right before Thanksgiving break, objecting to the term Indian and even Native American, saying they should be called by their tribal names. He even got the whole school chanting the name of the tribe who’d helped the pilgrims, whatever it was.


I kind of liked that side of Tyler, but it didn’t last long. Keeping up with a cause was exhausting, I supposed, when you were in high school and the bass player in a band. Besides, once Christmas came around, it was all Santa and elves and carols. No one wanted to hear about how California should really be part of Mexico. No one cared.


I couldn’t believe it was already August, with only a couple of weeks left before I started my senior year. The fact that Micah was still missing was a subject that everyone tiptoed around like a kid avoiding cracks on a sidewalk. No one asked me about him, but they gave sad smiles. The kind you gave at funerals when you pass the family in the receiving line. The kind given when you don’t really know what to say.


It didn’t matter. I had decided to move on. It had been a couple of months, and college applications cried for my attention. I didn’t have time to wallow in the fact that Micah had left us; that he had left me without so much as a word. In my opinion, I had already given him enough of my time. And then I got the e-mail.


Rachel,


You do not know me, but I know who you are. We have a mutual acquaintance, your brother, Micah. He’s not doing so good. He’s living on the streets, playing guitar for money, among other things. He’s in trouble, not the kind you can get out of so easily, if you know what I mean. But the more serious shit, the kind where someone could get themselves hurt or . . .


He’d be upset if he knew I wrote you. He talks about you the most. That’s got to mean something, right?


Anyway, he’s in Ocean Beach.


I read the e-mail a couple of times, printed it out, and stuffed it into the drawer in the table by my bed where I kept lists and other things. Another week went by before I read it again. This time, I approached it like a text in my English class. I looked for patterns. I dissected the words. What did “not doing so good” mean? Good was such a relative term. What kind of trouble was he in? I imagined the “or . . .” signified something beyond hurt, which meant the person who sent the e-mail thought my brother’s life was in danger.


But who sent the e-mail? I was pretty sure it didn’t come from someone at school, unless it was a cruel joke. It had to be someone who knew him, someone he trusted. I tried to trace it, but it was sent from some generic Hotmail account, as if anyone even used Hotmail anymore.


Two sentences kept coming back to me. He talks about you the most. That’s got to mean something. I knew it had to be a lie. Micah had barely spoken to me, let alone acknowledged my presence, during the weeks before he left. But what lay behind the lie disturbed me. Someone was worried about my brother, and knew my weakness: guilt. It was the one weapon I had no defense against.


I tried sleeping that night but couldn’t, so I called Tyler, the only friend of Micah’s I could stand, the following day and read him the e-mail over the phone.


He was silent for a moment, and then asked me to read it again. When I finished, I said, “Well?”


“Cryptic.”


“I’m going,” I said.


“When?”


“Tomorrow.”


I heard him suck in some air and let it out in one huge rush. “All right.”


  *  *  *  


Our plan was simple: Leave early in the morning, drive down to Ocean Beach in San Diego, look for Micah, and be home by eight, as my parents expected. In my mind, only one scenario could play itself out: We find Micah sitting on the sidewalk with his guitar and a can, asking for money. When he sees us, he is argumentative at first, but quickly apologizes and thanks us for finding him. On the way home, he worries about what he’ll say to Mom and Dad, but we both reassure him that we’ll be there for him. I block out any other versions of what might go down.


The car started the long climb out of the valley where we lived. As it reached the top of the hill and started down the other side, I saw the wide four-lane freeway snake off into the distance. We had a long way to go.


By the sound of his breathing, I could tell Tyler was already asleep. I glanced at him. His knees crushed against the dashboard as he slouched in his seat. His lips formed a lopsided grin before he mumbled something I couldn’t quite make out. A sleep talker. Good, I thought. Maybe I’ll get some dirt on him.


My fingers drummed the steering wheel to the rhythm of the music. On either side of us were brown hills, covered with boulders of all shapes and sizes.


When Micah and I were younger, Mom used to have us pretend we were in an old Western as we drove past the rocky hills. She’d point in a direction and say, “Look out, I see one now.” We’d duck in the car, as if we could see the top of a black cowboy hat, and would imagine the bad guy hiding behind the rock with his rifle. Micah and I would take our turns aiming and firing at him. One of us reloaded while the other fired, until Mom warned us about another imaginary cowboy and we’d switch our aim. We’d always make it through the pass. Sometimes Micah or I pretended that we’d gotten a small flesh wound, but there were never any casualties. As we drove away from the “hill country,” as Mom called it, she would speak of the bad guy who’d gotten away and how he’d be waiting for us the next time.


This was how we passed our time during family road trips; sometimes we were pioneers out West, and other times we were explorers on another planet. My mom loved to play “let’s pretend.” The games lasted even into junior high, where we humored her because we still kind of wanted to be kids and have fun.


By the time Micah entered high school, however, he let us know that playing make-believe games with our mom was not cool. Since I measured most things against his opinion, I stopped playing too. Mom eventually succumbed to our silent treatments and eye rolls. Car trips became competing playlists, as Micah and I sat in the backseat with headphones on, staring out the side windows at nothing more than rocks on a brown hill.


Micah became cool sophomore year when Missy Eyers asked his band to play at her party. Since she was a senior and a cheerleader, Micah received instant status. To be fair, he had been rising pretty steadily on his own merit, but the Missy gig propelled him over the top. All I heard (because I didn’t get to go, I was only a freshman at the time) was how awesome they were, how cute Micah was, and how he and Missy made out and probably did it. Micah confirmed the first, but was purposefully elusive on the third.
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