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Praise for Tell Us Something True


‘When you start reading a Dana Reinhardt book, it’s like discovering a new friend. By the time you’ve turned the final page it’s like saying goodbye to your best friend, and I can think of nothing better to ask of a writer.’


Markus Zusak, author of The Book Thief


‘I promise you’ll fall in love with River Dean, even though he’s a faker, a stalker, a non-driver, a bad dancer, a bad friend and a co-dependent mess. He’s funny and he’s true. His heart is smashed six different ways and he’s trying to mend it with tacos and lies – but isn’t that true of all of us?’


E. Lockhart, New York Times-bestselling author of We Were Liars


‘A heartfelt tale that elevates truth over passion and friends over lovers. Reinhardt keeps it real. Much respect.’


Matthew Quick, author of The Silver Linings Playbook


‘A sharp-witted, hilarious, and addicting novel about being lost and discovering your best self. Highly recommended!’


Adam Silvera, New York Times-bestselling author of More Happy Than Not


‘Oh, how I love a novel where the hero ties himself up, Houdini style, and dives into his own predicament. Once again Dana Reinhardt has written a charming, compassionate, very clever comedy, and this one reminds us how a big lie can reveal the truth.’


Laura McNeal, author of Dark Water


‘Tell Us Something True is hope, it is humanity, it is original, funny, wrenching, real, and intelligently surprising.’


Beth Kephart, author of Small Damages and Going Over
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For Daniel. Fate, luck, whatever the force


that brought us together,


I am grateful every day for you.





ONE


Up until the afternoon Penny Brockaway dumped me in the middle of Echo Park Lake, I didn’t believe in fate.


Before you start conjuring visions of me in a zippered body bag sinking to the bottom of that filthy water, I mean to say she dumped me, as in she broke up with me, as in she took my heart and stomped on it while wearing a pair of those clunky boots she liked, and then she got behind the wheel of her SUV and she drove over it before picking up what flattened pieces were left and tossing them in the compost bin.


We took out one of those little pedal boats.


I did all the pedaling.


We’d heard about the boats from her best friend Vanessa, who’d told Penny you could take boats into the middle of Echo Park Lake and doesn’t that sound romantic? To be out in the middle of a lake with the person you love?


It didn’t sound all that great to me, but Penny wanted to do it, and doing anything with Penny was romantic. Watching her brush her hair. Or tie her shoe. Or blow a bubble with her blue sugar-free gum. I didn’t need to be in a boat in the middle of some fake lake to feel all warm and fuzzy about Penny. I was just as happy sitting on the back steps of her house watching her three-legged dog try to outrun the sprinklers. Or keeping her company while she babysat her fat little brother, Ben.


But she wanted to go on those goddamn boats. I should have just said no, but I didn’t. And then it took us four months to find a Saturday afternoon we could drive out to Echo Park, and we finally did, and when we got there we had to wait forty-five minutes for a boat, and we finally got a red one, and we climbed in and I pedaled us out to the middle of the lake, and that’s when she said, “Riv,” followed by a big sigh and a longing look back at the dock, where I’d paid some teenager in a stupid vest twenty bucks for the privilege of renting the boat on which my girlfriend was about to dump me. “I just can’t do this anymore.”


The funny thing is, I thought: But I’ve done all the pedaling.


What happened next is sort of a blur. Some people talk about having an out-of-body experience in moments of tragedy, like they’re somewhere up in the clouds looking down at a miniature version of themselves. Some people describe feeling like they’re underwater, where everything moves in a distorted slow motion. Me? My body turned to ice and my head caught on fire. Like I was some reject superhero with totally useless, self-harming powers.


She obviously said more. She must have. But for however many minutes—or maybe it was hours, because it was like the sun shifted, the light out on the water changed—for whatever time passed between when she said I can’t do this anymore and It’s just that you aren’t really … the kind of person I think I deserve, I didn’t hear a thing. And I don’t think whatever she said is living somewhere hidden inside me, like those little black boxes on airplanes that record all the critical data, because I’ve searched deep. I’ve practically meditated on it, and all I come back with is silence.


“What kind of person do you deserve, Pen?” I wish I’d asked this in a deep voice, with maybe an Argentinean accent, something manly, instead of croaking it like a frog. Something was happening to me that made it hard to speak.


“Someone … I don’t know.…” She looked back at the dock again. Was it that guy in the vest? Was that who she felt she deserved? Someone who sold tickets for “romantic” pedal boats where love goes to die? “Someone … with more interest in stuff.”


“Interest in stuff.”


“Just more … I don’t know … more …” Usually Penny was smart and quick and funny. So I knew she was struggling, which felt good, I guess, because it was clear she hadn’t spent time rehearsing what she wanted to say, so I could hold on to the hope that she was acting on an impulse.


“More …?”


“Riv, stop making this so hard on me.”


I wish we’d taken a rowboat. I’d have dropped the oars. Then we could have sat out in the middle of Echo Park Lake forever, or at least until she realized she was making a terrible mistake.


But then she started to pedal. Slowly. Like she was hoping I wouldn’t notice, except that when she moved her pedals, mine moved too, they were connected. Simpatico. Just like we used to be.


The dock and the idiot in the vest were drawing nearer. I’d paid for a full hour. We’d been gone fifteen minutes.


“Look,” she said as her pedaling hit its stride. She bit her upper lip in that way I found totally adorable. Penny never wore lip gloss like all the other girls. Why try to improve on perfection? “You don’t reflect. You don’t think about things. You just follow along and do what you think you’re supposed to. You don’t even try to understand yourself and your issues, because, you know, River, you do have issues—”


“I love you, Penny.”


“I know you love me. I’m pretty clear on that.”


“I mean, I really, really love you.”


“That’s sweet, but—”


“That’s sweet?”


“Let’s just—”


“Is this because of Vanessa? Because I think when she told you about going out on a lake with someone you love, she meant you and her.”


“You’re crazy.”


“I am. About you.” I wish I hadn’t said that. God, it was so tacky. Right out of one of those crap romantic comedies Penny made me watch.


She rolled her eyes. I wasn’t even looking at her, I couldn’t bear to, but I knew she rolled her eyes. As she pedaled us up to the dock, the kid in the vest called out, “Toss me the rope.”


I clenched it in my fists.


“Let him have the rope, River.”


“No.”


“He needs the rope to pull us in.”


“No.”


“Whatever,” she said as she stepped out of the boat. She had to lunge to bridge the distance. She grabbed the arm of the kid in the vest as I sat alone in the boat with the rope in my hands.


“Come on, River.”


“No.”


I didn’t know what I was doing or why, but I’d made up my mind somehow. I wasn’t getting out of that boat.


“I want to go now.”


“So go.”


“We’re in Echo Park. How are you going to get home?”


“I’ll take the bus.”


“Very funny.”


“I mean it.”


“You’ve never taken the bus in your life.”


“So?”


She sighed and threw a look at the kid in the vest, like: What am I supposed to do with this guy?


“Fine,” she said, digging in her purse for her car keys and then dangling them in front of her. “I’m leaving now. Last call for a ride home.”


“Pass.”


“Good-bye, River. Good luck with …” She gestured to the lake. “… everything.”





TWO


I’m not proud to admit that I never bothered to get my driver’s license.


Most kids who grow up in LA start dreaming of driving as soon as they’re old enough to dream. But when I turned sixteen, I didn’t go to the DMV like everyone else, and then I turned seventeen and it sort of became a thing: I was the guy who didn’t have a license. Why? Well, I never needed one. I fell in love with Penny Brockaway when we were fifteen and then she turned sixteen a month before I did, and she got her license like everybody else, so I didn’t need to know how to drive, because I had her, until the day I found myself stuck in the middle of Echo Park Lake, thirteen freeway miles away from home. It turned out to be only ten miles on surface streets, 10.2 to be precise, which I learned because I walked all 10.2 of them.


I had a phone. There were people I could have called. Mom. Or Leonard, though I knew he was at work. I could have called Will or Luke or Maggie; they’d have relished the opportunity to drive me home from a breakup with Penny. Hell, I could have called a taxi. But I didn’t want to face anyone, not even some cabdriver I’d never have to see again in all my life.


I finally threw the kid the rope, and I got out of that boat, and he told me I owed him another twenty bucks because I’d cut into my second hour just sitting there thinking, and I reached into my wallet and gave it to him, because I couldn’t bear failing to meet anyone else’s expectations.


I set out on foot. I won’t lie to you—I had no idea where I was going. I had never been to Echo Park. I rarely went east of Fairfax.


I am not, nor was I ever, a member of the Boy Scouts of America or anything, yet I somehow knew that west was toward the sun, which had begun a lazy descent. This day was going to take its time ending.


I walked through Filipinotown, Thai Town, Koreatown. Past shops selling bright plastic buckets and flowered umbrellas and silk pajamas and spices and fish and radios and futons. I didn’t stop for noodles or dumplings or shave ice. I couldn’t remember when or what I’d eaten last: typically I had a monster appetite, so it was saying something that I didn’t buy so much as a Boba tea.


Finally, on a particularly dreary stretch of midcity Pico Boulevard, I started to lose it, thinking about my haircut. We’d gone to the Rudy’s in Venice, just last week, and Penny’d told the guy who cut my hair, Jasper, I think his name was, exactly what to do. Keep it shaggy. Take some off the back; he looks like he’s got a mullet. She had her hand on my neck when she said that, and she was running her fingers through the back of my hair, pulling on it a little to illustrate her point.


How do you go from caressing the ends of someone’s hair to dumping him in Echo Park Lake in the span of a week?


What had happened was hitting me with the force of an earthquake, but not one of those minor ones LA gets where you sometimes have to pretend you felt it.


It was right at that moment, when I was about to fall apart, in the middle of the empty sidewalk, which had probably never seen a pedestrian, as the sun finally disappeared in front of me and there was nothing left to guide my way, that I saw it.


The sign.


Painted black and fading on a tattered white awning:


A SECOND CHANCE.


Like Vegas or Times Square, a big, bright, flashing neon sign, that’s how I saw it—a sign, beckoning me: Hey, you! River Anthony Dean! Seventeen-year-old nobody without a license or a girlfriend! Over here! This way!


Now I understood why I’d held on to that rope, why I wouldn’t step out of that boat, why I wouldn’t take Penny’s offer of a ride home, why I didn’t stop for noodles or dumplings or shave ice. I needed to arrive on this block at this moment and see a second chance shining like a beacon in my darkness.


This sign was put here for me.


I stood underneath the awning and faced a pair of dirty glass doors with a piece of paper taped to one of them:


HERE: Is where you belong.


THIS: Is where change begins.


NOW: Is the time.


COME ON IN.


I walked through an empty reception area to another set of doors and pushed through those, continuing to feel a pull toward something important. Something with the power to right the course of my catastrophic afternoon.


I found myself in a large windowless room with a circle of metal folding chairs and about a dozen people. Their heads swung around in unison.


“Welcome,” said a man in a white collarless button-down, the kind worn by poets or pirates. “Pull up a chair.”


I did.


“Introduce yourself.”


“I’m River.”


“Hi, River,” said the man. “Tell us why you’re here.”


“Um …” I swallowed hard. I didn’t want a return of the frog. “Well … I guess I have issues. Like, I don’t think enough about things? And my life is … kinda ruined.” I stopped. Swallowed again. My mouth was so dry. Why didn’t I buy that Boba tea? “And then I … I saw the sign. You know, on the building? And, well, I just … I need a second chance.”


All the people in the circle, most of them about my age except for the Poet/Pirate, did a strange motion, something like a hang-loose, a shaking of the hand back and forth in my direction with the pinky aimed at me and the thumb aimed at themselves.


“That means we feel a connection,” explained the Poet/Pirate. “We’re connecting what you’re saying to something true inside ourselves.” He smiled at me and held my gaze for just long enough to make me a little uncomfortable; then he turned to the kid sitting next to him. This kid was big—shaved head, plaid shirt, thick neck—big—the kind of kid who looked like he’d steal your lunch money right before hot-wiring your car. “Go on, Mason. You were telling us about what happened this week.”


“Okay, so yeah, there I was, like, in the Starbucks after school. Everyone was going, so I figured I’d just go along but I wouldn’t get anything. And then everyone was buying Caramel Flan Frappuccinos and they looked so good. But they have like a gajillion calories. And then I see that there’s a light Caramel Flan Frappuccino that has only like a hundred and forty calories and zero fat so I get one, and it tastes exactly like it has only a hundred and forty calories and zero grams of fat. And I finish it in thirty seconds and I go to order a real one, because now I have the taste for it, and the guy’s like What can I get you? And I open my mouth to say A Caramel Flan Frappuccino, dickwad, but I hear myself say: A glass of water, please. It’s not like I didn’t think about going into the bathroom and puking, but then … I didn’t. I only made myself throw up once this week. That’s not perfect, but I’m pretty proud of that.”


“You should be,” said the Poet/Pirate. “I know I’m proud of you.” He was slight, practically swimming in that collarless shirt, with longish brown hair Penny would have made him trim in the back, a wispy goatee it was unclear he’d fully committed to, and reddish cheeks. He spoke with the hint of a lisp.


How exactly this guy or this group was going to help me get a second chance with Penny I wasn’t totally sure, but now I was here, a part of this circle, and I couldn’t just stand up and leave.


Counterclockwise, kids gave snapshots of their weeks. Some talked about drugs or alcohol. There was a girl who shoplifted and a boy with a video game addiction. Listening to these kids, I could almost forget about my shattered heart.


Almost.


When the turn came for the kid sitting next to me to speak, he stared at his shoes for a really long time. They were killer kicks: Nike Dunk High SBs in purple and cherry red. I’d never seen this particular color combo. They were limited editions by the looks of them.


He still hadn’t said a word. He cracked every knuckle twice and tapped his fingers nervously on his thighs. Nobody rushed him. Time didn’t seem to matter. Silence makes me nervous, but there was no way I was going to move to fill it. Finally, he let out a low, slow groan.


“Uuuuuuugggggghhhhhh.” And then: “Molly.”


The Poet/Pirate nodded.


“Molly,” the kid said again, squeezing his eyes tight to keep in the tears. “I. Miss. Molly. I. Miss. Molly. So. Much.”


So I wasn’t alone. I hadn’t wandered into the wrong place. My sadness, my story, what had brought me here to this room—Penny—it counted. It mattered. I wasn’t the only one with a stomped-on heart.


A beautiful girl with long dark hair and light brown skin, pink lipstick and gold hoop earrings, the girl who shoplifted, stood and walked over to the boy in the killer shoes and offered him a Kleenex from her purse. He shooed her away. He was going to hold on to the fiction that he didn’t need to cry over Molly the way I’d held on to the rope in that boat.


I wanted to say something like I feel you, brother, but I didn’t want to speak. Instead I made a fist, stuck out my thumb and pinky and waved my hand back and forth between us.


He looked at me. “You too?”


I nodded.


“Molly?”


I laughed a little. “Well, not Molly,” I said. The kid had a dry sense of humor.


“What, then?”


I thought about where to begin. The day I first saw Penny across the courtyard at freshman orientation? The first time I kissed her, at Jonas’s party? The first time she let me—


“Coke? Oxy?”


Oh shit. Molly … the drug. Molly was not a girl. Molly was a drug.


“Adderall?”


I shook my head.


“So what, then?” He eyed me suspiciously. “Whoa … not … the Big H?”


I shook my head again. More emphatically.


Now he laughed. “I didn’t think so. So what is it? Is it … weed?”


I nodded, because it was easier than saying I was here for the issues my girlfriend said I had that I didn’t fully understand.


And at least I’d actually smoked pot.


Twice.


“Weed?” He laughed again. “Weed,” he said like he couldn’t believe it.


“Christopher,” the Poet/Pirate said. “We can’t compare our struggles or our vices to those of our comrades, so we mustn’t try. You know this.”


“Weed,” he cackled.


Everyone was looking at me. Waiting. It was my turn to tell my story.


And that is how I came to attend A Second Chance, on a bleak stretch of midcity Pico, to grapple with my nonexistent marijuana addiction, every Saturday night in the spring of my senior year—what should have been the best time of my life.





THREE


Penny didn’t show up at school on Monday.


There was only one reasonable explanation for her absence: she stayed home, in bed, sick with regret.


I’d barely made it to school myself. I’d hardly slept, imagining all the ways I might approach Penny when I saw her in the morning, or wondering if I should even approach her at all. Did I want her to see what she’d done to me? How she’d destroyed me? Or was it better to pretend I was fine? That I could face that Monday like any other Monday, with maybe the slightest hint of a swagger, the kind reserved for the guys who believed that the world, and the girls who filled it, were theirs for the taking.


I returned home late on Saturday night. The meeting at A Second Chance didn’t let out until eight-thirty and then everyone hung out a bit out front on the sidewalk, some smoked cigarettes, and before I knew it I’d agreed to bring the snacks the following week.


The Poet/Pirate, whose name turned out to be Everett, asked me to step back inside for a “chat,” during which he asked if I’d been sent to the group or had come voluntarily.


“Voluntarily,” I answered.


“That’s great. That’s big. Recognizing you need the help and taking first steps … good for you. We’re glad to have you join us.” A big smile. Another long stare. “So just how serious is your problem, River?”


“How serious?”


“Yes. If you’re in dire shape, in the throes of addiction, this won’t be enough. The kids who come here are getting medical help elsewhere, or maybe they’ve already been through a residential program, and this is a place to come each week and just connect to other kids like them. To share our stories. We live in a vast city, River. As diverse as we are, it’s sometimes hard to find people just like us.”


Penny said I had issues. That I didn’t think about anything. Wouldn’t she be pleased if she knew I’d gone straight from that pedal boat to a support group for kids with problems? I was taking action. I was doing something.


I looked Everett in the eye. “This sounds like just what I need.”


“Great.” He handed me a yellow pamphlet. “We have rules, River, and you’re going to need to follow them if you want to continue to come to meetings. Read through this before next week, okay?”


I folded it into quarters and shoved it in my pocket. “Okay.”


It took me another two hours to walk home—I probably could have done it in an hour and a half, but I wasn’t in a hurry. I was going to fix this. Fix me. And fix us.


At red lights I flipped through Everett’s pamphlet. It outlined the sorts of rules you’d expect: Respect the privacy and boundaries of fellow group members. No intimate relationships. What happens at meetings is confidential unless there’s concern someone may harm himself or others. Be helpful and supportive. Keep criticism constructive. Tell the truth.


Mom and Leonard were sitting by the fireplace—Mom reading, Leonard going over some blueprints. We couldn’t actually light a fire, because we didn’t have a chimney, so Mom filled our faux fireplace with candles. She had a gift for taking something simple, or something lacking, and turning it into something special.


“How was the lake?” Leonard asked.


I’m sure they figured Penny and I had gone to dinner afterward, or to the movies, or that we’d gone back to her house, because that was where I spent most of my time. Her house was about four times as big as ours and afforded us the kind of privacy we used to crave. I know they didn’t imagine that Penny’d dumped me and that I’d walked all the way home from Echo Park with a brief stop to get support for my addiction to pot.


“Spectacular,” I said.


“Nice.” Mom looked up from her book for the first time, at me, but I guess I looked unchanged enough that she went back to reading.


“Maybe we’ll all go sometime,” Leonard said. “Do you think Natalie would like it?”


Natalie, my eight-year-old sister, has a major thing for aquatic mammals. “Natalie would love it. There are turtles, so …”


“Say no more.”


I spent most of Sunday shut in my room. I didn’t want Mom or Leonard or Natalie asking about Penny, because if I didn’t have to answer questions about Penny, to my family, she was still my girlfriend.


That brings me to Monday.


Penny picked me up most mornings, but not every morning—school was close enough for me to walk if I skipped a shower—so it didn’t raise any suspicion when I left the house on my own.
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