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  A portrait of heartbreak and resilience, and what happens to those left behind... a devastatingly good read.


   Laura Fitzgerald, national bestselling author of Veil of Roses and Dreaming in English


  



  Melissa Clarks Bear Witness takes a piercing look at the world of Paige Bellen, a young woman whose transition into adolescence is haunted by the kidnapping and death of her best friend: One minute everything was normal and then a door opened and it was never the same. A harrowing, resonant portrait of girlhood trauma.


   Rigoberto Gonzlez, author of Butterfly Boy and The Mariposa Club


  



  Melissa Clark has crafted a perceptive and highly compelling story of a teenage girl, in the wake of a terrible trauma. It is an intense and emotional read, one that left me breathless. Bear Witness is a unique combination of page-turner and astutely worded character observation.


   Alan Lazar, author of Roam


  



  A glimpse inside an experience we all would hope never to have to explore. Melissa Clark has told a powerful story.


   Davida Wills Hurwin, author of A Time for Dancing and Freaks and Revelations
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  Melissa Clark starts with an idea so convincingly scary its amazing she can play it out in such a funny, moving, and sexy way. But, boy, does she ever.


   Alan Alda, bestselling author of Never Have Your Dog Stuffed and Things I Overheard While Talking to Myself


  



  An absolutely delightful tale of dealing with life's hilarious curve balls. Its smart and snappy, with a hoot of a premise.... I loved this book and simply could not put it down!


   Jennifer Coburn, author of Reinventing Mona and Tales from the Crib


  



  A brilliant idea for a book, and a compelling, warm, and funny read.


   Jane Moore, bestselling author of Fourplay and The Second Wives Club


  



  Funny, lucid, and sharp-witted, Melissa Clark's nimble first novel is both clever and wise. This up-to-date romantic adventure with a twist is presented with flair, charm, and a keen confident eye for how we live now.


   Les Plesko, author of The Last Bongo Sunset
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  A perrrfect comedy for those who feel slightly out of place in the world. A touching and witty page-turner.


   Jennifer Coburn, author of The Wife of Reilly


  



  Clark has a unique talent for cleverly conjuring the physical manifestations of human emotions.


   Max Brooks, New York Times bestselling author of World War Z


  



  Unusual, unputdownable, unforgettable.


   Lauren Baratz-Logsted, author of The Bro-Magnet and Z: A Novel


  



  A compelling story, told with compassion and intelligence, about two women struggling towards self-acceptance and coming to realize that imperfection is in the eye of the beholder.


   Kathy McCullough, author of Don't Expect Magic
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  Eighth Grade


  Paige woke to find Erin puking in a trash can. Oh my God, Paige said from the inflatable mattress on the floor, Are you okay?


  No, Erin winced. Go get Mom.


  Paige flung the covers off and ran into her parents room down the hall. Mom, she said, quick and breathy, Erin needs you.


  Both her parents flew out of bed, like a choreographed dance, and raced down the hall. Paige wondered if their sleep was as restless as her own ever since the incident, if they woke to every creak of the house, every bump in the night as she did.


  I dont feel right, Erin said, bits of gunk now in her hair, on her bed, on the floor. The room was starting to smell.


  Youre burning, her mom said, her hand first on Erins forehead, then her cheek and neck. Get a thermometer. Someone.


  Paige ran into their shared bathroom to find one. The family waited around the bed and when her temperature was announced (102.2F), their dad escorted Paige out of the room.


  Whats wrong with her? Paige said, worried.


  Probably the flu, her dad said. Thats my guess. Paige followed him into his room. Do you think you can try to sleep in your own room? he asked, cautiously. Just for tonight?


  Paige hadnt slept in her own bed since the night before Robin was taken, almost a year ago now. The hotel theyd temporarily moved into after the crime was a sterile, beige hotel, and for those two weeks she shared a queen-size bed with Erin. Upon returning home, her parents, with Erins approval, plugged in the blow-up mattress they used for guests and thats where Paige stayed for the next ten months.


  It wasnt as if Paige disliked her room, her bed, the comfort of her own space, it was that Paige just couldnt muster up the courage to be alone anymore, either while awake or asleep.


  She could hear the sound of sheets being changed in the other room, the whoosh of the clean sheet as her mom released it from its folds, and then the sound of Erin throwing up again, this time in the bathroom. Eeew, Paige said, covering her ears and stomping her feet like a football player.


  Her dad started heading in the direction of Paiges room. You think you can try your room? he said again.


  I dont know, Paige said. I guess.


  Just try, kiddo, he said, giving her an encouraging look. Its three in the morning. You need to get back to sleep.


  Her mom was still fussing in the other room. Paige said good night to her dad and followed the hallway down to her own room.


  I love you, her dad called.


  Love you, she answered.


  Moonlight came through the window, providing natural light for Paige. Its not as though she hadnt spent any time in her room. She did homework there, talked on the phone, changed outfits, wrote in her diary, and even took a few naps on her bed, though never under the covers. She knew she couldnt spend the rest of her life in Erins room, on Erins floor, but she always thought shed sense when the time was right to move back. Perhaps Mother Nature sensed it for her. It would be good to get back to her bed, she thought. It would be right.


  She walked in cautious but prepared. She threw the two big, yellow decorative pillows off the bed and pulled back the covers with one big swoop. In the next room her mom was murmuring something and Erin was groaning in response. It was helpful hearing their voices, even though she couldnt make out the specifics. Once settled, Paige looked around. The night cast shadows on her walls, but thats all they wererefractions of light. The front door was locked, she knew because she checked it every night. Windows were sealed. The street outside was silent. She looked at the clock next to her bed. It read 3:25.


  In the time after she was taken and before she was found, Robins image was everywherewrapped around neighborhood telephone poles, plastered on walls in the post office, creased and folded into the newspaper, and on all sorts of programs on television. Talk radio even devoted time to the story. Each day that Robin wasnt found, Paige experienced mounting anxiety. When she expressed this to Dr. Swick, he suggested she turn off the television, turn off the radio, and instead listen to classical music on her CD or record player. Her mom dug through her own music collection and extracted a dozen classical albums and CDs, and Paige found comfort in going to bed listening to Chopins tudes and nocturnes, and Bachs keyboard suites. She wondered how many other twelve-year-olds found pleasure and relief in that music. It was a necessity for Paige, a break from a news story that might have caught her off guard.


  Paige tuned the clock radio to the classical station, 91.5, and tried to settle down listening to Pachelbels Canon.


  Youre okay? her mom said, whispering, yet knocking Paige out of her reverie.


  I guess? Paige said.


  Somehow, she fell asleep, and in the morning she thought, perhaps, that she was one step closer to normalcy.


  
    [image: ]

  


  It was odd that Paige found such success with volleyball when it was Erin who was the family athlete. Paige felt she was always playing catch-up with Erin, and when she did finally catch up, it was only momentarily until Erin jumped ahead again, like an endless game of leapfrog.


  Paige found volleyball when Erin was in tenth grade at another school, the high school, excelling in soccer and every other sport she liked to play. Paiges wrists and arms were blue and purple from bruises but the pain felt right, and to see actual proof of the pain? Even better. Volleyball was good for Paige because every serve was bashing his head. Every dunk was drowning him. She ran for each ball with speed and determination. Everyone knew she was the closer. There were girls who were good at the setup, but Paige always delivered the final slam. Although she was just in eighth grade, her coach was already praising her athleticism, suggesting the scholarships for which shed be qualified for college. College! Such an incredible idea! She was still trying to get through the days of junior high, she could barely imagine a future five years down the road.


  Volleyball filled the physical and mental voidwhen her mind started spiraling and skipping backwards, started filling her head with images of that night last year in October, or even worse, of Robins body in a shallow ditch. She would whack a ball and it would snap her out of her daymare. Volleyball was good for her, good for the team, for the school. Her friends rallied around her at games screaming from the bleachers, Go, Paige! She loved the squeak of her shoes on the gym floor, like little birds chirping. She loved being part of a team, loved moving with them as a unit.


  In volleyball, Paige wasnt alone; she didnt stand out. On her own, shed have to field sad glances, endure whispers and points. She imagined what they were saying: Thats the one! The girl who was there when Robin was taken, or worse, the girl who let Robin get taken. She could hide in a team. In pictures for the yearbook


  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Sixth Grade


  It was December and the girls were on Christmas break, which meant a flurry of slumber parties over the next few weeks. This year, none of their families were traveling anywhere, whereas last year Carolines had gone to Paris and Robins to New Orleans. Paige and Caroline slept at Robins house the previous night, and in the morning Robins mom bounded into the room and woke them up. Daddy and I thought it would be a great day to go to the beach, she said.


  Paige blinked open her eyes. Robin stirred.


  Honey? Mrs. Hecht said.


  Okay, Paige said, though she knew she wasnt the honey her mom meant.


  Robin, honey, her mom said. Your friends want to go to the beach, too.


  Caroline stretched and rolled to her side. What time is it? she said in a gravelly, morning voice.


  Apparently its time to go to the beach, Paige said.


  Its almost ten, Robins mom said. Its gorgeous out. Daddys packing a picnic. Cmon, sleepyheads, the day is sneaking away!


  Robins mom left the room, and a few seconds later Briscoe ran in, his nails clacking across the wood floor, eager to sniff everyone in sight. Nooo! Robin called as the dog jumped onto her bed.


  Briscoe! Paige called, hoping he might roughhouse with her, but he only had eyes for Robin.


  



  Robins dad was an amateur photographer and he snapped a few photos of the girls as they climbed in to the backseat of the white Volvo wagon. I have a fun idea, he said, as he stood in front of the backdoor waiting to close it. I want to take a few pictures of you girls posed as letters of the alphabet, maybe for a childrens book down the road. What do you think? he asked. When no one answered, Paige said, Cool! She loved the idea, and didnt understand why Caroline rolled her eyes.


  Marjorie! her dad called, as he stepped into the drivers seat, waiting for Mrs. Hecht to join them. He beeped his horn three times.


  Dad! Robin said.


  He beeped it a fourth time.


  When Mrs. Hecht finally got into the car she said, Sorry! I was trying to find the smoked Gouda. Mr. Hecht looked at them through the rearview mirror with an incredulous look on his face, which made Paige giggle.


  They drove down the 101 Freeway, and Paige pressed her face against the window as they passed the sign for San Quentin State Prison. She pictured men in black-and-white striped uniforms with bombs attached to their ankles, as shed seen in episodes of Tom and Jerry. Did you know theres an adorable little town next to the prison? Robins mom said. Michelle told me about it. She said its absolutely the quaintest thing.


  Um, lets not find out, her dad said.


  There was traffic on the Golden Gate Bridge, but Paige didnt mind. She loved looking out at the view from this perspective, the boats and ferries in the bay below, Alcatraz in the distance, and the views of San Francisco.


  Gadda gan gadda gu gadda gask gadda gore gadda gad ... , Caroline said in rapid fire, gadda gange gadda gadation?


  Robin obliged. Dad, can you change the station?


  Robins mom turned around. Its the Giants game! she said, looking at them. When nobody answered she said, You girls with your private language..., and switched it to a jazz station.


  



  Robins dad positioned them in the sand to form the letter A, with Robin completing the triangle. They were lopsided because Caroline was so much taller than they were. They worked better as B, with Paige and Robin curled against Caroline. This is fantastic! her dad said, standing above them with his camera. C and D worked fine, and for E, Caroline had to form an L with her long body as Paige and Robin completed the other two bars. At G, Caroline bolted up from her curled position. Can we please have a break? she asked. Im dying of heat! Paige was so glad she said something.


  You cant tough it out until K? Robins dad asked.


  Nooo! Robin whined. Its too hot!


  He finally relented, Well continue next week, okay? he said, emphasizing the k, which Paige found funny.


  Yeah, yeah, Caroline said dismissively.


  When Briscoe ran over, Robin threw her arms around him. Stay there, her dad said. Dont let him leave, and took pictures of them from every angle. Paige had wanted her own dog since forever but her parents always said no. When she got home that night, she was going to try her luck again, but this time maybe ask for a cat, to ease them in.


  The girls lay on their backs on the beach and stared up at the clouds. Oh! Alligator! Paige pointed, and then shouted, dinosaur.


  Look! Caroline said. A king. Do you see the crown?


  Youre both so creative, Robin said. I just see clouds.


  



  Robins parents were now sitting in a grassy area. Her mom was digging through the picnic basket, and her dad was tossing the ball to the dog. Robin said, Lets walk to the water, and stood, pretending to walk a tightrope or a balance beam. The other girls followed, putting one foot in front of the other. The sand was soft and dry beneath Paiges feet and it warmed her from the inside. It soon became wet and firm as they reached the waters edge. The Golden Gate Bridge stood proudly to the right, and across from them the headlands seemed in arms reach.


  Hey! Robins dad called, motioning no with his hand. Dont go in! There had been an ominous sign in the parking lot: PEOPLE SWIMMING AND WADING HAVE DROWNED HERE.


  Robin turned toward him and, rolling her eyes, put her hand on her hip. Dad, she called back. As if!


  He gave her the okay sign and continued throwing the ball for Briscoe.


  At that moment, a wave crashed just ahead of them, and they laughed at the spray of the water and ran back to the dry sand so as not to get too wet, so as not to get swept up by the tide.
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