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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 Clark’s 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 González, 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 it’s 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. It’s 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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    “We can’t return, we can only look behind from where we came, and go round and round and round in the circle game.”


  




  

    — Joni Mitchell, “Circle Game”


  




  Tenth Grade




  Countless people suggested that Paige focus on something, anything but the crime. It had been volleyball for a little while and before that chorus. Lately, though, her concentration was on grades because good grades meant a good college and a good college ensured a good future. And it was so important for Paige to focus on her future, at least that’s what she’d been told by countless other people—Dr. Swick, for instance with his compassionate eyes, and her grandpa Joseph, and Evelyn Davis, the well-meaning counselor at school.




  Paige had two years until she’d be able to apply to colleges herself, but watching her sister, Erin, compile her grades and letters of recommendation and lists of extracurricular activities made her realize one could never start too early. Paige observed as Erin pored through a myriad of college books, selecting her favorite choices. She learned about the importance of the “safety” school, the one you might not be dying to attend but that you were practically guaranteed entry into. For Erin, that was UC Santa Barbara. Paige couldn’t imagine Erin living anywhere but their house and the thought of her sister moving to Santa Barbara left her with a thick knot in her stomach, but the other choices were worse. Erin was applying to colleges in Vermont, Maine, Massachusetts, and New Hampshire. Why would she want to be so far away? What was so wrong with Northern California? There were plenty of colleges near them, for instance Stanford down in Palo Alto, or Berkeley, which was even closer.




  Her sister Erin’s bedroom was straight out of a catalogue. Her books, CDs, and DVDs were stored alphabetically on shelves; she had separate bins for library books and even a system in place for due dates.




  Paige walked into the room and found the shelf dedicated to Erin’s college endeavor. Getting In Without Freaking Out, Admission Matters, The Ultimate Guide to America’s Best Colleges. Paige reached for the encyclopedia of colleges and when she did, two folded papers slipped out and on to the floor. Leaning down to retrieve them, Paige caught a glimpse of Erin’s handwriting, even and precise. She stood, thick college book in one hand, two frayed notebook pages in the other.




  “In 1997 I said good-bye to my little sister as she headed to a slumber party at her friend’s house. Never in a million years did it cross my mind that I might not see her again. That friend was Robin Hecht, the girl kidnapped in her own home and found murdered two weeks later. The night my parents received the phone call, all our lives changed in an instant.”




  Hands trembling, Paige read it again and then a third time. There was more, two pages full, but Paige couldn’t get past the first paragraph. Suddenly she was in Robin’s room on Golden Lane jumping on Robin’s trundle bed. Was she midair when the intruder arrived, hair like a skunk, burly, and breathing hard? Erin’s life was shattered? Erin now claimed the crime as hers?




  Paige sat on the bed as a wave of dizziness swept over her. She tucked the papers back into the college book. Surely Erin’s story would impress the acceptance committee. How many people could write a firsthand account of the heinous crime? Certainly Erin had known Robin, it was a true relationship, not imagined like all the people who’d been interviewed for the newspapers and on television—the student at Miller Junior High whom Paige had never even seen who claimed Robin as one of her best friends, or the guy at the burger place who remembered serving Robin, the cute girl with the dimple. With Robin’s departure came a slew of people filling the void with chatter, a few were familiar to Paige, but most of their relationships were as anecdotal as their stories. What was the need in human nature to stake one’s claim in tragedy? What Paige would have given not to be connected, not to be in the inner circle, not to have borne witness to the crime of the decade.




  “Paigey,” her mom called, knocking her out of her thoughts, “can you come down here for a minute?”




  Paige shoved the book back on the shelf where she found it and headed out of Erin’s room to the top of the staircase. She shouted down, “What?”




  “Come,” her mom called. “I want to show you something.”




  Paige sighed. She hated when people insisted you twist your schedule to fit their needs. She took the stairs two at a time.




  “Shh,” her mom said. “Come quietly.” In the living room, she pointed to the sofa where Lucy and Desi, the two cats, were splayed out and locked in an embrace licking each other. A smile as wide as Texas stretched across her mom’s face. “Is that not the cutest thing you’ve ever seen?” she said. “I mean, tell me that’s not the—”




  “Adorable,” Paige said. “What did you want to show me?”




  Her mom looked taken aback. “That!” she said.




  “They do that all the time,” Paige said.




  “I’ve never seen it,” her mom insisted.




  “Doesn’t mean they don’t.” Paige twirled on her heels and headed back up the stairs.




  Her therapist had told her to shout “Stop” whenever she felt her mind start to slide back to that night and loop around the what ifs. Paige found herself belching “Stop!” at an alarming rate, like a strange form of Tourette’s syndrome. “Stop!” she said out loud once as her mom was preparing dinner—the knife she was using for chopping a cucumber suddenly reminded her of the knife the intruder used to threaten her. “Stop!” she yelled again while she and Erin were watching TV and a commercial for a board game came on, the one the girls had been playing twenty minutes before the intruder arrived. “Stop!” she yelled as she was brushing her teeth one night. What did Paige see in the mirror behind her? A shadow? Or another criminal, poised and ready to pounce?




  Back upstairs in the bathroom, Paige sat on the toilet and gazed down between her legs at the water. She’d been on watch for her period since she was twelve. She was embarrassed that at fifteen she was still waiting for that first drop of blood to signify her official arrival into adulthood. All of her friends had gotten it already, some even as early as ten. In ninth grade she’d paid a humiliating visit to the doctor with her mom, where they discussed menstruation as a threesome. It was possible, the doctor told them, that the trauma had delayed it. The stress around the incident as well as the stress around the trial earlier that year was significant. But it was also probable, she’d said, that Paige’s active involvement in sports might also be playing a role. Paige’s mom explained to the doctor how Erin started hers merely days after her thirteenth birthday, as had she (information Paige didn’t really care to hear), and it was worrisome that Paige was so delayed. “Everyone’s different,” the doctor assured them. Paige nodded, relieved but cold wearing only a paper gown.




  She shook away the memory, flushed, and headed back into her room.




   





  When Paige was tired of thinking, her mind flippity-flopping like a fish out of water, she anesthetized herself with television. Most everything worked, from cartoons to cooking shows, PBS to Pay-Per-View. When the television spoon-fed all the entertainment, Paige could let go and get lost, learn the fixings of a croque monsieur or giggle at the latest Friends episode.




  She was at the edge of the stairs about to go down again to watch something when Erin ran into the house, slamming the front door behind her. Desi and Lucy both scurried out of the living room. “It’s freezing,” Erin called. It had been an unusually cold fall. Paige took the steps two at a time, joining Erin in the kitchen.




  “It’s freezing,” Erin said again. She was putting the orange kettle on the stove. “Do you want tea?” she asked.




  “No, thanks,” Paige said, and leaned against the door.




  Erin had come from track and she was in shorts and a blue hoodie. Her long, brown hair was pulled into a ponytail; her cheeks were ruddy from the air. Erin was built like an athlete with strong legs and firm arms. If it wasn’t track, it was soccer or swimming or softball. Erin loved competing and playing, and had since she was a child.




  Despite their two-year age difference, everyone thought they were twins, and while they did have the same olive coloring and wore their brown hair the same long length, Erin was sturdier, more muscular, while Paige was lean and long-limbed.




  Erin flipped through a tin canister of tea bags, like she was sorting through a Rolodex file. “Apricot or licorice?” she said, weighing the options out loud. Erin glowed with good health, Paige thought, even the whites of her eyes shone. “Apricot,” Erin said, plucking the orange bag and tearing it open. “So what’s up?” she said without looking at her sister. “Are you sure you don’t want tea?”




  “No, thanks,” Paige said again.




  Once the kettle whistled, Erin lifted it off the stove and poured the hot water into her mug. “Heat, heat,” she said as the steam formed and evaporated into thin air.




  “How are you going to go to college back East if you can’t stand a little cold?” Paige asked, pointedly.




  Erin looked at her as she dunked the tea bag into the mug. “Let’s see where I get in first,” she said.




  “But seriously,” Paige said, “you won’t be able to live in Massachusetts or Vermont.”




  Erin didn’t answer and instead blew into the tea before taking a protracted sip.




  “It can be minus thirty something in Vermont, you know,” Paige added. She’d recently looked it up online.




  Erin set the mug down hard on the counter. Some water splashed out. “Can you stop stressing me out?” she said.




  “Stressing you out?” Paige said. She could feel herself going from zero-to-one hundred, a familiar trajectory.




  “Mom!” Erin called.




  “Why do you need Mom?” Paige shot back.




  “Because you’re being—”




  “What?” Paige said, picturing Erin’s essay upstairs in that book, slammed between the pages. This was all brewing because of that.




  “Unreasonable,” Erin answered, taking her tea and walking out of the kitchen.




  Paige followed her down the hall and into the den. “Mom!” Erin called again.




  “Y’know what’s unreasonable?” Paige started. She didn’t want to go there, but she felt she had no choice. It was like the train had already left the station as soon as Erin walked into the house.




  “Paige, I’m cold and I’m tired and I’m just not in the mood to engage.”




  “You’re cold and tired?” Paige asked in a condescending baby voice. She was a boxer, now, ready for the fight. “And you need your mommy?”




  Erin had called for her twice but there was not even a peep from upstairs. Paige wasn’t entirely sure her mom was even home. Perhaps she’d ducked out to the market or to fill up the car. Erin pointed the clicker toward the television and it blinked on. A news show was discussing the White House.




  Paige spoke above it. “I saw your essay. The rough draft. The one about Robin,” she said.




  Erin clicked the TV off. “Why did you see it?” she asked. “Where did you see it?”




  “It’s not enough that I saw it?” Paige said.




  “No,” Erin said. “It means either you were on my computer or in my drawer.”




  “Neither,” Paige said. “I was looking at college books and it slipped out.”




  Erin raised an eyebrow.




  “It did,” Paige insisted.




  “It’s not your room anymore. Remember?”




  Paige shrugged.




  “Anyway, it’s not about Robin,” Erin said, setting her tea down. “Ultimately, it’s about me and my reaction and experiences.”




  Paige shrugged again. Silence enveloped the room far longer than was comfortable.




  “I’m not the enemy, Paige,” Erin finally said.




  Paige thought that on that balmy October night three years ago, the stranger stole not only Robin, but destroyed a slew of other relationships, once solid, now fragile and frayed. The fact that Erin hadn’t been there, wasn’t haunted by nightmares, daymares, and an incessant hum of evil memories was enough to divide them in ways Paige couldn’t quite articulate. Erin was seventeen, applying for colleges, and strategizing about her prom date. Her life was affected, of course affected, how could it not be? But to use the tragedy as a way in to a competitive college? A springboard to a future life? Well, Paige simply didn’t have the luxury to deconstruct the evening and its aftermath into a thesis statement and supporting paragraphs. It was still a jumble in her mind, a gray mess following her everywhere like Pig-Pen’s dirt cloud.




  How could she explain to Erin that she was the enemy, one of many? Anyone who hadn’t been there that night had turned into the enemy—her own parents, her well-meaning friends, relatives in other parts of the country.




  Caroline was the only one who could never be the enemy. Caroline who squirmed her way out from her bound hands and feet that night and untied Paige before running down the hall to announce to Robin’s sleeping mother that Robin was gone—that a big, burly man had taken her. Robin’s mother, roused from sleep, confused, concerned, and then frantic as she raced through the house calling for Robin and then dialing 411 instead of 911, her face screwing up as she repeated, “Information?” before realizing she had misdialed.




  Paige’s relationship with Caroline was the only relationship that mattered, that was sacred, but even that was tenuous, as Caroline’s parents had pulled her out of school and taken her to France to live for a year away from the media glare. They stayed on another year and then another. She sent letters assuring Paige she’d be back junior year and begged her to come visit, but a trip to Paris wasn’t in the cards. Paige’s parents hardly let her leave the house, let alone the country.
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