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    Dear Readers,  
 
      
 
    This is the second installment in the Ali + Emily Love Trilogy. If you haven’t read Ali’s Pretty Little Love (Fanfic Book 1), go back and check it out! A small change from the books: In these stories, the girls are all seniors in high school.  
 
      
 
    Our story picks up after Ali has been imprisoned at the Preserve at Addison-Stevens while her sister, Courtney, takes over Ali’s life in Rosewood. If you’ve read the PLL series, you’ll know that Courtney befriends Spencer, Aria, Hanna, and Emily, and they become a tight-knit group. But while Real Ali had a true and genuine love for Emily, “Their Ali”—Courtney—plays with Emily’s emotions, twisting Emily’s attraction for her into something shameful. (Imagine Emily’s confusion about this, considering her make-out session with Ali at the Kahn’s party in Ali’s Pretty Little Love!) Meanwhile, Real Ali, trapped at The Preserve (in this story, she is trapped for only a few months), pined for Emily, and searched for a way to make her sister pay. When she’s released from the hospital on a random weekend to “try out” being home again, both Alis get into a fight…and the Ali the girls are all friends with falls into a hole to her death. Real Ali is guilty along with a friend she’s made at the Preserve, Christopher.  
 
    Still, Real Ali thinks she can take over her life again…until her parents suspect she had something to do with her sister’s disappearance and send her back to The Preserve. Real Ali is devastated. But then, several months later (for this story: It’s April.) it looks like Real Ali didn’t do it, and her parents release her, keeping her hidden in their house for a little while until they’re ready to reveal her to the world. If you want a description of that, read the beginning chapters of Wanted: there’s a press conference, and “Courtney’s” story is told. 
 
    Through Wanted, we see Ali befriending the girls, earning their trust, lying to them and saying she’s their old friend, and finally bringing them to her family’s vacation house in the Pocono Mountains. Ali wants revenge—these girls are part of the reason she was shut away all those years. But more than that? She wants Emily. It’s her love for Emily that kept her alive all this time. She just wants to start over, start clean, the two of them together.  
 
    And so, at that starting place, here’s a reimaging of what happens.  
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    From what my brother tells me, my parents bought the house in the Pocono Mountains two months after my breakdown, just as the weather was turning cold. They figured the family needed “a safe haven to escape to for reflection,” and so they plunked down hundreds of thousands of dollars in a pretty house in the forest. How fairy tale of them.   
 
    My sister was the one who chose the place. A realtor walked my family around twenty chalets, and the girl everyone thought was Alison said she liked this one the best, so of course that’s what my parents went with. Maybe it was the flat yard that convinced “Alison” that this house or the one. Maybe it was because the house stood next to a horse farm—sweet little Ali could walk to the fence and pet the Appaloosas. Maybe it was the window seats in the dusty, slanted bedrooms. I’ll never know. And honestly, I don’t care. Jason told me all about the house while we sat in the day room amid the moaning, drugged-out patients that had become my peer group. He said my family weekended in the Poconos at least three times a month, hiking in the woods, skiing at the local mountains, attending the local church (my parents? Church?) and roasting marshmallows over a bonfire. I can just imagine how people saw them there. A perfect family of four: Mom, Dad, Jason, “Ali.” That extra sister? She didn’t exist. Let’s never, ever talk about her again.  
 
    The house is impressive from the outside: three stories, a rambling porch, a stone façade and huge stone chimney. There is stained glass in some of the windows. A brand-new slate roof. There is a twelve-person hot tub around back, along with a hammock a high-tech gas grill with like sixteen burners. In the small, detached garage, woodworking tools, shovels, and gardening equipment hang from meticulously spaced hooks. Dad must have gotten trigger-happy with the label-maker: there’s a carefully annotated spot for everything. The shed smells faintly of gasoline, and I spot a little red jug full of the stuff in a back corner next to the lawnmower. And that gives me my idea.  
 
    Inside the house is a marble kitchen, a big-screen TV in the great room, a chandelier made of interwoven deer antlers over a long oak table. A Navaho blanket hangs on one wall. A few old pickle barrels, definitely flea market finds, are used as end tables. A small, well-stocked bar fills the corner; ragged paperback mysteries and romances line the shelves. Upstairs, there are four bedrooms rustically appointed with quilts, nature prints, and antique luggage stands; the rooms smell like newsprint, mothballs, dust. Off one of the bedrooms, the one in which I’ve trapped my sister’s friends, lurks a secret hallway and crooked back stairs. A few weeks ago, in early April, when I came up to this place to scope it out, swiping the keys from my dad’s desk, taking the car in the middle of the night, carefully timing it so that I’d return before anyone noticed I was missing—which worked out perfectly, almost magically—I walked through every inch of the house to make sure it suited my plans. I took the main staircase and the hidden one. I made sure certain doors locked and certain doors opened. The house held all the answers, so now we are here. The party has started.  
 
    My sister’s friends stomp around behind the bedroom door, and I pause in the hall, considering what to do next. When I wrote out this plan, Step Two was to shove my letter under the door and run. Now, I can feel the letter’s crisp folded edges crinkling in my back pocket every time I move. I curl my fingers around it, trying to decide. But then I hear a voice. “I think the door’s locked!” It’s Emily.  
 
    My heart twists. I turn away, pushing the letter deep into my pocket. I can’t.  
 
    I hurry to the first floor instead. Under the kitchen sink, I’ve stashed that container of gasoline from the shed. I pull it out and undo the cap. The smell is putrid, poisonous, but it feels good to pour it on the drapes, armchairs, side tables, and hand-loomed rugs. The liquid soaks into the fibers, drips onto the bamboo floor. I have to be careful not to slip as I walk around. When the jug is empty, I take a deep breath. Okay. Here we go. The matches are the long-handled kind and make a satisfying, frictiony thwock when struck. The flame dances and ducks, hungrily sucking oxygen. My heart thudding hard, I walk to the drapes and touch the flame to the fabric.  
 
    The drapes make a foomp as they ignite. It’s quiet for a moment, almost peaceful. I stare at the fire and feel pleasantly, sleepily hypnotized. Then I hear heavy footsteps above me. The girls must smell it.  
 
    I pull the letter out of my pocket and read the first line. Once upon a time, there were two beautiful girls named Courtney and Ali…  
 
    I wrote this letter at the Preserve in a moment of rage and revenge. I wanted these girls to understand. This is who I am, bitches, and this is why I hate you, and this is what I’m capable of. But if Emily reads it, she’ll think I’m talking about her, too. She’ll hate me forever. And I can’t have that. I can’t. I will crumble. I will disintegrate. I spent months inside that hellhole hospital dreaming about her, remembering those beautiful moments we had together, bargaining with the universe that I needed to be free and see her again. I thought about the single kiss we shared constantly, working it over and over until its edges were frayed and it was worn through in spots. But that’s what you do when you know someone is your Everything and you’re dying to get back to her. I knew that if I escaped, if I explained to Emily who I really was and the truth about it all, I’d be her Everything, too.   
 
    So no. I need those girls in that bedroom for a little while so I can light the fire without them stopping me…but I can’t kill them. I need this to look like a terrible accident. I need them to get out…and I need to bring Emily along on my escape. 
 
    The curtains are nearly ash by now. The fire spreads to the chair and climbs up one of the walls. I watch as the flames engulf a family portrait—Mom, Dad, Jason, and my sister smiling brightly on this house’s front porch, their hands curled around mugs of tea. The edges of the picture curl away from the silver frame, and my family’s faces melt and disappear. I catch sight of my smiling reflection in the heated glass.  
 
    The fire chars the fireplace, eats at the furniture, makes a neat, bright line around the edge of the rug. Before long, it’s going to surround me. My sister’s friends stomp around in the bedroom some more. Then I hear a creak: the secret passage door opening. Good. They found it. They’ll be safe.  
 
    I hurry to the porch before they see that I’m the one who did this. 
 
    It’s dark outside, and the moon is high. The air has grown chilly; I pull my hoodie’s sleeves over my hands. With deep breaths, I try to expunge the smoke from my lungs. I hide behind the biggest tree on the property, the one with the tire swing tied to it, and wait. It’s strange how silent fire is, how covertly insidious—from the outside, at certain angles, it looks like the house is just brightly lit, even festive. Then there’s a scream from the first floor, and a crash. The front door opens, and Hanna tumbles, coughing, onto the porch. Spencer is next, and then Aria. The smoke is so thick around them it’s hard to see them as they fight down the steps. They collapse in a pile in the yard, gasping, wheezing, crying. I squint at the door, uneasy about the leaping flames behind the windows. Why isn’t Emily with the others?  
 
    The girls look at the house, too. Spencer stands up halfway, as though she’s about to go back in. Aria catches her arm, shakes her head. Everyone looks horrified. My throat catches. Did Emily get stuck, somehow? Why is she still in the house?  
 
    Then I realize. Of course. Emily thinks I’m blameless. She’s looking for me.  
 
    My stomach tightens. I’ve made a horrible mistake! She’s trapped in there! She’s going to burn up with the furniture! But suddenly, the front door whips open. The smoke that billows out is black and wooly. A figure cuts through it, her skin fine with soot. Despite the fact that the flames are nearly licking Emily’s sweater, she stands still on the porch a moment, scanning the yard. The smoke is so thick that the girls haven’t noticed her yet, and she hasn’t seen them either. Here’s my chance. 
 
    I run to the side of the porch. “Emily.” 
 
    She hears my name, looks over. Her expression breaks. “Ali!”  
 
    I motion her over. She catapults over the porch rails and collapses into my arms. I tug her down, obscuring her view of the others. Then I direct her away from the house, toward the woods. “Hurry,” I say. “Something might explode.”  
 
    “What happened?” Emily cries.  
 
    I glance back at the house. The flames are decimating the siding, climbing to the chimney. Not that I care. This was a house purchased to forget me. It deserves to burn. “I have no idea. I guess a candle got knocked over. Or there was an electrical problem. This house is old.” We stop at the tree line. “I ran downstairs to get something, and the curtains were on fire. I called for you,” I add, though it’s a lie. “I thought you guys were right behind me.” 
 
    “We were stuck in that bedroom.” Emily’s voice trembles. “It got locked, somehow. I thought we were going to die, Ali. And then, when we couldn’t find you…” 
 
    A lump grows in my throat. I hate deceiving her—but I can’t tell the truth, either. I hate, too, that she was afraid, even for a moment. I clasp her hand. “I’m sorry, Em. I’m so, so sorry.” 
 
    And just like that, in a sudden burst of noise, the house really does explode.  
 
    We drop to the ground. The dirt smells like pine needles and spring mud. Fiery shards sprinkle the lawn. Roof shingles land and shatter. Emily slithers backwards, the orange light dancing across her face. “What about Aria? And Spencer and Hanna?” She looks at me. “Do you know if they got out?” I start to say something, but then she leaps to her feet. “We need to find them.” 
 
    “No.” I grab her arm. “It’s too dangerous. You’ll get hurt.” 
 
    “But what if they’re hurt? What if they’re trapped? I have to try.”  
 
    I shake my head. “You’re not going back in there. You can’t die. I’ll die.”  
 
    Emily turns to me, suddenly, her lips parted. I hadn’t meant to say it. It doesn’t fit the Ali she knows. And Emily’s sensitive—she’s caught it. Something is off. 
 
    I swallow hard, feeling exposed. I’m not ready to tell her the truth, but maybe I have no choice. And maybe, deep down, my subconscious wanted me to blurt that out. To get this over with. 
 
    Emily glances at something in the distance. The smoke has cleared a little, and her friends stagger across the yard and collapse onto the grass. Her face relaxes. I can practically see the wheels turning in her head: She’s considering running to them. In mere moments, I’m going to lose my chance. 
 
    “Emily,” I say, so forcefully and earnestly that her forehead furrows with concern. “I’m not the person you think I am.” 
 
    Emily reaches up to pull a lock of hair out of her mouth. She turns to me slowly. “W-What?” 
 
    I take a moment to peer into the sky. It looks even darker than usual, offset by the fluorescent glow from the burning house. Clouds drift quickly over the moon. A few stars twinkle. I shut my eyes and try and center myself, knowing this is the biggest speech I may have to give in my life. How many times did I rehearse this at The Preserve? How many ways did I imagine how this would go down? I never pictured it happening in front of my parents’ burning mountain home, I know that much. 
 
    But I have to forge ahead anyway. “I’ve been lying. I’m not the Ali you were best friends with. I’m not the Ali who picked you up at the clothing drive and suddenly paid you all kinds of attention. That was my sister.” 
 
    “What?” Her nose wrinkles. 
 
    “I’m the real Ali. But Courtney switched places with me this fall. The morning you and some other people came into my yard, looking for the Time Capsule flag. My whole family thought I’d had a psychotic break because I kept saying I was Ali—telling the truth—and they took me back to the hospital instead of her. And so I had to spend months in that hospital. All of senior year. There were times I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to come out of it alive.” 
 
    Beneath the soot on her cheeks, Emily’s skin has gone ashen. “So wait, where was she before she switched with you?”  
 
    “In the hospital. Well, a different hospital, called The Radley. I went to a new one in her place.” 
 
    “And that girl in the hole, the one Billy killed…?”  
 
    “It’s Courtney. The Ali you were friends with…but not the girl born Alison DiLaurentis. That’s me. But Billy didn’t know that. He killed the girl who was at the sleepover. He didn’t know there were two of us.” I don’t look at her when I say this part. It is the only darkness she can never know. I’m grateful for Billy, whoever he is, as a scapegoat.  
 
    “Did you see what happened that night?”  
 
    “Of course not.” I still keep my head down. “I was in the house. My parents didn’t allow me out. I knew you guys were having a sleepover—and I so wanted to see you—but I didn’t dare leave. I had no idea Billy was back there…or what he did.” It sounds true enough. It could be true. I push the scenario out of my mind and look at her square. “Let me ask you: Do you remember, last fall, talking to Alison DiLaurentis in the woods by a wishing well?”  
 
    She blinks fast. Her cheeks flush, and she looks sheepish. “Of course.” 
 
    “And do you remember kissing Alison at Noel Kahn’s party, and it being the most amazing experience of your life?”  
 
    Emily just stares at me. A vein in her neck flutters fast.  
 
    “And then, do you remember turning up to Alison’s house the next day, and things suddenly being…different? She sent you home. She didn’t want you to stay, even though she’d invited you the day before. You were confused, right? Heartbroken, even?” Emily’s eyes are getting wider and wider. “But when Ali formally declared she wanted to be your friend, were you thrilled, right? Did you think, Okay, so I wasn’t going crazy, so she does like me? Because that’s what I would have thought. But then things didn’t go the way you expected. She wasn’t nice to you. You kissed, but then she teased you for it. Made you feel like it wasn’t okay.” I touch the sides of her face to make sure she’s looking at me. Her eyes are full of pain. Her lips are trembling. “Is that what happened?”  
 
    Tears spill down Emily’s cheeks. “I thought…” 
 
    “I was the girl that kissed you at the Kahn’s party…but I wasn’t the girl who ignored you the day after. I would have never ignored you. I went home after that party dreaming of you. But that’s when Courtney took my place. She was the one who talked to you guys in the yard about Time Capsule. Not me. I was dragged away that morning. It felt like my heart was splitting in two. But not because I was losing my identity. I didn’t care about being popular. I didn’t care about controlling Rosewood Day. I just didn’t want to lose you.” 
 
    Emily has her hand clapped over her mouth, so all I can see are her wide eyes. She takes a few steps from me. Her shoulders shudder. I’m afraid she doesn’t believe me, but then she removes her hand from her mouth and says, “I thought it was some weird manipulative game. You never talked about the kiss after that day—like it didn’t happen. And so I thought, okay, she didn’t want it to happen. But I didn’t know what I’d done wrong. And I kept thinking, one day, Ali will go back to being herself.”  
 
    “But she wouldn’t have, because she wasn’t the person who kissed you. I was.” I touch her hands, realizing I’m crying now, too. “She snuck out and saw us at Noel’s party. She knew how much I cared about you, and I’m afraid she was even worse to you because she knew it hurt me. I hate that you got caught in the middle. But it’s me again, Emily. It’s me, and I love you, and I want to be with you.”  
 
    A huge chunk of the roof cracks off and crashes to the ground in a shower of sparks. We both jump back. “W-Why didn’t you tell me before?” Emily cries.  
 
    “I wanted to, but I was afraid that you might slip up in front of my parents—call me Courtney instead of Ali. My parents don’t want to believe the truth. They think Courtney lost her mind that day in tenth grade, thought she really was Alison. If they think I believe I’m Alison again, they’ll send me right back to The Preserve.”  
 
    “But isn’t there some way to tell you guys apart? Some way to prove it’s you?” 
 
    It’s a mystery I’ve spent a lot of hours pondering. I shake my head. “Not that I know of. Look, maybe I’m telling you now because we just narrowly escaped death. But I’m also telling you because in a weird way, this fire, this disaster? It gives us an opportunity.” 
 
    “W-What do you mean?” 
 
    “We can disappear. My parents are psychos. And I know what your parents have done to you over the years, especially regarding you liking…you know. Girls. I heard about the Ex-Gay thing. And Iowa.” Emily lowers her eyes. “So what if we just…left, together? We could start over. We could do anything.” 
 
    “Just…leave?” She looks flabbergasted. “I’m supposed to go to the University of North Carolina. For swimming.” 
 
    “Do you actually want to do that?”  
 
    Emily’s mouth opens, then shuts again. Her throat bobs. “But I don’t have any money on me. I don’t even have my phone. I left it inside—it’s burned up by now.”  
 
    “I have a phone. I also have some cash, and I have a way to get more cash. Leave everything to me. I’ve been thinking about this for a while.” 
 
    “You have?”  
 
    A big piece of the roof caves in, making an ugly shattering noise. “I was preparing to run away anyway—I was going to tell you guys tonight. But I’d love for you to go with me. You’re the reason I kept going while in the hospital—I had these hopes that one day, I could be with you again. For real. But if you don’t feel the same, it’s okay. Still, I couldn’t leave without telling you. You deserve to know.”  
 
    All sorts of emotions cross Emily’s face. She looks like she wants to run from me and also kiss me. She looks afraid and overwhelmed but also elated. For a while, her gaze rests on the girls in the yard. They’re talking on their phones. Spencer mouths something that sounds like Emily. They’re worried about her. They love her. They’re not bad friends, I suppose—it’s not their fault, really, that they ruined my life forever.  
 
    “In a few days, we’ll check in with the girls,” I say softly, though it feels like a last-ditch effort. “We’ll make sure they know we’re okay. I don’t want anyone to worry for too long.” 
 
    Emily’s head is down. She’s staring at her tightly-clasped hands. She’s on the balls of her feet, maybe ready to run. But then she turns to me and says, “Okay. Let’s do it.” 
 
    I blink hard, certain I’ve heard her wrong. “You’re serious?”  
 
    “Yes.” And then she’s nodding and crying and looking even more frightened before. But she takes my hand and starts to kiss it over and over again. “I know it’s crazy, but yes, yes, yes.”  
 
    I throw my arms around her and melt. Fresh air wafts into me. New blood courses through me. I’ve wanted this so badly for so long; it doesn’t feel quite real that it’s actually happening. I pull back and look at her, her shining face, her bright, scared eyes, and I press my lips to hers hard, wanting not just to be on her surface but inside her, about her.  
 
    And to my relief, she’s kissing me frantically, too, her hands cupping the sides of my face, her body pressed against my chest. “It is you,” she whispers, her lips grazing my ear.  
 
    I moan, arching my back. She kisses my neck, and a hundred tingles light up my spine. Her hands travel up and down my body, reaching under my clothes to touch skin. I wrap my fingers around her waist, grazing the waistband of her panties. It feels me with such excitement and desire I let out a combination of an exhale and a groan. Emily’s hand cups my breast, slowly massaging it, lovingly caressing it. I nibble her bottom lip as I push my hands into her underwear. I can feel her starting to wriggle out of them and lower to the ground. But suddenly, I grip her wrists hard, realizing where we are. “Wait,” I whisper. 
 
    Her eyes shine as she stares up at me. “What?”  
 
    In the distance, I hear the telltale wail. Lights shine over the treetops. I leap to my feet, not wanting to be anywhere near when the fire department shows up. “Come on,” I say. “If we’re running, we’ve got to go now.”  
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    There’s another place I visited when I stole my dad’s keys and drove to the Poconos. I went there only briefly, just to make sure it was unoccupied. It’s only a mile from my parents’ place, and Emily and I walk there huddled together on the road’s gravel shoulder. In the distance, the fire sirens wail. The smell of smoke still clings to our clothes. Cars pass us, edging too close for comfort; we duck into the shadows as soon as we see headlights, sometimes stumbling into ditches, sometimes tumbling into tangles of branches. Still, it’s better than being seen. The last thing I want is for someone to pull over and ask if we need a ride. 
 
    We don’t talk much. Emily’s head is down, and her lips twitch. I can’t tell if she’s still in shock from the fire, or if our decision is settling deep into her. Maybe she’s freaking out, wondering what she’d just agreed to and what might happen next. Even I’m feeling dazed. It’s one thing to dream about this, it’s another to actually follow through with it.  
 
    “Here we are,” I say about thirty minutes later. I would have never stopped at a place like this otherwise; this house puts my parents’ to shame. A monolith of glass and stone and light, it’s the kind of place with a working fountain in the middle of the circular drive and castle-like turrets that reach to the sky. The lamps flanking the front door flicker and sway; I don’t know if they’re actually old-timey gas lamps or if it’s some sort of modern trick. Even the house numbers, affixed to the brick, look expensive. 
 
    I start around to the back, but Emily doesn’t follow me. She’s stock-still in the driveway, just a silhouette against the dark trees.  
 
    “What are we doing here?” she asks quietly.  
 
    “It belongs to someone I knew from the hospital—his family’s place. He said I could stay here if I ever needed to. His parents never come up. They have like five houses all around the world.” 
 
    Her breath comes out in a frosty puff. I can feel her evaluating me. “You just happened to know of a house we can hide out in that’s a mile from your parents’?”  
 
    “Yeah, pretty much.” 
 
    “And it just happens to be probably the nicest house for miles?”  
 
    “I know, right?”  
 
    “Ali, how much of this did you plan?” Her voice is tremulous, like she doesn’t want to know the answer. 
 
    I try to tamp down my panic. “I told you I was planning on running away. This is where I was going to come when I did. Just for a few days, and then I’d move on somewhere else.” 
 
    There’s a long silence. Please, please, I pray. This can’t go south now. This can’t fall into ruin.  
 
    I clear my throat. “Look, we need some shelter. It’s going to rain.” 
 
    “Who is this friend? A patient?”  
 
    “Yes. He was in the Preserve the same time I was.” 
 
    “Is he still in the hospital?”  
 
    “Yeah. As far as I know.” I checked last week. I check a lot, just to make sure. 
 
    “And you were…close?”  
 
    I’m glad my face is in the shadows; I’m not sure if I could hide my squeamish expression. “Sort of. Not that you can get really close to people at the Preserve.”  
 
    “What was he in the hospital for?”  
 
    “He…I don’t really know. Couldn’t deal with life, I guess.” I can’t help but flash on Christopher grandstanding in the group sessions. And then how he plopped down next to me on the beanbag in the “secret room” in the attic, brash and ballsy and electric. And all the things he wanted from me, all the promises I gave him. It gets lonely when you’re locked up, though; you say things you don’t mean, you’re planning a future you figure you’re never going to have. My heart always belonged to Emily. He’s going to have to learn that the hard way. 
 
    The chirping crickets are deafening. A dog barks in the distance. Just over the trees, I can just make out the faint shadow of a circling helicopter. Is it the media? Is the fire a big story? Have the firemen tamped down the flames yet?  
 
    Emily still hasn’t moved from her spot on the driveway. I know she wants more information, but I can’t give it to her. Maybe I shouldn’t have brought up Christopher. Maybe I should have said this house belonged to my aunt, something else. But I find it difficult to lie around Emily. It’s like every lie chips away a little piece of the beautiful thing we’re building.   
 
    “I’m cold,” I beg. “Let’s go inside. Talk about this tomorrow. Please?”   
 
    Her shoulders fall. Her head turns, and she looks toward the dark road. Finally, she steps toward me. “Okay.”  
 
    I take her hand and lead her around the side yard to the back patio, which seems to go on for miles. Rows of outdoor furniture are carefully covered with tarps. I hear the creek burbling down the embankment; there’s a dock down there, mooring several boats. Something shifts in the bushes. I pull out my phone and use the flashlight function to find the little side door, then twist the knob I jimmied open two weeks before. It turns easily; I was probably the last person who touched it, careful in my gloved hands. It astonishes me that a place like this doesn’t have an active security system, but Christopher told me that his parents are laissez-faire about it, forget to switch it on. The door swings open, and we step inside.  
 
    The house smells like mint. I shine the flashlight on the phone against the walls, finding a long, shiny kitchen counter, a rustic but expensive-looking farmhouse table, huge windows that form the shape of a giant triangle. Emily reaches for the light switch, but I catch her arm. “Leave it off.” She stares back at me, frightened, but does as I ask. 
 
    The refrigerator is two refrigerators wide, but there’s nothing inside except ketchup and a half-eaten jar of pickles. Same goes for the cabinets, and I open every single one, shining my phone into the dark corners. Salt, pepper, napkins, pretty plates and glasses…but no food. 
 
    Halls seem to veer this way and that. I recall Christopher telling me this place has a home theater, a game room, a sauna. Shame no one ever comes. We climb stairs carved out of heavy, thick wood, and a plush, carpeted hall that overlooks the downstairs leads to several bedrooms. I open the door to the back one, holding my breath. Inside is a huge room; in the middle stands a giant canopy bed piled with pillows and blankets. I can barely see it, but it seems like something out of a fairy tale, the bed of my dreams.  
 
    I walk over to it and touch it. The quilt is so soft that I swoon, remembering the scratchy blankets they gave us at The Preserve. I toss some pillows aside and pull the quilt back, sit on the silky sheets, and peer at Emily’s dark form, still hovering behind the opened French doors. “Come here.”  
 
    Emily shuffles to me, her head down, her limbs stiff. Sits on the bed and stares at her feet. One by one, I slip off my shoes. I take hers off, too. Then I pull off my jacket, drop it to the floor. Emily lets me pull her shirt over her head, though I notice her fingers are trembling. I wriggle out of my jeans, then unbutton hers. I slide into the bed, moving over so she can get in, too. The sheets are cool and butter-smooth. The pillow cradles my head. A gleaming, intricate chandelier hangs above us, its crystals glinting in the pale moonlight.   
 
    My heart thuds as I stare at Emily’s straight back on the edge of the bed. I reach out and touch her bare skin, and she flinches. And that’s when I see: the bright wetness on her cheeks. My heart drops to my stomach. No.
“Are you okay?” I ask, though I dread her answer. Of course she’s not okay. What I asked her to do is crazy. She probably misses her parents. Misses her friends, the idea of continuing her regular routine. Maybe even misses Rosewood. 
 
    And of course she sees through me. Why did I think this would go well? I’m not Alison DiLaurentis, the girl who gets everything with a simple finger-snap—I haven’t been her for a long time. I’m just a girl who spent a while in a mental institution. I’m a girl who just burned down a house and left some girls in a room to figure their own way out. I’m the girl who gave her twin sister what she deserved. I’m a killer. A heartless bitch. 
 
    But I did all those things for good reasons, didn’t I? I was desperate. I’d been pushed to the edge. And what about what I’d gone through? I deserve a little something. A small piece of happiness. A small crumb of redemption and forgiveness after all this pain. Can’t the universe see that? Doesn’t that count for something?   
 
    Emily finally lifts her gaze. Tears gleam on her cheeks. As she blinks, more spill down. She leans toward me, the bedsprings creaking. I can hear my heart thudding in my ears. Here it comes, I think. The end of my life.  
 
    “I…” The syllable falls shakily from her lips. “I’m sorry. I’m crying because I’m happy. I never thought I’d find you again. I never thought I’d get this again. So…this is maybe the happiest day of my life.”  
 
    The words ripple over me. A small moan escapes from me. I stretch my arms out, and she falls into them. Her hair drapes over my face, and we find each other’s mouths—warm, soft, hungry. My fingers slip under her bra, burrow beneath her panties. Our legs tangle together, skimming the sheets. We pull the quilt over us, blocking out the world, needing only sensation. We kiss desperately, and my heart bursts with joy and desire and gratitude. Because she is here. Because she is with me. Because we’re going to be okay.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mouths, hips, fingers. Knees, shoulders, toes. Emily has stubble on her left calf, a raised mole on her back. She squirms when I blow softly into her ear. We are lost in this bed, lost in one another until the sun rises. Grey light peeks through the window blinds. In the distance, a thin curl of smoke from a certain ruined house hangs in the sky.  
 
    We have a few provisions to buy that we can’t find throughout the huge house: a cell phone charger, toilet paper, something to eat. We find high-quality road bicycles that look like they’ve never been ridden in an immaculately clean garage and start down the mountain road. I wear a PGA Tour ball cap I found in a closet and dark plastic sunglasses. Emily wears a long belted coat hanging in the Dream Bed room’s closet and a straw hat that covers her face. We laugh about her outfit before we leave, Emily posing this way and that, her hand cocked behind her head like a model.  
 
    We don’t ride by the street my family’s house used to be on. At 7-11, we split up and keep our heads down. To keep things light, we devise a game: You buy a gift for me, and I buy a gift for you. It’s slim pickings at this store, especially for the kinds of gifts I’m dying to buy for Emily, but I manage to find a single rose wrapped in cellophane, some mini candles, and a package of honey mustard pretzels, her favorite. Emily stands behind me in line, and I peek in her basket at her selections for me. Hostess Twinkies. Red Hots. Lube. 
 
    I burst out laughing. Where’d she found that? The checkout woman glances at us, and I clamp my lips shut, realizing the danger. Luckily, the woman seems strung-out, exhausted, indifferent. She bags my items fast, shortchanges me ten cents, but I don’t dare challenge her on it. The less to remember me by, the better. 
 
    As we’re leaving, we overhear two people talking near the hot dog warmer. “Investigators are there, checking things out, but it burned to the ground. Not a stick of furniture left.” 
 
    My ears perk up. Emily lays a hand on my arm.  
 
    “Was anyone in the house?” asks a woman in jogging gear. She adds milk to her cup of coffee. 
 
    “Some kids were staying the night there. A couple of girls are unaccounted for.” 
 
    “Shit. And they don’t know how it started?” 
 
    “Faulty wiring, maybe. Chief found some candles. I’m surprised you didn’t see all the news vans…” 
 
    Back on our bikes, our stuff loaded into backpacks, we round the corner. My heart is pounding. Investigators? What kind of investigators?  
 
    Emily draws in her bottom lip, looks at me cautiously. “Should we tell someone we’re okay? I hate that they think we’re dead.” 
 
    “We will. Soon. I promise. Once we’ve moved on.” I’ve gone over the plan with her: stay here and get a few good nights’ sleep, then head out. It’s not completely the truth—we need to stay until I find what I’m looking for, the item that will enable us that freedom, which hopefully is here—but I don’t want to worry her.  
 
    The old bike creaks as she shifts gears. “Do you think the news interviewed Spencer and the others?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe.” What if they’d smelled gasoline on their way down? What if they noticed some other detail that would indicate it was arson? I hadn’t smelled gas…but maybe I’m in denial?  
 
    “We’ve been interviewed before, you know. When we got those notes from A.” Emily starts down a hill. “Did you hear about that?”  
 
    I think about that part in my letter, then put it out of my mind. “Yeah. It sounded awful.”  
 
    “For a while, the news called us the Pretty Little Liars.” 
 
    I scoff as if this is news. “Why Liars?”  
 
    “Because we saw and heard a lot of things that didn’t make sense. And we tried to tell people…but we didn’t seem very believable.” 
 
    I remain quiet, which probably is the safest way to pretend you aren’t partially responsible for a traumatic event that happened to the love of your life. All I can do is compartmentalize this. All I can think is, I did it so I could get closer to her. I did it because I couldn’t live without her. 
 
    When we hit another flat part of the road, I say, “In the hospital, there was this girl who pulled out her hair. Celeste. She even pulled out her eyebrow hair. It was weird, seeing her with half-eyebrows. They didn’t allow her to pencil them in, either. We all just had to look at them every day.”  
 
    Emily shifts gears. “Did she get better?” 
 
    “Not while I was there.” 
 
    When she looks at me, there is an ocean of sorrow and longing.  
 
    I press her body against the walls inside the little house. My mouth finds her neck; her fingers explore me all over. The sheets are sweaty and a mess, but they smell like us, and it’s delicious.  
 
    Later, much later, we have a picnic on the sprawling back deck of Chee-tos and mac and cheese, feeling like we’re in a tree house with all of the huge pines surrounding us. Because we don’t want to use the electricity—I’m not entirely sure if the power company can track electricity use minute-by-minute, so I don’t want to give any indication that anyone’s staying in this house—we get the tap water as hot as it will go and pour it over the noodles, but it doesn’t cook them. “Peanut butter and jelly sandwiches would have made more sense,” Emily says. 
 
    “Next time,” I answer, feeling the cheese dust melt on my tongue. 
 
    As dusk falls, we climb into the bedroom-sized shower stall with its floral mosaics and multiple body-massaging showerheads and turn on the water. Candles flicker on the marble countertops and on the edge of the antique clawfoot tub. My hands are slippery on Emily’s skin. There is a small sliver of bar soap in the soap dish, and I run it up and down Emily’s body, in all her crevices. “Tell me about the first time you ever saw me,” I whisper as I shampoo her hair. 
 
    She thinks for a moment, water streaming down her face. “Seventh grade. You’d just moved to Rosewood. You were getting out of the car with your brother, and I was getting off the bus. And it was like…time stopped. I didn’t know who you were, but I couldn’t take my eyes off you.” 
 
    “You felt that way in seventh grade?”  
 
    She lowers her eyes. “I guess I hid it well.” 
 
    “But you never talked to me.” 
 
    “How could I? You were Alison. Totally untouchable.” Her fingers dance across my lips. “Do you remember when you first saw me?”  
 
    “You were reading a book in the library. Just curled up on the seat, really into it. I checked out the book after you returned it. I didn’t really have words for it at the time, but it was my way of being close to you.” 
 
    Emily smiles. “Did you like the book?”  
 
    “Not at all. But I still read the whole thing. I’d read anything you told me to.” 
 
    Tongues, fingers through hair, her smooth, long, strong legs looping around mine. We lie side by side in the Dream Bed, and she demonstrates how to do breaststroke kick. I do my best bicycling in the air. We make up a workout of kicks and bicycles, fist pumps, spins. 
 
    The sun goes up and goes down. We eat chips, string cheese, bruised apples from 7-11. Emily insists we buy vitamins, drink orange juice. I check my phone a few times; several people have texted, wanting to see if I’m alive and where I’ve gone. Even my parents. Even Jason. I don’t answer them, don’t even view the whole message—I just read what I can of the texts on the lock screen. I’m dying to find out about the aftermath—like if the media interviewed the girls, and the fire chief’s take on the cause of the fire, and the rest of the fallout. But using my phone will ping a cell tower, and then we’ll be found. 
 
    Anyway, maybe it’s better not to know. Emily might see it written all over my face if the chief determines the fire was caused by arson. I don’t want to have to lie to her anymore. 
 
    “I wrote you this letter once,” Emily says as we’re sitting naked in the sauna one night. We don’t turn on the heat, but it still feels cozy in there, a little box of pleasant-smelling cedar. “Well, I mean, it was to your sister…and I was so angry…and maybe I shouldn’t even mention it.” 
 
    “Please,” I urge. I’m desperate for any scraps that she and my sister shared. “Tell me.” 
 
    She traces a pattern on her bare kneecap, her bottom lip drawn in. “I was mad at your sister. And in the letter, I said that sometimes I felt so close to her, and sometimes it felt like she was close to me, but then it would all change—and she’d get this look in her eyes, this teasing look, and I’d feel so stupid. It was like she thought a kiss was just a kiss, but for me, it wasn’t.” 
 
    “Wait, you kissed?” My voice comes out barbed and twisted, which is exactly how my heart feels. 
 
    Emily lowers her eyes. “Once. And then I tried to kiss her again—I didn’t realize she wasn’t you. I was just trying to understand, you know? The second time, we were in the locker room, and I was hooking her bra, and I kissed the back of her neck, and she wheeled around on me and was like…” She trails off and makes this scrunched-up face, like whoa, freak.  
 
    I shut my eyes. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Her chin falls to her chest. “I just loved you so much. I loved what we started. I put that in the letter, too—how much I loved you, but how I also should let you go. Because I couldn’t take it anymore.” Her voice grows thick. “I couldn’t take being so humiliated. Having my heart crushed again and again.” 
 
    “I would never crush your heart,” I whisper, reaching for her. My heart breaks over and over again for all the pain she went through. The pain she thought I caused. 
 
    There’s a toy room on the top floor filled with dollhouses, video games, expensive, realistic model trucks and airplanes. Whole Lego sets sit in the closet, unopened; we empty one and build a house that minifigure Emily and minifigure Ali live in together. We wade through a jewelry box in one of the other bedrooms; it must have been meant as a dress-up box for Christopher’s younger sister, because it’s mostly full of Mardi Gras beads and sequined brooches, though I find a funky ring at the bottom that looks like it’s made of real gold. I slip it into my pocket. There’s a library on the second floor that holds hardback classics like Treasure Island and Jane Eyre, though on a lower shelf, shoved behind a tufted leather chair, is a whole line of bodice-ripping romances. We pull a few out and read passages to one another sprawled out on the library’s fluffy rug, giggling at the sex scenes. This leads to kissing, lots of kissing. I flutter my eyelashes against Emily’s cheek. She sucks on my neck so hard I know it’ll leave a mark.  
 
    The second day, while Emily’s in the bathroom, I start searching. The house is big, and it feels daunting, but luckily most of the closets and other nooks are empty. But in one, I find a family album, tucked in a milk crate. The pages crinkle as I open it. There are real pictures in here, printed from a camera, old and faded. I recognize Christopher on the very first page. He’s maybe six years old, standing at the front of this very house, throwing something into the fountain. One of the dump trucks we saw in the toy room is tucked under his arm. There’s a wily, sweet smile on his face. It’s hard to believe he will grow up into a person nurses will have to tie down on a bed. It’s hard to believe he will take a shovel and so callously bash in someone’s head. As though it’s a melon. A rotted pumpkin.  
 
    Bile fills my throat, and I shut the book fast. But still, a voice twists around me. You’re a murderer. She needs to know that. She needs to know what you did.  
 
    No. No she doesn’t. She doesn’t ever need to know.  
 
    Then I notice I’ve been looking for. I stare at it for a moment, trying to gauge if it’s real. My fingers close on the metal base. I’m quiet about bringing it to the front of the shelf and looking at it closer, and when I realize it is what I think it is, my heart stops, then expands, then nearly explodes. It’s even more beautiful than I expected, so colorful, so intricate. Or maybe I just think that because it’s our ticket to freedom. 
 
    The door opens with a creak. I shove the object back into the closet and step into the hall. Emily swishes to the kitchen wearing nothing but a towel. Her long dark hair drips down her back.  
 
    When we wake up in the night, we reach for each other. When we wake up in the morning, we look at each other. “Hello,” she says. “Hello,” I whisper back, touching the edge of her nose.                
 
    It is beautiful. It is heavenly. It’s a little utopia, her and me. And I never, ever want it to end. 
 
     
 
    Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Preserve’s halls are painted mint green and gray. It smells like bleach and, beneath that, vomit. Celeste Rogers, the girl who obsessively pulls out her hair, stands near the Exit door, her hands shaking, her lips constantly in motion. I look around, filled with panic. Wait. What am I doing here? What’s going on?  
 
    Suddenly, my parents push past me, along with a nurse who’s filling out a clipboard of paperwork. “Keep her in here forever,” my mother demands, pointing at me. “She’s a monster. She killed her sister, and she nearly burned her friends alive.”  
 
    “They weren’t my friends,” I argue.   
 
    My mother rounds on me, fury on her face. “See?” she says to the nurse. “She doesn’t even realize how awful she is.” 
 
    The front door opens again, letting in another figure. I squint hard, my heart missing a few beats. Is that…Courtney? That makes no sense. But yes, it’s my sister. Her hands are in her pockets. She’s wearing the same yellow shirt she had on the night of the sleepover. There’s dirt all over her hair, too. Cement slathered across her face. Casts on her arm and leg. 
 
    “What happened to you?” I ask, stupidly, staring at the casts. They bear the same drawings as my piece of the Time Capsule flag, the one she stole. Logos, hearts, a wishing well. The word Someone.  
 
    Courtney gives me a startled—and then angry—look. “I fell,” she says simply. Her mouth twists. “Into a hole.” 
 
    Then she peers over her shoulder. Someone has walked in behind her. Emily.  
 
    “Emily,” I run up to her, relieved she’s here. “What’s going on? What are we doing here? We have to get out!”   
 
    Emily squints. Her expression is totally blank. “I’m sorry, who are you?”  
 
    I wheel back, stricken. “Don’t you know?”  
 
    A deep voice laughs in the corner. Christopher leans against the check-in desk, surveying the scene. His arms are crossed over his chest, his hospital pajama pants drag on the ground as he walks toward me. “Come on,” he says, taking my hand. “You and I belong together. That’s the plan. Not you and her.” 
 
    “No!” I cry, trying to get away from him. His hand digs sharply into my arm. “No!” I scream again, but it’s no use. We’re crossing through the ward’s doors, leaving Emily behind.  
 
    “Ali. Ali.” 
 
    I jolt awake, breathing hard. The room is dark, minty-smelling. Curtains billow at large, square windows on the opposite wall. “Ali,” a soft voice says again.  
 
    Emily is propped up on her elbows just inches from my face. She looks worried. Her eyes gleam in the dim moonlight streaming in from the slit in the blinds.  
 
    “What is it?” I sit up fast, feeling dizzy. The back of my neck is sweaty. I can still smell The Preserve in my nostrils. The dream feels lodged in my chest. I look at Emily, my Emily, trying to erase the Emily from the dream entirely.  
 
    Emily stabs furtively at the window. “I think there’s someone outside.” 
 
    It takes me a moment to process this. Slowly, I swing my legs over the bed and rush across the carpet. The window offers a view of the backyard. The sky is dark. The wind is still. The tire swing hangs motionless from the tree. My phone is across the room and there’s no digital clock in here, but I’d guess it’s two or three in the morning.  
 
    “What did you hear?” I ask over my shoulder. 
 
    “I don’t know. Scratching. Footsteps. It woke me up.” 
 
    The floor groans as I walk down the hall. I’m trembling by the time I reach the kitchen, and I fight the urge to turn on a light. I stand very still, fingers twitching at my sides, trying to sense what’s around me. Then, out another window, I think I see a figure. My mind goes still. Could it be? He’s the right height. The right build. Crouched behind the woodpile, watching. And I can only think of one person who would want to do that. 
 
    Don’t be crazy, I tell myself. Christopher’s at The Preserve. Not here.  
 
    I stare hard into the darkness. There’s nothing. Not even a shadow.  
 
    Finally, I pad back to bed. Emily is still sitting up. “It must have just been a deer.” 
 
    Emily tucks in behind me, loops her arm over my side, and holds my hand tight. “You’ll keep me safe, right?” she asks.  
 
    “Yes,” I say. “I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    “Good. I’ll keep you safe, too.” 
 
    We lay like that for hours. Eventually, she falls back to sleep. But I stare awake until the light pierces the sky, staring at shadows that may or may not be there.  
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Emily sleeps late the next morning, which gives me my opportunity. I’m taking a risk by loading the delicate glass into my backpack and getting on a bike, and I pray I don’t crash. If this all goes well, I can get back here before Emily even wakes up.  
 
    Because that dream was a message. It was crazy of me to think we’d be safe here. We have to go. 
 
    The heavy leaden base digs into my back as I climb the first hill, but I grit my teeth and pedal through the pain. A car swishes past me, and I use one hand to pull my hood tighter around my head and almost lose control of the bike. Shit. The inside of my cheek is raw from gnawing on it, and my head is churning. Had it been Christopher out there in the dark? Maybe he’d heard the news about the fire. Maybe he’d put two and two together and figured he’d check on his house. Except, I was the one who was released from The Preserve, not him. When I walked out those alarmed doors, he was still hanging back in the patient room. Still in his hospital pajamas, still looking mournful and trapped.  
 
    Right? 
 
    I squeeze the brakes hard and come to an abrupt, dazed stop. All I can do for a few moments is stare and force my brain to think. Before I left, Christopher said to me, “I’m right behind you, baby. And I’m going to find you.” But I didn’t want that anymore. I’d never wanted that, not really. So I’d told him what I needed to tell him. That it was over. That he shouldn’t look for me.  
 
    I thought that had been that; he’d accepted it so peacefully. But this is Christopher. I’d seen him climb across the cafeteria counter and almost strangle a worker because she said the kitchen was out of pepperoni. He doesn’t take no for an answer. 
 
    What if he’s at the house right now? What if he hurts Emily? 
 
    There are no cars on the road behind me. The shop is just a few miles ahead—maybe another ten minutes. I look up and down the road several times, where I’ve been and where I still need to go. What the hell should I do? My spine is starting to hurt from the weight in my backpack. My head hurts, too, probably from lack of sleep.  
 
    You have to go. This might be your only shot. Just do it.  
 
    I pedal on. I’m exhausted by the time I reach the store, and I’m relieved to see the Open sign in the window. Twinkling bells peal as I open the door. A broad-shouldered man with a greasy comb-over glances up and blinks hard, almost like he’s swishing dust from her eyes. Then he squints, studying me so carefully his brow crinkles unpleasantly. A horrible thought flashes through my mind: He’s seen me on TV. Because of the fire, or maybe in the press conference. I remember my glasses, my hood—but is it enough?  
 
    It has to be enough. I give him a bright smile. “Hi.” 
 
    “Good morning.” He pushes wire-rimmed glasses up his nose. 
 
    “I’m wondering if you’d be interested in this.” I walk forward and pull the lamp out of my backpack, careful not to get the edges stuck on the zipper. Thankfully, every single stained glass panel is still intact. The man and moves closer to it, his mouth a small o, his eyes popped wide, his skin smelling faintly of cigarettes. The room is very, very quiet and still. Violins sing quietly over the speakers, some classical symphony. 
 
    “Is that real?” he finally whispers. 
 
    I show him the mark stamped into the metal under the shade. Tiffany Studios New York. All capital letters. I did my homework on this thing practically the moment I could. I needed to be sure, and years of watching appraisals on Antiques Roadshow wasn’t enough. “I’m not sure the electrics work,” I explain, recalling what Christopher told me long ago at the Preserve. “It’s been in the closet for a long time.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you have it on display?” He sounds shocked. 
 
    “Long story.” I laugh self-consciously. “It belonged to my grandmother, and she willed it to my family, but my mom hates her mother-in-law, and she doesn’t want the lamp, so she said I could do whatever I wanted with it.”  
 
    “Is that so?” The man’s lips curl up at the tips humorously. It’s like she knows I’m misappropriating someone else’s life. I think of what Christopher told me: My mom jammed it into a closet and forgot about it. It’s worth thirty grand at least. There’s this antique store down the road that will take it, no question. And then we’ll be set. It’ll be just you and me and the big wide world.  
 
    It’s like I can almost hear Christopher’s voice in my ear. I glance nervously around, checking the rest of the store, the street. You have to get out of here, alarms in my brain are blaring. You have to run.   
 
    When I look up, the man is staring hard. I want to grab the lamp. Or better yet, I want to run away without the lamp—screw the lamp. But if I run, won’t that raise more questions? What if that makes things even worse? I can’t move. My feet feel welded to the wood floor. I try to smile, but I’m sure it’s more of a grimace. 
 
    The man holds his hands on the counter. “Okay, I can give you twenty thousand. But it will take three days for the check to process.”  
 
    My chest feels hot. My heart is racing. “I-I don’t have three days.” 
 
    His eyebrows shoot up. “Is this item even yours?”   
 
    “Yes.” It’s barely a whisper. “I just…I need the money. Now.” 
 
    A dozen clocks tick out of rhythm. The wind swishes out the window. There is a terrible taste in my mouth. He lets out a sigh. “Eight thousand. That’s the highest amount I’m authorized to pay in cash.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    As he pulls out a leather envelope from the register, I glance over my shoulder, past the vases and sculptures and floor lamps, past the side tables and armoires and paintings, out to the sidewalk and concrete and storefronts, half expecting to find Christopher right behind me, ready to pounce. But he isn’t. I’m not sure if this makes me feel more or less panicked.  
 
    The moment the guy presses the bills into my hands I’m out of there, back on the bike, speeding up the hill. My legs scream for relief, but I don’t stop sprinting until I get to the road the house is on. As I round the corner, I dread seeing a new car in the driveway, Christopher’s shape at the door. But the drive is empty. No one is lurking on the property, at least as far as I can tell. There’s a dull buzz in my brain. Okay. Okay. Maybe I’ve overreacted. Maybe we still have time. Maybe I’ve been given a gift. 
 
    The universe owes me.  
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    I hurry into the house, the heavy door banging shut. Emily peers over the upper railing. “Where were you?” she cries. “I woke up and you were gone!”  
 
    Her hair is a mess, the robe’s undone, and her eyes are red and round. Shit. “I’m so, so sorry,” I say quickly, dropping my backpack by the door and rushing up the stairs. “I just had to do something, and you were sleeping…but it’s done now.” 
 
    Emily’s jaw is trembling. “What did you have to do?”   
 
    “Money. I got the money we needed.” I lean back and take her hands. “Listen, Em. I’ve been thinking. There’s no point in staying here anymore. Hiding. Freaking out. Worrying. Let’s go already. We can go anywhere. The Caribbean. Canada. California. Anywhere you want. Let’s choose and just go.” I start to stuff the few things I brought with me into my backpack. “I’ve called a car. It’s coming to pick us up in the next couple of minutes.” 
 
    Emily large, brown eyes blink hard. Her long, pink tongue runs across her lips, something she often does when she’s thinking. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? I thought we were trying not to get noticed. A driver will definitely spot us…” 
 
    “So we’ll give fake names. Wear our disguises. Get picked up down the road. And once we’re out of the state, it won’t matter.” I sweep my arms around the big, beautiful house. “That’s exactly why I want to leave. We’re afraid of leaving because we don’t want anyone to see us. If we’re across the country, we could get new phones, we could get jobs, we could live.” I take her hands. “I want to live with you. Right now. I’m tired of waiting. Aren’t you?”  
 
    Emily’s brow is still furrowed. “Yeah, but…”  
 
    “Yeah, but nothing. We have nothing to lose.” I squeeze her fingers. “Tell me where you want to go, and we’ll do it.” 
 
    Emily stares at our hands. Her lips mash together. “Well, I’ve always loved the idea of California.” 
 
    “Done,” I suddenly feel big and bright and magnanimous. “We’ll live in the desert, or by the ocean, or in LA—whatever. So let’s go. Now.” 
 
    “If you’re sure.” She still looks uncertain. “And then we can tell everyone we’re okay, right?”  
 
    “Yes. Definitely, definitely yes.” 
 
    She rocks back and forth on her heels, then shrugs and heads into the bathroom. I rush to our bedroom to gather my extra t-shirt. The sheets are still a tangle on the bed, and as I pull them up to the headboard, I get a whiff of Emily’s scent rising from the fabric. Sweet, a little salty, a little fruity, and just…her. 
 
    My heart catches. A chill spirals down my back. I look up and see my reflection in the huge mirror over the bureau: a blonde girl with a heart-shaped face and two hickeys on her neck. A blonde girl with bee-stung lips from too much kissing and skin that smells like massage oil because of all the rub-downs we’ve given each other and a palm that reads I Heart You from the Sharpie tattoo Emily gave me yesterday just after lunch.  
 
    But I also suddenly see a liar, too. A murderer. The girl who shoved her sister into that hole. A girl who stood by while Christopher raised that shovel and… 
 
    I heart you. I heart you. This isn’t a game for me, and it isn’t a game for Emily, either. And suddenly I know for sure: I can’t drag her across the country like this. She trusts me implicitly, and I’ve told her nothing true. Bullshitting Emily doesn’t seem like an option anymore. I care about her too much. 
 
    I’m trembling as I walk back down the stairs. My palms are so suddenly slick they slide against the carved wooden railing. Emily’s sitting by the front door, putting on her shoes. She looks up when she sees me with a sweet smile on her face, but then her expression shifts. “What?” she asks. 
 
    “Em…” I try to push down the big lump in my chest. “There are some things I need to tell you before we go. Things about my past you aren’t going to like.” 
 
    Emily’s mouth goes taut. I can feel the words welling in my throat. I just need to say them…and then let her decide. She’ll decide she can’t be involved with me, obviously, but maybe that’s better than living a lie. 
 
    I breathe in, readying myself. But suddenly, Emily blurts, “Ali, I don’t need to know.” 
 
    My head shoots up. “Huh?”  
 
    “Whatever it is, you had good reason, and it doesn’t matter.” She stands, shoelaces dangling. Places her hands on her hips. “This is all about starting over—you said so yourself. So let’s start over for real.” 
 
    I’m so stunned that for a moment, I can’t speak. “But…”  
 
    “Ali, I love you. I’ve always loved you. Against all odds, you came back to me, whole and beautiful and you. I went through so much pain loving you, but the universe delivered you back to me as the Ali I’ve always wanted. So whatever you did, I don’t care. I’ll love you no matter what.”  
 
    My lips wobble. At first I frown, and then I smile, and then I frown again, feeling like I might burst into tears. The pure and unblemished trust she has in me, I almost can’t take it. “O-Okay,” I stammer, and suddenly I’m crying, and she’s wrapping her arms around me.  
 
    “Let’s go, silly,” she says, bending down to tie her shoes. “Where is the car picking us up?”  
 
    “Down the road. In front of the blue house.”  
 
    We walk through the house, making sure we haven’t forgotten anything, but I’m still reeling. She doesn’t care. She doesn’t care. It’s like I’ve been absolved. It’s like everything I’ve fought for, everything that plagued me, has been wiped clean. I truly can start over with her. And even if I want to tell her someday…I can. And she’ll understand. Maybe she even suspects what happened—and deep down, she gets it. She gets that getting rid of my sister was the only thing that could have brought us together, and that matters the most. Just understanding that, just knowing that for certain, I’m suddenly filled with such gratitude, such astonishing fortune, that I can’t quite breathe. 
 
    Suddenly, there’s something else I need to do. There, in the middle of the grand entryway, I drop to my knees. “Marry me,” I blurt. 
 
    “What?” There is shock and laughter in Emily’s eyes. “Ali…wait, really?” 
 
    “Well, when we’re older. When we turn twenty or twenty-five or whatever. Just…promise. I don’t want to be with anyone else, ever. I only want you.” 
 
    I dig around in my back pocket until I found the gold ring from the dress-up jewelry box. I hold it up so that it reflects the dim light shining in front outside, then slide in on Emily’s finger. She lets me, seemingly holding her breath. I grasp her hands in mine, squeezing hard. She stares at the gold on her finger. After an electric silence, I ask, “Is that a yes?”  
 
    “Of course,” she whispers. “Yes, yes, yes.” 
 
    I breathe out pure happiness. The universe bursts with promise and joy. As I wrap my arms around her, I feel truly with her: It’s us against the world. Someday, we will get married: I can feel it. I bury my head in her neck, tasting her skin, loving her so purely.  
 
    Whoop.  
 
    I tear away with a start. I don’t know when the police car pulled up in the circular drive, but all of a sudden, it’s there, parked in front of the stone fountain. With lightning-quick reflexes, I pull Emily down so they can’t see us through the multitudes of windows. “Shhh,” I hiss, praying this is some kind of mistake. 
 
    We watch through a tiny slit in the blinds. An officer steps out of the car and stares at the house, his hands bracing the small of his back. “Oh my God,” Emily whispers. I hold a finger to my mouth. Shhh. 
 
    The cop slams his car door and walks up the front path. He rings the bell, then steps back. “Miss DiLaurentis? You in there?”   
 
    I shudder. Press my lips together. My nails dig into Emily’s palm.  
 
    There’s a bleep of something on the officer’s walkie-talkie. He rings the bell again. “Miss DiLaurentis? Miss Fields?”  
 
    A second officer gets out of the car now. This one has a German Shepherd on a leash. The dog strains this way and that, its tongue lolling. I wonder if he can smell us. The bed. Our bodies.  
 
    The second officer and dog join the first guy on the front porch. The dog’s collar jingles. “We know you’re in there,” the second officer says through the door. “If you come with us nicely, no one will get hurt.” 
 
    Emily makes a small, tortured whimper. My mind spins. Should we run out the back? Should we hide? How did this happen?  
 
    “Lotta people looking for you girls,” the first officer says. His voice is casual, almost sing-songy. “They just want you home safe, you know?”  
 
    “But you’re scared, aren’t you?” the second officer pipes up. “Which is understandable. Maybe you didn’t mean to start such a big fire. You didn’t mean for it to grow out of control. You didn’t mean to lock your friends in that room. Is that what happened, Miss DiLaurentis?”  
 
    Emily looks at me, her eyes flashing with questions. I keep my gaze trained on the floor. My limbs feel numb. My brain slogs through mud. I’m scrambling to figure out how they know this, who told them this version of the story.  
 
    “Just talk to us,” the first officer says. “It’ll be okay.”  
 
    “We know that sometimes things get crazy,” the second guy says gently. “We know that friendships can be difficult. It must be tough, too, Miss DiLaurentis, having spent all that time locked up. You wanted someone to pay, didn’t you? You wanted to take out your aggression on someone, right? But it’s not fair you’ve chosen Miss Fields here.” 
 
    “Wait!” Emily cries, and all of a sudden, she’s standing up, showing herself in the window. “That’s not what’s going on at all! You’ve got it all wrong!”   
 
    “Em!” I whisper, but it’s too late. The door shoots open. The dog lunges into the house. Emily turns to me, the color drained from her face. Our eyes lock for a moment. “Run!” I whisper. 
 
    I turn and run as fast as I can, scrambling to the back of the house, hurrying out the back door, dashing into the woods, stumbling through the trees. I slip several times in the mud, nearly tumbling headfirst into a sharp stump. Halfway down the hill, I glance over my shoulder. Emily isn’t here. Emily isn’t here. I pause, my heart banging in my chest. Where is she? What is she doing? Do they have her? What should I do?  
 
    Then a figure appears in the trees. “Hey!” It’s one of the cops. He notices me and advances, his feet slipping too. “Stop, or I’ll shoot!”  
 
    Shoot? I scream and wheel toward the water. I have to keep going. I can’t let him catch me. I know how this will end. I won’t just get in trouble about squatting in a Christopher’s house, or setting a fire, or trapping my sister’s friends. All the walls will tumble down. The cops want to know everything—including what happened to my sister. And if I thought The Preserve was bad, I’m sure prison is worse. 
 
    I walk-fall down the hill until I get to the lake. Sure enough, there are several boats tethered to the dock. I climb into one and turn around dizzily, trying to get my bearings on how to start it—but there is no key. I can’t go anywhere. The cop crashes through the trees. In seconds, he’ll see me. In a last-ditch effort, I open a small compartment next to the engine. A gleaming key attached to a rubbery fob lies there, practically grinning at me. I let out a small, relieved note and jam it into the ignition. The boat roars to life. I’m yanking off the ropes and pulling away from the dock in seconds, and suddenly I’m whipping across the water. The cop reaches the bank just as make a wide right turn down the river. He starts to wade into the water after me. “Miss DiLaurentis!” he shouts, his gun raised. “Courtney DiLaurentis, come back!”  
 
    I jam the gas pedal as fast as it can go, sending birds scattering. There’s a boom; the cop has fired at me. I scream and duck, my hands still on the wheel. The boat veers right, then left. “Please, please,” I whisper, only wanting to be far enough away so that his shots won’t hurt me. I glance back at him, now a small figure in waist-deep water. He’s just staring at me now. Not shooting. Just furious. 
 
    An angry white-capped wave trails in the wake of my boat. I keep the gas pedal down, whipping past trees and houses. But suddenly, something hits me. Emily. What has happened to her? Is she with them? Are they hurting her? And I’m on this boat. In the water. But I don’t know what else to do. It’s not like I can go back. All I can do is move farther away, across this water until I can get somewhere where I’m no longer seen.   
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     It’s kind of incredible what eight thousand dollars can get you. A taxi ride from a payphone at a sketchy gas station, with no questions asked and no creepy-guy funny business. Some new clothes at a Wal-Mart because the ones you’re wearing are covered with river mud and flop sweat. A room at a motel where all you have to do is sign the register with any name you please—I choose Greta Garbo, I vant to be alone. A new phone that can’t be traced to Alison DiLaurentis. 
 
    Only, for a long time, I don’t use the phone. For hours, it sits next to me on the hotel nightstand while I sit, motionless, smelling the inside of my t-shirt. It still smells like Emily. As I inhale, I try to hear her voice in my head. The voice that said, I’ll love you no matter what. The voice that said Yes yes yes when I asked her to marry me.  
 
    Finally, I pick up the phone and click on the Internet. The news pops up on the screen: Pretty Little Liar Emily Fields Returned Home After Kidnapping. Well. There you go.  
 
    I study the picture of Emily—rain-drenched, tear-stained, frowning—getting out of the police car in what looks like Rosewood. There’s a link to related stories: Arson Suspected For Pretty Little Liars Fire. And, Case Reopened In DiLaurentis Murder: Sister to Blame? There’s no point in reading those, though. Why should I? It’s all out there in the open. Emily might have told me it didn’t matter, but that was before. How about in the after? What does she think about me now?  
 
    I do, however, search for signs of Christopher. I even go so far as call The Preserve and ask if he’s still a patient. The first time I call, I get Nancy, who is a stickler about privacy laws, even when I say I’m his old therapist calling to check in. But the second time I call, I get Beth, who doesn’t give a shit. “Yes, he’s a patient. Would you like to leave a message with his doctor?” 
 
    “Thank you, I’ll just call another time,” I chirp, hanging up. And then I wilt. I suppose I should be grateful Christopher’s still locked up and that I’d had nothing to worry about, but what if it was my paranoia that caused all of this? I’d gone to sell that lamp without taking proper precautions; I’d acted like a lunatic in the antiques store. Christopher hadn’t called the cops on me; that dude at the store probably had. If I’d planned things differently, if I’d taken the lamp to a store not in town, if I hadn’t been so nakedly desperate for cash, Emily and I might be together.  
 
    It hurts, the fantasy of that road not taken. Emily and I might still be together.  
 
    I spend a couple of days in that motel. Day two, I turn on the TV, mostly watching cartoons. I scurry to the vending machine with my hoodie over my face and eat nothing all day but pretzels and Funyans and Sour Patch Kids, which leave a gritty film on my teeth. The air outside is cool and fresh—Niagara Falls isn’t very far from here, and on the other side is Canada. Maybe I should be more worried about the police catching me, but I’m in such a bubble of self-loathing there’s a part of me that doesn’t care. There are even moments when I even consider turning myself in. Would prison really be worse than this? At least in prison Emily would visit me.  
 
    But would she visit me? Would she?  
 
    I take long showers, though they’re under a single, dripping showerhead, the water smelling a little like sulfur. I close my eyes and picture Emily’s body, retracing her curves from memory. At random hours of the day, I try to imagine what she’s doing: Is she in school again? Is she swimming? Has she thought of me once? How did she explain this to her old friends? Is she telling everyone I kidnapped her? Has she had to say it so many times that she’s staring to believe it, too? 
 
    A knock comes on the door the third day in. My heart freezes—the police!—and then stalls—Christopher!—and then lifts—Emily!—but in the end, it’s just the maid service asking if I want my sheets changed. The woman has a sweet, round face and wears bright red lipstick. I say no, but I give her a smile. She’s the first person I’ve smiled at since I last smiled at Emily when she said yes to marrying me. As I close the door again, I slump back onto the bed, trying to figure out what to do with myself.  
 
    And then I see it.  
 
    The news is on. Before I can switch to Cartoon Network, I catch sight of a headline: Search for Alison DiLaurentis Continues. A newscaster stands in front of Rosewood Day as high school kids stream out for the day.  
 
    As I stare, dumbfounded, I see my old friend Naomi Ziegler, and then Noel Kahn. They look so young in their blue blazers. So naïve. Like the world is never going to let them down. I see Spencer Hastings, her bag full of books slung over her shoulder, her chin held high. She looks completely unblemished from escaping certain death. I try to call up any of that old animosity that made me write that letter to her at The Preserve. Only, it’s gone. It doesn’t matter anymore. My plan to hurt them seems so asinine. Emily was right: I should have just told her who I was when I first gained her trust. She wouldn’t have called me the wrong name. She wouldn’t have told my parents on me. She loved me as much as I loved her: she knew the risks. But it’s only in hindsight that I understand this. Beforehand, when I was putting the plans together—well, I was worried she’d laugh at me. I was worried she’d turn me in on the spot. 
 
    Maybe I should feel grateful, though. A few days with Emily is better than nothing, right? It’s like that old saying: It’s better to have loved and lost than to never loved at all. All those showers, all those hours of our limbs entwined, all those times I felt so wide open with her, my whole psyche just stretched out and exposed—that has to count for something, right? Hell, if a few stolen kisses between her and I kept me going all that time at The Preserve, surely our blissful escape together can do the same thing. Maybe I should just be grateful that someone like Emily even exists…and that for a brief period of time that she truly loved me…and that I was lucky enough to have her. Maybe that should be what I focus on. Maybe that should be what I treasure. 
 
    It almost makes me feel good. Except the fact that it also makes me want to scream.  
 
    The reporter is really laying it on thick about my whole life story: Courtney DiLaurentis, psycho renegade, potential arsonist, public enemy number one. A few kids glance curiously at the camera as they walk into school, but none of them wave or make stupid faces or anything—Rosewood Day has trained them better than that. I’m about to switch the TV off when suddenly I notice a flicker of dark, shiny hair on the left side of the screen. My body instantly goes rigid—there. In a blue blazer, her head down, her hand curled around a familiar red sports backpack—oh.  
 
    I clutch my hands over my heart. Melt into the mattress. Emily, I breathe out, the ache so radiant inside me it makes my palms hurt. Emily shuffles past the reporter fast, her hair swinging down her back. I leap from the bed and touch her image on the TV screen, my fingers crackling with static. “You,” I whisper. It’s all I can say to her: just, you.  
 
    “Authorities say Miss DiLaurentis probably is not armed, but might be unstable,” the reporter is saying. And right in that moment, as though jolted back to life, Emily’s head pops up. She turns to the reporter like she’s just noticing she’s there. Her eyes widen, and she stares straight into the camera, her mouth an o. 
 
    “Emily!” I cry, jumping up and down, as if she can see me. “Emily, oh, my Emily!”  
 
    The reporter is rushing on, wrapping up the story. But Emily is still staring into the camera. Kids stream around her. No one even seems to notice it’s happening. And as the reporter smiles and says, “Reporting live from Rosewood, this is Tricia Bates for Action News 6,” Emily raises her hand to her mouth. Her fingers graze her lips. Her eyes remain trained on the lens. At first, I don’t understand what message she’s trying to send—or if it’s a message at all. But then I see it, and my heart stops. 
 
    The ring.  
 
    She’s wearing the gold ring I gave her.  
 
    My stomach flips over. I shoot back, my hands clutching the sides of my head. The news cuts away from Rosewood Day, back inside the cheerful newsroom. But suddenly, I’m breathless. I saw it. I saw it.  
 
    I sit back on the bed and just stare at the ugly carpet for a while. Nothing astonishing happens next—no phone calls, no sudden rainbows out the window, no sudden lifting of the permeating dingy smell that seemed soaked into this motel room. And yet I felt like something in my heart had shifted for good. She is still wearing my ring. She didn’t take it off. She knows everything…and it really doesn’t matter.  
 
    For the first time since I’ve arrived, I walk out of the room without my hood and glasses on and stand on the balcony, staring at the view. It’s just of a parking lot and a McDonald’s across the street, but all at once, it seems fresh, beautiful, alive. And I feel alive. Yes, I have to hide for a while. Yes, it’s not going to be easy. But I’m going to make it. I’m going to get through. I’m going to wait…and then I’m going to find her. I will find Emily, and we will be together for real.  
 
    I smile down to the parking lot, which is nearly empty of cars. And then I turn on my heel and slip back into my sad little room, eager to start on the path that will get me to her.   
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