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Stunning



A PRETTY LITTLE LIARS NOVEL


Aria ran to the window, certain she’d see someone lurking at the end of the driveway, but there was no one there. Sweat beaded on her forehead. No.


‘Aria?’ Noel called from the hall. ‘Are you okay?’


Aria dropped the curtain and whipped around. Noel was walking toward her. She fumbled for the ERASE button on her phone, not wanting Noel to see the picture, but her finger bumped the right arrow instead, bringing up a note that went with the picture. As Aria read it, her heart stopped dead.






Secrets are such a drag. Break up with your lovely boyfriend, or this pic goes public. – A










By Sara Shepard
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To Caron




It’s not so important who starts the
game but who finishes it.





– John Wooden



A Bundle Of Secrets


Have you ever done something so shameful, so shocking, so unlike you that you wanted to disappear? Maybe you hid out in your room all summer, too mortified to show your face. Maybe you begged your parents to let you switch schools. Or maybe your parents didn’t even know about your secret – you hid from them, too. You were afraid they’d take one look at you and know that you’d done something horrible.

A certain pretty girl in Rosewood carried a secret around for nine long months. She ran away from everything and everyone – except her three best friends. When it was all over, they swore they’d never tell a soul.

But this is Rosewood. And in Rosewood, the only way to keep your secrets safe is to have none at all …

That summer in Rosewood, Pennsylvania, a picturesque, wealthy suburb about twenty minutes from Philadelphia, had been one of the hottest ones on record. To escape the heat, people flocked to the country club pool, gathered around the local Rita’s for extra-large strawberry ices, and skinny-dipped in the duck pond at Peck’s organic cheese farm, despite the decades-old rumor that a dead body had been found there. But by the third week in August, the weather suddenly turned. ‘A Midsummer Night’s Freeze,’ the local news called it, because the temperature got down to freezing a few nights in a row. Boys broke out their hoodies, and girls donned their brand-new, back-to-school Joe’s jeans and puffer vests. A few leaves on the trees changed to reds and golds overnight. It was as though the Grim Reaper had come and ripped the season clean away.

On a chilly Thursday night, a beat-up Subaru cruised down a dark street in Wessex, a town not far from Rosewood. The glowing green clock on the dashboard read 1:26 AM, but the four girls inside the car were wide awake. Actually, there were five girls: best friends Emily Fields, Aria Montgomery, Spencer Hastings, Hanna Marin … and a tiny, nameless baby Emily had given birth to that day.

They drove past house after house, peering at the numbers on the mailboxes. When they approached number 204, Emily sat up straighter. ‘Stop,’ she said over the baby’s cries. ‘That’s it.’

Aria, who was wearing a Fair Isle pullover she’d bought while on vacation in Iceland last month – a vacation she couldn’t bear to think about – steered the car toward the curb. ‘Are you sure?’ She eyed the modest white house. It had a basketball hoop in the driveway, a big weeping willow in the side yard, and cheerful flower beds under the front windows.

‘I’ve seen this address on the adoption form a million times.’ Emily touched the window. ‘Two-oh-four Ship Lane. This is definitely where they live.’

The car grew quiet. Even the baby stopped crying. Hanna glanced at the infant next to her in the backseat. Her tiny, perfect pink lips were pursed. Spencer looked at the baby, too, then shifted uncomfortably. It was obvious what everyone was thinking: How could this have happened to sweet, obedient little Emily Fields? They’d been Emily’s best friends since sixth grade, when Alison DiLaurentis, the most popular girl at Rosewood Day, the private school they all attended, had recruited them into her new clique. Emily had always been the girl who hated badmouthing people, who never instigated a quarrel, who preferred baggy T-shirts to tight-fitting skirts – and girls over guys. Girls like Emily didn’t get pregnant.

They’d thought Emily was doing a program at Temple that summer, much like the one Spencer was attending at Penn. But then, one by one, Emily had told each of them the truth: She was hiding in her sister’s dorm room in Philly because she was pregnant. Aria, Spencer, and Hanna had all reacted the same way when Emily broke the news: with jaw-dropping, speechless shock. How long have you known? they had asked. I took a pregnancy test when I got back from Jamaica, Emily had answered. The father was Isaac, a boy she’d dated last winter.

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ Spencer asked quietly. A reflection in the window caught her eye, and she cringed. But when she turned to stare at the house opposite them, a similarly modest brick ranch, no one was there.

‘What other option do I have?’ Emily twisted the pink rubber Jefferson Hospital bracelet around her wrist. The staff didn’t even know she was gone – the doctors had wanted her to stay an extra day so they could monitor the incision from her C-section. But if she’d stayed in the hospital a minute longer, her plan wouldn’t work. She couldn’t possibly give the baby to Gayle, the wealthy woman who’d paid a huge sum of money for her, so she’d told Gayle she’d pushed back the date for her scheduled C-section to two days later. Then she’d solicited her friends’ help to sneak out of the hospital shortly after the baby was born. Everyone had played a part in the escape. Hanna returned Gayle’s money. Spencer distracted the nurses while Emily hobbled toward the exit. Aria provided her Subaru and even found an infant car seat at a garage sale. And they’d succeeded: They’d escaped without Gayle finding out and taking away the baby.

Suddenly, as if on cue, Emily’s phone bleated, breaking the tense silence inside the car. She pulled it out of the plastic shopping bag the hospital had stashed her clothes in and looked at the screen. Gayle.

Emily winced and hit IGNORE. The phone quieted for a moment, then bleated once more. Gayle again.

Hanna eyed the phone warily. ‘Should you answer that?’

‘And say what?’ Emily hit IGNORE one more time. ‘“Sorry, Gayle, I don’t want to give you my baby because I think you’re psycho”?’

‘But isn’t this illegal?’ Hanna looked up and down the street. There wasn’t a car in sight, but she still felt on edge. ‘What if she turns you in?’

‘For what?’ Emily asked. ‘What Gayle did was illegal, too. She can’t say anything without incriminating herself.’

Hanna bit a thumbnail. ‘But if the cops do find out about this, what happens if they investigate other things? Like … Jamaica?’

A palpable tension rippled through the car. Although it was always on their minds, the girls had promised each other never to talk about Jamaica again. It was supposed to have been a getaway to forget about Real Ali, the diabolical girl who’d killed her twin sister, Courtney, the Ali they all knew and loved. Last year, Real Ali had returned to Rosewood and tried to pass herself off as the girls’ old friend, but it was later revealed that she was the new A, the girls’ text-messaging tormentor. She’d killed Ian Thomas, Rosewood Day heartthrob and suspect in the first murder, and Jenna Cavanaugh, who the girls and Their Ali had blinded in sixth grade. Real Ali’s master plan was to murder the four girls. She’d brought them to her family’s house in the Poconos, locked them in a bedroom, and lit a match. But things hadn’t turned out as she’d hoped. The girls escaped, leaving Real Ali trapped in the house when it exploded. Even though her remains had never been found, everyone was positive she was dead.

But was she?

The trip to Jamaica had been a chance for the girls to move on with their lives and deepen their friendships. Once they got there, though, they met a girl named Tabitha who reminded them of Real Ali. She knew things only Ali would know. Her mannerisms were chillingly like Ali’s. Slowly, they became convinced that she was Real Ali. Maybe she’d survived the fire. Maybe she’d come to Jamaica to finish off the girls as planned.

There was only one thing to do: stop her before she got revenge. Just as Real Ali was about to push Hanna off the rooftop deck, Aria had intervened, and Ali fell instead. Her broken body had vanished before the girls got down to the beach to see what they’d done, probably swept away by the tide. The girls vacillated between relief that Ali was gone for good … and horror that they’d killed someone.

‘No one will ever know about Jamaica,’ Spencer growled now. ‘Ali’s body is gone.’

Emily’s phone bleated again. Gayle. A beep followed. Six new voicemail messages, the screen announced.

‘Maybe you should listen to those,’ Hanna whispered.

Emily shook her head, her hands trembling.

‘Put the call on speaker,’ Aria suggested. ‘We’ll listen with you.’

Drawing her bottom lip into her mouth, Emily did as she was told and played the first message. ‘Heather, it’s Gayle.’ A harsh voice blared through the car. ‘You haven’t returned my calls in days, and I’m worried. You didn’t have the baby a few days early, did you? Were there some complications? I’m calling Jefferson to make sure.’

‘Who’s Heather?’ Spencer whispered nervously.

‘It’s the fake name I gave everyone this summer,’ Emily said. ‘I even applied for my job using a fake ID I bought on South Street. I didn’t want anyone making the connection that I was Alison DiLaurentis’s best friend. Someone might have told the press I was pregnant, and then my parents would’ve found out.’ She stared at her phone. ‘God, she sounds really pissed.’

Gayle’s second message followed. ‘Heather, it’s Gayle again. Okay, I called Jefferson – that is where you’ve scheduled your C-section, right? No one on the staff will tell me what’s going on. Can you please pick up and tell me where the hell you are?’

The tones of the third and fourth messages increased in intensity and frustration. ‘Okay, I’m at Jefferson now,’ Gayle said in the fifth message. ‘I just talked to an orderly, and they don’t have any record of anyone named Heather in the maternity ward, but then I described what you look like and she said you are here. Why didn’t you call me? Where the hell is the baby?’

‘What do you want to bet she bribed the orderly?’ Emily murmured. ‘So much for checking in under my real name to throw Gayle off the scent.’ Checking in under Emily Fields had been a risk – even though Emily gave a PO box in Philly as her address and planned to use her babysitting savings to pay the hospital bill, what if, for some reason, her parents called Jefferson and found out she’d been there? But since Gayle knew her only as Heather, using her real name seemed like an easy way to lose her.

By the sixth message, Gayle had figured it out. ‘This was a setup, wasn’t it?’ she growled. ‘You had the baby and you left, didn’t you? Was this your intention all along, bitch? Did you plan to scam me from the start? Do you think I give out fifty thousand dollars to just anyone? Do you think I’m an idiot? I’m going to find you. I’m going to hunt you and that baby down, and then you’ll be sorry.’

‘Whoa,’ Aria whispered.

‘Oh my God.’ Emily flipped her phone closed. ‘I should have never promised her anything. I know we gave it back, but I should have never taken her money in the first place. She’s crazy. Now do you guys see why I’m doing this?’

‘Of course we do,’ Aria said quietly.

The infant started to whimper. Emily stroked her tiny head, and then, steeling herself, pushed open the car door and stepped into the chilly air. ‘Let’s do this.’

‘Em, don’t.’ Aria opened her own door and grabbed Emily’s arm just as Emily fell against the side of the car, clearly in pain. ‘The doctor said you shouldn’t strain, remember?’

‘I need to get the baby to the Bakers.’ Emily pointed woozily to the house.

Aria paused. A truck horn honked far in the distance. Over the sound of the car’s chugging engine, she thought she heard a brief, high-pitched laugh.

‘Fine,’ Aria conceded. ‘But I’ll carry her.’ She grabbed the baby seat from the back. A smell of baby powder wafted up to greet her, bringing a lump to her throat. Her father, Byron, and his girlfriend, Meredith, had just had a baby, and she loved Lola with all her heart. If she looked too long at this baby, she might love her just as much.

Emily’s phone rang again, and Gayle’s name flashed on the screen. She dropped it in her bag. ‘Come on, Aria.’

Aria hefted the baby seat higher in her arms, and both girls staggered across the front lawn. Dew wet their feet. They narrowly missed a sprinkler head jutting out of the grass. When they climbed onto the porch, they noticed a cheerful wooden rocking chair and a ceramic dog dish that said GOLDEN RETRIEVERS WELCOME.

‘Aw.’ Aria pointed to it. ‘Golden retrievers are awesome.’

‘They told me they have two golden retriever puppies.’ Emily’s voice shook. ‘I’ve always wanted one of those.’

Aria watched as a million emotions passed across her friend’s face in a split second. She reached over and squeezed Emily’s hand. ‘Are you okay?’ There was so much to say, but no words with which to say it.

Then Emily’s expression hardened again. ‘Of course,’ she said through her teeth. Taking a deep breath, she grabbed the baby carrier from Aria and set it on the porch. The baby squeaked. Emily glanced over her shoulder at the street. Aria’s Subaru idled at the curb. Something slipped into the shadows near the hedge. For a split second, she thought it was a person, but then her eyes blurred. It was probably the drugs that were still racing through her system.

Even though it made her incision hurt like hell, Emily bent down, pulled out a copy of the baby’s birth certificate and the letter she had scribbled down shortly before going into the hospital, and tucked them into the top of the baby carrier. Hopefully, the letter explained everything. Hopefully, the Bakers would understand and love this baby with all their hearts. She kissed the baby’s forehead, then let her fingers trail across her impossibly soft cheeks. It’s for the best, a voice inside her said. You know that.

Emily pressed the doorbell. Within seconds, a light flipped on inside, and two sets of footsteps sounded behind the door. Aria grabbed Emily’s hand, and they staggered for the car. The front door opened just as they were putting on their seat belts. A figure was silhouetted in the doorway, first looking out, and then looking down at the abandoned baby seat … and at the baby inside.

‘Drive,’ Emily growled.

Aria zoomed into the night. As she rounded the first corner, she glanced at Emily in the rearview mirror. ‘It’s okay.’

Hanna placed her hand on Emily’s arm. Spencer twisted around and squeezed her knee. Emily crumpled and started to sob, first quietly, then in huge, heaving gasps. Everyone’s hearts broke for her, but no one knew what to say. This was yet another devastating secret in a long list of secrets they had to keep, along with Jamaica, Spencer’s near-arrest for drug possession, what had happened to Aria in Iceland, and Hanna’s car accident that summer. At least A was gone – they’d made sure of that. What they’d done might have been terrible, but at least no one would ever know.

They shouldn’t be so sure about that, though. After all that had happened, they should know to trust their premonitions, to take those phantom laughs and shadows seriously. Someone had been there that night, after all. Watching. Studying. Plotting.

And that someone was just waiting for the opportunity to use all this against them.
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Reunited, And It Feels So Good

On a chilly Saturday evening in early March, Aria Montgomery sat down at the mahogany dining table at her boyfriend Noel Kahn’s house. She smiled as Patrice, the family’s private chef, served her a plate of ravioli with truffle oil. Noel sat next to her, and Mr and Mrs Kahn were across from them, fending off the Kahns’ three prize-winning standard poodles, Reginald, Buster, and Oprah. Noel had given Oprah her name when he was little because he’d been obsessed with the talk show.

‘It’s so nice to see you, Aria.’ Mrs Kahn, a stately woman with friendly crinkles around her blue eyes and hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of diamonds on her fingers, gave Aria a genuine smile. Both Noel’s parents had whisked into the house moments before dinner was served. ‘You’ve been such a stranger.’

‘Well, I’m glad to be back,’ Aria said.

Noel squeezed Aria’s hand. ‘I’m glad you’re back, too.’ He kissed her cheek.

Tingles rushed up Aria’s spine. Though lacrosse-playing, Range Rover-driving, Typical Rosewood Boy Noel Kahn wasn’t exactly Aria’s type, he had slowly won her over. Aside from a brief breakup a few weeks ago, they’d been dating for almost a year.

Ever since they gotten back together, they’d been making up for the lost time. Monday night they’d gone to a Philadelphia Flyers game, and Aria had actually gotten into it, cheering as the team scored goal after goal. Tuesday, they’d attended an indie French movie that Noel said was thought-provoking, even though Aria was pretty sure he was just being nice. Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday they spent at Noel’s house, lounging on the couch and watching Lost on DVD, and earlier that day they had gone snowshoeing after a freak snowstorm.

Patrice appeared again with salads, and the Kahns raised their glasses. ‘To my handsome husband,’ Mrs Kahn said.

‘To the most beautiful woman in the world,’ Mr Kahn countered.

Noel pretended to vomit, but Aria gave an appreciative ‘Awww.’ She’d gotten to know the Kahns in the year she’d dated Noel, and they seemed like a couple who communicated well and still planned romantic surprises on Valentine’s Day. Aria’s parents had never been like that, which was probably why they were divorced. Aria had told Noel just yesterday how lucky he was to have parents who still loved each other, and he said he thought so, too. Guys could be pretty dense sometimes, but Aria was happy her boyfriend recognized a good relationship when he saw one.

Mrs Kahn sipped her wine. ‘So what’s new, Aria? Are you excited about Hanna’s dad’s senate run?’

‘Definitely.’ Aria speared a ravioli. ‘And it’s fun to see Hanna on all those TV commercials.’ Truthfully, it was a relief to see any commercial that wasn’t for Pretty Little Killer, the made-for-TV movie about Aria, Hanna, Emily, and Spencer, and their ordeal with Real Ali. It seemed like the movie was rebroadcast every other day.

‘There’s a big fund-raising party for Mr Marin next weekend,’ Noel said between bites.

‘Ah, yes, we’re going to that, too,’ Mrs Kahn said.

Mr Kahn dabbed his mouth. ‘Actually, I can’t. You’ll have to go solo.’

His wife looked surprised. ‘Why not?’

‘I have a work dinner in the city.’ Mr Kahn suddenly became very interested in his BlackBerry, which was sitting next to his plate. ‘I bet you kids are excited about the Eco Cruise coming up,’ he added, changing the subject. ‘Your mom told me all about it, Noel.’

‘I can’t wait,’ Noel said enthusiastically. In a few weeks’ time, most of the Rosewood Day senior class was going on a cruise to a bunch of tropical islands. It was part senior trip, part science excursion, and Aria was thrilled she and Noel were back together in time for it. Spending hours sunbathing next to him sounded like heaven.

The front door creaked open, and there were footsteps in the hall. ‘Hallo?’ a familiar accented voice rang out.

‘Klaudia!’ Mrs Kahn rose halfway from her seat. ‘We’re in here!’

Klaudia, the Finnish exchange student who’d been with the Kahns for a little over a month, strutted into the dining room. As usual, she was wearing a skintight, ultra-short sweater dress that showed off her enormous boobs and minuscule waist. Over-the-knee boots accentuated her thin, long legs. Her white-blond hair spilled around her shoulders, and her sultry, raspberry-lined lips were pursed.

‘Hallo, Noel!’ She waggled her fingers. Then her gaze turned to Aria, and the smile turned sour. ‘Oh. You.’

‘Hello, Klaudia,’ Aria said in a clipped voice.

‘Do you want some dinner, Klaudia?’ Mrs Kahn asked eagerly. ‘It’s delicious!’

Klaudia stuck her nose in the air. ‘I fine,’ she said in her contrived pidgin English. Aria knew for a fact she spoke English perfectly, but she put on the innocent-little-foreign-girl act because it helped her get away with all kinds of things. ‘I already eat with Naomi and Riley.’ Then she spun on her heel and flounced upstairs.

As soon as the door slammed, Noel gave his parents an exasperated look. ‘Why is she still here? You said you were going to call the exchange program and send her home!’

Mrs Kahn clucked her tongue. ‘Are you still upset about her borrowing your jacket?’

‘She didn’t borrow it.’ Noel’s voice rose. ‘She stole it.’

‘Shh.’ Mrs Kahn glanced at the ceiling. ‘She’ll hear you.’

Aria fixed her eyes on her plate, feeling a secret rush of triumph. Not long ago, Aria had been certain Noel wanted to sleep with Klaudia – who wouldn’t? She looked like a girl in a beer commercial, and she was diabolical and manipulative to boot. Even worse, Noel hadn’t believed Aria when she said Klaudia was nuts – he just thought she was a sweet, hapless exchange student who needed coddling and protection from Big Bad America. It was so satisfying when Noel had come to Aria last week and said that Klaudia definitely wasn’t for him. She was crazy, and he was doing everything in his power to get her sent back to Finland.

Mrs Kahn’s eyebrows knitted together. ‘Klaudia is a guest in our house, Noel. We can’t just kick her out.’

Noel’s shoulders slumped. ‘You’re taking her side instead of mine?’

‘Just try to get along with her, honey. It’s an amazing cultural experience to have Klaudia in the house.’

‘Whatever.’ Noel dropped his fork. ‘You know what? I’m not hungry.’

‘Noel,’ Mrs Kahn protested, but Noel was already halfway out the door. Aria stood as well. ‘Thanks for dinner,’ she said awkwardly. She tried to carry her plate into the kitchen, but Patrice, who was waiting obediently in the corner, grabbed it from her and shooed her away.

Aria followed Noel up the stairs and into the second-floor family room, which had a huge flat-screen TV and five different video game consoles. Noel grabbed two Sprites from the mini fridge in the corner, flopped down on the couch, and started angrily flipping through the channels.

‘Are you okay?’ Aria asked.

‘I just can’t believe they aren’t listening to me about her.’ Noel jutted a thumb in the direction of Klaudia’s room down the hall.

Aria wanted to point out that not long ago, Noel hadn’t listened to her about Klaudia, but now probably wasn’t the right time. ‘You only have a few more months until she goes back to Finland, right? Maybe you can just ignore her. And anyway, now that she likes someone else, maybe she’ll leave you alone.’

‘Mr Fitz, you mean?’ Noel raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you okay with that?’

Aria sank down into the couch and stared out the window at the Kahns’ backyard guesthouse. Last week, while she and Noel were broken up, Ezra Fitz, Aria’s teacher-slash-boyfriend, had returned to Rosewood in hopes of winning her back. Everything had played out like the fantasy that had been running constantly in Aria’s head ever since Ezra had left town, until, unexpectedly, the dream turned sour. Ezra wasn’t the guy she remembered, but instead someone who was needy and insecure. When Aria couldn’t give Ezra the ego boost he needed, he’d turned to Klaudia instead. Last week, Aria had caught them making out in a coatroom at a cast party for the school’s production of Macbeth. Since then, Klaudia had bragged loudly that she and Ezra had gone on sexy dates around Rosewood and that they were apartment-hunting in New York City, where Ezra lived.

‘I don’t care that Klaudia and Ezra are together,’ she said, meaning it. ‘I’m with you.’

Noel put down the remote and pulled her close. Their lips met in a kiss. Noel pressed his hands along the sides of her face, then touched her neck and shoulders. His fingers grazed her bra strap, and she could tell he wanted more. She pulled away slightly. ‘We can’t. Not with your parents downstairs.’

Noel moaned. ‘So?’

‘Perv.’ She hit him playfully, but felt a pang of longing, too. That was another thing that had changed: Since they’d reunited, they’d slept together for the first time. It had happened only a few days ago, in Noel’s bedroom on a rainy afternoon, and it was all Aria could have hoped for – tender, slow, amazing. They’d whispered how much they cared about each other, and afterwards, Noel had told her it had been so special. Aria was glad they’d waited. They’d done it for the right reason – love.

Noel leaned back on his elbows and examined her. ‘Let’s never let anyone get between us again. Not Klaudia, not Ezra, no one.’

‘Deal.’ Aria massaged Noel’s forearm.

‘I mean it.’ Noel sat up straighter and looked into her eyes. ‘I want us to be completely honest with each other. No more secrets. That’s why my parents are still together – they don’t hide anything. I don’t want us to, either.’

Aria blinked hard. What would he say if she told him about what she’d done in Iceland this past summer? What would he say if she told him that she and her old friends had shoved the person they thought was Real Ali off the roof in Jamaica, only to find out later that it was actually an innocent girl named Tabitha Clark? What would he say about New A, the anonymous text messager who’d begun to torment Aria and her friends with their darkest secrets?

And who was new A? Spencer’s ex-friend, Kelsey Pierce, had made so much sense – she’d been in Jamaica over spring break, and Spencer had framed her for drug possession last summer. But when they’d confronted Kelsey at the Preserve at Addison-Stevens mental hospital, she genuinely hadn’t seemed to know about Tabitha or A.

And then there was the inscription on the bench they’d seen outside the hospital, TABITHA CLARK, RIP, it said, listing the dates Tabitha had been a patient at the Preserve. They matched the dates Real Ali had been there, too – clearly Tabitha and Real Ali had known each other.

‘Hello? Aria?’

Noel was staring at her curiously. ‘You disappeared on me. Everything okay?’

‘Of course,’ Aria lied. ‘I … I was just thinking about how amazing you are. How I completely agree with being honest all the time.’

Noel’s face relaxed into a smile. He held up his Sprite. ‘Great. So no more secrets?’

‘No more secrets.’ Aria lifted her Sprite, too, and they touched the cans just like the Kahns had toasted at dinner. ‘Starting now.’

Okay, so ‘starting now’ was a little bit of a cheat. But the horrible crimes Aria had committed were in the past, and they needed to stay that way – forever.
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Spencer’s New Challenge

That night, a slim woman in skinny black pants proffered Spencer Hastings and her family four slices of cake on a silver tray. ‘Okay, we have chocolate with coffee frosting, vanilla sponge with lemon buttercream, chocolate cake with Frangelico liqueur, and carrot.’ She placed them on the table.

‘Looks delicious.’ Spencer’s mother grabbed her fork.

‘You’re trying to make my wife-to-be fat, aren’t you?’ Mr Pennythistle, Mrs Hastings’s new fiancé, joked.

Polite laughter ensued. Spencer clutched her own silver fork hard, trying to keep a smile pasted on her face even though she thought the joke was pretty lame. She was with her mother, her sister, Melissa, Melissa’s boyfriend, Darren Wilden, Mr Pennythistle, and Mr Pennythistle’s daughter, Amelia, at Chanticleer House. Mrs Hastings and Mr Pennythistle had chosen the stone mansion with its enormous private garden for their upcoming summer nuptials.

Amelia, who was two years younger than Spencer and went to St Agnes, the snootiest school on the Main Line, tentatively poked her fork into the slice of carrot cake. ‘The cakes from Sassafras Bakery are prettier,’ she said, wrinkling her nose.

Melissa took a bite and swooned. ‘They might be prettier, but this buttercream frosting is heaven. As maid of honor, I vote we go with this one.’

‘You’re not the only maid of honor,’ Mrs Hastings pointed her fork in Spencer’s direction. ‘Spencer and Amelia get a vote, too.’

All eyes turned to Spencer. She wasn’t really sure why her mother was going through all the bridal bells and whistles, including purchasing a Vera Wang gown with a ten-foot-long train, putting together a guest list of more than three hundred people, and charging Spencer, Amelia, and Melissa with maid of honor duties, which so far had included interviewing wedding planners, drafting the New York Times and Philadelphia Sentinel announcements, and choosing the perfect gift bags for the reception. There were still days when Spencer thought her mom was going to wake up and realize that divorcing Spencer’s father had been a mistake. Okay, so her dad had had an affair with Jessica DiLaurentis and secretly fathered twin girls, Courtney and Alison. But still – all this for a second wedding?

Spencer cut a perfect rectangle of chocolate Frangelico cake, careful not to get any crumbs on her new Joie dress. ‘This one’s pretty good,’ she said.

‘Great minds think alike. That’s my favorite, too.’ Mr Pennythistle wiped his mouth. ‘I’ve been meaning to tell you, Spencer. I got in touch with my friend Mark, who’s an off-Broadway producer. He was very impressed with your Lady Macbeth performance and might want you to audition for one of his upcoming plays.’

‘Oh,’ Spencer breathed, surprised. ‘Thanks.’ She shot him a smile. In a family of standouts, it was nice to be noticed.

Amelia wrinkled her nose. ‘Is this the same Mark that produces dinner theater? Aren’t his plays usually about medieval jousts?’ She snickered nastily.

Spencer narrowed her eyes. Jealous much? Even though Amelia had lived in the Hastings house for a few weeks now, their interactions consisted mostly of bitchy snipes, one-word grunts, or seething looks across the dinner table. Spencer had once had a sisterly relationship like that with Melissa. She and Melissa had finally made peace; she didn’t need another sibling adversary to take her place.

Amelia was still staring at Spencer. ‘By the way, have you heard from Kelsey lately? She, like, dropped off the face of the earth. My orchestra group is minus a violinist.’

Spencer shoved another bite of cake in her mouth to delay responding. Spencer’s old friend from the UPenn summer program was now at the Preserve at Addison-Stevens mental hospital and rehab center to get over her drug abuse – and it was partly Spencer’s fault. Spencer had framed Kelsey last summer for drug possession and gotten her sent to juvie. When she’d resurfaced in Spencer’s life recently, Spencer had thought Kelsey was the new A, exacting her revenge.

She knew now that Kelsey wasn’t A – she and her friends had received a text from A while Kelsey was in the Preserve, which didn’t allow phones. But who else could know so much about all of them?

‘I haven’t heard from Kelsey at all,’ Spencer said, which was the truth. She snuck a look at Darren Wilden, who was diving into a slice of chocolate cake. Though he’d been the head investigator for the Alison DiLaurentis murder case, he wasn’t a cop anymore. But Spencer felt slightly uneasy in his presence all the same. Especially now that she was keeping dangerous new secrets.

The waitress reappeared and smiled hopefully. ‘Are the cakes okay?’

Mrs Hastings nodded. Melissa waved her fork in the air, her mouth full of food. As the waitress pranced away, Spencer looked around the huge dining room. The walls were lined in stone and the floors were marble. Huge floral bouquets sat in small alcoves next to the floor-to-ceiling windows. Outside, an enormous hedge labyrinth stretched as far as the eye could see. There were a few other people eating in the dining room, most of them stuffy old men, probably conducting business deals. Then, she locked eyes with a tall, forty-something woman with ash-blond hair, steely gray eyes, and a Botoxed forehead. When she noticed Spencer looking, she quickly turned her attention to the menu in her hands.

Spencer looked away, too, feeling jittery. Ever since A had resurfaced, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched wherever she went.

Suddenly, Spencer’s iPhone let out a bloop. She pulled it out and inspected the screen. Princeton Dinner Reminder! the subject line read. Spencer pressed OPEN. Don’t forget! You are cordially invited to a dinner honoring all of the Princeton early-admits in Pennsylvania and New Jersey! The dinner was Monday night.

Spencer smiled. She loved correspondence from Princeton, especially since her future there had seemed so precarious last week – A had sent a letter saying that Spencer hadn’t been admitted after all, and Spencer had jumped through hoops trying to prove herself worthy until she realized the letter was a fake. She couldn’t wait until September, when she could start over somewhere fresh. Now that there was a new A, Rosewood felt more like a prison than ever.

Mrs Hastings glanced at Spencer with curiosity, and Spencer flashed her phone screen. Mr Pennythistle looked at it, too, and then took a sip of the coffee the waitress had just poured. ‘You’re going to really enjoy Princeton – you’ll make such great connections. Do you plan on joining an Eating Club?’

‘Of course she does!’ Melissa said matter-of-factly. ‘I bet you’ve already got your top three picked out, right, Spence? Let me guess. Cottage Club? Ivy? What else?’

Spencer fiddled with the wooden napkin ring next to her plate, not immediately answering. She’d heard of Eating Clubs, but hadn’t looked into them carefully – she’d been too busy studying vocabulary words, volunteering for a zillion community service activities, and chairing various school organizations just to get into Princeton. Maybe they were like the Rosewood Day Foodie Club, a group of kids who went out to fancy restaurants, had Top Chef viewing parties, and used the home ec ovens to cook boeuf bourguignon and coq au vin.

Wilden laced his fingers over his stomach. ‘Anyone care to enlighten me about what an Eating Club is?’

Melissa looked a little embarrassed for her boyfriend – preppy, Ivy-League Melissa and blue-collar Wilden came from very different worlds. ‘The Eating Clubs are like secret societies,’ she explained in a slightly patronizing voice (which Spencer wouldn’t have stood for if she were Melissa’s boyfriend). ‘You have to compete to get in through this process called bicker. But once you’re in, it’s like instant popularity, instant friends, and tons of perks.’

‘Sort of like a frat?’ Darren asked.

‘Oh, no.’ Melissa looked appalled. ‘For one thing, Eating Clubs are coed. For another, they’re way classier than that.’

‘You can go a long way if you’re part of an Eating Club,’ Mr Pennythistle interjected. ‘I had a friend who was in Cottage Club, and a Cottage Club alumni who worked in the senate snapped him up for a job, sight unseen.’

Melissa nodded excitedly. ‘The same thing happened to my friend Kerri Randolph. She belonged to Cap and Gown, and she got an internship with Diane von Furstenberg’s design team through an Eating Club connection.’ She looked at Spencer. ‘You have to let them know you’re interested early, though. I knew people who started buttering up Eating Clubs when they were sophomores in high school.’

‘Oh.’ Spencer suddenly felt nervous. Maybe it was a huge gaffe that she hadn’t gotten on the Eating Club bandwagon earlier. What if every early admission student had already brown-nosed their way into the Eating Club of their choice, and, like in an elaborate game of musical chairs, she would be left without a seat when the music stopped? She was supposed to feel grateful that she was going to Princeton, period, but that wasn’t how she functioned. She couldn’t just be a regular old student there. She had to be the best.

‘An Eating Club would be stupid not to invite me,’ she said, pushing a lock of long blond hair over her shoulder.

‘Absolutely.’ Mrs Hastings patted Spencer’s arm. Mr Pennythistle gave an ‘Mm-hmm’ of support.

When Spencer sat back again, a high-pitched, keening giggle echoed off the walls. She tensed and looked around, the hair on her arms standing on end. ‘Did you guys hear that?’

Wilden paused from his coffee and peered about the room. Mr Pennythistle’s brow furrowed, then he tutted. ‘Bad windows. It’s just a draft.’
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