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Charlotte Schreerer watches people. A
girl can learn a lot that way.

It's partly her
father's fault. He taught her everything she knows: how to read
facial expressions and body language, to pick out a liar in a crowd
of hundreds. "I want you to be able to protect yourself," he told
her seriously the day she turned ten and that's why he trains her
never to trust easily, to be wary of anything and everything. The
world is full of people who might hurt you, and he only wants to
keep her safe.

With her father's
guidance she learns to soak in everything about her surroundings,
to catch tiny details others miss. Her father is a cop through and
through, measuring up everyone he meets in thirty seconds flat.
Charlotte idolizes him, wants to be everything he is because he's
everything right in her world, so she learns too. They play I Spy
with their eyes closed, relying on one quick glance around the room
at the start of the game. No peeking allowed. She learns to file
every detail away, cataloguing each one carefully in the recesses
of her memory.

Her father loves
her. He just wants to keep her safe, to keep her happy. And she is.
She has good friends, a good family, a good home. Her father's
lessons teach her how to avoid the people who might cause her
pain.

Charlotte
Schreerer watches people. And she never would have guessed that
something so harmless could ruin her so completely.

***

Grace Lynch is no
mystery, and that's maybe the reason Charlotte loves her so much.
She's fun and feisty and says what she means. Grace is wild, a
thrill-seeker, but she's generous with her affection; Charlotte
always knows her place in Grace's heart. Best friends forever, no
secrets allowed. They'll always take care of each other, because
that's what friends do.

She convinces
Charlotte to come out to a party at the Lynch estate just before
the start of her freshmen year (Mark Harper and Mandy Allbright are
out of town for a fundraiser with the President). Charlotte is a
bundle of nerves; trips to the Lynch's are rife with pressure and
potential now that she's started crushing on Jacob Lynch, who's
maybe the closest thing she's ever had to a brother so it's all a
little odd.

Grace just laughs
at her hesitation, pressing a pink halter top and a vodka tonic
into her hands.

"Just put it on
and drink up," she demands through giggles. "You're making me crazy
and I need to get in my Zen space."

Charlotte just
raises an eyebrow at her, completely forgetting her nervousness in
the face of Grace's antics. This is why they work so well together.
"Your what space?"

Flopping onto the
bed, Grace sighs, affecting her favorite
world-weary-voice-of-experience-must-enlighten-naïve-and-innocent-friend
pose: all sprawled out on the comforter, chin in her hands. "My Zen
space, Charlotte. Pietro says the key to successful seduction
technique is to exude cool, collected self-confidence in the face
of every situation. They suggest fifteen minutes of quiet
meditation before every date."

"You're going to
meditate?" Charlotte asks incredulously. "For Ryan Chalmers? I'm
pretty sure you successfully seduced him over a month ago, as I
distinctly remember covering my ears for half an hour while you
were talking about it."

Grace's new
fascination with her brother's loud-mouthed best friend bewilders
Charlotte a bit; sure Ryan is the son of movie stars and shares
some of her penchant for smart-assitude but Grace's always had guys
all over her, most of them older and sophisticated. After all,
she'd dated three seniors this past year and even got invited to
prom. Why she suddenly decided to go exclusive with a
cute-but-not-gorgeous guy a year below her that they've all known
forever, Charlotte will never know.

Grace responds by
chucking a pillow at her, and Charlotte jokingly ducks into a
crouch. When she pulls back up, Grace's scrambling to sit
cross-legged at the foot of the bed. She closes her eyes, palms
out. "You know, Charlotte," she intones, "variety is the spice of
life. Gotta keep my man interested." Her eyes screw up in
concentration, and for a split second Charlotte's actually afraid
that she's serious this time. But then Grace's lip quirk up
teasingly, and she lets out a loud "Ohmmmmm."

"Oh my god,"
Charlotte moans, flopping onto the bed next to her.

Grace just grins,
rolls down to lie next to her. "Get dressed, Schreerer. You've got
a date with destiny. Donut's probably going nuts downstairs with
all the waiting." She punctuates her words with a playful swat and
she rolls up again, sashaying off to her closet, surely with the
goal of finding her most revealing tube top to wear over the bikini
she's sporting.

Charlotte shakes
her head, and begins to struggle into the halter top with a
smile.

Much, much later
Charlotte's really feeling all the sangria (Ryan mixed it with
Absolut, of course), and not at all in a good way. Jacob is an
angel, hovering at her side and pushing water at her and Charlotte
falls a little more in love through the dreamy vodka-haze. He's her
knight in shining armor. Steady, reliable Jacob.

But then Elijah
Singer knocks over some display case of priceless urns or
something, (Charlotte doesn't really process it), and Jacob's
forced to deal so he entrusts her to Grace and this of course is
how Charlotte ends up passed out on a lounge chair by the pool
while Grace and Ryan splash around in the warm summer air. She's
lapsing in and out of consciousness, sleepily content under the
pool lights and the night sky, when the angry bite of Ryan's voice
summons her back into awareness.

"Jeez, not right
now, okay? She's right over there!"

Charlotte tips
her head, grimacing at the way the ground sways underneath her, and
angles so she can see around the corner of the hot tub she's hidden
behind.

Grace is
advancing on Ryan, and Charlotte's eyes widen as she tugs at the
knot of her bikini top, letting the flimsy material flip down to
expose her firm, flushed breasts. Ryan swallows visibly as she
reaches him, relaxes a little when her hand traces up his neck. His
eyes stay on her chest.

Charlotte should
move, say something so they know she's awake but her mouth won't
work and the pool lights are so twinkly and everything is too
spinny-twirly around her. And though she'll never admit it to
herself later, some small part of her is fascinated. This is a part
of Grace that Charlotte doesn't share, and Charlotte wants to know
everything about her. Charlotte wants to know everything about
everything; her teachers always gush over her in parent
conferences. "Such an inquisitive mind," they say. "She'll go
far."

"Ryan," Grace
murmurs, smirking naughtily. "You know how it is when she's drunk.
She's out for the night. No one will see."

Ryan's head stays
down as he palms her breast with a tiny hint of a smile, letting
fingers circle her nipple, but then he shakes his head. "Anyone
could come out. Jacob could come out here."

"So let him.
Don't be such a pussy," Grace chides with a twist of her lips, and
even from here Charlotte can hear the dirty purr in her voice as
she presses closer to him. "It's just like the bathroom at school.
Or the movie theater, remember? When I pulled down your jeans and
started suck-"

She lets out a
surprised squeal as he pulls her abruptly to his mouth, and
Charlotte eyes start to drift shut again as they kiss roughly, all
open mouths and teeth clashing. She forces them open again just in
time to see Ryan's dark head dip down to roll Grace's nipple in his
teeth, and something flutters through Charlotte's stomach at the
way his shoulders curve, at the way Grace's head falls backwards as
she moans

"Finally," she
grins as Ryan gathers her close again, and his right arm begins to
work under the water. Grace wraps her arms tightly around his neck.
"Thought I was losing my touch."

"Shut the hell
up," he mutters between kisses, and she just grins
wider.

Charlotte's head
lolls to the side as she watches them through her eyelashes,
hovering on the edge of sleep but fighting hard against the
serotonin tide. They are gorgeous together, and for the first time
Charlotte notices the clean, straight lines of Ryan's torso as his
skin slides against her best friend's.

She can tell when
Ryan finally sinks into her by the way his features contract, the
way Grace's eyes roll upward underneath her long lashes. She leans
back against the tiled wall of the pool as Ryan begins thrusting;
Charlotte's hypnotized by the heat and the passion in their
faces.

"Harder," Grace
pants out over the soft splashing against the walls, and Ryan
complies, rippling waves across the surface of the water as he tugs
her faster against him. Their bodies are slick and shining in the
moonlight and they never stop touching each other, kissing faces
and nibbling necks and tugging hair. They are not gentle, not by a
long shot but it's all still strangely intimate, not at all like
the bored couple in the five minutes of porn Grace forced on
Charlotte at the beginning of the summer for 'educational
purposes.'

She can't hear as
they murmur to each other but then Ryan's clutching at Grace's
arms, tugging her up flush against his chest. He captures her lips
with his own, eyes shut tightly as she tenses against him and
shudders out something that sounds like his name. He comes soon
after, emotion writ large across his face and Charlotte's never
seen anything like it and oh my god, Ryan Chalmers, class clown and
underachiever of the century, is in love with her. And suddenly
everything about Ryan and Grace makes a hell of a lot more
sense.

She watches as
they cradle each other; Grace's fingers skirt softly along his
hairline.

"That," she says
finally, "was awesome." Ryan laughs, the sound warm and rich and
joyful in the darkness.

He will never
know it, but this is the day that Charlotte marks as the beginning
of their friendship.

***

She sits on the
empty street across from the Manaring, nerves jangling. It's her
first solo assignment and she just wants her dad to be proud. Her
father is all she has left: no mother, no house, no friends, no
Jacob. No virginity. Everything is gone and this is what she's got
left, all she's had for three months now after she woke up with
finger-shaped bruises on her hips and a can of shoe polish stripped
away the last shreds of her dignity.

Charlotte
clutches her camera tightly against her chest, wishing she'd
thought to bring back-up. This neighborhood sucks and she's never
been out alone at night here, only ever with her dad. The neon
signs scattered along the road cast an eerie glow across her
dashboard and she steels herself against the shiver tingling its
way up her spine.

Just paranoia,
she tells herself firmly, but just then the cracking rumble of
engines gunning floats through the air. Somewhere, glass breaks and
she can hear laughter. BGHers.

Shit.

After a split
second of hesitation Charlotte grabs her camera and bag, tugs open
the door and dashes for the security of the Manaring fence. She
really doesn't care to find out what happens to girls who run into
motorcycle gangs on the wrong side of town after
midnight.

In the darkened
courtyard of the Manaring, she huddles down behind the diving
board. Now she waits.

***

Sometime later,
the loud clang of the gate startles her awake. She blinks,
disoriented, and then shit. Shit, she fell asleep and her watch is
still in the car. Her cheating husband could already be gone; she
could have been out
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