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Chapter 7

Chapter Six


Chapter Six


Spike’s slightly twisted understanding had helped Buffy get over her “mini strip-tease”, and she was incredibly grateful to him. Though, she wasn’t sure if she really considered his idea of ‘turn-about is fair play’ a good one. But, it was the thought that counted…and, umm, another certain area.  She would have to—

Squeak, squeak, squeak, squeak

Buffy growled at the offending sound that had interrupted her thoughts. “Stupid cart! Why is it that every time I come to Wal-Mart, out of the one hundred plus carts they have, I get the one that pulls to the right and the wheel squeaks?!”

Spike simply raised an eyebrow at her. “Every time you come to Wal-mart?” He questioned.

The cart jerked suddenly to a stop before Buffy caught herself and pushed it forward, regaining her composure so lightening quick that it was almost as if she had never lost it. After all, she had been a queen bee long before becoming a slayer, and if anyone could mask a slip of the tongue it was her. “No, I don’t shop at Wal-mart.” The offending store name was caught on her tongue like curdled milk, making her distaste clearly known. “However I do seem cursed with the squeaky cart curse.”

“Cursed with a curse?” Spike questioned, not looking at her but at the harshly lighted shelves displaying an abundant amount of products that he couldn’t imagine anyone needing. Buffy bobbed her head once and went about throwing a blanket into the squeaking cart. “How come I don’t remember this being an issue before? This ‘squeaky cart’ thing? I’ve been grocery shopping with you before, don’t remember there being any mice in the wheels then.” He didn’t mean to push; his voice was calm, just casually making conversation, filling the awkward tension with words to soften its impact.

Buffy turned down another aisle, standing at her full five foot three inches to carefully examine the upper shelves as she passed. “That’s because you don’t pay attention. “ She informed him a bit too casually, baiting him. “Like that time you left the crossbow out when Dawn had friends over.” She shrugged, eyes wide and innocent, looking at him like there was nothing she could do about his constant absentmindedness.

“That was not my fault!” Spike huffed defensively. “Girl should have known better than to mess with dangerous weapons! She could have shot her eye out.” 

“Hmm, let’s think about this, shall we?” Buffy said saucily. “Dawn with friends over, plus being a hormonal teenager, equals showing off with said crossbow and inflicting possible eye injuries.” 

Spike was thinking of a good response to her sarcasm, when he noticed a strange look on Buffy’s face; almost as if she was laughing at him with a straight face…if such a thing was possible. “What?” He said defensively.

Buffy tilted her head, eyes contemplating the vampire in front of her. “Having a ‘Christmas Story’ moment?”

“What?” Whatever he had been expecting from the petite brunette, it hadn’t been that.

“You know the one. They show it every Christmas.”

“Could’ve sussed that out from the title. Which one? Last time I checked there were billions of those goody feeling sappy ‘yes I believe in Santa’ holiday films out there.” Spike walked along side of Buffy, his stride shortening to match in perfect time with hers. “And they all suck I might add.”

“So that wasn’t you tearing up during ‘Prancer’ last year?” 

“No.” He answered quickly. “So what about this movie?”

Buffy ducked her head slightly to hide the smile. “It’s about a little boy who wants a rifle for Christmas and everyone keeps saying ‘You’ll shoot your eye out’.”

Spike soaked that in for a moment, mind befuddled. “What does that have to do with anything?”

Buffy stared straight ahead at the board games looming in the distance as if they might hold the answer. “Honestly? I have no idea. We were talking about ‘Prancer’…” She tried to retrace her mental footsteps.

“No, we weren’t.” 

“And then there was the crossbow incident…”

Spike leaned against the high shelves, legs and mind suddenly exhausted. Whatever little bit of spark he had been able to put into this shopping excursion was slipping. “Still not my fault.”

“Oh! I remember.” Buffy snapped her fingers and then closed her mouth and went back to shopping. 

“Wait.” Spike trailed after her as she pushed the cart. “What was that? Care to share that revelation with the whole class?”

“Nope.” Buffy answered popping her ‘p’. “And I think you’ve had enough ‘revelations’ for one day.”

Spike stepped closer to her, his duster grazing against her back. Buffy stiffened and stopped, that smell of leather, whiskey, and tobacco that always clung to him washing over her. She could feel his eyes on her, burning her flesh and drinking her in, she kept her face perfectly still, a painting never to give anything away. His voice was low as his words danced perilously close to her ear. “Not nearly enough in my opinion. Should we have another gander?” 

He brought his hand up and quickly snaked it over her shoulder, but not fast enough as Buffy smacked his hand. “Stop it, Spike! You’re a pig!”

Wrapping his tongue around his front teeth, he gave her a rakish grin. “And you love it, baby.”

Buffy struggled not to roll her eyes. “What is with you anyway? One second you look ready to crash and now you are all wired?” She placed a hand on her hip. “Did you get into the sugar again? Because we’ve talked about that.”

Seeing Buffy with her whole school teacher attitude was too adorable, but the perked up mood swing was very short lived. It wouldn’t do any good to arise any slayer suspicions; he would figure a way to feed somehow. For now the job was to keep Buffy happy. “I’m fine.” He answered, shaking his head slightly. “Think I’m still a bit knackered is all.” 

Buffy winced, feeling guilty. It was her fault he wasn’t sleeping. Waking him up all the time with her nightmares, her wants, her needs…

Spike touched her hair softly, fingering a dark brown curl, drawing her into his gaze. “It’s not your fault, pet.” He said sincerely, as though reading her thoughts.

Her eyes were a big pool of liquid green, wide open and vulnerable. She was the slayer, and she had failed everyone that mattered to her. She didn’t know if she could bear it if she failed Spike too.

Biting her lip, she smiled at him. “Okay, let’s shop.”

“I thought that’s what we have been doing…” Spike gestured to the half filled cart.

“Shut up.” Buffy snapped back with a hidden grin.

Spike followed, knowing the issue had not been resolved; they never were with her. When Buffy shut you out, that was it. He would just have to bide his time until she let him in again. “You’re wish is my command.”

*****

"Watch your step." Janice instructed Dawn as they walked carefully around a hole in the floor. 

"That looks dangerous." Dawn pointed out at the gapping hole that was in the middle of the third floor hallway allowing her a view at the second floor. Dawn had expected Janice to be staying in a bit of a dump, but this was even below her expectations. The apartment’s elevator was broken, forcing the two girls to hike up three flights of stairs and move down narrow corridors where yellow tinted lights flickered on and off with a buzz at will.

"It is." Janice nodded, fumbling for her keys in her bag. "I wish I had a nickel for every time I sprained my ankle because of that stupid thing."

"Oh don't do that!" Dawn replied hurriedly, as she quickened her pace and stopped standing unnecessarily close to Janice, shoulders hunched and eyes roaming for danger.

"Do what?"

"Make wishes. They can turn out really, really badly. And sometimes you might meet someone, and they might wanna talk, and if you say-" Dawn caught herself mid-babble. This was unfamiliar territory. Sure, Dawn had been in school with kids who either didn't know the truth about the real world or turned a blind eye to it, but all those closest to her knew long before she did. Buffy, Willow, Xander, her mom, even Spike, they were her inner circle. And since leaving Sunnydale things had changed. Buffy patrolled, but whether it was to stake vampires or to feel more proactive about their situation, Dawn could never tell. Sunnydale baddies were different... they were, well... badder than the local variety and Dawn could easily play normal. But here she was with a former Sunnydale Alum, someone, who might know, but might as easily not. It was worrisome to say the least. "Well, just take my advice. The 'W' word is not a safe thing."

Janice stood, doorknob in hand, with a slightly freaked expression painted on her pale features. "You're kinda strange." She informed her former friend, pushing the door open with a bit of a struggle. "Welcome to Casa el Janice."

"That would be Casa de Janice-" Dawn start to explain before stopping as she got her first glimpse of the apartment. If there was ever a case of don't judge a book by its cover this was it. The outside of Janice's apartment might have been trash but the inside was nothing less than glorious. 

"I skipped out on most of Spanish." Janice replied, taking dawn's bag from her shoulder and tossing it on to the leather sectional sofa. "Sue me."

Dawn just nodded wordlessly soaking in the apartment. A black leather sectional sofa took up most of the living room, contrasting sharply with the white untouched walls, heavy long red drapes lined the windows and for a brief moment Dawn though how perfect they would be for Spike, no sun would ever get past them. They were drawn tight and the decaying neighborhood was tucked nicely out of site. A Big screen TV sat in one corner with an impressive DVD library to the right and speakers were positioned throughout the room.

There was a kitchen directly off the main room, cramped and small with faded yellow titling that was cracked in places and screamed 70's, The few appliances seemed old and starkly out of place with the rest of the apartment. There was a dining room table, perched unusually high with dark mahogany chairs that Dawn was sure would cause her legs to dangle ever so slightly. There were roses on the table, dark and almost violent looking and also personal items, cigarettes and magazines. But despite these few items the place didn't feel lived in.

"So I what do you think?" Janice prompted from behind Dawn, startling her.

"It's- It's amazing really." She answered honestly.

"Thanks." Janice beamed. She had a fierce love of complements and would resort to any lows to receive them. 

Dawn clenched and unclenched her hands nervously. It was all almost too good to be true. And Buffy had securely drilled into her head the idea that if it was too good to be true it usually was. "Are you sure you don't mind me staying here?"

"Well..." Janice replied slowly drawling out her 'L's and letting her crimson painted fingernails drag softly across the leather. "I don't mind but there is something you need to do for me first."


*****

Now that Buffy had been reassured and was again distracted for the moment, Spike mentally relaxed. His girl was taken care of for now, and he was tired. 

She will never be ‘your girl’. 

Spike’s eyes snapped open from where he had been leaning against the cart. The thought was unwelcome and sounded strangely like…but no, that was impossible. He shook his head for what felt like the millionth time that night, and tried to pull himself together.

“Okay, Spike. I’ve got all the bathroom stuff I need, we should probably go look for food now.” Buffy said as she dropped deodorant, shampoo, and various other items into the cart. 

Spike was about to answer her, when a smallish pink box caught his eye. It was obvious that Buffy had taken great pains to hide it from him, because it was stuffed in the back of the cart in the corner. Curious, he fished it out before Buffy could stop him.

“What’s this, then? Some kind of—” He stopped as he read the box. Unable to help himself, he burst out laughing. “Super-plus tampons?!” He choked out. “Why Buffy, I never knew!” The image of her trying to use one of those things was even funnier, and he doubled over. 

Buffy’s eyes looked like they were about to pop out of her head, a fierce blush creeping over her cheeks. She slapped a hand over his mouth before hissing “What is wrong with you?! The whole store—” With a yelp, she pulled her hand back. “Did you just lick me?” 

Spike smiled, he was feeling good, brave even. Time for the slayer to stop pretending she didn’t feel anything from his touch. If he had his way, she’d be writhing underneath him, begging him to never stop. His arm snaked around her waist, pulling her to him. 

“Spike! What the hell are you doing?!” Buffy squeaked. 

“You know, if you have that much of a problem with—” He tossed the box on a nearby shelf. “This sort of thing, I’d be glad to help out.” 

He brought his face down close to hers and for a moment, Buffy thought he meant to kiss her. At the last second, he turned his head to whisper in her ear. She didn’t know if she felt relieved or disappointed.

“I could just…” He ran his tongue under her earlobe, emphasizing his point. 

Buffy shivered from his touch, making Spike smile against her neck. Pictures of his head between her legs danced across her vision, making her suck in a shaky breath. Snapping out of her illicit fantasy, she pulled out of his embrace. “You are such a pig!” She spat. Never breaking eye-contact with him, she purposefully grabbed the tampons and placed them back in the cart. Then, calmly, as if the whole episode had never happened, she said “Now, let’s go get some food.” She walked off, not caring if he followed or not. 

He snickered, wondering if she’d forgotten that he could smell her arousal a mile away. Oh, yeah, she wanted him. Now it was just a matter of time. Spike was so caught up in his thoughts that he didn’t see that Buffy had stopped directly in front of him, back turned, until it was too late.

“Ooofffh!” She grunted. “Jeez, Spike! Clumsy much?!”  Buffy snapped, wincing at the pain in her stomach from being rammed into the cart’s handle.

Spike giggled, not answering her. Instead he walked past her and grabbed a hoola-hoop off of a display in the middle of the aisle. ‘Let her see how sexy I am.’ He thought to himself. 

Putting the bright pink monstrosity around his waist, he began trying to wiggle his hips in an effort to keep the thing up.

“Hello there, Buffy!” He said in a high-pitched voice. “I’m Barbie, and I can hoola!” 

Buffy stared at him, trying to move his hips and keep the hoop from falling. “Umm…Spike? You okay there?” She asked, unsure about his strange mood swing.

Spike cursed and threw the toy down the aisle. “Damn thing is broken!” He laughed as it hit some lady’s foot causing her to trip. 

Buffy grabbed his arm, pulling him rapidly to the food aisles. “I don’t know what has gotten into you, but it stops NOW.” She almost growled at him, the threat clear in her voice.

“Now, Gary, is that anyway to show your Christmas spirit?” Spike said in a nasally voice. “Meow!”

“What the hell are you talking about?!” Buffy yelled, forgetting they were in the middle of the store. 

Spike snickered, and pointed to a Spongebob Squarepants cookie display behind her. 

Buffy struggled with the effort not to roll her eyes. "You're crazy, you know that right? I mean, really, just this side of Charles Manson or Martha Stewart."

"Martha Stewart?"

"The woman irons her jeans and only sleeps four hours a night with the light on. If that doesn't get you a cuckoo stamp I don't know what does." Buffy grabbed a bag of potato chips from the nearest shelf and ripped it open, setting it down in the front of her cart and started nibbling on a few.

"You eat that junk, yet I'm crazy?" Spike teased, an uncomfortable throbbing behind his eye making the world seem far and distant.

Buffy rolled her eyes, reaching up and snagging the last box of Wheatabix and handing them to her companion. "You eat pig’s blood and those. Need I say more? Out of the two of us here you are definitely front runner for crazy town."

A rustle of skirts along with the scent of beauty wrapped in misery made Spike turn sharply, but nothing was there, opening the box he had to agree. "You've got a point..."


*****


"Me?" Dawn squeaked backing up until she bumped into the wall behind her. "What can I do for you?"

"Whoa!" Janice backed up a pace from an obvious jumpy Dawn. "Do a case of Red Bull?"

"Huh?"

Janice found the remote and clicked on the TV making the tension in the room dissipate as pop music stars gyrated their way onto MTV. "You're jumpy." 

Dawn felt suddenly foolish about her initial reaction and mentally cursed her sister for making her so paranoid. "Sleep deprivation. So..." Dawn waited a beat, struggling for nonchalant as Janice plopped herself down on the leather sofa and kicked off her 4-inch heels. "What was it that you wanted me to do for you?"

Janice turned to her former friend and surveyed her with a glance that missed nothing. "Cut your hair." She finally concluded. "Or at least dye it. Of course to be on the safe side we should do both."

"My-my hair?" Dawn repeated dumbly, sweeping her long locks to the side and twisting her hands around them.

"Yeah." Janice nodded. "Maybe bleach it..."

"Bleach? My hair? Buffy does that sort of thing, not me."

Janice smiled softly at Dawn's reaction. Even though they were only a few months apart in age, Janice felt a hundred years older. Her sorta life did that to people. And she looked at Dawn as a younger sister, someone who needed to be slowly taught how the world worked, how her world worked. "Well, big sis was on to something in that department.” Janice smirked, remembering the unusually strong blonde. “Hair is the first thing people notice. If your sister starts to send out feelers it will be the easiest way to recognize you. So you'll wanna mix it up, besides you've had that same look since you first moved to Sunnydale."

Janice rose from off the couch and stood in front of Dawn, running her long slender fingers through her mane looking at different lengths. "What are you doing?"

"Trying to see what length looks best with your face shape." Janice answered matter-of-factly, hands still playing with Dawn's hair.

Dawn shifted her weight nervously from foot to foot. What Janice was saying made a lot of sense but still... She liked her hair. "Shouldn't I be involved in this? Or at least a mirror?"

Janice stepped back and picked up her heels, sliding them on her feet. "Don't have one."

Dawn looked at Janice's painted lips and dark mascara coated eyelashes, no way someone who wore that much makeup didn't have a mirror. "Then how do you put on your makeup?"

"Practice." Janice replied, simply, grabbing Dawn's arm she led her for the door.

"Where are we going?" Dawn asked, nearly tripping over her feet.

"To Manx's. He's one of the best unknown colorists in the world, if anyone can fix your hair, he can."

"Now? But it's so late."

Janice smiled. "Don't worry I'm a night owl. And so is he. And if you hang around here long enough, you'll be one too."


*****

Spike’s migraine had gone from bad to worse, and with it his paranoia for Buffy’s safety began to increase. The effort not to weave down the aisles was staggering, and the endless stream of items Buffy was showing him began to make his vision waver.

“Spike?” Buffy was saying. “What do you think of this one? I’m not sure about the color.”

He forced himself to look at the seventh shirt she had held up for his inspection. “Umm…it’s green.” He said baffled. He was having a hard time concentrating. A flash of long dark brown hair caught his eye, and he swore he could almost hear that eerie crooning…

“No, it's orange."

"What?" Spike questioned, mind weary. "It is?"

Buffy raised an eyebrow. "Sarcasm, Spike." She watched as he shook his head as if trying to rid his mind of some horrible thought. Something was clearly up with him. She could have questioned him about it but it was much simpler to pretend she didn't notice. Just to be a girl out shopping. The weight of worries were already a millstone around her neck, she couldn't bear to add more to it. "So what do you think?" Buffy wriggled the shirt in front of it, the fabric dancing in the harsh fluorescent light, the arms looking like snakes. " Does it go with my hair or is it too light?” 

“Umm... Your eyes are green." He answered stupidly, eyes scanning above Buffy's head for danger.

"Sorta already knew that." Buffy informed him, checking her appearance once more in the mirror as she held the shirt against her body. The brown hair was shocking yet not, almost as if she had unearthed someone within her, someone always there but never seen. She wondered what Dawn would say when she saw her. There was a nagging voice that tact 'if' on but Buffy swatted it away focusing on the shirt, pretending away everything else. "So should I get it or did you like the pink better?" She rummaged in the cart and pulled up a pink tank top.

“You look nice in pink.” He replied automatically not even looking at her but scanning out the area. His heart and head weren’t really in shopping at the moment. And what did it matter anyway? Buffy would look amazing even in a burlap sack.

Buffy stepped directly in front of his eye line. “You’re doing that on purpose right?”

“Doing what?”

“Driving me nuts with the non answers. That is not what you are supposed to do when you take a girl shopping. You are supposed to say ‘I like that one the most’ not go ho hum!” 

“I didn’t take you shopping! You dragged me here-“ He began, when a sudden thought hit him. She had asked his opinion on every single thing she had picked up so far. “Why do you care what I think of your clothes, anyways?” He asked.

Buffy’s eyes widened in surprise, complex questions running through her mind. Why did she care what Spike thought? Did she like Spike admiring her? No! Well, maybe….And that was okay wasn’t it? She would have cared what Willow thought, or even Xander. She supposed Spike was on that list of friends now. But Spike a friend? That didn’t sound right.

“I don’t.” Buffy snapped as she turned away, standing at the cart and sorting out the items.

Spike could almost sense the lie under her too quick response. “Then what’s with the fashion show?”

“I was just trying to make you feel included because that’s what girls do when they drag their boyfriends shopping so they don’t have to just stand there like idiots. Ya know what? I don't care what you think! I’ll never care what you think, Spike.”

Spike was in shock, total shock. When the words finally registered in his brain, he melted, his hope flaring stronger than ever. He opened his mouth to reply. “Boyfriend?”

“What?” Buffy turned around, annoyed.

“You just said girls take their boyfriends…”

Cursing herself for the slip she quickly stole the wind from Spike’s sails. “I was talking in general, Spike. Read much into thing?”

“Spike…” A voice called across the harshly lit store, a voice Spike would know anywhere. He turned his head, familiar feelings and the new sensation of fear coursed within him. Before she never posed a threat, bedsides to his already battered heart, before Buffy didn’t matter. Buffy wasn’t his life then. She was now. 

He took a step forward, his mind clouded but his objective clear; keep Buffy safe. He spoke in more of a growl than words. “Dru.”
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