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Chapter 23

Chapter 19

Angst alert!  Buffy tries to cope in the aftermath of her emotional breakdown. 

Another two-parter. 

Banners by xoChantelly and EdgeheadIt was late, but Tara was still up and listening to some music while going over a chapter for her Psychology class tomorrow.  Willow was out on a late night tutoring session with a friend of theirs who was frantic she wasn't going to pass an English Lit. test in the morning.  That had cut into Tara and Willow's romance time (Tara wanted to try inventing the game that combined sex and Scrabble), but they could always try again tomorrow night.

Tara looked up from her book and frowned when there was a knock at the door.  It was after midnight, an unusual time for a visitor.  

"Who could that be?" she muttered to herself as she got up from her desk.  She put her hand on the doorknob, but then hesitated -- this was Sunnydale, after all, you never knew who or what could be knocking.  "Um... who's there?" Tara asked uneasily through the door.

"It's Buffy."

Tara blinked in surprise, this couldn't be a social call, not so late at night.  That meant something bad had happened... maybe something was wrong with Dawn or Joyce.  She quickly opened the door and gasped a little at Buffy's appearance.  The Slayer looked terrible -- she was positively soaked to the skin from the rainstorm, her hair was plastered to her head, her face was pale and drawn, and she had a haunted look in her red, puffy eyes.

"Buffy... are y-you okay?  What's wrong?"

"I didn't know where else to go..." Buffy said despondently.  "I didn't want to go home.  Can I come in?" 

"Yeah, of course.  Please..." Tara stepped back and let Buffy enter.

Buffy came in, but stopped after a few steps, looking down at her feet.  "Oh, no... I'm dripping all over the carpet... I'm sorry."  Her voice sounded so strained, like she was liable to start weeping at any moment.  

"Th-that's okay, Buffy, don't worry about it," Tara assured her.  "Let me get you a towel, you're drenched!"  She hurried back with a towel and handed it to Buffy.

Buffy dried her face and hair.  Then she took off her jacket, pouting as she hung it up.  "I just had to wear the suede one tonight... it's ruined."  Her chin wobbled and tears shone in her eyes.  "Ruined... just like everything else I touch."

"Oh... it'll be okay.  You can get a new jacket.  Willow and I can get you a great new jacket, maybe as an extra, late birthday present."  Tara patted her on the shoulder.  "Buffy... why are you so upset?  Is it what happened with Xander tonight?"

"That was just the start... I think... I think I'm possessed or something, Tara."  Buffy looked at her, sad and afraid, tears brimming in her eyes.  "You have to do a spell, do something to make it go away... please just make it go away..." she pleaded.

Tara's eyes widened.  "P-possessed?  What makes you think that?"

"There was a voice in my head... talking to me, saying terrible things, making me see terrible things.  It wouldn't stop."

"Is it... talking to you now?"  Tara gulped at the thought of being alone with a possibly demonically possessed Slayer.

Buffy tilted her head, listening, then shook her head no.  

"Well... that's good.  M-maybe it went away?  Look, why don't you get into some dry clothes and try to relax?  We'll get you warmed up and then we can figure out what's going on.  Okay?"

Buffy nodded mutely, then looked around the room.  "Willow's out this late?"

"Yeah, she's tutoring our friend Melissa for a test tomorrow.  She'll probably be gone most of the night.  You want me to call her?  I'm sure she --"

Buffy shook her head.  "No... that's okay.  I wouldn't want to be responsible for your friend failing her test.  Willow's always been the go-to gal for emergency studying... Only call her when you find out for sure that I'm possessed by an evil spirit."

Tara's brow furrowed in worry.  "L-let me get you those dry clothes," Tara murmured softly, going to her bureau.

Tara and Buffy weren't the same size, but she had a pair of gray sweats and a matching top that she thought would fit the petite, blonde Slayer pretty well.  As Buffy changed into the clothes, Tara silently speculated about what might be wrong, assuming it wasn't demonic possession.  She wasn't getting a 'possessed' vibe from Buffy, thank goodness.  Did something happen to Spike?  Maybe he was killed... That might account for Buffy's frame of mind.  Or maybe the Slayer and vampire had had a huge fight after they left the shop and broke up. 

Buffy sat in the big wicker chair by the window, taking one of the throw pillows and hugging it to her chest as she brought her legs up, sitting in a fetal position.  

Tara got her a glass of water from the sink, then sat on the floor next to the chair.  Having a natural talent for seeing auras, she concentrated on Buffy.  There were dark hues and signs of extreme emotional distress, but nothing that indicated an entity had invaded Buffy's body.   

"Your aura doesn't show any... presence other than your own," Tara told her.  "I don't think it's p-possession."

"I'm... not possessed?"  The frown that had been on Buffy's face since Tara had opened the door deepened.  "That can't be right.  Are you sure?"

"I could do a demon or spirit detection spell -- I'd rather wait for Willow to try that..."  If an evil spirit or demon did appear, Tara wasn't prepared to deal with something like that by herself.  "But, no, I don't think you're possessed."  Tara wondered why that didn't seem to make Buffy any more relieved.  "That's good news... isn't it?"

"Yeah... great," Buffy droned.  "That means it's just me... and I've lost my fucking mind."  Buffy closed her eyes, bowing her head.  But her head shot back up a few moments later.  She sniffled and more tears appeared in her eyes.

"What's wrong?" 

"The song..."  The stereo was still on from when Tara had been studying, the song that just started caught Buffy's fragmented attention.

"It's 'Count On Me' by Jefferson Starship, one of my mom's favorite bands of all-time.  Have you heard it before?"  Tara hadn't turned off the stereo when Buffy came in, and until Buffy pointed it out she hadn't realized music was still playing.  She'd been too focused on Buffy and finding out was what was wrong.

"God, what are the odds?" Buffy groaned.  "I'd never heard this song before tonight... We, Spike and me, we danced to it tonight.  Spike said... he could've written it for me... but the guy went back in time first..."  Buffy rested her forehead on her knees, touching her charm necklace and quietly shedding a few more tears.  Buffy could see the emotion in Spike's eyes when he told her that... see the love in them -- then her vision morphed into a confused and hurt Spike... God, what had she done?

Tara wasn't sure what that last part meant, but didn't press for an answer.  "I'll-I'll turn it off."  Tara started to stand up.

"No!" Buffy said vehemently.  Then much more softly, she mumbled, "...Don't turn it off... I want to hear it.  So pretty..."

"Tell me what happened tonight, Buffy."  Tara gave her a gentle nudge.

Buffy relayed the story to Tara, having to take several breaks to sip at water and also wipe away tears.  Buffy told her about how she and Spike talked and were okay once they got to the cemetery, how they'd slain some vamps on patrol, about the picnic and the poetry book.  

When she got to the part where Spike gave her the book, Buffy startled Tara by jumping up from the chair and sprinting to where her jacket was hanging.  Buffy searched the pockets of her jacket, bringing out the CD Willow had made for her, and the poetry book.  The book had gotten a little wet, which made Buffy sob again, but she was slightly relieved when she found that the envelope inside was still dry.

After Buffy went back to the chair and curled up again, she read the poem for Tara, who said she thought it was lovely as well as very sexy.

Buffy continued the story where she'd left off, at the sudden downpour that had forced her and Spike indoors.  And then Buffy got to the dancing and making out portion of the evening.

"Spike started the CD and we danced... it was so romantic... We started kissing... and it got hotter and heavier by the minute.  You know that 'special' night I was planning with Spike, when I felt everything was perfect?"

Tara nodded; she and Willow had helped Buffy buy a thing or two for that special night.

"Tonight was pretty close to perfect -- except for the thing with Xander.  But the parts where it was just me and Spike..." Buffy sighed, smiling a bit as she remembered the good moments from the date, "...those parts were awesome.  The only thing missing was me being in love with him... I still wanted that perfect night I planned, but I just... I didn't want to stop.  He made me feel so good, the things he did... It was incredible and I kept wanting to go further, wanting more... God, I wanted Spike so much..." Buffy closed her eyes and took a shuddery breath.

Tara sat patiently, letting Buffy compose herself, and waited for the Slayer to continue.

"We were naked, Spike was on top of me and we had our hands on each other's..."  She glanced at Tara, a dark blush spread over Buffy's face.  Tara blushed a little too from the mental picture she got in her head.  "Sorry, too much information.  You get the picture... I really wanted to have sex with Spike right then and there, but..." 

When Buffy paused for more than ten seconds, Tara asked, "But?"

"That's when the voice really started torturing me... I'd heard it a few times before me and Spike started seriously making out, but it sounded like my normal insecure thoughts, I was able to ignore it.  I tried not to pay attention to it... but it got to the point where it was driving me insane -- it was the only thing I could hear."

"We all have an inner-voice... and sometimes it does try to sabotage us by reinforcing our fears and preventing us from taking a risk that might be worth taking.  Like when Willow and I first started hanging out, my inner-voice kept warning me not to tell Willow how much I really liked her, that I liked her as more than just a friend -- but it was only my fear that she might reject me.  Are you sure it wasn't just your inner-voice being paranoid and fearful?"

"This went way beyond what it was ever like before," Buffy admitted, shaking her head.  "I was actually having a two-sided argument with it -- it talked back to me.  It wouldn't stop, I begged it to stop... but it just kept saying and making me see those things.  So if I'm not possessed, I have to be out of my mind... right?"

"I don't think you're crazy, Buffy," Tara reassured her.  "What did the voice say?  What did it make you see?"

Buffy told her about seeing scenes from her past being re-run in her mind, the men she'd cared for who had humiliated her and broke her heart.  And she told Tara about her inner-voice's relentless criticism and negativity.  

Buffy concluded, "I felt like that guy in 'A Clockwork Orange', with my eyes pried open and strapped to a chair... being forced to watch and listen to nauseating things."  

"The 'voice' sounds kind of like your bitchy doppelganger from your dream," Tara pointed out.  Buffy had discussed the dreams with Tara, hoping she could help her make sense out of some of the symbolism (and the Cheese Man).

Buffy thought about that for a minute, then nodded.  "You're right... at first the voice was just fearful, but then it got cruel... putting me down, and it kept making me relive moments with Spike when we were still mean to each other.  Spike and I had a lotta fights, physical and verbal, so there was a lot of material for the evil voice to work with..."

"And then what happened?"

"I... I couldn't feel Spike touching or kissing me or any of the goodness, I just felt like I was being pinned down, held under water -- I felt like I was suffocating.  I totally wigged out... I was crying and yelled for him to stop.  I practically threw him off of me, picked my clothes up, and ran away... I had to get away, I had to make the voice and memories stop."  Buffy put a hand over her eyes, trying to stifle more tears.  "I keep seeing Spike's face when I told him to get off of me... he didn't know what was going on.  He looked scared and confused... and hurt.  God... I feel horrible.  But I couldn't think... I couldn't breathe... I just had to... run."

Tara frowned in sympathy and rubbed Buffy's knee.  "I'm sorry your night with Spike had to end like that, Buffy.  It sounds like you had a major panic attack." 

Buffy shook her head and snorted softly.  "Panic attack... me, the mighty Slayer."

"It can happen to anyone, even Slayers.  You feel like you have to be strong and in control all the time... that kind of pressure would wear anyone down."

Buffy dropped her face into her hands.  "God, Tara... I made such a fool out of myself.  I've never been so embarrassed or ashamed of myself in my life... I worried about everyone else chasing Spike away, but I think I did a damn good job of that all on my own -- he'd have to be crazy to want to be with me now.  Buffy the Relationship Slayer strikes once again..."

"Do you still want to be with Spike?"

"Yes," Buffy replied without hesitation.  "I'm just... I'm so afraid of being... rejected again.  If Spike rejected me after everything we've been through... I don't think I'd be able to handle it.  I can't compare to the giant hoes he's been to bed with, they had lots experience and probably knew all kinds of fancy stuff... He calls me his 'golden goddess', and he's been fantasizing about me for a long time... I'll never be able to measure up."

"That is what they refer to in the psychology biz as 'stinkin' thinkin''."

Buffy snorted again and rolled her eyes, laughing despite feeling completely miserable.  "That's obviously a technical term... you must've studied years to learn that," Buffy commented, glad for the small diversion from her misery.

Tara smiled, happy that she could snap Buffy out of her melancholy for a moment.  "You have to counter those negative thoughts right away with positive ones when they pop up.  You tell that negative voice 'Okay, that's what you think, but I'm gonna do what I want to do anyway.'  You and Spike have a bond now, you're learning how to be friends, and you'll learn, in time, how the other likes to be touched and... other stuff, too."

"I tried countering and ignoring the negative shit, but the voice wouldn't stop, it argued with me," Buffy sulked, flashing back on some of the more devastating things the voice had told and showed her... 'You keep making notches in the headboard but eventually they get up out of the bed and run off, don't they?'.  

"That negative side of yours is pretty strong, huh?"  Buffy just nodded, trying to shake the echoes of the 'old Spike's' voice from her mind again.  "Have you talked to Spike about your... lack of self-confidence?" Tara asked kindly.

"Kinda... sorta..."  Buffy heaved a sigh and looked down again.  "I guess I haven't... told him how insecure I really am, I didn't want to seem too... pathetic.  Spike knows I'm paranoid that he'll leave me, and he knows I've thought I'm just unlovable.  We talked about some of that stuff... But he doesn't know how the ghosts of my exes haunt me... 

"I didn't even realize how damaged I was by everything that's happened to me... until I got closer and closer to being with Spike in every sense.  I'm terrified to take him all the way inside me..."  She looked up at Tara, biting her lip.  "Um, I didn't mean for that to sound dirty at all.  I meant, I'm afraid to take him all the way inside my heart..."

Tara smiled kindly.  "I knew what you meant."

"Although... let me tell ya," Buffy pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows, "he's very impressive.  My eyes almost popped right outta my head."

Tara laughed and blushed dark red.  "I figured he had to be so... cocky for a reason.  Spike doesn't have a shiny, red corvette or carry around a big gun, the usual compensations for a lack of... impressiveness."  She noted that Buffy's aura started to pulse, the reds, pinks, and blues flashed and sparkled brightly.  It was plain to Tara that Buffy lusted for Spike, and another emotion was also suddenly very clear.

Buffy sighed, reflecting on how Spike looked, his sculpture-perfect body all muscle-y and lean... and how his smooth skin felt under her hands... the way his blue eyes sparked with passion, how his lips and tongue meshed perfectly with her own.  "God... he's just so beautiful.  And the things he said were so..."  Some of the sweet, swoon-inducing things Spike had said came back to her.  Why couldn't she have focused on those beautiful, romantic words while they were making out instead of the bad memories and ghosts from her past?  The frustration was enough to drive her insane, assuming she wasn't there already.

Then Buffy forced her mind away from Spike's impressiveness and got back on topic.  "We, um, we haven't talked much about our exes.  Spike doesn't want me to bring up the guys I've been with, and I sure as hell don't want to hear that he's thinking about any of the evil bitches he's been with... We did talk a little about Harmony tonight, and I nearly gagged at the thought of them being together... I hated thinking of him touching her... or her touching him."

"You have to be open with each other.  I know it's hard... but if you're not honest about things that are nagging at you, bad stuff, like what happened tonight, will keep happening.  Spike might have things he worries about and wants to talk with you about, too."

"I'm sure he has lots of stuff worrying him right now... like how he could let himself get involved with a schizoid Slayer," Buffy sniffled again, shaking her head.  "How could I hurt him like that...?  In all the bad experiences I've had with men, none of them ever ran away into the night screaming and crying.  Well... Angel kind of did... but that was after I'd fallen asleep.  He only ran away because he lost his soul, not... because of me... well, it was sort of because of me, I guess.  I've probably traumatized Spike for life, and for him... that could be a very long time..."   

"Running away wasn't a conscious decision on your part, Buffy.  You didn't do it on purpose to hurt him, you were just overwhelmed and panicked."

"But I did hurt him.  Just like I didn't 'mean to' hurt him when he ran face-first into the anti-vamp barrier at my house... I keep hurting him.  It's like some part of me is trying to drive him away..."  She took a Kleenex from the side table, then wiped her eyes and blew her nose.

"Why don't I love Spike yet, Tara?" Buffy went on, sullenly.  "He's done the most romantic things for me, and we've had some great talks where he said the most touching, amazing things... Every little thing he's done and said has made me all warm inside, every day I've cared about him more and more... 

“So why don't I love him yet?  If my other relationships damaged me to the point where I can't love a guy like Spike who's head-over-heels for me, what hope do I have?  What if I can't love anyone?  Riley knew it... he knew I didn't really love him, even though I'd convinced myself that I did.  What if the part of me that can love... is broken?"

"I can't tell you how you feel, Buffy, only you know that.  But... you said you were afraid of being rejected by Spike?"

Buffy raised her eyebrows and nodded firmly.

"You wouldn't be so afraid of him rejecting you, afraid to the point where you panic, if you weren't at least very close to being in love with him.  The fear that he'll reject you wouldn't be nearly as big a deal to you if all you felt for Spike was simple affection or just lust.  People we love have enormous power over us... it makes us vulnerable -- it is scary to let someone in and give them that power.

"If I hadn't been brave enough to tell Willow how I felt about her, I wouldn't have the amazing thing I have now.  I'm in the best relationship I've ever been in, and I've never been happier.  But it wouldn't have happened if I didn't take that giant leap and risk getting hurt... risk rejection."  Tara added with a smile, patting Buffy's knee, "Plus, I got some great new friends out of the deal.  Taking risks with your heart can really payoff."

Buffy smiled slightly.  She pondered what Tara said, and saw the truth in it -- she was close to loving Spike and that part of her (represented by the Evil Twin in her dream) that still resisted being with him was making one last-ditch effort to ruin everything, kind of like what Xander had done at the shop.  It was as if Insecure Buffy and Evil Twin Buffy joined forces and formed a tag-team to drive her crazy and destroy her relationship with Spike.

"Now," Tara continued, "by giving you all this advice, I don't mean to sound like I think I'm perfect -- I'm far from perfect.  I don't take a lot of risks or speak up when I should, and I've let other people walk all over me way too often... I've still got big problems with shyness and st... stuttering when I'm nervous.  But because I let Willow into my life and heart, I'm battling my inner-demons and making progress.  Loving Willow's given me strength I didn't even know I had.  I even kinda told Xander off after you left the Magic Box..." Tara admitted, ducking her head.

Buffy smiled wider this time.  "You?  Sweet, shy Tara got all up in Xander's grill?"  

Tara nodded and they laughed. 

"What'd you say to him?"

"I basically told him to give you and Spike a break.  I pointed out -- and Willow congratulated me on getting in a good burn -- that Xander was wrong about Spike kidnapping you, so why couldn't it be possible that he's wrong this time too.  And before that, Mr. Giles called Xander a 'selfish little ponce' for causing that whole scene."  Tara giggled at the memory.

"Sorry I missed that."  Buffy laughed, wishing she could've seen Xander's face.  

After they got done giggling about that, Buffy gave Tara's hand a grateful squeeze.  "I was telling Spike the other day about how glad I am Willow has such great taste in women... I'm lucky to have a friend like you, Tara."  

Tara gave her a crooked, watery smile.  "I feel the same way, Buffy."

After a few quiet moments, Buffy's voice turned dejected again, "I wish you could wave a magic wand and make me not an emotional basketcase..."  

Tara grasped Buffy's hand.  "It breaks my heart to see you doubt yourself so much, Buffy.  You're a kind, brave, strong person; I admire you so much.  You can't let what happened with your other boyfriends wreck your future, you deserve to be happy."

"I know... and I've tried to stop worrying that history will repeat itself... not hard enough, obviously..." Buffy sighed.  "I've really tried to put those bad things out of my mind.  But it was impossible to ignore when Spike and I were... y'know.  I just kept seeing their faces and hearing them say the things that hurt me so much... and then they easily morphed into Spike, and he was saying those things and looking at me like I was an irritating bug buzzing around his head... And there was the stuff that Spike actually did say to me in the past that really stung..."

"This thing you have with Spike, it's different than your other experiences, right?"

Buffy nodded.  “Yeah, I think so... I mean, no one’s ever made me feel like he does -- no one’s ever loved me like...” Buffy’s voice trailed off as she thought about that.  It was true, no one had ever made her feel like Spike did... he was funny and smart and romantic and strong -- he was perfect.  So why couldn’t she accept his affections?  Why couldn’t she return them like he deserved?  Maybe she really didn’t deserve him... maybe she didn’t deserve anyone.  

When Buffy didn't finish her thought, Tara continued, "Every relationship is different -- just because you got hurt before doesn't mean it will happen with Spike.  You've learned from mistakes, and I'm sure he has too.  Spike wants to make you happy, and you have to give yourself permission to be happy."

Buffy tried concentrating on her biggest fear -- the fear that drove her out of his bed and into the rain.  "What if I'm just no good, Tara?  In... bed, I mean.  Spike's dreamed about me for a long time -- the real me is going to be a huge letdown.  I wasn't enough for Riley, for God's sake..." Buffy said with an eyeroll.

"Almost everyone worries they won't be good enough in bed, you're not alone in that.  Do you believe Spike loves you?"

"Yes... but does he love me enough to put up with me if I'm a terrible girlfriend?  He's never said this to me -- he doesn't have to say it -- but I know sex is a very important part of a relationship to him.  The only reason he was with Harmony was for the sex... and it had to be really good sex for him to endure living with that mental midget."

"Spike does love you, Buffy -- I see it every time he looks at you, and I see it in his aura."

"What does his aura look like?" Buffy asked curiously.

"Well... there's a lot of black and gray, that's typical in the vampires and demons I've seen.  But there are warmer colors in his, much more like a human than a vampire.  When he's around you it pulses, the colors become more vibrant and alive.  So I do believe he really loves you, and that means he wouldn't consider it a deal-breaker even if -- and that's a big 'IF' -- you aren't a dynamo in bed.  Real love is unconditional."

"But then he'd be unfulfilled and just tolerating being with me."  Buffy pouted.  "I wouldn't want him to stay with me because he feels some kind of... obligation to stay.  He'd be miserable with me... or I'll be finding him with whores too."  Buffy's eyes brimmed with tears at the thought of finding Spike with someone else... someone to fill those of his needs that she couldn't.

Tara shook her head.  "You're jumping to conclusions.  The best thing to do when you doubt your... prowess is to talk with your partner about it.  When Willow and I first became... lovers," Tara hoped she wasn't blushing too much as she thought about her first time with Willow, "she was really worried she wouldn't know what to do because... well, because she'd only been with a man before.  We talked about it, about what I especially enjoy, and Willow felt much more confident after that.  And she did great, by the way..."  Tara couldn't help blushing hard.

Buffy smiled sadly, blinking back her tears.

Tara shook off her swoony-ness and focused back on Buffy's problem.  "The point is, if you have open and honest communication, you can find out what pleases your partner most and become a great lover if you aren't already.  Do you feel comfortable enough with Spike to talk to him about that stuff?"

Buffy took a nervous breath.  "I-I'd feel so stupid... What if he laughs at me?"

"Do you really think he'd do that?" Tara asked doubtfully, giving the Slayer a 'come on, you know that's not true' look.

"I don't know..."  Then after a moment, Buffy shook her head and said, "No, probably not... no, he wouldn't do that.  The old Spike would've, for sure..."

"The things Spike's done in the past still obviously upset you... Do you think you can get over that?"

"I know I can get past all that old, less than pleasant stuff that happened between me and Spike -- practically everyone I know has tried to kill me or mess with me at one time or another, and I was able to forgive and forget.  Well... I still remember but I don't hold any grudges against the people I care about."

"You believe Spike's changed, he's not exactly the same person who tormented you," Tara pointed out.

Buffy nodded.  "I can see the real Spike now, and I like him... a lot.  I don't want to sound stuck on myself, but falling in love with me opened his mind and heart, it's made him a better person.  He's got that bad, dark side, but there's so much more to him than I ever thought possible... Spike told me at the coffeehouse how much he regrets the things he's said and done to me, and I really do believe he's sorry and would take everything back if he could; he's changed a lot since those days.  I guess he'd be sweet and understanding about my self-doubt -- especially about sex stuff -- now... I'd still feel dumb telling him about my childish insecurities, though."

Tara shook her head.  "No, you shouldn't feel dumb for doubting yourself, everyone feels insecure about one thing or another.  And just think of the rewards you'll get by having that difficult conversation with him.  There's nothing wrong with asking your partner what they like to do, and what they like to be done to them, in bed."

"All this sex-talk probably doesn't even matter... Spike doesn't want me anymore..."  Buffy closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead.  "I fucked everything up..." her voice wavered, on the verge of tears again.

"You're putting words in his mouth.  You need to talk to Spike, Buffy.  Call him.  Let him tell you what he wants instead of your inner-voice."

Buffy did want to hear his voice and let him know she was okay, but she was so embarrassed about what happened.  She hugged the pillow in her lap tighter.  "I-I need a little time first."

Tara nodded.  Switching to a different topic, she asked, "Are you still mad at Xander about what happened at the shop?  I'm so sorry you had to go through that tonight, too."

Buffy started ranting, putting her energy into being mad at Xander rather than herself.  "Oh, I was soooo mad!  He's lucky I didn't punch him in the face.  How could he talk to Spike like that?  And the stuff he said about me?  How the hell would Xander know how I feel about Spike?  Xander can be such an asshole sometimes, I swear!  He doesn't know what's in our hearts, he doesn't know what Spike and I have been through together.  Since that night at the mansion, Spike has been nothing but sweet and kind and loving with me.  It changed everything.  Why can't Xander just trust me -- I know Spike's changed and I know he'll be good to me.  He really does want to be a better person, I know in my heart he does.  I love Spike and it hurts so much to see him being treated like shit by my friends, after all the..." She stopped when Tara broke into a smile.  "What?"

"Buffy... did you hear what you just said?"

She frowned and thought back, but didn't know what Tara was referring to.  "Um... the thing about Xander being an asshole?"

Tara helped her out.  "You said 'I love Spike'."

Buffy's eyes rounded.  "I did?"  She re-ran what she'd said in her head, and realized Tara was right.  "I... did.  That's the first time I've said it... or even thought it."

"Was that just a slip or is it how you really feel?" Tara questioned, pretty sure she already knew the answer.

"I... love Spike," Buffy said again with a slow smile of realization.  "Oh, wow..."  She took and released a shaky breath.  Her eyes were swimming with tears, but these were tears of happiness and comprehension.  All the warmth she'd felt for Spike for days wasn't just a deep affection, it was love.  When she'd nearly staked Spike during patrol, she'd been terrified because she'd almost accidentally killed and lost the man she loved -- it was all so clear to Buffy now.  Why couldn't she see it before?  "I am in love with Spike," she announced to Tara, her eyes wide with wonder and joy. 

"I could see it in your aura, but I thought you needed to come to that conclusion on your own.  You were too afraid of getting hurt to let yourself say it or really feel it until now -- it couldn't come out until your emotional walls were down.  Now that you know you love him, you can work out the problems." 

"But..." Buffy fretted, her joy suddenly turning to despair as she worried her bottom lip between her teeth, "what if Spike wants nothing to do with me after what happened tonight?  I wouldn't blame him, I hurt him... and I acted like a crazy person -- and he already dated one of those for a hundred years.  I finally realize I'm in love with him only to have him realize he can't take all the baggage and craziness that comes along with me..."  Buffy put her hands over her face and mumbled, "Oh God, that would be something that could only happen to me..." 

"One way to find out," Tara said, nodding toward the phone.

Buffy peeked through fingers and stared nervously at the phone, she gulped.  "What if he tells me to go to Hell... or to go get stuffed, Tara?" she asked in a small voice, staring at the phone like it might jump up and attack her at any moment.

"I really don't think he'll do that, Buffy.  Spike's probably hurt and confused and worried about you... you need to explain what happened."

"What if he..." Buffy began.

Tara interrupted her.  "'What ifs' will get you every time.  Remember, tell that inner Insecure or Evil Twin Buffy, 'Thanks for your opinion, but I'm doing what I want to do.  I deserve to be with the man I love.'"

Buffy closed her eyes and nodded.  "You're right..."  She felt emotionally drained and physically exhausted, but she had to call Spike before she could even think about sleeping.

Buffy got up from the chair as Tara also stood up, then she gave the kindhearted, blonde witch a big hug.  "Thanks, Dr. Maclay.  You're really good at this talking stuff... I feel like I should write you a check for the hour I was on your couch... or chair."

Tara laughed lightly and patted Buffy on the back as they hugged.  "I'll waive my usual fee -- but only for you.  You get the Slayer's Discount."



  



Buffy checked the messages on her phone, putting off talking to Spike for a minute longer.  There was a message from Spike, he'd apparently called about an hour after she'd fled the crypt.  She took a breath, held it, and played the message.

Spike's voice sounded tired, rough, and full of sorrow.  “Buffy... I know I'm the last person you want to hear from right now, but... I'm so sorry.  God... I didn’t mean to hurt you, pet.  I thought... I thought you were showing me you were ready.  But you weren’t, and I... I rushed you and made you feel like you had to... Please believe me, I didn’t mean to hurt you, I'd never force myself on...”  Spike's voice broke and he cleared his throat, sounding like he was trying not to cry.  “I’m just sorry... for everything.  I promised I wouldn't hurt you anymore, but I keep doin' it, don't I?  Maybe my demon's stronger than I thought it was... I won't bother you again..."

Buffy made a whining sound at the end of the message, trying to keep from crying again.

Tara had gone back to her computer, but looked over at Buffy when she heard the unhappy sound the Slayer made.  "What is it?"

"Spike left a message... He thinks he hurt me and forced me to... Oh God..." Buffy rubbed her sore eyes, "I didn't think it was possible for me to feel worse about it..."

"It'll be okay... just call Spike back and tell him the truth."

Buffy breathed deeply a few times, working up her courage, then called Spike's number.  She wanted to tell him she loved him, but saying it for the first time over the phone wasn't how she wanted to do it; that was a face-to-face kind of thing.  After the phone rang a few times, it went to voice mail.  Buffy groaned, she didn't want to leave a message, she wanted to talk to Spike directly about what happened.  Why wasn't he answering?

"Spike... it's me.  I'm so sorry about what happened... You didn't do anything wrong, please don't think you forced me to do anything I didn't want to do or that you hurt me.  What happened was all me and... and... See, I'm a Slayer, not a Ghostbuster and... my ghosts just refuse to die... well, actually, I guess ghosts are technically dead, but these are like live ghosts and they just won't shut up... and now I'm rambling... God, I suck at leaving messages... gift-giving and leaving messages are things I suck at."  Buffy paused a moment, shaking her head and sighing heavily before getting her thoughts back on track.  "I was afraid... not of you, but of... of being with you like that, because of how I've been hurt before.  It wasn't fair to you, and I'm so, so sorry for hurting you by acting the way I did... 

"I care about you so much, Spike... I don't want to lose you, I can't lose you.  I hope you can forgive me and we can... I don't know, start over again?  Give me another chance, okay?  We'll get it right one of these times," Buffy joked anxiously.  "Um, I'm probably running out of message space, so... please call me so we can talk.  You know the number, right?  Of course you know the number, you gave me the phone -- and you called me on it after our first date... being all adorable."  

Buffy had to stop for a moment to get her sniffles under control.  Spike calling from outside her house was such a sweet memory, but it upset her to think they might never have moments like that again.

"If you forgot the number it’s...” Buffy thought for a moment then pulled the phone away from her ear to look at it, but it just had Spike’s number on the screen. “Shit!  I don’t even know my own phone number,” she moaned, putting the phone back to her ear as realization hit her.  "...Oh, I guess it's probably right there on your screen like yours is on mine so you probably don’t need me to give it to you again and... God, I need to shut up now.  Please call me, I... I'll be waiting."

Buffy hung up and heaved a sigh, bowing her head.  "Why didn't he answer?  Maybe he just doesn't want to talk to me..."

Tara went to her, rubbing a hand up and down Buffy's back.  "Don't assume the worst.  He'll call.  Maybe he just needs a little time to prepare himself in case what you want to say is bad and hard for him to hear.  It seems like Spike assumes the worst a lot, just like you."

Buffy knew that was true enough -- one more thing they had in common.

"Did you hear your phone ring when he left the message for you?" Tara asked.

"No... I put it on vibrate and I guess I was so busy crying, panicking, and feeling sorry for myself that I didn't even feel it."

"You should go home and try to get some sleep," Tara suggested, seeing how exhausted Buffy looked.

"How can I sleep?  I can't sleep until I talk to Spike..."

"He might need some time... or be afraid of waking you up.  He might not call before morning... and you need to rest, Buffy."

Buffy sighed, nodding slowly, suddenly feeling completely exhausted and wrung out.  She really did need to sleep; she wouldn't be any good to anybody for anything if she didn't get some rest.

"You could crash here if you want," Tara offered.

"No, I need to go home... Mom will be worried if I'm not there in the morning."

"Okay.  But you can call or come back here if you need to."

"You mind if I wear your sweats home?  My clothes are still wet."

Tara shook her head.  "Not at all.  Let me get my keys and I'll drive you, it's a long walk from here and it's still raining.  You'll catch pneumonia if you're not careful."

Buffy sniffed to keep from crying again at the mention of 'pneumonia', that's what she'd said to Spike when she suggested they take their shirts off.  She really had to be in love if something silly like the mention of the word 'pneumonia' made her weepy.  "I... I couldn't ask you to do that, Tara."  Buffy cringed as she pulled on her ruined suede jacket.  "You've put up with enough of me and my craziness for one night."

"You didn't ask me to drive you home, I offered.  And I haven't been 'putting up' with you, Buffy.  It's okay, really.  You're my friend, and helping each other is what friends do."

Buffy reluctantly, but gratefully, accepted Tara's offer.  She hadn't been looking forward to walking all the way home in the rain.

Tara left Willow a note in case she got back while she was gone, and then gave Buffy a lift to Revello.  She hoped Buffy and Spike could patch things up.  Tara had a strong hunch that the blond couple really would be good for each other if they could just get past the roadblocks on their way to happiness.  



  



Buffy gulped as she opened the door and entered the crypt, she felt like her heart would beat right out of her chest she was so nervous.  Spike was sitting in the chair and watching TV (he'd been watching 'Pee-wee's Big Adventure'), but he stood and switched off the set when he heard her come in.  

He turned to face her, his expression stony.  "Well... look who's come back to the scene of the crime."

"Spike, I'm so sorry about what happened..." Buffy began.

"I'm not," Spike said as he casually lit a cigarette.  "I'm glad it happened... 'cos now I know you're not worth all the bleedin' trouble."

Buffy frowned, her voice became more unsteady and an invisible fist squeezed her heart as her worst fears appeared to be coming true.  "Spike, please don't say that..." 

"Why not?  It's the truth.  You think I'm gonna go to all that bother again, gettin' you all hot and frothy, just so you can jump up and run out the door with your virtue fluttering?"

"Please let me try to explain what was going through my head.  Can't we just talk about..."

Spike shook his head and dropped his cigarette, grinding it out under his boot.  "I'm sick to death of talkin' to you -- that's all we fucking do!  Well, until last night... but that didn't end too well, now did it?"  He gave her a cruel smirk, raising his scarred brow, then he flicked a slender finger at her like she was a bug.  "Go back to your sad, loveless existence and leave me the bloody hell alone.  I've had enough of you to last ten bloody lifetimes."

Buffy recoiled, anger and hatred were coming off of him in waves.  "Why are you being so... cold?"  She knew Spike reacted to being hurt by lashing out and hurting the person who'd hurt him, but it was still a shock for him to speak to her this way; this was more like the 'old Spike', not the sweet, thoughtful Spike she'd come to know of late.  "You have to know I didn't mean to hurt you... D-don't you love me anymore?" she asked meekly, her face screwing up in pain as tears welled in her eyes.

Spike gave her a frosty look.  "You killed whatever it was I felt for you, Slayer.  Bugger off.  I'm leaving you and Sunnyhell behind me for good.  Dru probably went back to Brazil..."  He looked up in thought, pursing his lips, folding his arms across his chest and tapping a finger slowly on his chin.  "I might still be able to find her down there -- I reckon she'd take me back if I asked nicely and let her torture me a bit."

Buffy shut her eyes tightly for a moment, fighting to hold in a flood of tears.  "You don't mean that.  Please... stop being so --"

"Don't tell me what I mean and what I don't, Betty.  I'm through doin' what you want me to do.  Think I'll start tryin' to track Dru down now -- there's no time like the present."  Spike pushed past her, heading for the door.  "Like to say it's been fun, but..."

"Spike, don't go!"  Buffy grabbed his arm and spun him back around.  She swallowed hard and looked into his eyes.  "I... I love you."

Spike snorted, smirked and started clapping.  "Bravo, Slayer!  What a breakthrough.  As if you could ever love anyone but your precious Angel?  Everyone knows the Magnificent Poof is still the apple of your eye."

"No, that's not true!" Buffy protested, shaking her head back and forth.  "I'm not in love with Angel anymore, what I had with him is over.  I love you, Spike, not him!  You want me to call Angel right now and tell him that I'm in love with you to prove I mean it?  'Cause I will."

But Spike was unmoved by her offer.  "You think you can string me along a while longer by dangling your love in front of me like a bloody carrot in front of a donkey?  Think again, sweetheart.  You get off on torturin' me, but I've finally had enough.  I'm not playin' your game anymore."

"It's not a goddamn game!  Stop being such an asshole!" Buffy yelled.  She sniffled, going from angry to heartbroken in the space of a few seconds.  She blinked to clear her vision as tears overflowed from her eyes.  "I'm in love with you, Spike... I really am.  I know you're hurt, I know you're angry -- you have every right to be -- but can't we just --"

"Thanks ever so for giving me permission to be angry, how big of you," Spike sneered sarcastically.  "You really are a piece o' work... well, you're a piece o' somethin'.  Too little, too late, Slayer.  You love me, eh?  Well..." he moved in close and shouted, making Buffy flinch back, "I don't bloody care!"

Buffy sobbed, it was getting hard to breathe; she felt like she was being crushed, squished like a bug.  "Stop it!  I know you don't mean that!"

"Hmph, how's that for irony?  You finally want me, but I don't want you anymore," Spike laughed.  "I really shoulda listened to Angel.  He knew you weren't worth all the bloody aggravation... how did he put it?  Oh yeah, 'not worth a second go'... well, maybe I did get off easy, after all." 

"Stop talking like that!" Buffy cried, putting her hands over her ears like a child to block out his acidic words.  "Why are you doing this to me?!"

Spike yanked her hands away from her ears.  His blue eyes were icy, his lips curled into a cruel sneer, he gripped her wrists painfully and shook her.  "'Cause it's the way a cold bitch like you deserves to be treated.  I'm startin' to believe you did cast a spell on me, just like Dru said.  All that bloody time I wasted on you, and that I was actually daft enough to choose a worthless insect like you over my Drusilla, my dark goddess... it makes me want to heave!"   

Buffy stared at Spike with watery eyes; she couldn't believe the horrible, drastic change in him.  He was behaving like when Dru had hypnotized him at the mansion.  His eyes held no warmth or feeling (besides hatred and contempt) for her.  This is what her rejection had done to him... the Spike she loved was gone, she'd killed him... she'd killed him just as sure as if she'd shoved a stake through his heart.

Spike shoved her backwards, Buffy stumbled and fell down hard on her ass on the stone floor.  She looked up at him, wishing she would wake up from this nightmare.  "Stop," she begged through her tears.  "I didn't mean to hurt you!"

Spike shook his head.  "You weren't even good enough for Riley bloody Finn -- you really thought you'd come close to bein' good enough for me, Slayer?  Thank God I didn't have to discover what a frigid cunt you really are and have my fantasies destroyed, least I still have those.  I reckon puttin' it to you'd be like stickin' my cock in a block of ice..."


Buffy gasped awake, finding herself alone in her dark bedroom.  It really was just a nightmare... 

She swung her legs over the side of the bed, rested her elbows on her knees and dropped her face into her hands.  She breathed deeply and wiped away her tears, trying to shake off the fear, misery, and heartache brought on by the nightmare.

Buffy went to splash some water on her face and get a cold drink in the bathroom.  Dream Spike was not the same sexy/sweet/loving guy who usually visited her in Dreamland.  Where was the tenderness, the love, the romance?  Where was the hot sex?  Why couldn't she have another dream like the 'ravishing Spike when he was tied to a chair' one?  Now she couldn't even escape to her dreams for some happiness and wish/fantasy fulfillment.  Why did her subconscious hate her so much?  What had she ever done to it?

"It won't happen like that.  Spike won't react that way... he loves me, I know he does."  She prayed that wasn't another Slayer dream...



  



Buffy was afraid to go back to sleep after her nightmare, but she did manage to doze off again for a while.  And, thankfully, there were no more nightmares.  Thinking about the dream and seeing it play out again in her head made her feel sick... But she wasn't going to let that, or any other, bad dream keep her from going after the man she loved.  It was like Tara said, sometimes you had to risk being crushed to earn happiness.  Buffy had to have faith in Spike and what they shared; he wouldn't turn on her because of her moment of weakness.

She'd left her phone on her nightstand in case Spike called... but he didn't.  Buffy checked the messages again in the morning, but there wasn't anything new from Spike.  She listened to the one message he'd left last night a few times, just to torture herself.  Hearing his voice sounding so emotional and roughened with sadness tore her up inside... and to know that that sadness was caused by her and what she'd done last night made it even worse.

"He'll call... just needs some more time," Buffy told herself as she slid out of bed and prepared for the day.  "He wouldn't really leave town... he wouldn't really go find Dru... I know he wouldn't."  Buffy tried to assure herself that the nightmare was just that -- just a dream, just a figment of her Evil Twin's evil imagination.

Buffy did her best to pretend she wasn't upset when having breakfast with her mother.  Joyce could tell there was something wrong, though -- those psychic Mom powers again.  For one thing, Buffy wasn't going on and on about the date.

"How did your date go last night?" Joyce asked as she stirred her coffee.

"I had a great time."  Buffy put on her best fake smile.  "Spike gave me this necklace, isn't it pretty?"  She held out the charm necklace for her mother to see.

Joyce leaned forward, smiling as she glanced at all the little charms.  "That was sweet of him, it's lovely."

Buffy nodded and buttered a piece of toast for the third time.  "He said he's going to be working for his friend Clem, mostly just so he can buy me nice things.  I told him I didn't want him doing that just for me, but he said he likes giving me things... he likes making me smile.  Spike's always doing such..." Buffy sniffed, trying to keep tears from falling, "...he does such amazing things for me.  He makes me feel special."

"Why do you have that unhappy little crease between your eyebrows?  I know that crease -- it's the same one you got when you unwrapped that encyclopedia on Christmas morning.  Something else happened last night.  Do you want to talk about it?"

"Um... okay, there were parts of the date that weren't so great," Buffy confessed.  But she wasn't going to tell her mom about the panic attack -- and she certainly wasn't going to tell her mom what she'd been doing when she'd had the panic attack.  "Xander was an ass when Spike and I went to the Magic Box.  He said some really... terrible things to Spike and Spike tried to punch him."

"Oh, no..." Joyce grimaced.  "Is everyone alright?"

"Yeah, everyone's fine... the chip kicked in before Spike could hit Xander.  And then I yelled at Xander, and then Spike and I left."

"Were you angry with Spike for trying to hit Xander?  Did the two of you have a fight?"

Buffy sighed.  "I was kinda mad at Spike too at first, but Xander intentionally provoked him.  I don't blame Spike at all for wanting to punch Xander.  I heard what Xander said and I wanted to slap him, too."

"I guess that spoiled your night?"

"It was... We... Spike and I made up, but he was still upset when I left him... I'm just worried about him."  

Joyce bought that excuse.  She could only imagine how tough it had to be for her daughter wanting to be with a man whom her friends didn't approve of.  She put her hand on top of Buffy's.  "It'll be okay, honey.  Spike loves you and your friends love you, everyone will start getting along... eventually."  She added silently, 'Or I'll give them all a piece of my mind -- I'll be damned if I'll let them make my baby girl miserable.'

Buffy tried smiling again.  "Yeah... everything will work out."

"I'd better get ready to take your sister to school," Joyce said, noticing the time.

"I'll take her, Mom," Buffy volunteered and stood up.

"But you didn't finish your breakfast."  Buffy's eggs and toast were virtually untouched, except for the super-sized helping of cholesterol on her toast.

"It's okay... I'm not really that hungry anyway."



  



After Buffy dropped Dawn off at school, her phone rang.  Excitement and anxiety made her heart start to race.  She both dreaded and was eager to talk to Spike.  It was going to be hard to explain her fears without sounding totally juvenile and silly... that's if he even wanted her to try explaining.  Maybe Spike would just tell her to 'get stuffed' and hang up on her...

Buffy shook her head.  "No, I can't let those 'what ifs' make me afraid... I can make it right between us again."

As she prepared to hit the 'Talk' button, Buffy remembered if it was Spike calling her, she would've heard the 'I Wanna Be Sedated' ringtone.  She sighed, her heart rate returning to normal, and answered the phone.

"Buffy, are you okay?" Willow asked, concerned.  "Tara told me what happened last night."

"Yeah, I'm okay... I guess.  I'm not too much of a crazy, weepy mess so far today.  I still haven't talked to Spike... he won't call me back."

"Well... um, he sleeps during the day, being a vampire an' all," Willow said, wanting to give Buffy some hope.  "He'll probably call when he wakes up around dusk-ish.  Try not to worry."

Buffy rolled her eyes and sighed again.  "Easier said than done."

"I know... just try to hang in there.  Spike will either show up at your house or call you.  He's always popped back up when we thought he went away before."

That made Buffy think of those Bozo Bop Bag inflatable toys, the kind that always sprang back up when you punched them.  Spike would probably be even more pissed with her if he knew he was being compared to a children's punching bag that looked like a clown, but the fact that you couldn't knock them down for long sounded a lot like Spike -- no one could keep him down, he always righted himself and got up in your face again.  When Buffy thought about it, it was another thing they had in common... no matter how many times they got knocked down, they both kept getting back up... that should’ve made her feel better, but it only made her feel worse.  How many times could he take getting knocked down before all the air got knocked out of him and all that was left was a deflated shell where his love used to be?  She doubted even Bozo could pop back from a dagger to the heart...

"Yeah, but the difference is that now I actually want him to pop back up.  Spike's nothing if not a walking, talking antonym."  

A few seconds went by without them saying anything, Willow wasn't sure what else to say.  Then she had a thought.

"Hey, you want to meet at the Espresso Pump at noon?  Tara and I will be in desperate need of our caffeine fix by then.  It'll do you good and take your mind off of things for a while, and then before you know it, Spike will call and you crazy kids can sort everything out."

Willow made it sound so easy -- but nothing was ever easy for Buffy.  

Buffy wanted to say no to meeting Tara and Willow, she didn't feel up to socializing; she'd be on pins and needles until she talked to Spike and they worked out their problems... if they could work out their problems.  But Willow was right, it might be good to get her mind off of her troubles for a little while, at least.  Talking to her friends might help her feel better and they might be able to give her some good advice.  "Sure... if me being mopey won't bother you."

"We're your friends -- we're here for you in happy and mopey times," Willow assured her.

"Thanks, Will... I'll meet you guys there.  But I'll let you know if I can't make it.  If Spike calls and wants to talk to me... it may take a while for me to convince him I'm not loony tunes.  I'm still not convinced I'm not loony tunes."

"You're not crazy, Buffy.  I know how relationship stuff can make you feel crazy, though.  You'll talk to him, you'll get back on track, and then you'll be your normal self again.  That mean inner-voice of yours will learn who's boss and leave you alone."

After they said goodbye, Buffy checked her messages again.  There was still nothing new from Spike.  

Her negative inner-voice whispered, 'He's not going to call.  He knows what a basketcase you are now.  He knows the real you and he hates you, just like he did in the dream.'

Buffy countered, 'Spike loves me and he *never* gives up when there's something or someone he wants.  Go away, I'm not listening to you anymore.' That seemed to shut the voice up, at least temporarily.

Buffy called to leave Spike another message, and suddenly waiting until dusk seemed much too long to wait; she needed to talk to him now.

"Spike, it's me again.  Why haven't you called me back yet?  You're making me nervous... I realize you might be sleeping since it's daytime... but I don't want to let any more time pass without talking to you.  I need to try and explain why I acted the way I did.  It wasn't because I don't... want you or care about you, I care and want you a lot.  I already said that in the last message, didn't I?  So... I'm on my way to the crypt right now.  See you soon..."

She hung up and pulled out into traffic, heading for Restfield.  

Buffy had promised herself she wouldn't chase after Spike and try to track him down all the time, but this was a special case.  She'd made a spectacle of herself last night and had to have hurt Spike's feelings badly... She needed to make things right with him.  She needed to apologize and tell him she loved him.  Hopefully her declaration of love would make Spike happy and more willing to give her another chance.



  



Buffy looked around the upper level of the crypt, wide-eyed and alarmed.  A broken sarcophagus lid lay against one wall, there were several dents in the stone walls, everything that could be knocked over was knocked over, and there were traces of what looked like blood all over the place.

"What happened here?" Buffy whispered.  Had Spike been attacked by someone?  Demons, vamps, or one of his crazy exes?  Or maybe Xander had come by to get rid of Spike?  She dismissed that last one -- Xander wouldn't do that (at least she hoped he wouldn't.).  Buffy's mind raced, there was no end to the list of Spike's enemies.

"Spike?" Buffy called out anxiously as she pushed aside the trapdoor and began climbing down.  "Spike, are you here?"

She searched the lower level, but Spike didn't appear to be home.  His duster wasn't hung up where she'd seen it last night, which hopefully meant that Spike was just on the move and using the sewers to travel during the day and he hadn't been attacked.  But then, why was the upper crypt in disarray -- or rather, more disarray than usual?  Maybe Spike had done it himself... Had he been so enraged and heartbroken after Buffy's apparent rejection of him and his affection that he'd gone crazy too?

Buffy looked at the bed, tears threatened to overflow from her eyes again as she relived what happened last night.  She'd spoiled something that would've been beautiful and fulfilling for both of them.  "We'll talk and it will be okay, the ghosts will stop haunting me... I'll make it up to you, I swear.  Where are you, Spike?"  

Buffy didn't know where else to go to look for him.  She didn't know where he went during the day.  Maybe he went to her house?  She decided to go home -- maybe she'd get lucky and find Spike waiting to talk to her there.

She climbed back up the ladder, then took out her phone and called Spike again.  He still wasn't answering, she had to leave another message.

"Spike, I'm at the crypt right now.  Where are you?  Something obviously happened here between the time I left and this morning... Please let me know you're okay.  I'm heading back home, I hope you're there waiting for me.  Something tells me you're not... but I'll keep my fingers crossed."



  



Spike wasn't at her house waiting for her like Buffy had hoped, which really didn't surprise her, but she was disappointed all the same.  But she couldn't just sit by the phone chewing her fingernails down to nubs and worrying all day, she'd go crazy... or crazier.  Buffy didn't want to go to the Magic Box.  She was afraid she really would hit Xander if he smiled (or looked in any way pleased) when he found out Spike was missing.  Buffy sorted some laundry, cleaned the kitchen, and then started on her bedroom.  

Joyce was busy on the phone all morning, talking to friends, and her boss at the gallery, planning for when she'd be going back to work.  But she noticed Buffy behaving unusually -- namely, cleaning.  She thought there was something more to the story than Buffy had told her, but she wouldn't press her daughter for details.  If Buffy needed to talk, she'd come to her -- pushing Buffy generally just made Buffy push back.

Buffy went to meet Willow and Tara at the Espresso Pump at noon, she vowed to try to not be too depressing and bring them down.  

The three friends had some coffee and talked about the previous night.  Buffy thanked Tara again for giving her the sweats to wear home, and gave the washed, clean clothes back to the compassionate witch.  Buffy went on to tell Willow what happened after her and Spike left the shop.  Buffy wasn't happy about rehashing the upsetting part of the night, but her friends couldn't give good advice if they didn't know the details.

Then Buffy told them about how she'd gone to see Spike and found the upper crypt trashed.  "I'm really worried that something happened to him... I left Spike another message, I don't know what else to do."

"Do you know some other places he likes to go?" Tara wondered.  "Maybe we could check his usual hangouts and find him."

Buffy thought about it.  "There's Willy's, the garage where he's working on his car... the, um... I'm drawing a blank," Buffy started, shaking her head as she tried to think.  "There aren't a lot of places Spike likes to go... Oh, the Bronze -- but that doesn't open until this evening; he wouldn't be there."

"You want us to do a locator spell?" Willow asked enthusiastically, always ready to work some magick.  "We could find out exactly where he is so you won't have to search for him blindly."

Buffy smiled, liking that idea, but her smile faded quickly.  "I should wait to ask you to do something like that.  If Spike's not answering his phone, he doesn't want to be found.  I've already upset him enough... I'm afraid I'll do more damage if I track him down and he's not ready to talk to me."

"But you said the crypt showed signs of a fight... you don't want to make sure he's okay?" Willow persisted.

"Yeah... I am worried.  But he's probably okay and will just get angry that I wouldn't leave him alone."

"It's up to you, Buffy.  I'll do the spell if you want me to."

Buffy bit her bottom lip.  After a few seconds she said, "Okay... do the spell.  If he's mad, I'll deal with it.  I need to know if he's alright."

"Great."  Willow grinned.  "We can do the spell when we go back to the dorm.  Do you have something that belongs to Spike?  It helps to have a personal object to focus on."

"Um..." Buffy patted down her pockets as she considered the question.  She could go back to the crypt and get something of Spike's, but that would take too long and she wanted answers fast.  "Would something he gave me as a gift be okay?  I've got the necklace on that he gave me.  And the poem."  Buffy had the poem folded up in her wallet, wanting to have it with her to remind her of Spike's love, desire, and devotion.

"Something that's his would be better, but I think it will work with a gift he gave you."  

A few minutes later they were on their way to Willow and Tara's dorm room.
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