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I know this smell all too well. I’m not sure if it’s urine, or semen, I don’t particularly care which, but I think it’s one of the two. Either way it’s the smell of one of those covered with cheap disinfectant. I hate it. I can’t begin to tell you how much I loathe that smell, but I have to put up with it almost every single night.

It’s the scent of the cheap motel. And that’s what my home is right now, and has been, for every night over the last four months. Not just this motel, any old place really. I don’t often stay longer than a few nights. There have been lucky breaks, or sad unlucky ones, where I go home dejected and alone. I find comfort in my father until I’m determined to leave again, set out, finish my quest.

I will not rest until I find her.

I have different dreams in these cheap motels to the sanctity of my room at home. Here I dream of finding her, but it’s never good. I find her tombstone, her ashes, her gaunt soulless body. I never find her, just the sliver of what she has left behind. 

I guess that’s because, when I’m in these motels, when I’m on the road, that’s all I really find anyway. Some small trail that she’s left and that I try to follow. 

So that’s why I’m on the outskirts of Pensacola, in some low down dirty motel, trying to see if I can find the bar I’m sure she worked at. 

It’s been a hard, useless and completely unsatisfying day. I flop on my bed after a dinner of salad. Limp salad at that. Being on the road makes it hard to eat right but I can’t stomach grease. My insides twist at the thought of food normally, so I try and find the least fatty thing I can. My father say’s I’m wasting away, he worries that I’m gaunt and unhealthy. I think that I could eat anything and everything and I would still be whittled away while I try to find her. Until I find her, I can’t be whole, so why should I look it?

I collapse backwards on the bed, feeling the springs let go. I have a sleeping bag in my car, for those days when I can’t find anything but the seediest motel. The trail she has left me doesn’t go through places with class. So usually it’s the dive that I stay in. It’s all my hip pocket can afford anyway. Today isn’t so bad, I suspect the sheets are actually clean. The carpet’s been vacuumed and that’s a pretty good sign they change the linen. I hate that I know that. I hate that I can read a motel’s actions in the little things they do. 

I close my eyes. Even through that smell, that horrible old motel room smell of bodily fluids I have no intention of identifying, I can still smell the warm autumn breeze of that first day. The day I met her. 

*********************************

I come from Ohio. I expect you to respond to that with a hearty woo hoo. Ok, maybe not, I sure never do. I come from small town Ohio, but close enough to Columbus that my mother commuted to work every day. I should say commutes, she still does. 

I grew up in one of those nice houses you see in films that involve little boys being killed by bees. The white board ones with two stories and trim, the ones where the jasmine curls up sweetly and scents the air with a single breath of wind. 

I grew up there with my father, my mother and my two brothers. Oh, and the dog, Charlie. Could you get any more white bread? I know, I know, it’s a far cry from this dingy motel but that’s where I grew up. We did have our slight differences, to keep us apart from your average nuclear family. For starters, my mother is a doctor and earns big bucks and my father is mostly a house husband. He works part time as a counselor, he’s a social worker, at the local public school. He was there when we got up, he was there when we got home. He does all the cooking and I believe, all the washing. My dad, the house husband. 

Also, my brother Clay is black. So bland and pointed to say it that way. My parents adopted him when he was eight, and he’s been a full and proud member of our family ever since. Sure, it raises eyebrows, the only black kid in an all white family but honestly, people can just suck sometimes. Clay is my favorite brother. You’re thinking, hey, you shouldn’t have a favorite, and maybe I shouldn’t, but my other brother is an ass. That’s ass with a capital A by the way. 

So this house, in this neighbourhood, was all I ever knew. That was until the vacant house next to mine became not vacant. 

I was twelve, and it was one of those sweet autumn days that you just love. The ones where you pile up the leaves you just raked up with your dad and then jump in them. That was the plan anyway. Clay and I were working to put the leaves together and Glen was running around with his football screaming ‘and the crowd goes wild!’. Did I mention he’s an ass? 

The moving van brought us out of our daydreaming and work. It was going to attract the attention of everyone in the street, things like that always did. This is a small neighbourhood, like I said, someone moving in is a big deal.

Shortly after the truck pulled up, a station wagon pulled in to the curb next to the house. My dad, Clay and I put down the rakes and ambled over to the fence, watching as our new neighbours got out of the car.

The man looked… like your average middle aged, middle class guy I guess. The woman who got out of the passenger seat looked out of place, at least for Ohio. She looked sophisticated, and from the way her nose wrinkled up at the house, she looked bored and unimpressed. I wasn’t interested in those two. As I stood, on my tiptoes staring over the fence, it was the third person who caught my eye.

It started with a pair of sneakers, the rainbow striped ones I’d always wanted that my mother would pass up for sensible sneakers. They were followed by a set of jeans, that ran all the way up slender legs to a t-shirt that said: You don’t have to be crazy to wear this t-shirt, but it fits better than the straight jacket. I couldn’t help giggle at that. Topped off by the uncertain look of a the shy new girl on the face of a brunette with a mess of curls at the top of her head. She looked about my age.

I admit, I wasn’t the most popular kid in town. I wasn’t the least popular by a long shot. I think that title had to go to Johnny Verschamp, the boy who ate his own scabs in public. The idea of a brand new friend, one who lived next door to me, maybe one who could be my best friend, that I liked. I’d had a best friend until we’d started seventh grade. Then Madison decided that Samantha Perry was cooler by a country mile.

This girl, now this girl looked like she could out-cool both Madison and Samantha Perry. 

She must have noticed me peering over the fence because she looked up, as the Carlins stood like a row of scarecrows behind the wooden palings. I remember that I chanced a slight smile, a kind of, hello at her. And I got one back.

Yup, that’s how I met her.

Now if only I could find her again. 
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No luck today. I’ve had no luck today, or yesterday, and this week is starting to look like a wash out. I tried half the bars that circle around this desolate area of town, just close enough to the military base to do brisk trade but far enough away to be… away. I know she’s been here, and if she got a job anywhere, it was here. 

Not in any of the bars I’ve checked today though. I’m thinking of getting myself a fake FBI ID badge, so that I don’t look like I’m asking for a job, or as a bounty hunter, or any of the other hundred things I’ve been accused of in the last few months. Only I’ve been doing this too long to give up, and because of that I would never commit a federal crime. At least, not one that would definitely send me down for a few years, like getting a fake FBI ID. 

There are more bars, and I’ll try them tomorrow. Instead I’m sitting in a diner lifting up the top piece of bread on my sandwich very, very gingerly. I asked for a BLT, under the false impression it would be two thirds salad. After all, it’s bacon, lettuce and tomato. Well… this is a B…lt. The L and the T are in very small proportions the the half a pig that’s sitting on my plate right now. And for some reason it’s smothered in mayonnaise. Is this some Florida thing I don’t know about? 

I can’t find her here, and it’s bugging me. More than it should, because I know I’ll find her eventually. I know she came here, she left a forwarding address at her last work in Georgia. Took me only a day to find that one, and to sweet talk her friend into giving it to me. 

Sometimes, when I get this frustrated over not finding her, I think she’s deliberately avoiding me, leaving the smallest trail of bread crumbs. That’s insane, she probably has no idea I’m after her, or that I’m like a sniffer dog on her tail. 

Then I think it’s more like the universe, punishing me. You were stupid enough to lose it, God says, why should you find it again? 

I was stupid enough to lose it, which is why, if I find her, I’ll never be that stupid again. And she was mine, once, you know. All mine. The heart aching, back breaking, never let you go kind of mine. 

Sometimes clichés are so untrue: If you love something, set it free, if it’s yours, it will come back to you. Or it will run, run, run. If you love something, why would you set it free? That makes no sense. You should hold onto it with your whole heart and your whole body, and keep it safe. Then again, the one that goes: You don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone. That one is so true.

So yeah, she was mine once, and I’m reminiscing on that while I take half the layers of bacon off my sandwich. But I’m probably getting ahead of myself. All I’d really gotten up to was that first, tentative smile over the fence. And there’s so much more to this story.

*******************

Of course she had to go inside first, to see the new house. I’ve never moved house, only to College and back again. My friends have moved though, and they’ve told me what it’s like. That enviable joy of an empty house, so many spaces to explore, and that wonderful feeling of needing to choose your room, the space that will be yours. Being the youngest child, my room was chosen for me long before I was born. Being the first girl, it was decorated in pink.

As I watched the newcomer go inside, after my father had said some quick words of welcome to her father, I suspected that her room wouldn’t be pink. It would be some kind of cool colour. Since I was nearly 13, the cool colours of the time were cherry red, or apple green, but not pink. And not with lace doily valances on the bed and the curtains. Or a collection of dolls and soft toys that you know you really should put away because you’re too old to have them around, but never quite get around to doing so because they’re a comfort.

One glance at the new girl told me that her room would not be like that. It would be cooler than cool. She was clearly cooler than the nearest cool person in a one hundred mile radius. I suspected she’d out-cool the entire population of Cincinatti. Ok, so Ohio isn’t known for cool but still. 

We went back to raking up leaves, but I had lost my enthusiasm for jumping in them. Instead I was busy sending glances over the side fence, hoping that she’d come out. Eventually we’d finished the front yard and my dad moved us to the back, which saddened me. 

It shouldn’t have, because that day was smiling on me I swear it. Ten minutes later there was that unmistakable squeak of the back door swinging. There she was in her backyard, which is only a fence away from my backyard. I couldn’t stop looking at her, she was so interesting. Obviously she was wearing the same clothes but now she had a CD player with her. A portable one! Ok, this sounds like a stupid thing to say in the age of Ipods but back then I was gunning for a simple walkman and that was a big ask, a portable CD player was pretty swish. 

I put down my rake and ambled over to the fence. Can I just point out at this juncture, that it was probably the first step in a series of very un-Spencer like behaviour for me. I’m shy, normally. Not shy, shy like I won’t talk to anyone, but I don’t normally make the first moves, especially to the coolest new girl ever. But she had just moved in next door, and I did want to meet her, so I ambled over to the fence. I caught her eye and she pulled the headphones off her ears,

“Hi,” I’d said, shyly.

“Hey,” she replied.

“Moving in?” Gee I was proving my smarts just there wasn’t I. 

“Yeah,” she looked up at the house with an unreadable expression. 

“My name’s Spencer,” I stuck my hand awkwardly over the fence to shake hers. It forced her to either look rude or come the three metres over to the fence to shake it back. She also looked like she was weighing up her options. In the end, politeness must have won out.

“Ashley, Ashley Davies.” Her hand was soft in mine. “You lived here long?”

“My whole life,” I toned. “It’s a nice neighbourhood.”

“Yeah,” she looked around again, unconvinced. 

“You starting school?” I was praying, desperately praying in my head that it would be my school and not the prissy little Catholic one in the next town over. 

“Uh, John Kennedy Junior High, on Monday.” 

“Cool!” I grinned, “That’s where I go.”

I was rewarded with a smile back. “Neat, what year?”

“Starting year eight,” I said. “Senior year, finally!”

“Oh yeah, me too.” She smiled brightly. “Think you could show me around?”

“I’d love to,” I said, sounding way to eager to be cool. “How are you getting there?”

I walked to school, everyone in this town did. Even in the nineties, in the age of stranger danger, it was still way too safe in this little town not to. Besides, it was four blocks away, there would be no point in driving.

“I guess someone will drive me,” she said, shrugging.

“Oh, well, if you want to walk with us, you’re welcome to. Well, with me, my brothers go to the high school further up the road.”

“Thanks,” she looked relieved. 

Someone called from in the depths of her house, I didn’t catch if it was her name but she must have,

“I’d better go in,” she said. “It was nice to meet you Spencer. Maybe I’ll see you before Monday?”
“Yeah, well, I only live next door,” I joked. It was a lame joke, but it earned me a smile before she went inside. 

I guess the story goes from there. I could go through every second, but it’s boring. She did come over the next day, she even saw my room and didn’t say anything about the pink. Besides, I’d put most of the soft toys away before she came over. 

She was cool, you have no idea. She listened to cool music, and watched cool films. Turns out she was from LA. She’d moved here because her new step father had gotten a job in Columbus. So, according to Ashley, she and her mother had been dragged half way across the country to join him. Not that she said but I could tell she was less than impressed.

It was the next day that I realized how cool she was. Not just cool in the sense of popular and in the know, but in the sense of just a really, truly amazingly cool person.

School. How I hated it. Well, that’s not true, I didn’t hate it that much. I was enough of a nerd to enjoy most of my classes, but I hated the social structure. Back in grade school, it was all about having fun, playing with your friends. Junior High changed that. It was something in Madison I suppose, that she wanted more, more than just little old me. 

By the time year seven had rolled around, she’d got her eye firmly on the prize. The prize being: A boyfriend, make-up, a place in the cool kids group and most importantly, a cheerleaders uniform. We didn’t have cheerleaders in Junior High, but you could join the reserve team as soon as you hit the High school which was just across the road. But you had to know the right people, and be the right kind of person.

I had never been interested in jumping around like a lunatic, spelling things out and generally causing pep to occur. Neither had Madison, until one day. And then she’d drifted. She’d been my best friend as long as I could remember, living just up the street. We’d done everything together. Gotten our swimming lessons, our first horse riding trek. We’d done our barbies hair together (need I say, mine turned out a disaster). We’d gotten our periods in the same week, we’d done EVERYTHING together. Then one day, she came to school in this crazy short skirt and top. Ok, I let it go because she was my best friend. Then the next day, she didn’t sit with me at lunch. She sat with Samantha Perry. I watched with that sense of horror you get when you can see an accident coming and you can’t react in time to stop it. Only, no train wreck. She was accepted! They accepted her! The very next day, I tried to sit with them. I knew the train wreck had to happen some time. 

Madison had a little chat with me not long after. Something about growing up and growing apart. I thought it sounded like bull but she was off in her cool group and I was kind of now in the nerd group. But not really you know, I was pretty much a loner. 

I can’t say how thrilled I was when Ashley turned up at my door on Monday morning, ready to walk to school. She was easy to talk to and she made me laugh. Glen ran off like some kind of goof ball brain, like he always did, catching up with his friends. He’s going to be a jock, my brother. He’s already trying out for the football team and he’s only a freshman. My other brother Clay was reading while walking to school. No I’m not kidding, he was actually reading while walking. It was kind of fun to watch you know, because he knew the way so well he’d step over cracks in the sidewalk and stop for cars without ever lifting his head.

Anyway, Ashley and I walked to school and I felt like I was floating on air. I had a friend. Ok, so I wasn’t so sure she’d sit with me at lunch, but there was a damn good chance right. 

I showed her to the front office and waited with her. The principal at our school is a really nice guy, and he talked to her for awhile before assigning her to my homeroom. I could have run around like Glen yelling ‘SCORE’ I swear. I also got the job of showing her around the school, which was pretty sensible given that we’d already met. Still, it made my day. 

And yes, she sat with me at lunch, which was how I came to know for the first time, what a really cool person she was. 

I sat on a bench under this tree, because the shade was nice in summer and it was away from the crowded tables in the quad. You could see them, observe people, but you didn’t have to be part of it. I almost used to feel relegated there, eating alone most days. Some days Naomi or Tash would find their way out of the library and eat with me, but not often. So today I was glad the bench was big enough for two. We were half way through our sandwiches when the shadow pulled us out of our separate reveries and back into the school yard reality.

It was Samantha, with Madison and a few other cronies who’s names I’ve forgotten over the years standing just behind her. I gave Madison a look and she just looked away. 

“Hi,” she said brightly to Ashley.

I knew she would. Ashley’s clothing screamed cool. Her bag was one of those name brand ones you know, with the million pockets. She was wearing converse sneakers and jeans that screamed Levi. Topped off by the faux leather jacket, it was all very cool, and there was no WAY that Samantha Perry was going to overlook that. 

“Hi,” Ashley said, vaguely amused. 

“I’m Samantha,”

Ashley nodded, giving me a quick sideways look of ‘What the hell?’, before saying “Ashley.”

“Where are you from,” 

What was this, the third degree? I wanted to jump in, to protect her and tell Sam to fuck the hell off and leave us alone. But I didn’t have the guts, and besides, I’d never swear out loud. Not then anyway, not when I was still the good girl. 

“L.A.” Ashley said coolly. 

“Oh my god that’s so cool!” Sam cooed. “You must have had so much fun! I’ve always wanted to go to L.A.!” 

Great, she was ingratiating herself with my friend. How long before she got the point across that she was cool and I was a loser and Ashley had better align herself fast before accidents happened. 

“It’s ok,” Ashley said non-committally, taking another bite of her sandwich. 

“Do you listen to Nirvana?” Sam said chirpily, as though the conversation were actually being held up by both ends. “They’re so cool,”

“Yeah,” Ashley nodded. “They’re pretty cool. Dave Grohl is really nice.”

That comment sank in the waves for a bit before Sam erupted out of the silence, “Oh my GOD! You’ve met Dave Grohl?”

“Uh huh,” Ashley said, biting her sandwich again. I don’t know if it was purposeful or unwitting but she’d just promoted herself to queen of the school. There was officially no one cooler than her. Not that I listened to Nirvana, I was kinda still stuck on Madonna and, I cringe at the memory, Boyz II Men, but still, she was cool. 

“You have to come tell us all about it,” Sam squeaked. “We’re sitting over there,” she pointed to the ‘cool kids table’.

“Uh, I’m sitting here,” Ashley said comfortably.

Sam looked at me, and then Ashley. “You don’t have to you know, you can come eat with us.” Her meaning was unmistakable – ‘Hey Ash, um, loser alert at two feet radius, you might wanna ditch the tard before your rep takes a beating.’

Ashley didn’t bite. 

“Maybe another day,” she shrugged. 

It was such an obvious brush off that Samantha Perry was forced to take her minions and leave with a bright smile. She didn’t say anything back for fear of losing all future prospect of being Ashley Davies friend. My heart was swelling with pride at my new friends nonchalance.
“I hate people like that,” Ashley said, once they’d gone. 

“The cool kids?” I asked, finishing off my sandwich. 

“They’re not cool, they’re fake.”

“Yeah,” I agreed with a sigh, “but around here, they’re the cool kids.”

Ashley shrugged. 

“Do you want half my brownie?” I offered.

“Serious?”

“Yeah, off course.”

And with that, I knew for the first time ever that Ashley was a truly cool person. She saw through plastic and fake with one glance of her powerful x-ray vision and she ate half my brownie. She became my hero, my wonder woman, and I worshipped her from that day on. 

Obviously there’s more to this story because we were thirteen and as I think about it, I’m just finishing off a lousy sandwich in a lousy diner and it’s starting to rain. I will find her you know, seven years later, I will find her. 

But not today. 
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I found her today, you’ll be glad to hear. Well, no, not here. Trust me, if I’d actually found HER I’d be speechless with joy. No, I found where she was six months ago. I am just six months behind her now. But I found her trail. 

It was pretty much a dive of a bar. I figured it would be. My feet stuck to the floor when I walked in and you could smell the beer in the upholstery. I suppose I should have been glad that there was any upholstery and that I wasn’t walking across peanut shells. Someone had tried to sweep up the mess in the last few hours. I’m surprised they weren’t still there, stuck to the floor. 

There was a blonde at the bar. Not a blonde like me but you know, a blonde. The busty ones that can’t possibly be real. I’m talking about the bust and the blonde of course, both every fake. She was shining glasses though I don’t know why.

I did my usual fake P.I. move of flashing a photo of Ashley at her. It’s the last one I had of her, and it’s still two years old. She was at least smiling, almost a rarity in those days. I’ve cropped myself out of it and enlarged her, using photoshop, so it’s just her. I’d like to say I carry it around just to flash at plasticine bar maids but you know different. 

There was a squint in her surgically altered face before the bar maid nodded. She knew her. Ashley had worked there for a month around six months ago. Then she’d moved on. No she didn’t know where but she did know where my girl had lived. I thanked her and moved on.

Where she lived wasn’t much better than where she worked. Taking one look at her landlord I had to swallow bile. This is all sounding very stereotyped and movie like isn’t it. Oh well, it’s true. She worked in a dive, she lived in a dive, her landlord should be taken for a dive and left to sink.

At least he pointed me in the right direction: West.

The lights on the highway are fading as I drive. My car has kept me going so many times that I thought it would give out. I have come to love it’s faded vinyl inside and it’s fake pine smell. The pine smell is thanks to Glen, who put one of those stupid tree shaped things in just before I left last time. It was him not being an ass, it was his way of saying he cared. He knew I’d be on the road more often than I wasn’t and that I hated bad smells.

I didn’t have the heart to tell him that every trail I’ve followed of late has stank. The angry, only too real stench of failure and loss. My inability to find the woman I adore, and my own stinking guilt, at having driven her away in the first place.

*************************************

I owe you more than this. I owe you more story than this. As you well know, you can’t lose someone before you have them in the first place, and I won’t pretend that I had her straight away. 

I was completely besotted with her from day one of course. From that moment that she told Samantha Perry where to get off. It wouldn’t be the first time, and her directions got pithier by the episode, but how could she not be my heroine.

We never discussed it, but we became friends, best friends. We spent lunches together, and she got me through the hell that was gym by making me giggle the whole time. Within a month I was actually comfortable with her. 

It basically went like this. I’ve never been terribly comfortable with other people. I tend to be fairly quiet until I finally open my mouth just wide enough to stick my great big foot into it. That usually ends that relationship pretty fast. But it didn’t work that way with Ashley. The first stupid thing I said, she just stared at me like I was crazy and then burst into peals of laughter. Then we got over it and I got comfortable. It was beautiful.

I got to know her pretty well, or so I thought. I got to know her well enough to know she’d hated moving away from L.A., and hated her mother for dragging her to Ohio. I personally was eternally grateful to her mother, but I couldn’t say to that. I did hate her mother for the way she made Ashley look miserable. In my mind she did that far too often and it broke my heart, god how it broke my heart.

As her friendship protected me from the outside world, I wanted to protect her from her own but I couldn’t. Instead I opened my house and my family to her. I certainly didn’t mind sharing. I knew, I just knew, that when she was in my house, she was pretending it was hers. She pretended that my mother was her mother and my father was her own. I think she even liked pretending Clay and Glen were her siblings, but that might be stretching things a little bit far. Glen certainly treated her exactly like me. I apologized for that, but I couldn’t make him stop. 

My parents loved her, and I know they didn’t exactly think much of Ashley’s parents. I suppose I should tell you a bit about them, to at least justify my bad mouthing. Christine, Ashley’s mom, was… a bitch. Ok, ok, she wasn’t very nice. I don’t think she ever really spoke to Ashley except to give her some cash to get her out of the house or to criticize something about her. She couldn’t remember my name for the first six months we were friends despite the fact that I lived next door and was around at their house on a half-hourly basis. I think she called me Sarah half the time, and Samantha the other half. 

I remember the first time she called me Samantha because Ashley was drinking a glass of milk and she laughed so fast it came out her nose. I glared at her as she wiped it on her sleeve but she couldn’t help smiling. She said later it was because she couldn’t think of anyone less like Samantha than me, but I was still a little cut. Yeah, yeah, I got over it. 

Ashley’s mother had divorced Ashley’s father, Raife Davies, who was a real, bona fide rock star. That was how she’d met Dave Grohl, and Eddie Vedder, and everyone else cool of the day. Come to think of it, those guys are still cool, but she knew them when they were at their grunge peak. 

Ashley missed her father like nothing else and whenever she spoke about him her voice was distant, hopeful. I wanted to wrap her in my arms and keep her safe whenever she sounded like that. You’ll pretty much figure out that lots of things made me want to wrap my arms around Ashley. 

Her stepfather was almost a non-event in her life. She barely spoke to him, of him or for that matter, near him. I suspected that they had simply agreed to avoid each other early on in the relationship. They were automatically a part of each others lives, but that didn’t mean they had to actually interact. 

I can’t give you a day by day replay of those times. I wish I could because every second of Ashley is a second I wish I could relive. But I can’t. I can just tell you that we made each other happy. We made each other laugh.

There were sleep-overs, actual innocent friendship sleep overs. There were movie nights and milkshakes and all those things that make your early teen-age years great.

Things were… oh fucking hell, how trite, but things were SIMPLER then. And I can’t tell you when they really started to get complicated, at least for me. But they did.

I think that’s a story for another day though. Tonight is getting a bit much and I’m headed to Mobile, headed west. 

The road is long, yada yada. Maybe tomorrow I’ll find her. Maybe. 
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I hate this feeling. This gut wrenching feeling of failure and fear. I have tracked her this far and every so often the world throws up a stumbling block so that I don’t get too confident. I mean, it wouldn’t want to throw me a bone now and then to make up for it, would it? No, that would be too easy.

Driving all night, that’s what I was doing. Tempted to add to that ‘over closed lines, but officer I saw the sign’, only quoting Tori is kind of cliché, even if I am a fan. The fact of the matter is I did drive all night and now I’m here on the outskirts of Mobile. I don’t like Alabama, I’ve just decided this. I’ve never actually been in Alabama before, wait, no that’s a lie. I crossed in and out briefly on another chase, another day. But this is the first time I’ve stopped in Alabama. If only I’d known at the time that I was going to be here I could have saved myself two months of headache and just driven straight to Mobile. Of course, then I’d be in the same position I am now and I’d be just as upset, just as angry and I’d hate Alabama just as much. 

Is it unnatural to hate Alabama this much?

I’m sitting in my car biting the index finger of my right hand. I’m biting that bit that’s just above the knuckle. There are teeth marks in the skin because I’ve been clamping down for five minutes now.

I can’t decide what to do. Should I get out of the car and try again or should I just move on and find my crappy, crappy motel for the night. That’s stupid, I should try again. I don’t even know if she stayed here. She might just have decided she hated Alabama as much as I do and moved right on. Sometimes Ashley and I could have a meeting of the minds in the strangest things. 

So this is what happened, because you’re wondering right. I got here, Mobile. The address I’d managed to get out of the barmaid turns out to be a post office. If I’d checked closer to the piece of paper she’d handed me I would have noticed the clues but, no, I paid not enough attention. I’d just let my eyes latch on to the city name and then I’d dashed. If I’d let my eyes drag up just a bit, but no… my lips could taste the sweet tang of some success and I overestimated it.

I hate it when that happens.

Fucking post-offices. This has happened before. The last time it happened, I went home for a few weeks because I had no idea how to continue. Privacy laws prevent them from giving me any bloody information. It’s not like she’s in the witness protection program, I have her name and photo, but they still won’t tell me shit. I shouldn’t complain because really that’s how it should be, still, it never helps me.

I tried briefly with the old man behind the counter but got my expected answer. The gut wrenching feeling, that fear and clench, I got that before I even walked in the door. Just when I knew it was a post office and not an address. I hate this because I’m no detective and I have no idea what to do for my next step. 

Still, sitting here in my beat up old bomb of a car is not going to get me anywhere so I get back out. I’ve been sitting for too long anyway. Stretching, trying to limber up, I decide to wander back in. 

There’s a girl behind the counter now, she looks about my age but who knows. The old man is no where to be seen and that works in my favour. 

I finger some post cards on the counter. Who’d want to send a postcard from Mobile? 

Dear Mom,
Look I made it to Alabama. They haven’t eaten me yet. Please send money so that I can make it further in to the actual city, am stuck in the middle of nowhere. Here’s a postcard of a large industrial plant. I thought you’d like it more than the one of the highway overpass,

Love, your daughter/son/person who buys postcards from Alabama

Ok, that’s harsh right. Sorry. Did I mention I hate Alabama? Only because it’s a fucking POST OFFICE.

I get so angry sometimes but I push it down inside me. One day it will give me an ulcer. Deep in the night I’ll awake and it will have gnawed its way through my stomach lining. On that night I will awaken to the pain that’s always lingering inside me, just under my skin, and I will bleed to death on the crusted, faded cheap sheets of a faded cheap motel. I think it will be fitting. 

Who am I kidding, this search, this pain inside me, is no ulcer. This is me and my unending guilt. I don’t think the outcome will be any different.

The girl is eyeing me, with some curiosity and some suspicion. I want to reach out and reassure her, pat her on the arm and say, “it’s ok, I won’t steal the postcards of the road-kill, no really.” 

Instead I flash her a weak smile. 

And I get one back. Maybe I should take a chance on this, I encounter so few smiles these days. 

“Hey,” I say.

“Howdy” she replies. Howdy? Seriously? I thought Texas was at least two states away but…”Can I help you?” Ok, at least she’s being helpful.

“Probably not,” I smile again, almost as though we’re sharing a private joke. “I’m looking for someone and they left this as their forwarding address. I guess I just want to know if you’ve seen her… or if she’s kept forwarding.”
“Oh,” the girl behind the counter looks crestfallen. She hooks a loose tendril of dirty blonde hair behind her ear. She’s not bad looking actually, but she’s also not what I’m looking for. “I… I’m sorry, I can’t really…”

Something must show, on my face, because her sentence falters. I hurt from this. This sudden end to a chase I will not give up on. It will only cause tantrums and me trying everything to get a lead. 

I take out her photo and stare at it. My heart jumps, lurching, just like always. I wonder if, when I actually find her, she’ll still look anything like this. Will she be forty, fat and with five kids? Will she be eighty, beating my hugs and affection off with a walking stick as the dementia prevents any hope of recognition? Will she make my heart lurch or will I just faint? 

The girl eyes the photo sideways. “I… I think she used to come in here,” she says softly, and I still. It’s not lurching now, it’s pounding. For real? You’re throwing me a bone here for real?

The girl sidles over a bit and looks at me. 

“Thanks,” I whisper. 

“You… she owe you money?”

I look up sharply. “No,” I say, flatly and definitely. 

“Oh,” more surprise. “Why… why ya lookin’ for her?”

I open my mouth and then close it. I open it again: “Because I lost her. And she was the most important thing in my life and I was stupid enough to let it slip through my fingers. Because if I find her I’m going to make sure I never let her go again. Because I will never love anyone like I love her.”

The most passionate words ever spoken in a post office, and they came out of my mouth. I can’t believe it, she can’t believe it. Together we are non-believers in my honesty but we have seen the miracle, the bleeding statue together, and there is no denying. 

“What’s her name?” Curiosity and maybe more.

“Ashley,” I whisper, my chest hurting again. “Ashley Davies.”

There is tapping on the computer and I don’t move in case I break the magic spell that has wrapped itself around this little outpost of Mobile, Alabama. 

“I’d try Shreveport if I were you,” the girl says as scrambling noises come from the back room. “Somewhere around the west side.” She names a street I have never heard of and then the man appears again. He stares at me and then at the girl. “I’m sorry miss, I can’t help you, it’s just against the law.” Her voice is strained and angry. I look at her, straight into her eyes. Godammit she should be in Hollywood. 

“Well, thanks for nothing.” I say. On my way out I turn my head briefly while the man is stacking a shelf. I flash her a grin and a small wave. She nods. It’s enough.

So I’m back in the car. I need to find a motel. I don’t want to; I have to drive to Louisiana. Well, on the upside I’ll be getting out of Alabama. And yet, suddenly I don’t hate Alabama quite so much. Hell, I’m tempted to send Clay a postcard, any postcard. 

I need sleep, and I know it. Heading towards a motel I breathe in the air from the vents and for a second, I swear to god there’s a small whiff of the scent, the unmistakable scent, of my Ashley.

*************************

Things change, and you never know how. For two years Ashley Davies was the best friend I ever had, and I like to think I returned the favour pretty well. 

Things change, and I can’t tell you when things changed between us. We met when we were thirteen, and there’s just a big difference between a thirteen year old and a fifteen year old. In those two years we grew up together. Oh I know, at fifteen you’re not grown up but you go from the cusp of childhood to the person just in arms reach of adult hood. 

I never thought about it much, not for me. I made the transition fairly smoothly I think. I watched my compatriots go from people obsessed with Barbies to people obsessed with clothes and boys! I kind of got the clothes thing, but everything else. I guess I lost my obsession with Barbies, and kind of developed some taste in music thanks to Ashley, but I never really got the whole boys thing. 

You think I would have paid more attention to that.

I was happy though. I had Ashley, every single day. We were at school together and shared most of our classes. We saw each other after school and we did our homework together. I saw her on weekends and sometimes evenings. I think you already knew we were inseparable.

I don’t know when things changed for Ashley, but I know when they did for me. I don’t know that they ever did for Ashley because she never talked about it. The few times I ventured to ask her she just said she always loved me. She never really made a different choice about how.

I did though, I guess.

His name was Aiden, and he was the boy. When I say that, I mean he was the boy that everyone liked, was supposed to like or at the very least want. 

I went to grade school with him, and I still remember when he got a purple crayon stuck up his nose in the second grade. That always put a bit of a crimp in any lust I was likely to have for him. But by tenth grade, well, we were at high school and he was hot property. Tall, muscled, hunky and on the varsity basketball team. Madison and her cheerleader buddies were so hot for him I swear sometimes they forgot to wear underwear. Ok, I don’t know if that’s true, and I don’t want, to but I suspect it. Yes, Madison got her wish, she became a cheerleader, along with Samantha. They wandered around in those little uniforms like they were goddesses. Ashley used to say they were only three steps away from the brothel but she was just mouthing off. 

She never really gave much indication that she liked him. Ashley liking Aiden that is. I figured if she’d really had a crush on anyone I would have been the first person to know about it. I knew everything else about her, and she knew everything about me. If I’d developed a crush on anyone she definitely would have been the first person I’d run to. If only because it would have scared the living hell out of me and at least she’d know what to do about it. Still the guru of cool, my best friend. 

Anyway, as I was saying, she never showed it, I never suspected it. And if you’d told me that Aiden was aware of either of our presences, I would have been shocked out of my little white socks. I thought we were fairly well invisible, well, I thought I was. Even with Ashley by my side I could barely be seen. Ashley could never be invisible, and her beauty shone like a radiant star. 

So when Aiden asked me to go to Josh Harrigan’s party, I nearly vomited on him. Thank god I didn’t. I managed to choke out a “huh?” though. 

He repeated his query and this time I managed not to look quite so much like one of those clowns you find at county fairs, the ones where you put the ball thingy in their mouths, oh hell, you know what I’m talking about. 

I can’t believe I said yes. Actually, I have no idea why I said yes. I wasn’t interested in Aiden, I just couldn’t think of anything else to say.

All Ashley did was raise one quizzical eyebrow when I told her. I fluttered around her, panicking for days and days. She was a beacon of calm, an oasis of sense, and she didn’t help one iota. I made her come with me of course, it was a party by a senior so no one was going to notice if you were invited or not. Maybe she thought I was excited about my date with Aiden but all I really was, was petrified. I didn’t do social events, and definitely not without her. 

I remember getting to the front steps. We didn’t come with Aiden, I think I arranged to meet him there so Dad wouldn’t interrogate him or ask what sort of party it was. My parents were fairly lax, I think Mom was just glad I was getting a social life, so they let me have a reasonably late curfew. I was staying at Ash’s anyway, because her parents wouldn’t be home so we could sneak in without waking anyone up. 

On the front steps she grabbed my arm, stopping me. I turned to look at her and she looked back.

“Do you like him?” she asked.

“Aiden?”

“Yeah,” she nodded, “Do you like him.”

“He’s ok I guess,” I replied, frowning. “Why?”

“Just wondering if you’re into him or what…”

“Probably not like that,” I confessed. “He’s nice and all, but a jock.”

I couldn’t imagine actually touching him, kissing him, or any of that, so I’d guessed that I wasn’t interested. I hadn’t given any of this stuff much thought really. 

“Oh,” was all she said. 

Shrugging and a little bemused by her line of questioning we went inside.

There was alcohol, beer from a keg. There were drunken people in the swimming pool. Three people were getting stoned on the balcony. It was a high school parentless party.

Aiden met us at the door, half tanked already and shouting.

When he wrapped an arm around me and pressed his lips into mine I shuddered. He smelt and tasted like stale beer and sweat. I wish I could say my first kiss was better than this but there you go, the honest truth. 

I pushed him off. 

I don’t really remember how I made it clear I wasn’t interested like that but he got the message after not too long. 

Ashley made a beeline for the kitchen, and somehow found a bottle of rum. That surprised me. I hadn’t given much thought to Ashley’s private habits because they always happened around me, but alcohol hadn’t really featured much. She held her liquor though, and now I realize she must have been drinking for years. At the time I was just surprised. It was a night for that. 

I hung off her for an hour, what a shock. I didn’t know anyone else and I didn’t care to, she was all I needed. The noise and music was too loud to speak but we just hung. In all honesty I would have been happy to leave but she made no moves towards the door. I never noticed how much she’d taken out of that bottle, I’d notice that later.

Eventually the little drink I had consumed made its way through my system and I excused myself for a bathroom. Took me awhile to find one that didn’t have a puking teenager or someone passed out in it. I snuck upstairs and used the ensuite to the parents bedroom. I spent some time, the solace of the quiet and the lack of people. I guess I never was a people person en masse. 

I decided, I remember distinctly, that we should leave. I made my way back downstairs so that I could grab Ashley. This I remember in slow motion, like a horror film. I expect there to be screaming, someone pointing out that only stupid people wander around alone when serial killers are clearly in the house. Why weren’t people yelling, why didn’t the universe reach out and slap me in the face? Because some things you have to find out for yourself.

Ashley wasn’t where I left her, and that confused me. I looked, and eventually I found her. On the couch, with Aiden. It was hard to tell it was her at first, because he was on top of her. His tongue was in her mouth and his hand was up her top. 

I think what hurt the most was that she didn’t seem to mind.

No, I lie. What hurt the most was that it was happening at all. 

*************************

It’s funny how there actually isn’t a difference between one gut clenching pain and another. Because the pain I felt this morning when I was so afraid I’d lost her again is the exact same pain I felt that day. But it’s gone for the moment, and all that is left is that familiar ache that sits there, day after day. 

Who knows, one day it might be my friend. 
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***************************

I have never been to Louisiana before. I wish I was going to the prettier parts. Sometimes when I drive, I take the time to imagine little scenarios in my head. Day dream if you will, except most of my driving is done at night. 

I think of Ashley being next to me, holding my hand. Sometimes we’re driving down the California coast, sunglasses on, wind in our hair. How my beat up old bomb becomes a convertible I don’t know, but it does. Or now, we could be heading down to New Orleans, to see the sights. Or as they were before hurricane Katrina. 

I can imagine strolling through the streets with her hand in mine. Always her hand is in mine. Wherever I send us, her hand is in mine. Sometimes I see us driving up to see my parents, two small bodies sleeping peacefully in the back seat. One has brown curly hair and one has blonde. And she’s smiling at me from the front seat, hand in mine.

Then I have to stop thinking these things because the ache intensifies again. 

The lights are shining on the road in front of me, and I think I’m about to hit a truck stop. Fine by me because I need a stretch of my legs and a drink.

There are some guys hanging around the restrooms as I step into the diner. A lady is perched behind the counter reading a magazine. I swear to god she has blue hair, a uniform and those glasses that have wings. I think I know her name is Doris before I even get to the counter.

“How can I help you sweet-pea?” Oh heaven preserve us, I’m driving through a cliché. 

“Diet Coke and a mars please,” the only reason I stay thin is because this is quite often my meal for a day. Did I mention that my dad’s getting worried about my eating. Everytime I go home he tries to fatten me up. 

“Sure thing honey, you sure you don’t want something else,” She’s eyeing me off and I know she wants to fatten me up. What is this, some kind of Hansel and Gretal acid trip?

“I’m good thanks.” I put the change down on the counter and smile. I make with my chocolate and coke, back to the car before I can be leered at by the truck drivers hanging around the lavatories. 

I munch on the bar while I drive towards Shreveport and the rising of today’s sun. I doubt that Ashley is in Shreveport, because I’ve heard nothing good about the place. In fact, people just pull faces when you mention it. Sounds like a dive and she never stays in a dive for very long. I guess she just has that quintessential good taste. 

This is it… this is my story for today. I’m driving, like I do all the time, and I know it’s boring. I find it boring. I used to love long trips in the car, off to see the grandparents. We’d put on these stupid mix-tapes and just sing along. 

Of course Glen and I would get into fights in the back seat. I always had to sit in the middle, being the youngest and smallest. Still, it was so much fun. For ages, I used to love driving long trips, even by myself. Now, after so many months on the road, all I can think of is never having to get in a car again. So long as I find Ashley first.

*************************

I don’t know why seeing Aiden and Ashley made me feel the way it did. I certainly couldn’t account for it at the time. It was like my head was on fire, I could feel the heat ripping through my scalp. Burning, I ran, the only place I could think of: back to the bathroom. The white heat pouring through the top of my head was completely unexpected. It was washing my vision out and short circuiting my brain. I splashed water all over my face, half expecting steam to come hissing off me but all that happened was me staring at myself in the mirror. 

I sank to my ass in the corner, leaning on the cold bathroom tile and shaking. What was going on with this? What was going on with me? I couldn’t get this straight in my head… I couldn’t understand what was going on. Pinching the bridge of my nose I tried to get my thoughts in some kind of rational order for just a second. 

I didn’t like Aiden. I hated seeing Ashley with Aiden. You think it wouldn’t have taken me that long to figure out the next step but it was something that didn’t really dawn on me. 

I sat in the corner for I don’t know how long, miserable and burning. The heat slowly dissipated but the misery didn’t. This wasn’t a fun party. It did occur to me, after about forty five minutes, that if I wasn’t having fun, I should probably just leave. My ass was numb, and my head hurt from being pressed against the wall. It also hurt from just… aching. My foot was asleep. I stood up and shook it, waiting for the pins and needles, then I hobbled from the room. By the time I was in the hall I was walking normally, which was a good thing, and the heat had mostly gone from my head. 

And then a door from the hall opened and Ashley slipped out, adjusting her shirt. She caught my eye, and I swear to got a tinge of blush hit her cheeks. I know that the heat immediately burst back into my head and I could have fainted from it. She… she’d just… I was speechless. 

I watched as she clicked the door closed behind her and looked at me. We just stared, so damn deeply into each others eyes. I don’t know what I saw there, I can’t even describe what it was, but god it scared me. 

She took my hand. I don’t remember her getting close enough to take it but she did. 

“Can we go home?” she sounded so much like a scared young child, I couldn’t help but keen inside for her. I probably shouldn’t have. I was totally out of my head with teenage angst, pain and confusion and I was letting her walk me straight into the fire. And yes, I did. I let her take my hand and I walked her home. She didn’t let go the whole way.

In fact, she didn’t let go while she was digging in her pocket for her house key, or entering the house and dragging me up to her room. I was frozen in any ability to share my preference for what I wanted. I was so torn between wanting to flee her, to beat into her with my fists and cry all over her or… to drag her into my arms and beg her never, ever to do it again. 

You must think I’m a bit slow because I still didn’t get it. No, some things you have to slap me in the face with. We’re not quite there yet. 

I chose to do nothing, to stand there in the dark gaze of her room holding her hand. I don’t know what she felt then, we’ve never discussed it and I never pretended to know. I’m not savvy, I don’t read minds. When she just stood there, staring at me and holding my hand, stroking the back of it gently with her thumb. 

In my head, she was a ten second clip of a movie on endless repeat, coming out of a darkened room straightening her shirt. The heat in my head was excruciating, but almost nothing compared to the heat in my hand, the gentle path on my skin her thumb was tracing.

And then she said it,

“I’m sorry,”

And I forgave her instantly. I won’t pretend that my head felt better straight away, but in my heart, she was forgiven. She knew, I think straight away, that she hurt me. It said so much for her, for her amazing tenderness and her care, that she meant it. She’d hurt me, she’d seen it, but for what reason. What right did I have to be upset, to be angry? None, but I was. 

She hauled me into her arms and I didn’t object, didn’t resist. I stood in her arms, motionless, for just an instant, before I wrapped my own around her and held on for dear life. I wanted to scream at her, tell her she didn’t need anyone but me, I’d be everything for her, but I stayed quiet and just held her while she held me. 

We hugged, I mean, we’d hugged before, but not like this. This was so close, so tight and so needy. We needed each other, oh how we needed. I do not know how we got to bed, or how we ended up in bed. I do know that we forwent pyjamas for the first time ever. 

Lying under the covers in underwear and a tank top I held on to her again. This time there was more to it, she was tucked under my chin and had buried her head in my neck. I could feel her breath on my collar bone as she lay there. I was still out of my own head. I never thought of these things happening to us, to me, I didn’t know how to deal. I couldn’t think, could barely breath and I had no idea what was going on but I had to move, had to be. I let my instincts take control that day and they wrapped me around Ashley tighter than a cocoon. My mouth in her hair, my arms around her and my legs tangled in hers. Our smooth skin sliding across each other. 

And I held her like this as her wet, salty tears marked my skin and the sobbing began. I don’t think I said anything, I don’t think I needed to. I just wrapped myself around her and held on for dear life. 

We were still tangled in each other when we awoke that morning. My face on her pillow, inches from hers. The amazing timing of the universe, our clocks in perfect rhythm, we awoke within seconds of each other, blinking in the new morning. I remember her hand coming up to touch my cheek, not to stroke or cup, just to touch.

My skin felt stretched there, my whole head felt strange. Her body was still pressed near mine, like a v shape. Our legs were entwined and our heads were the furthest apart, and that wasn’t very far. 

Some things, I will never forget. Like the first day I met her, like the first time I saw her smile. Like the first time we kissed. And yet, I can’t tell you who initiated it, or how it came to be. How we managed to close that distance and yet… the first touch of those lips on mine, so unexpected and yet so good.

Closed mouth at first, just a brushing of two soft lips on two more. Then her hand tangled in my hair and urged me closer, the kisses getting whisperingly deeper. I remember crushing closer, trying for more contact, knowing there was more there. I parted my lips, and felt her tongue slip out, tasting me, testing. I moaned, the slight tickling contact making my body shudder against her. Tentatively I let my own tongue move, just the tip brushing against hers. She rolled me over, pushing me into the bed with her body and holding herself over me. I wrapped my legs around hers, to hold her close, to make sure she didn’t stop. I never wanted her to stop. 

The kisses went on, one melding into another. I only noticed I was moving when she groaned, her hand finding the sharp edge of my hip and squeezing. I was grinding up against her, panting as we kissed, and I didn’t even know it. My hand was gripping in her hair, convulsively flexing and releasing as my body ached for something the rest of me wasn’t ready for. 

I don’t know how close we came that morning, to taking it all the way. At some point, panting and groaning we pulled apart slightly, her face burying in my neck and her hands gripping the sheets either side of me. I just held on, using her as my buoy, pure safety. I was shaking and possibly more confused than ever. 

And all I wanted to do was kiss her again. 

By the time we pulled apart properly, finally far enough that our skin was no longer touching and we were staring at each other in some kind of amazement. I made some excuse, some mumbled excuse, and grabbed my clothes, fleeing for the bathroom.

It was the most speed, the most decision I’d made in hours. Throwing on my clothes I washed my face again. It was still hot, flushed, but for a completely different reason now. I had to leave. I gave her no reason, I gave her no goodbye.

That day, I turned and ran without a word. I would like to say it was the first and last time, but that would make me a liar.

*********************

This time I’m not running away, I’m running to. I will never run again, and although, as you learn my story, you might believe strongly that I’ll make a liar of myself, I know I won’t. I can’t, not this time. 

I’m an hour from Shreveport. There I will find another address, and I know, another point at which I have to continue my search. I’m still too far behind to have any hope of really finding her at my next stop. Doesn’t mean I’ll give up. As I said, I’m never running away again. 
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*****************************

You know, I’ve never met anyone who actually liked Shreveport. Johnnie Cochran was born here and I think that says a lot. Flamboyant lawyer anyone? No morals, easy money? I’m sure I’m being horribly unfair on the place, but then again, I haven’t exactly seen the best of it here. 

I never see the best of any city. I wonder if Ashley knew I was following her, if she’d reflect on that. She’s taken me on a tour of the dives of the southern United States. I don’t think she intentionally set out for me to talk to more crack whores than I’d ever thought existed but hey, there had to be an upside right?

No, that makes it sound like I’m mad at her. I’m not mad at her, I understand. She’s trying to blend in, trying to escape. She’s looking for places where she can sink into the walls and no one will care. Where she can walk out the door and if she doesn’t come back, they’ll shrug and her replacement will be slinging beer before the hinges stop squeaking. 

She picks the scummiest jobs, I guess it’s part of the allure. I wish she’d stay in one place. Ok, obviously I wish that because it would make my life so much easier but actually, that’s not why I wish it. I’m over being selfish with Ashley, all I’ve been is selfish with Ashley. I want her to stay because it would mean she’d finally found somewhere else she felt at home, somewhere with friends. A place she was happy. All I want now is for her to be happy.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m looking for her in the hope that when I find her, I can be the one that makes her happy, and convince her of that. But if I can’t, then I’ll do anything, and I mean anything, to make sure she’s happy otherwise. I sure as hell won’t let her keep working in these fucking dives because man, they are starting to piss me off.

This one has to be the worst one ever. 

I mean, Shreveport, or so I thought, was supposed to be a nice old town. It has that oil history you know, some richness to it. You picture Steel Magnolias… well I did anyway. Whatever part of Shreveport that’s supposed to be in, it’s not where I’m standing now.

Every town of a certain size has strip clubs. I mean, yeah, they exist right. I got dragged to one once, by some college buddies. Male college buddies, although the fact that I was being dragged to a strip club probably gave that fact away. It was a simple three step thought process for them: Spencer is an alright girl. Hey, wow, Spencer is a lesbian. Spencer will want to come to a strip club with us. 

It was boring. No seriously. They paid for a lap dance and all I felt was bored. I was over the embarrassment, and it was just some girl I wasn’t even remotely attracted to grinding her ass in my face. Nice chest though…

Ok, I’m so off topic. 

This strip club, this is a dive. It’s disgusting. I have no doubt that there are rooms upstairs where more than stripping goes on. I also hate the fact that the bouncer recognizes Ashley from her photo instantly. 

“Oh yeah, Ashley, she woiked here for shure,” I’m exaggerating on this one but he came from New Jersey so you have to give a little. 

I had visions, horrible stomach churning visions of Ashley on the runway. In a bikini, doing the bump and grind to the dirty looking pole I could see from here. They weren’t sexy visions. Although the girl could move and god did she turn me on when she did, Ashley on show for a bunch of overgrown gorillas was not my idea of sexy. And I think I might have been insulting gorillas here, they’re actually quite intelligent, lovely animals. 

“Oh yeah, she woiked behind de bar fo a few weeks, bout a month.”

Behind the bar, thank god. Didn’t stop the next stupid question out of my mouth though,
“Just behind the bar?”

“Oh yeah, classy broad. Damien offered her good cash to dance, I think she told him wheare ta stick da pole if ya know whadda mean!”

I knew what he meant. That’s my girl, I was so proud. 

“Happen to know where she went?” I was hoping here, my run of luck had been pretty good of late. I was disappointed when he shook his head. 

“She shared a flat with Joisey for awhile, you mighde wanna try hoir.”

Joisey? Oh, Jersey! Wow… they named their strippers after states… or livestock. 

He nodded his head towards the back of the club and I entered, cringing at the feel and smell of the place. 

There was a small black door at the back. It quite clearly said, Staff. Do Not Enter. Ignoring it, I pushed my way in. The first door I came to had a crummy office with a crummy man in it. He didn’t look like a strip club owner, he looked like a professional wrestler. When his eyes met mine though, I had no doubt that he owned the place. Or that he wasn’t someone I wanted to be in the same room as for very long.

“You lookin for a job blondie?” He asked, leering.

I shook my head furiously, “No, I’m looking for Joisey, I mean Jersey.” Damn my mouth.

He raised an eyebrow. “What you want with one of my girls.”

“I… she knows a friend of mine and I need to ask her something.”

“Really?” Ok, this conversation was going on way too long.

I nodded. “If you could just point me her way I’ll get out of your hair.”

“Maybe I like you in my hair,” he grinned. 

I stopped myself from screaming ‘I’m a dyke and you don’t have any hair!’ and smiled weakly instead. “Can you just tell me where she is.”

“Down the hall, on the left. And lady if you cause any trouble… you and I will be having more than words.”

Ew, walking talking jerk cliché. 

Down the hall on the left turned out to be the ‘dressing room’, code for a shoddy bathroom with a bench and a smell like a rat had died in there. Two women were in not much clothing, and greeted my blushing self with a cool stare.

“What?” 

Ok, these were not your friendly strippers, you know, the ones that rescue puppies for fun. 

“Sorry, I was looking for Jersey.” I tried to look as apologetic as possible. 

The blonde glanced at the brunette who busied herself strapping on some stilettos. Then she looked at me, “Why?”

“Uh, your doorman said that Ashley roomed with her.”

That got the brunette’s attention. The blonde was all fake, and all boring. The brunette was something else though. Her beauty was real, and deep set. What she was doing in a lousy off the alley strip club in the corner of Shreveport was beyond me. This woman was something else. My jealousy surged at the thought of Ashley being in the same house as this woman. The look in her eyes, the sudden flash of anger, interest and guardianship didn’t make my jealousy feel any better. I wanted Ashley to have friends, sure, I didn’t want them to be this beautiful. 

“How do you know Ashley?” ‘Jersey’ asked me bluntly.

“We grew up together.” I replied.

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. Look, I’m trying to track her down; do you know where I should head to?”

Jersey stared at me. The blonde headed towards the door and then glanced at her friend. An almost imperceptible nod from Jersey and she left. 

“Who are you?”

I took a chance. “My name is Spencer.”

And then there was light. It flooded her eyes, an instant notice of recognition. If I thought that would help, I was going to be wrong.

“Of all people on this planet, why would I tell you where she was?”

“Because… because I care.” Well that was simple, and kind of stupid. Sensible Spencer was beating up stupid Spencer inside me, but stupid Spencer kept on winning godamnit. 

“Uh huh.” I hadn’t impressed Jersey. 

“Because I’ve spent the last five months driving all over the country looking for her and even if you don’t tell me, I won’t give up. Because I will check every phone book, every city, and every bloody site on the internet until I find her. Because I care that much.” I said, even more bluntly. “And because Ashley needs me.”

That earned me a snort. “Yeah. Right.”

So I took a shot in the dark. “You love her?” I watched her jerk a little. “I’m not surprised. I do too believe it or not. I can’t believe she actually mentioned my name but since she did, you know we have history. Ashley’s running from her history because she thinks it’s going to swallow her whole. Whatever else happens, I’m just going to give her a life back. Her life. This makes no sense to you, god I’m rambling.” And apparently I was also saying my inner monologue out loud now. 

“She went to Kilgore.” 

That was unexpected. “What?”

“When Damien started to pressure her to dance, she went to Kilgore, in Texas. It’s a small town. I got a card from Arizona a few weeks back, so I don’t think she’s still in Texas.”

“Shit,” I said under my breath. 

Jersey stood up and faced me. “Sorry, I think it was a card from on the road.”

I’d have to go to Kilgore anyway. But at least I knew, that if I didn’t find anything there I’d have somewhere to try next. The whole state of Arizona, but somewhere anyway. My luck, it seemed, was holding.

“You hurt her again and you deserve to die,” she said to me. I let myself look her in the face. I let myself look at one of the other people on this planet who loved Ashley Davies.

“Yes.” I agreed. “I do.”

The multiple meanings were not lost on either of us. I should have asked why she told me, but I didn’t. I left that to her heart, it was probably all she had left. 

And so I continue running towards; towards my beloved confused Ashley. Just like I always have done eventually. Sometimes it just takes me some time to turn around from the running away. 

*********************

I was not used to this. I was fifteen and I was supposed to be kissing boys. I was not supposed to be kissing my best friend and then running like the ‘fraidy cat that I was. I wasn’t supposed to be hiding in my room for the rest of the weekend half day dreaming about dragging her back to bed and kissing her for the rest of my life, or having day nightmare visions of my mother finding out and being chained in the basement for the rest of my life. 

Ashley knocked on the door on Sunday afternoon but I told my mother I had a migraine. She gave me a funny look, she was very fond of Ashley, but sent her away anyway. 

My response to the whole weekend, bury it. Bury it deep and refuse to ever acknowledge it happened. That was my plan for school Monday morning and I proudly carried it through to, oh… about Monday ten o’clock. Because that was when Ashley dragged me into the school toilets and turned to furiously confront me.

I really shouldn’t have let my mind quickly flick to the idea of her pushing me up against the wall and kissing me again. It was brief, but enough for me to miss the first word of her sentence. Not that it really mattered, I caught the rest,

“… the fuck is going on?”

“You tell me.” As you can see, stupid Spencer has been around for a very long time. 

She just stared at me, and I couldn’t meet her eyes. “Spencer, please… will you just talk to me. You always talk to me.”

“I don’t know what to say this time,” I wailed. I didn’t, I really didn’t. I didn’t know how I felt, I didn’t know what I was doing and I certainly didn’t know how to tell her that. 

I could feel her coming closer. I could see her shoes stop close to mine. I focused on her shoelaces because I still couldn’t meet her eyes.

Her hands were on mine, soft and gentle. It was going to make me tremble, it was going to make my body rebel against my head again. 

“Spencer please, I…”

“I can’t do this.” I whispered. 

“We don’t have to do anything,” she said. “We’re just us Spencer, Spencer and Ashley like always.”

I didn’t know if she was agreeing to forget what had happened on Saturday night. I don’t know if she was agreeing to just go back to how we were. God I hoped she was.

“Like always?”

“Hell yeah,” she grinned, my cheeky little Ashley returned. 

I gave her a grin. She didn’t know how close I’d been to running out of the bathroom and away again. Maybe she did, maybe that’s why she agreed, maybe that’s why she placated. Who knew? 

We kept our happy truce, our agreement, for a whole week. We were back to our normal selves, doing our homework together, spending our weekend together. 

Normal selves my ass, she might have been back to her normal self but I wasn’t. I was dreaming about her, I was day dreaming about her, and every time she touched me my skin tingled. For the first time in my life I was genuinely attracted to someone, sexually attracted to someone.

And it might have taken me a week to really come to that conclusion, but it left me biting my nails on Sunday night, completely unsure about what to do. I could just keep pretending with Ashley. For all I know she was still drunk on the Saturday before and if I made my feelings known she’d turn me down flat. I wasn’t up myself, but I suspected not. 

Also, I had no freaking idea how to be a lesbian. Was I even a lesbian? That was too much to consider right now, I was still stumped over simply wanting Ashley, labeling myself was way beyond possibility. I had no idea how to … touch a girl. Hell, as far as I knew, touching a boy consisted mostly of lying there and letting them touch you. 

I didn’t want to do that with Ashley. I practically wanted to devour her and it was driving me crazy, it was scaring me stupid, it was… ok, I’d run out of cliché’s but it was frightening ok. 

I turned to the only place I could think of… the internet. It wasn’t quite as useful a source as it is today, but it was still pretty useful. I was trying to avoid porn sites, which wasn’t exactly easy, and half of what I read just made my eyebrows hit my hairline. In the end, it just confused me even more. I didn’t want all of this crap. I just wanted…

I wanted to lie in bed with Ashley on Saturday mornings. I wanted to feel her skin on mine. I wanted to feel her mouth on mine. I wanted hand holding and jokes and more kisses. God how I wanted kisses. I wanted Ashley. 

I just didn’t know how to get her. 

***************************

I still don’t. But god I’m going to keep driving until I get TO her. Then I’ll figure out how to get her. One step at a time right, that’s the lesson I’ve learned so far in life. One step at a time. 

Or in my case, one kilometre at a time, until I get to her. 
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***************************

I’m in Ohio, and that’s so not what I wanted right now. I’m sure it’s not what you wanted to hear right now because I’m telling you this story in the hope you might be with me, might wish me some luck.

At least this time I’m not back here because I’m completely lost. Believe you me, that makes it even harder in a way. I’m on the luck roll of my life. I stopped in Kilgore and wham bam, thank you MA’AM! I was on her trail again. I knew she’d headed west to ***** and I even had an address. 

I made my bi-weekly phone call to my parents, and that’s when Dad told me. Glen was getting married, and not only that, the bastard was doing it this weekend. Talk about spur of the moment decision. I carry a cell phone but I rarely use it for calls and it had been turned off for a couple of days. So when my parents found out they pretty much had to wait on my call and there you go.

I had to go home, he might be an ass but he is my brother and I love him. I was a little bit worried about this shot-gun wedding, especially since my brother has a history of dating completely inappropriate women. He dated Madison for Christ sakes! Oh, you didn’t know that, well, he did, in his senior year. God I hated those three months, hell in a hand basket I’m telling you. I drove home, straight, taking the whole night. I had a few days to get home but I wanted to just get there so I could spend a few days resting and adjusting to the whole thing, and to find a dress. Turns out I was to be a member of the bridal party. I think my exact response on this phone was: “WHAT?” I didn’t even KNOW the bride and I was to supposed to be a bridesmaid? Hell.

Then I met Susie. Let’s just say, that if I was a straight boy, I’d be fighting Glen right now for this girl. Oh, don’t get me wrong, I’m going to love having her for a sister-in-law and there is no one on the planet I want to be with except Ashley. I loved her straight away and I can see why Glen did.

In fact, I actually managed to have a deep and significant conversation with him! Bloody hell! Turns out he met Susie at his job. Glen found a great career as a sports caster, to no ones surprise. After he did his ACL in first year college, he pushed his marks up high enough to get an academic scholarship. After he’d woken my parents up from their dead faint, he actually managed to get himself a job in a local radio station and it just went from there. 

Susie is an editor down at the main TV station in Cincinnati. I have no idea why she fell for my goofball brother but I’m stunned that he finally found some good taste. She’s funny, smart, she takes no crap from him, adores him to bits and wants to have his children. Glen told me that after three weeks he knew, just knew, that he had to spend the rest of his life with her. It was that simple.

So he asked and she said yes. Then he talked her into doing it… well, now. Glen and my Dad are paying for the wedding and her family is small, so they were able to pull it off. I couldn’t believe it! You should see my mother, she’s so over the moon The prospect of grandkids now doesn’t seem like a distant possibility. We all thought Clay would be the first one to provide but he’s too busy getting his PhD to take any notice of girls. He’s even brought work home with him this weekend. I think we all rolled our eyes at that one. 

So here I am, in Ohio, in a dress shop, while my mother enthuses over the baby blue dress I’m wearing. God, she won’t shut up.

“She really likes the dress,” Susie giggled.

I grinned. “Yeah. But you know, it’s your wedding, you should be the one to choose.”

She shrugged. “I like it, it looks damn hot on you.” I blushed. “Who knows, some of my cousins are pretty gorgeous and they’ll be at the wedding.”

Her meaning was unmistakable and I coloured even more. Stuttering, I tried quickly to glean some kind of clue as to whether or not she knew about me. She took one look at my blush and laughed again. 

“It’s ok, I promise, I was only thinking of Allie and Cat. They’re brunettes, she elbowed me and if at ALL possible, I turned a deeper shade of pink. I’m sure it went well with the dress. At least Glen had told her, and she had no issues with it. He had basically never talked to me about it so I was surprised at her response. Maybe he wasn’t as bigoted as I thought, or maybe it was just Susie. 

“We’ll take it,” Paula said.

And Susie and I just laughed. 

So we have my dress, and her sister’s dress, and Allie and Cat’s dresses, and my mothers dress… have I mentioned lately how much I hate shopping? 

We have the pre-wedding dinner tonight. I get to meet Susie’s family. I get to spend some time with my family. And all I want is Ashley by my side. I haven’t stopped thinking about her for a minute. She’s so deep in my heart that every beat brings her flooding around my body. She should be here, holding my hand. She should be here, telling me how sexy I look in my blue dress, smiling at me from my family’s row in the church. Because when it come down to it, she’s always been far more part of the Carlin family than her own. And because when it comes down to it, she’s the most important person I have. 

If only I actually had her.

Being home makes me miss her. I see her house, I smell her scent in my bedroom. Standing at my bedroom window, staring across I can see the light blue curtains of her room. The room in which I found my heart.
*************************

I can honestly say, I’d never been more nervous in my entire life. I had to walk out the front door, see Ashley, walk to school, with Ashley, sit in class, with Ashley, have lunch, with Ashley… and that was just half the day. Monday after school… we’d be together, alone… at her house. And all I could think about was kissing her, touching her, and it was driving me crazy.

I got no sleep that night. I was never very good at keeping secrets, especially from Ashley. When something wasn’t right, she could tell right away. And oh boy, did she.

I was a gibbering mess at the gate. I’d been there for ten minutes, chewing the skin around my fingernails. My actual nails were long gone. Glen and Clay stumbled out of the front door on time, Glen giving me a funny look for waiting and a punch on the arm because he felt like it. Slinging his bag on his shoulder he took off. Clay was too busy trying to stuff way too many books into his bag and not trip over his undone shoelaces. 

I got to Ashley’s gate and started praying to every god that possibly exist for a miracle.

What I got was the most incredibly beautiful brunette closing her door and rolling her eyes to something her mother said. My heart rate shot to a life-ending stutter and then got into some kind of normal pattern. 

“What’s up with you?” she said. What ever happened to ‘Good Morning’?

“Nothing!” My voice was so squeakily high that it was signaling all the bats in the vicinity. She gave me a funny look.

“Uh huh.” Ok, I didn’t have her convinced. 

“Seriously,” I choked weakly. “Just, juice… in my throat.”

“Uh huh.” Damn. 

She gave me the benefit of the doubt, and managed to keep up a one sided conversation. I made some noises but all I could really think of was the way that her beautiful mouth moved when she spoke. I had no idea what she was talking about.

About five minutes from school she finally stopped walking and talking and grabbed me by the elbow.

“Ok Spencer, seriously. What the hell is going on?”

“Nothing!” I reiterated, still completely unconvincingly. 

“Oh for crying out loud,” she said. “Stop lying. Something is majorly under your skin and you always tell me what’s going on.”

“I…” I paled. I couldn’t lie to her. Looking around, I could see the trees, hear the noise of the school yard. Then it was just her. She was looking at me and I nearly fainted I swear.

“Spencer what is it?” God Ashley looked so worried. I nearly laughed actually, she was so worried about me and all I wanted to do was tell her how I felt. And I couldn’t, I just didn’t have the guts.

So I ran.

I wish I could say that I did something sensible like run towards somewhere, but I wasn’t smart enough to do that. I just took off, sprinting away. Instead of turning towards school, I turned the other way at the end of the street.

I can’t remember being that fit, but god did I run. I made it all the way down into the quieter part of down and to the scout hall before I collapsed in a small breathless pile. The school bell had rung and I was beyond late. I was also beyond confused and beyond everything. 

The last thing I expected, however, was Ashley to collapse in a small pile next to me.

“Jesus CHRIST Spencer, when did you learn to run so damn fast.”

“Leave me alone!” Smooth Carlin, really, really smooth. 

“Fuck no,” she wheezed. “Not after I ran all this way.” She put her hand on my knee and I cringed. Ashley didn’t notice. She saw my tears though, my sudden outpouring of salt water that took her completely by surprise. “Hey, hey, Spence it’s ok, shh, it’s ok.”

I was in her arms, my face pressed into her shoulder and her arms holding me close. She was whispering things but I could feel her skin, smell her shampoo. I was surrounded by the raspberry and cream scent of her and it was intoxicating me. I shuddered, she held me tighter. It didn’t help my situation but the tears stopped. 

I was no longer upset, I was just… gone. I was a goner for her. She was stroking my hair and whispering that everything was going to be ok, that she was there. She didn’t have to tell me she was there, she was all around me.

Pulling back an inch I stared into her eyes, those chocolate browns that made my soul melt. 

And then I kissed her. 

There was no soft beginning this time, just my mouth pushed hungrily against hers. My tongue snuck out to taste her lips and she moaned. God, she moaned. My hand was in her hair, pulling her in, so I could kiss her more thoroughly.

She was kissing me back, hard and hungry. Our tongues tangled, our hands crunching in each others hair. 

I was so entwined in our embrace, that I whimpered, audibly whimpered, when she pulled away.

“Spencer,” her whisper was soft. My eyes were still closed, the taste of her on my lips. 

“Don’t stop,” I said. Then I opened my eyes, realized what I’d just said and blushed a bright crimson.

She laughed, hooking a stray length of hair behind my ear. “Believe me, I don’t want to.” She grasped my chin between her index finger and thumb. “I really, really don’t want to. But uh… this is probably not a good place to be doing this.”

I looked around with her. We were still on the steps of the scout hall, the wind blowing gently and small houses surrounding us. We were in a very public place. 

“oh,” I managed. “We are so late for school.”

“Oh yeah.” She said, she pulled me into a hug and then kissed me lightly on the lips. Pulling back she couldn’t mistake the sudden intake of my breath, or the look on my face. “Don’t look at me like that!” She said quickly.

“Like what?” I said, confused.

“Like you want to swallow me whole.”

“Oh..” I blushed again. “sorry, I just… I want to kiss you again.”

She stood up and then pulled me to my feet. I looked sad, I didn’t want to go to school. 
When Ashley took off, I was a few seconds behind her out of surprise. When I caught up, we walked silently back towards our prison for the day. I wanted to hold her hand, I wanted to rest my head on her shoulder or just lace my fingers through her hers, but we couldn’t, I couldn’t. 

We got to the end of our street. Straight ahead was the school ground, but Ashley didn’t move straight ahead. She turned left, back into our street. 

Confused, I tripped after her… “Where?” I began.

“Shh,” she said, smiling. 

When we got to her house, she opened the front door and let me in. Wrinkling my forehead I went inside, and she closed the door behind us. 

I was about to ask her what was going on when I heard her bag hit the floor and her mouth was on mine again. 

Wrapping my arms around her waist I kissed her back, sliding my mouth over hers and feeling her lean body pressing into mine. She walked me backwards until my back hit the door and I cried out. It wasn’t in pain, just in a little surprise and then pure and utter arousal when her body hit mine. 

“Spencer,” she whispered, sliding her mouth down to my jaw. “God I…”

“I know,” I wished I could have been more eloquent. But I knew. 

We stood, pressed against each other, breathing hard.

“Ashley?”

“yeah?”

“Lets go upstairs.”

********************

Every important moment in my life happened in this town, half of them in the house I’m staring into now. 

I have to go downstairs, to my family and the dinner. It doesn’t matter how much I like my new sister-in-law to be, how much I adore my family, how warm I feel being back here. There’s an absence by my side, and I feel lost again. It’s why I’ll leave on Monday, and drive back to Texas. Because I need to find her, and I know, she me to do it. 
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*************************

I love weddings. I get so teary, I’m just a big softie. This time, I really couldn’t cry too much though because bridesmaids with panda eyes from their mascara don’t go down too well. 

It was a beautiful wedding, for one that was organized on a whim and a prayer. I know my mother was praying, but it was beautiful. Our local church hosted it, the reception at a nice restaurant in town. Glen just glowed the whole time, looking like he’d won the prize of a lifetime. I guess he had. 

My mother on the other hand, flooded the church with her happiness. My father had a cheesy grin on his face and even Clay managed to pull himself away from schoolwork for the entire day. I enjoyed myself, I actually enjoyed myself. I haven’t had fun in months, so pretty much everything that wasn’t a diner, biker bar, strip club, cheap motel or my car was going to be the equivalent of Disney World. 

I got to do my teary, when Susie found me at the reception to give me a huge hug and thank me for being her bridesmaid. 

“You’re the best sister I’ve ever had,” she said with a sob.

“Hey, right back atcha!” I said, tears in my own eyes.

“God sis, don’t make my wife cry already!” Glen laughed, pulling us both into some kind of weird group hug. After it was over, I punched him in the shoulder and he hugged me again.

“I’m so happy for you,” I whispered.

He looked down at me, his sparkling blue eyes matching mine. “Thank you, it means a lot to me.”

“Well, you might be an ass but I mean it,” I quipped. 

He growled and then smiled. “You’ll get there Spence, you’ll be this happy.”

“I don’t know,” I said with complete honestly. “I hope so.” 

“You will Spencer. You’ll find her.” 

I was surprised at his candour. I’d never thought he was much of an Ashley fan once she and I started dating publicly. To hear him champion my cause, support me, brought more tears to my eyes.

“Stop making me cry goofbrain,” I said, sniffling. “You’ll make my mascara run.”

“Women!” he replied, rolling his eyes. 

A soft dance song struck up, making Susie grab Glen by the hand and drag him onto the dance floor. He pretended to protest for half a second before pulling his new wife into his arms and gently moving with her. He looked so happy, so in love. My chest ached in so many ways, for my brother and his happiness. That brought a little joy into my tired heart. But also a loss, a sad pang for the love I was still searching for.

Glen was right. I would find her. I had no other choice. She’d been the first person to ever make me feel whole, and for the rest of my life I would be half a person if I wasn’t with her. I knew it like I knew my own name, my own hands, and my own heart. 

*************************

I was so nervous, following Ashley up the stairs to her room, that my palms were sweaty. To say I wasn’t ready for any of this would be an understatement. A week ago I’d been a happy normal, if not a little slow, teenager. Now I was suddenly panging with a need and ache I didn’t know how to relieve, and feelings for Ashley I couldn’t define. 

And we were heading upstairs to do… something I had no idea how to do? I had no idea. 

My knees got shakier and shakier as we climbed the stairs. By the time we reached Ashley’s room I was surprised I could still stand up. 

Clearly I was, and to be honest, still am, terrible at hiding my feelings because she turned and took one look at my face, smiling when she saw it.

“Spencer, calm down,” she laughed. 

“I’m fine,” I said sheepishly. 

She pulled me close, wrapping one hand in the hair at the back of my head and taking one of my hands in her other. “Spencer, I…”

She was so close. I could barely breathe again. Every time she touched me, I lost all ability to hold onto my thoughts. I couldn’t even think a coherent sentence let alone say one.

So I just kissed her again. I figured it pretty much showed what I was feeling, given that I couldn’t actually vocalize anything. Especially after she moaned into my mouth.

She pulled me to the bed and I went, so willingly. We rolled together, melding our legs and arms, our lips never parting.

God, I had never felt so much emotion, so much FEELING in my life. Not just, you know, lovey dovey feelings but actual sensation. The tingling, and the soft warmth. The vibrations and pleasure spreading out across my skin. The acute ache in between my legs that had me squeezing my thighs together. 

We held back really. Neither of us really knew what we were doing, and besides, we were teenagers.

We made out for hours and I never wanted to stop. My lips were aching and full, her tongue sweeping across them made me throb and tingle. I breathed the air she exhaled, I drank her in. She was just the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. 

I don’t know how we ended up stopping. Our hands were on each others skin, just where our shirts met our jeans. There had been moments when I thought she might slide up and under, touch me in other places but we’d skirted around that area. 

She was looking at me, her face inches from mine. I brought my hand up to brush across her cheek. 

“You’re so damn beautiful,” I whispered. The first time I’d managed to say anything functional all day. 

“You’re crazy,” she smiled softly. I kissed her again, languid and soft. She moaned into my mouth again and I couldn’t help myself, darting my tongue out to taste her. Her body was so close and warm. I groaned and she moaned again. These noises we were making were only getting me hotter, and more bothered. 

Apparently they were having the same effect on Ashley. She pulled away. 

“Too much?” I whispered. 

“Just… so good I don’t want to not revel in it/”

That made me blush.

She moved away and I frowned, I didn’t want her to be so far away, or, any distance at all.

“I’m just going to the bathroom.” She said. At least I felt slightly less abandoned.

I’d been in her room so many times, but never like this. Never with my lips pleasantly sore and my fingers itching to be back on Ashley’s skin. This room had changed, and I had changed with it. I was becoming a woman, and I liked it. 

I sat up, hugging my knees and waiting for her to come back. I could see my own room, through her curtained window. I would be changed there too. I would never look over at Ashley’s room again, and just think, ‘Hey, there’s my best friend.’

It would always be something more now. 

The door opened and Ashley came in, wiping her damp hands on her jeans. She smiled and my insides wriggled. 

She jumped on the bed with her arms folded behind her head, landing in a ‘relaxed’ position and making the springs bounce. She had a wicked little grin on her face. 

“You right there?” I asked, laughing. 

“Very comfortable thanks,” she smirked.

I turned and lay down, resting my head on her stomach and listened to the soft echo of her heart beat. I could smell the scent of her skin, the delicate fragrance of Ashley. I could see the rise of her breasts, those mountains to be conquered, those beautiful mysteries I longed to touch. 

Her hand stroked the hair back off my head, sweeping it back and touching my skin. 

“Mmm,” I said. “ I don’t want to leave.”

“Neither do I,” she whispered. “I love having you here like this.”

I sighed. “Monday’s don’t always suck,” I smiled.

“Yeah, well, we’re both going to be grounded until kingdom come after this so…”

Oh yeah, we’d skipped school.

I turned my head. “It was worth it,” I said. 

“Come here,” she whispered.

Unable to deny her anything I moved up so I was on my elbows next to her. I ducked down to kiss her and she pulled me closer. Rolling over, we began to kiss each other all over again.

**************************

Teenagers. I can almost laugh about it now. The hours and hours we spent making out. God, what I wouldn’t give for just one kiss right now. Sitting on the sidelines of my brothers wedding wishing for that perfect dance.

A hand on my shoulder pulled me out of my daydream.

“A dance with my favorite daughter?” My father grinned charmingly.

I laughed at him. “I’m you’re only daughter.” Then I think about it, “Well, not any more.”

“Always first and always favorite,” he reassured me. 

I let him lead me onto the dance floor and swayed softly with him. And while I was at it, I let myself be happy for just awhile.

Just like Ashley and I were happy for awhile. 
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I have to head back to Texas tomorrow morning. The wedding is over, and Glen and Susie have departed for a lovely honeymoon in Mauritius. Is it awful that I had to look that up in the Atlas? It’s in the Indian Ocean, and I never knew it existed. Huh. I feel a bit guilty about that. 

I still have today though. I thought I’d stick around, I see my family so rarely these days. Clay has already headed off, too much time away from the library and he gets all antsy. It’s kind of funny. I swear to god the only woman he’ll ever marry will be a librarian. Well hell, it could be a sexy librarian, they do exist. 

I’m so off track here. I do that. It’s funny, I’ve been doing that all my life, heading off on tangents and letting my mind wander. I’m a good student, always have been, but I do tend to daydream. This pursuit, this chase of Ashley, this is the most focused I’ve ever been. I surprise myself because I could have sworn I’d have given up by now, but no, I haven’t. I’m still going and the more I move the hungrier I get.

I think I should be worried. Am I putting all my eggs in one basket? Am I chasing Ashley or a vision of my own happiness? 

Oh, so tangential AGAIN! Yeesh. 

So, I’m sticking around Ohio for another day. It’s not often I have my parents to myself, so I plan on enjoying it. 

My mother can be a bit intense at times. It’s taken us a long time to get our relationship back on some kind of safe track. There were so many upheavals that I thought, for a time, I’d lost her forever. We have a kind of truce now. She doesn’t really understand a lot of things about me, but she loves me and she makes sure I know it. 

My dad on the other hand, is adorable. Always has been and always will be. I’m really looking forward to spending time with him today. He’s the most supportive of my relationship with Ashley, and my current quest. He’s the one that always helps me out, the one that sends me money on the sly when my mother isn’t looking. I adore him for so many more reasons than that but yeah, that’s my dad. 

I can hear him inside now, making lunch in the kitchen. It’s where he’s truly happy. I swear he should have been a chef but he’s so good at being a social worker that he would have missed his true calling. 

I’m sitting on the front porch steps, hugging my knees and watching the Ohio sky. There are birds in the branches, twittering to each other and carrying food. 

I don’t know if I can stand all this cheerfulness, it’s starting to get me down. Mostly because I feel like I should be part of it. I want to be part of it. What if I’ve gotten all emo? What if I enjoy the pain of not having Ashley, of always being one step behind. I was happy last night, at the wedding, but not completely. What if I’m looking for happiness and when I find what I think is it, I turn out to be wrong. I can’t stop looking for Ashley, I need to find her, but… I have no idea how I’m going to react when I do. 

“Penny for your thoughts,” 

In my panicked thinking I had failed to hear my father emerge from the kitchen and sit next to me. I smiled at his presence, leaning my head on his shoulder.

“I’m not sure they’re worth that much dad.”

“Oh now, they looked pretty deep.”

“Yeah. Doesn’t mean they’re worth anything.” I sighed again.

“They might be worth getting out.”

That’s my dad, the social worker. Always on the job, always caring, he just never stops. 

“Why am I doing this dad?”

The silence, only punctuated by those damn cheerful birds, made me realize he was thinking hard about this one. I just knew he’d been thinking about it all along. “I think that’s a question only you can answer Spencer.”

“I know.” I inhaled his aftershave. “I want to find her so badly, and I know that I can’t give up because I’ll never stop thinking about it. I just don’t know what I want when I get there.”

“How can you know until you get there?” That was pretty good wisdom, I thought. 

“I guess I can’t.”

“Is there anything else I can help with,” he asked. “Any other of life’s mysteries you want solved.”

“What ever happened to the Marie Celeste?”

He chuckled. “Now that one I can’t answer.” Another moments silence, contemplation, followed. “You up for some cookies?”

“Home made dad style cookies?” I sounded hopeful.

“But of course. I think there might even be some choc chip ice cream.”

“You know the way to my heart.” I grinned. 

Through my stomach, it would turn out. That, and through Ashley.

******************************

Yeah, we got grounded after that first Monday. We made up some excuse about her being upset over, I don’t know, something. And I apparently was so worried I needed to skip school to make sure she was ok. We were both in trouble, me more so than her. My parents actually gave a damn. 

Still, our school marks had both improved since we’d started studying together so our parents were fairly easily convinced to let us keep doing that. Only we had to do it in the dining room at my house so that we were under ‘supervision’. 

Given that all I wanted to do was take her upstairs, press her down into my bed and kiss the hell out of her, it was a little frustrating.

Two weeks of stolen kisses at school, in my room or hers, of trying not to be caught until we were contritely informed that we were off our groundings, so long as we promised never to be so stupid again.

I can’t actually remember what our first impulse was, probably to go kiss. It was bliss, pure and unadulterated bliss. 

I loved her mouth, her lips. I loved the feel of her hand in my hair, on my neck, on my skin. We were relatively new to this, I know she’d fooled around a bit with some people but we were still pretty inexperienced. So we were learning our way together, and with each other. 

Little things, like finding out that if I ran my fingers lightly across the side of her ribs down to her hip, even over her clothes, it made her shudder and gasp. Made her do it more so if I did it under her clothes. 

Or her finding out that when she bit down gently on the skin where my neck met my shoulder it caused a literal knee jerk reaction. And when that knee sort of slammed between hers, we gasped together. 

We weren’t ready to go all the way, you know. We just weren’t. I was too young, too scared and too new to all of this to just rush in. 

On the other hand, Ashley and I couldn’t keep our hands off each other when we were alone. Time that used to be spent talking, watching tv, listening to music – or more fighting over what music to listen to, all of that, seemed to slowly morph into make out time. 

I’d go to bed dreaming of her, I’d wake up thinking of her. In the few classes we didn’t share, I had to fight to concentrate, and in those classes we did share, she had to nudge me so I’d concentrate. We sort of had a deal going anyway. I’d take notes in class, because I was better at it, and she’d help me with math, because I was lousy at it. I guess I had to find something in me to keep my concentration on track because there was no way we could let our marks drop. 

Ashley and I discussed it, well, when we got around to actually talking about what was going on between us. I remember the conversation, because it was something a person could never forget.

Lying on her bed, we mostly seemed to be at her house because it was empty, you know. I was lying on her shoulder, her arm around me. I loved the way her fingers trailed up and down my shoulder, and the way she smelled. We had been, of course, making out, and then talking, and then making out, and then laughing, and then… well, you get the idea. 

“You’re so warm,” I whispered.

“Too warm?”

“No, just perfect.”

Her fingers were entwined in mine, the others making shapes on my back. I shuffled a bit closer, which was impossible. 

“Spence?”

“Mmm,”

“What are we.”

Oh shit, THAT conversation. I kind of wimped out.

“Spencer and Ashley.”

“Yeah, I know that goofball,” she smiled, so at least this conversation wasn’t completely tense. “but are we… something.”

“I don’t want you to kiss anyone else,” I said with conviction.

“I don’t want to kiss anyone else,” she replied. “Spencer, I… I want just you.”

I leaned up one elbow to look down at her. “You have me,” I whispered. Untangling my hand from hers I stroked her cheek. “All of me.”

She pulled me in for a kiss, a warm, wet, sultry kiss that made me want more. “You’re my everything,” she whispered.

I felt sad that I knew it was true. Her family sucked, her parents were appalling. I was her everything. I wished I could have said it back. Instead I replied with the only thing that was in my heart. 

“I love you.”

Oh no. Was it too soon? I meant it. I’d loved her for years and in a way, all that had changed was the nature of my love, not the existence of it. But still, we’d only been together like this for three weeks, it was probably too soon, I shouldn’t have said it. It was…

“I love you too.” 

Oh thank Christ. I smiled at her, she smiled back, kind of teary. 

“Come here silly,” I said softly, pulling her back into kissing me. We rolled, our legs tangling and our hands moving. Our kisses got deeper and deeper, more intense. That familiar ache crept through my body, making me want to rock my hips.

Everytime she touched me it was like I was on fire. I wanted to touch her, be near her, never stop. Oh god, when she made noises, it just made me burn all the more. Her whimpers, her gasps and occasional moans, or when she’d say my name while I was kissing her. That was so sexy. I never thought I could find someone as sexy as I found her. It was incredible. 

And it always went the same way, this climb to some sort of heated peak, where we were both basically frantic, and then a mutual need to back off a little, slow down. Then we’d pull apart, panting and glazed in the eyes, leaning our foreheads on one another. 

“So what are we,” this time it was me asking.

“I have no idea.” She smiled.

“Ashley.” I took a deep breath. “Will you be my girlfriend?”

I had no idea I could be that brave.

“Hell yes,” she said, in such an Ashley tone that I giggled. 

“Good,”

And I pulled her back into our kiss.

***********************

So I guess that’s how we defined ourselves. God I remember that like it was yesterday. Sitting here in the kitchen with my dad, crunching on a cookie, I can see her house through the window. It makes me miss her. It makes me miss our happy times, our happy years. I want to find that again, but I know I might now. It doesn’t really matter because I will find Ashley, and what will happen, will happen.

I have no expectations, honestly. I don’t expect to find happiness, I just want to find her. Then we’ll see what happens from there.

And tomorrow, I start again. 
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So I’m on my way to Albuquerque. If you’re as weird as I am, you’ll probably be a Weird Al Yankovic fan and you’d be thinking you’d need a snorkel to take with you. Then again, you’re probably not as weird as I am. Ok, after that ridiculous start, I am indeed on my way to Albuquerque. It is a not fun drive from Ohio to New Mexico. Currently, I appear to be stuck in traffic somewhere in Missouri. I never knew that Missouri could be so boring, but there you go. Of course, the interstates aren’t normally the greatest places in the world so I should be used to it.

I have a lot of books on tape. I wish I had a CD player in the car, but it’s old and crummy, so I’m still on tapes. I guess I should be grateful it doesn’t have an 8 track, I’d like to see someone find me material to play on it! Generally I play a couple of tapes, half the time I sleep in the car. Tonight I might grab a cheap motel, just because my back really hurts.

Only right now I don’t feel like listening to the tape, or the radio. I especially don’t feel like listening to the local hicks on the local talk back radio with their ridiculous opinions based on nothing but a handful of prejudices and NO knowledge of the outside world. I can talk, I didn’t even know where Mauritius was. Today I feel like listening to the silence.

I’m always thinking about Ashley, always. But today it’s more than fleeting thoughts. I talk to her a lot. Sometimes I pretend she’s sitting next to me in the car, sometimes I just talk to the sky like she can get the message telepathically via the clouds. Today I’m not talking to her though, today I’m just thinking about her.

I’m biting my index finger again, across the knuckle. It’s an old habit, one I do when I’m sitting in traffic, going nowhere and lazy with only one hand on the wheel. I’ve done this too many times to get annoyed any more. The traffic will move when the traffic moves. I will think about Ashley whether or not I want to. I will find Ashley when I find Ashley.

I guess I’m feeling all karma, c’est la vie, que sera sera today. Something about Glen getting married has taken away my self determination for a few days. Him meeting Susie must have been a freak accident I swear. Him convincing Susie not to run like the wind before getting to see his heart, even more of a freak accident. I feel very fated today. 

Maybe we were always meant to be together. Maybe we were only meant to be together for a little while. How the hell can I know if I don’t find her. So, fated or not, I’m going to keep going. 

If only I could get out of this freaking traffic in Missouri, God Dammit. Ok maybe I’m a little irritated by the traffic. But it’s a long way to Albuquerque. A long way, and a lot of time to think about Ashley. My nostaligia today, is at least happy. About us when we were happy, and those first awakening moments of love and of course, sex. I know you want to hear about it. 

****************************
We’d sort of agreed to keep it cool in public places. I mean, we weren’t made of steel, we snuck kisses at school, and at home, but mostly we kept it to our rooms with the doors closed and the blinds pulled down. Since our rooms had a direct view to each other, that last bit was very important.

I still remember my panic when one day, after a rather heavy makeout session, Ashley had gotten up to go to the bathroom and I was standing at her desk looking at a photo of us. I looked up, straight through my window, to find my mother in my room. My heart started racing so hard I thought I was going to have a coronary right then and there. Then she waved cheerily at me and put some of my clothes away in a draw. 

After that little scare, we started closing the curtains while we were kissing. 

Oh boy, the kissing. Wow. It just got better and better. You know those inching moments you have. Your hand starts out on top of the shirt… and then it’s just under, just at the edge. You can feel the edge of the skin, and it’s so good, damn I loved those moments. Then when we did that little slow dance thing that you do when you’re young. The one where you inch your fingers up under the shirt bit by bit until you’re stroking someone’s stomach. I loved her abs, every single inch of them. I ended up stroking the skin of her lower ribs, just under her bra, for a goddamn week before I chickened out. After that I went back to strictly above t-shirt stuff until she gave me the courage to do more. How? Simple really, the first time she reached out and cupped my breast over my shirt I nearly fell off the bed. 

Then I let myself go, because damn it felt good. So that’s how it progressed really, inch by inch. Sometimes I’d make the first move, sometimes she would. More often than not it was her, after basically checking out that I was ok with it. I’m fairly sure she was holding back because she thought I wasn’t ready. She was probably right.

I guess, for horny teenagers, it took us a long time to inch our way towards actual sex. And the funny thing was, it wasn’t like we just sort of moved until we got there. We really just made it to a certain point in our make-outs and then wham, one night, fireworks. 

God I definitely remember that like it was yesterday. Whatever people say, your first time is never the best sex ever. Hell, it definitely wasn’t for Ashley and I. Once we got to learn each others bodies, and learnt a few tricks, Jesus we were good together. A lot of my friends though, their first times were fumbling, painful and disappointing. Not mine.

Oh yeah, it was fumbling, but it wasn’t painful, and it definitely didn’t disappoint. I can honestly say it was one of the best nights of my life. I still relive it in detail when I feel the need.

The details, God… the details. It was, of course, a sleepover. We had those on a weekly basis. Thank god we’d been having them before we started dating because our parents probably would have suspected something otherwise. We just tried to continue as we had been, figuring it was our best chance at not being caught out. 

We were at her house, which was actually not usually permitted. Her parents had gone away for the weekend, again. Ashley normally stayed at my house, my parents not really trusting two teenagers alone in the house. This time we managed to wrangle it out of them though, permission. After pointing out the obvious, like that we couldn’t have a party next door and have them not hear, that we could call them if we needed help, and that we just wanted to avoid Glen, they gave in. Just this once. 

We’d lined up some movies, junk food, etc. I knew we’d probably end up making-out but it was nice to have some noise in the background, and besides, we did stop sometimes. Honest. No really, we did. Sometimes we still did girly stuff, did each others hair, watched movies, just not as much as we used to. Now when we ended up lying down next to each other we sort of naturally drifted together.

And that’s where we were, at about ten in the evening. Her television was on, her curtains closed and her tongue was gently stroking mine. Our legs were entwined and our torso’s pressed together. 

I had that ache between my legs, the one that had been building for months. Everytime we kissed it would build a little. When we’d stop it would wane, but it never quite left me. I had an idea of what it was, but, embarrassingly, I had no idea what to do about it. 

I was a good Catholic girl. Masturbation was a sin. What making out with another girl, who you were in love with, was, I don’t know, but I still didn’t really masturbate. Sure, I’d touched myself, but never to the point of … well, finishing. So, the ache stayed. I have no idea what Ashley did all those months; I suspect she did know how to take care of herself.

That night, my hands were up under her top, stroking the skin at her sides and occasionally making forays up over the top of her bra. I loved the way she gasped and tensed a little, every time I brushed over her nipple. This was about as far as we’d gone. I was fairly confident with it now, happy to touch her, get these responses. It made my ache all that more intense, but it was so good, there was no way I could give it up. 

I remember it like it’s in slow motion, each touch and smooth rhythm melding one to the next. I remember rolling her over to get better access to her neck and her chest. My mouth was nibbling down the length of her neck. I knelt up, to slide her t-shirt up and my knee slipped on the bed. It slid up the bed, straight between hers. I heard a gasp. I don’t know what made me keep going, just loving making her feel good, or the fact that I just felt ready. Or maybe it was just that gasp. So I did it again, pushed my knee into her centre.

I was kneeling over her, thrusting slowly against her. She opened her eyes, looking straight into mine. Her hand tangled in my hair, pulling me down for a kiss. I couldn’t hold myself up at this angle, kissing her and moving my knee so I sort of collapsed down. We kept kissing.

And things were… frantic now. They were hotter than they’d been in awhile. I didn’t know what I was doing, I didn’t know what she was doing, but goddamn I didn’t want to stop. 

I worked her top up, until it was bunched around her neck, together we flung it off, sending it flying. Mine landed next to it a few minutes later. I tasted down to the edge of her bra, licking her skin as I went. She rolled me over, pressing into me, kissing me and tangling our legs back together. We moved, purposefully, but completely uselessly. She hooked her fingers through my belt loops to pull me closer, which was impossible. I pulled back panting, just looking at her.

God she was so beautiful in the lamp light. Her skin was practically glowing, and she was flushed from our activities. Her lips were full, red. Her hair was messy, but still artful. She was so damn sexy. 

I remember her running a thumb across my bottom lip, and feeling it quiver. And then we were back in it, hot and heavy. Things just sort of happened. Her bra came off, my bra came off. Our hands, mouths found new places. I made new noises, I relished her new noises. 

I can’t remember my hands reaching for the snap on her jeans, but I remember finding them there, unmoving. I was still kissing her, intensely, when I realized where my hands were. I stopped, hesitated really, before I undid the snap and slid her zip down. 

I think that’s where I might have lost a bit of courage, not taking it any further until she arched her hips against my thigh and whimpered. I knew she had that ache. She had that ache I had. She was turned on and she needed… I knew that I could probably leave her be, and she’d discreetly do something about it later but I didn’t want that. I wanted to be the one to make her feel good. I was bloody petrified. I had no idea if I could manage it, but like the girl scout trooper I was, I was going to give it a good try. 

I whispered, I was just so unsure… “Can I touch you?”

Her eyes stayed closed, but she slowed her movements. “Please,”

It was more permission than pleading, but it was enough for me. 

My hands slid down, under her jeans, but only own her thigh. I loved the smooth skin there. Sometimes she wore skirts and she could barely keep my hands off her thighs. They were so soft, whiter than the rest of her. I loved the taut muscle, soft skin, and the way she trembled when I scratched over them gently. 

It was so hard to touch her inside her skin tight jeans… they sort of got inched down of their own accord. Suddenly she was in her underwear and I wasn’t in that much more clothing. 

I could sort of smell her, and I’m not ashamed to say that it made my mouth water. I was so curious, and at the same time, you know, petrified. She made it easy though, pulling me back into kissing, just taking it slow. She inched my trousers off, so I was in my underwear too. Our legs tangled again, this time, our skin on bare skin. 

That first time your bare chest hits someone else’s, that incredible feeling of skin sliding on skin and soft on soft, that never leaves you. 

That first slide of your legs, tangling, incredible. That first shock, when someone’s centre hits your thigh, and you realize they’re wet, now that’s incredible. None of these things ever leave you.

Fumbling it was, but it was good. I slid my fingers down, pressing into her and making her cry out. My name, she said my name and I knew it was just the two of us. I’d said it, months before when we’d defined ourselves. We were Spencer and Ashley. It was like those two words could never be separate again. Every time she cried my name, it just tied us together closer, those invisible cords tightening. 

That first time you realize you’re touching someone intimately, that’s bliss. When she bucked against me I got very confused. I wanted to be in two places at once, and I didn’t know how. I wanted to be pushing against her, the way I knew would give her the most pleasure, but I wanted to test her, to be inside her too. In the end I had to pull away and lean up, pulling her underwear off and throwing them aside.

It was the first time I’d ever seen another girl naked, and it took my breath away. In later times, I’d spend hours exploring her. Sometimes sexual, sometimes with curiousity that would make her giggle and pull me away. Not now, now she was there, open for me.

I let one finger trail down, to her entrance, to the warmth. I was pretty sure she was no virgin, but I was gentle. I slid my finger in, leaning down and feeling her body arch up off the bed to meet me. Kneeling over one thigh, I used my other hand to do the pressing. 

It was fumbling, but it was good. It wasn’t the fastest, most deft rise to orgasm she’d ever have, but it was the first time I’d done it, and… it worked. I grinned with pride when she finally came down, clinging to me. I grinned into her neck as her breathing slowed.

“You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.

“Not like you,” I replied.

She rolled over so she was leaning up on one elbow looking down at me, her hand brushing the hair off my face. “Yeah, you are. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

“Spence, I want to touch you. Would that be ok.”

I nodded uncertainly. There was a chance I was going to stop her. There was a chance it would get to much and I’d back out, but I knew she wouldn’t mind. There was so much safety here.

As she pulled me in, and kissed me, I felt it. All of it. The wonder, and the beauty of being in love with someone and making love to them.

Sure, her fingers weren’t as practiced as they one day would be. She’d hit the spot and then miss, over and over. But she drove me there, slowly and surely. She held me as I went over the top. I wasn’t quite ready to have her inside me, not that night, but it was still so very special. 

Lying together afterwards, I don’t know that I ever felt more complete. 

*********************

And so as I keep driving, leaving the traffic of Missouri behind me, I think of that day. And I know that it’s another reason to keep going, to keep looking. Because those ties, those invisible binding cords, they’re still there. And not just for me, I know that. And when you’re tied to someone that close you have no choice: attach or cut. I just have to find out which one she chooses. 
    
11

I have reached New Mexico. It’s a nice state, very dry. Well duh, I guess everyone already knew that, but it’s new to me. I really should pay more attention to where I’m going and the things along the way. I complain about the shoddy motels and the even shoddier diners that I eat in but really, there’s so much beauty out there in America that I should pay more attention to it. 

Sometimes it’s hard. I do most of my driving at night. Most of my driving is on the freeways, the highways, the interstates. Believe it or not, they aren’t the most amazing places in the world. Sure, I’ve seen some lovely overpasses, I’ve seen some lovely postcards of overpasses, but I’ve not yet really fallen in love with them. Once for Christmas, Glen gave me a book called ‘Boring Postcards’. Although he was mostly and ass, sometimes he and I could just look at each other and have, you know, that connection, that laugh. I opened it, glanced at him, and we rolled on the floor for ten minutes. The only other person who got it was my father. Seriously, this book was full of real, honest to god photos of motels, overpasses, and the occasional diner. I feel like the book isn’t as funny any more. Mostly because I seem to be living my life in it. I am a sequence of boring postcards. 

That being said, Albuquerque is a strangely nice city. It took me awhile to find the address of where I was going, and I was equally shocked to find myself NOT standing in front of a hovel. Or a tenement. Or any other kind of run down, low life holding dive. 

It was a quiet neighbourhood, poor but quiet. The kind where young families just get started. It was an apartment building, nothing too nice but less shabby than I’d anticipated and no where NEAR a strip club. I cannot tell you how happy that made me. 

So Ashley lived here. Turns out she house shared with a lovely forty year old lady with two kids. This I’m having trouble believing, but the way she looked at me suspiciously and the way she described Ash leave no doubt in my mind. I’m still tripping over the idea of my girl, forgive me, I cannot help think of her thus, anyway, my girl living with kids! My name bought no recognition so I guess they weren’t THAT close, but she did refuse to tell me anything further. I couldn’t convince HER that I wasn’t a debt collector/bounty hunter so that was that.

Now I’m stuck again.

Believe me, this is not the time I get down. I have learned SO many tricks during this trip. 

To the department of public records I go. 

So this seems far stretched, but it’s true. There is a whole department of public records and you can actually search for things in it. Things made public. It’s unbelievable how much information is out there and how easy it is to get to it. Or for that matter, how easy it is to lie your way through.

Phone records. Most people have cell phones. There’s always a number SOMEWHERE on the system, attached to an address. Now this is so wrong of me, but I know every single one of Ashley’s details, birthday, social security number, etc. I can ring up and coax information out of the tightest source usually. One day I’m totally going to get arrested. 

I’ll be in Las Vegas or something and the FBI will descend on me for interstate stalking with intent to… uh… intent to… well, intent to do whatever it is she’ll let me. I’m not a very good stalker am I. 

The trick is to find something, anything to tell me where she’s gone. So now I’m sitting in the department of records looking through their search engine for a small clue. I find a number. It’s just a phone number, a local one. With any luck it won’t belong to her ex-house mate. If it does, then I’m back to square one.

Here’s how this works. I use the payphone and check the number. It’s no longer connected, and that’s a good thing. Next, I choose a very important job. I am her doctor, not just any doctor, I’m her oncologist. Random. 

I ring the phone company. 

“Hello, have this number for a patient, but it says it’s no longer connected…… It was fine last time I used it, surely this is recent…… No? Not recent…..” My first clue, she’s been gone awhile. “Perhaps I have the wrong number, can I give you some details and check if it’s here….. Oh, she’s gone, forwarding address? Her current one says this…… No, oh wait, I think I have her next address, is it?.... Oh, no, no no, I don’t have her Phoenix address……. Oh, I understand, you can’t help me. Privacy laws and all that…… No I understand, thank you for all your help.”

And suddenly, I know she’s gone to Phoenix. Finding more information there will be harder. Now it’s a choice, do I stay here and look for something more concrete? Do I head back to her old house and try my luck with her housemate again? Do I just head on to Arizona and cross my fingers? Choices, choices. 

The determined, anxious part tells me to keep going, just head on. Rather than wasting days here just to end up in Arizona anyway, I may as well waste days there. Only, if I can find something concrete here, I’m less likely to have trouble in Phoenix. I want to rush on, find her as soon as possible. Every city I go to, I’m a little more ahead. Ashley usually stays anywhere from three weeks to several months in a place. I on the other hand, stay no more than a week. I’m catching up, I’m still a few months behind her but I’m catching up. 

In the end this is all stupid. I know where she’s going, and where she probably is. Don’t scream, don’t yell. There’s a good reason why I’m doing it like this, piecing together her trail. I know she’s in L.A. I can just feel it in my bones. There’s no other logical place for her to be but to head back to the only other city she ever called home. But LA is huge. If I look for her there, I’ll never find her. My only chance is to find something before that, a clue to give me starting place. I suspect my search in LA will take as long as my entire journey to get there.

L.A., the city of her father. L.A., her birthplace. L.A., the place I think she’s gone to find solitude and something… a kernel of something inside that tells her who she is. I know when she began to lose all that. I was there. 

*************************

It would have been too much to ask for it all to be happy right. I mean, we were so in love, so entwined in each other, there had to be a downside.

I won’t pretend we didn’t continue the way we started. Once we got that first, well, not literal taste of each other, it was all downhill from there. Our make-out time morphed into sex time, and you know what, 15-16 year olds can have sex drives like you wouldn’t believe. 

We got more bold, more adventurous. We found new ways of pleasing each other, and amazed each other with the things we could do and feel. I loved BEING with her. Now don’t get me wrong, the more mind blowing, soul searing, body wracking orgasms she gave me, the more addicted I became. But there were still those days when we were tired, or sore, or just, not in the mood that we lay together on her bed and just were. 

My head on her shoulder, her head on my shoulder, talking, laughing. 

We were inseparable. We were very careful not to get caught. So much of our time together was close that we were labelled dykes by the cool kids at school anyway. That was Madison and Samantha of course. Ashley didn’t care, she knew they had no real idea. I cared, but I shoved it down inside of me. I wasn’t ashamed of Ashley, but at the same time, if our parents found out, if the community found out, my life would become something akin to a living hell and I wanted to avoid that for as long as possible.

Ashley just didn’t have anyone she cared to tell. Her parents were barely a feature of her life. My parents were far more so, and she did care what they thought. We both knew what they were likely to do, or at least how my mother was likely to react, so there was a tacit agreement to hide for as long as possible.

We thought we were invincible.

We were so wrong.

Who could say when the downward slide began? I guess, in a way, it began the first day I kissed her, on the steps of the Scout Hall, in full daylight. That was the start of the slippery slope. 

The day that we got close enough to know there was a precipice there, something else was far to large and in the way to let us see. It didn’t matter anyway, that day. Our sexuality, our hiding, was the last thing on anyone’s mind. 

That was the warm summer’s day, in the beginning of my sixteenth year. Ashley was older than me, already 16. My birthday was scant weeks away. School was over for the year and we had resisted all parental efforts to ship us off to some kind of camp for the summer. 

Instead we had long lazy days by the river, in the park, in her room, in her bed, in my room in my bed. You get the idea. We were spending the summer wrapped in each other and I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

That July day, it was screaming hot. The sun melted ice creams before they hit your mouth, and the asphalt seared bare feet, if you were stupid enough to chance it. The local swimming pool was packed, and we had no intention of sharing our day with five hundred other screaming children and parents. Shooed out of the house, and away from air-conditioning we ran to the river.

I say river, it was more like a creek. Way too small to swim in, but nice to dangle your legs in. You couldn’t catch fish, but sometimes in the right season there were tiny little crabfish. If you caught somewhere in the realm of 50, you could have a small snack later on the barbeque. 

That day, we were alone. Sitting in the shade of the trees, melting anyway, and dangling our feet in the cool water. It was too hot to kiss, or to lie on each other. Instead we lay on the warm earth and just talked, our fingers lazily tangling together. We talked about weird things, cloud shapes and the potential existence of aliens. Always, we avoided the known hard topics – family, parents, the future. Instead, living in the now was everything to us.

By four we knew we had to wander back. To at least make ourselves presentable for dinner. 

We separated at my gate, a knowing look, a wistful one at that. No goodbye kisses but promises for perhaps later. I went inside, baking and ready for a shower. 

My parents were both sitting at the kitchen table, and that’s when I knew something was wrong. It was way to early for my mother to be home. It was very strange for them both to be sitting there. And then there was the stare they gave me. I dropped my sneakers, which had been dangling precariously on the tips of my fingers. 

“What?” I said. I knew, I just knew.

“Honey, you should sit down.” My father said. There was that knowing look my parents exchanged again. Something was incredibly wrong.

Pulse racing I moved towards the chair like I was stuck to the floor with taffy. They knew, they must know. Why else would they be cornering me like this? How could they know? How the hell did they know?

“Baby, it’s about Ashley.” My mother’s voice was soft. My ears heard the words, and the panic escalated. Oh shit, they really did know. I was so dead, I was so… wait, then my brain caught up with the tone. Something wasn’t right. 

I knew Ashley was ok, she’d just left me at the gate not three minutes earlier. I was very, very confused.

I must say, my confusion and terror probably worked in my benefit because I was too stunned to speak and at least I didn’t start babbling some kind of explanation that would have given the game away.

“Ashley’s father died this morning.” My father said. His hand covered mine. 

I had known loss, but not really. My grandmother had died when I was ten and I missed her. I never knew Ashley’s father, I’d never met the guy. He’d been out of Ashley’s life the last 6 years, although she did occasionally fly out to see him. All I knew was that he was absent, but she adored him. I would hear about him from time to time, a wistful voice always spoke of him.

My parents anticipated how I would feel, how I would react. That I would take Ashley’s pain and make it my own, that I would appropriate her grief. Without knowing the full extent of our relationship, they knew what I would do. I think that’s why they told me before she could. 

My feet skidded on the kitchen floor and I left the front door open. I later remember my father being on my heels but at the time, but I needed to be somewhere else.

She met me on the pavement between our houses. I had my arms open before she hit my body and they folded around her, pulling her sobbing form in and holding it tighter than possible. Her hands gripped my shirt, pulling and grasping. 

In that moment, my heart broke for her. 

We fell to our knees, the sounds merging into a cacophony in my ears: the cracking of the heat, slowly dissipating in the dusk, the crickets beginning their mating cries and Ashley’s sobs, wracking her slender frame and slamming into me. I held onto her for dear life. 

It was only when my father put his hand on my shoulder, kneeling down next to us and drawing both of us into a strong embrace that my attention was ripped away from her. I could see then, her stepfather on the doorstep of his house. Ashley’s mother, at the gate, watching her only daughter disintegrate. If I’d been able to turn my head 360 degrees I’m sure my mother would have been at our gate.

It says volumes that Ashley stayed at our house that night. My parents had no issue with her staying firmly, and bodily attached to me. Whereas she had a double bed in her room, I still had a single and she normally had a bed made up on the floor. Not that night, that night she was in my arms and it wasn’t ever raised as an issue. 

My father had some words with her parents, and then he gently but firmly led us back inside my house. 

Everything was a blur. It was like she was allowed to grieve for that evening, and then pressure from outside began to force her to exist again. She had to fly back to LA for the funeral. I begged my parents to let me go, to let me stand beside her, and my father agreed. Only her mother vetoed the idea, because it was a public funeral and they would go as a pair. 

Ashley hated her mother for that. My father had been willing to pay for me, and in one of my mother’s finer moments, she’d agreed without hesitation. But no, Ashley’s mother wanted some publicity stunt of it just being her and Ashley, side by side. 

Fiercely I promised her I’d see her off at the airport, be attached to the phone whenever she needed me, and pick her up.

But Ashley had begun the process of dealing with the pain the only way she knew how. The girl I left at the airport was the beginnings of the girl that came back. And that was in itself, the beginning of the trouble for us.

***********************

I make it sound like I’m blaming Ashley for our problems. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not. Sitting here in the Albuquerque public records department, with this on my mind, I can wholeheartedly say that I am to blame for well over 50% of it. But this story is linear, and I can see where the threads that tied so deeply in began. The tendrils creeping together. That cord that knotted us together, it would end up choking us. I just didn’t know it at the time. 
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Last time I was home with Glen, before his wedding, we sat on the couch one Saturday afternoon and had a movie marathon. We also had a punchathon, but that’s just Glen and I. Jesus he can be an ass, but you can tell that I love him anyway. 

We watched Shrek, because I’m a sucker for cartoons and if there’s true love involved, well, my romance bone gets tickled. Does anyone else think it’s odd that so many cartoon movies revolve around romance. We imbue this real sense of the perfect romance into our kids at a young age. How well we train them to think about what their future relationships are supposed to be like is scary. Especially when you consider how wrong most of that teaching will turn out to be. At least Shrek gives the idea that your future husband is likely to be a disgusting ogre who burps, farts in bed, can’t find the vacuum cleaner and has some kind of an ass for a best friend. At least their honest. 

The line I’m thinking about in Shrek, is the one that’s just before my favourite part of the movie. I LOVE the part about Parfait, it rocks. The bit I’m thinking of now though, is the bit where Donkey starts singing ‘on the road again.’ It’s stuck in my head, just those four words, over and over. I feel like slamming my forehead into the steering wheel but that will probably just give me a migraine and I’ll still have that song in there. 

I didn’t find anymore information in New Mexico. So I’m on my way to Phoenix with little or nothing to go on. I’m so close, and I’m heading in such the right direction that if I don’t find anything more, if the trail goes dead, then I probably WILL just head to LA. I’d still rather get there with something to go on though. 

Great, now I have that parfait line stuck in my head. 

“You know what everybody like, everybody like parfait. You ever hear anyone say ‘you want some parfait’, ‘no, no I don’t like no parfait’.”

I suppose it’s better than the song. 

So to Phoenix I head, and the closer I get, the more I feel like I’m driving towards fire. I guess that’s really ironic, driving towards Phoenix and fire. You know it’s going to rise again. Sigh. 

Will I be able to get my life to rise again? Can I get Ashley to forgive me? More to the point, am I ever going to convince myself I’m forgivable? You know, there are things I’m not proud of. Lots of things. I think I did an ok job of the first half of our relationship. Even when things started to get hard, I was there. Ashley didn’t make it easy. I might have been the most important thing in her life but that doesn’t mean she let me in much. At this point, if my father was listening to the conversation in my head, he’d point out that she let me in more than she let anyone else in. I think my dad always understood Ashley on a level that I didn’t. Then again, Ashley was always older, and more mature than I was. 

He wants me to find her. Hell, he wants me to bring her home with me because in his mind, she’s almost as much of a daughter as I am. That’s my dad, adopting EVERYONE. I’m very surprised that Clay is the only officially adopted kid in our family, you’d think we’d be overrun by now. 

I’m getting off track again. 

Anyway, I know that I did ok through some things. Like the death of Ashley’s father, I did my best and it was good. But there had to be a point when it got shaky. And I wish I could say it was mutual. I wish I could say that it was us, fighting against the masses and it got too hard. But it wasn’t. It was me. And I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive myself.

******************************

It took some time for Ashley to be even moderately back to normal. I guess that was to be expected. I had no idea what to do, and if it hasn’t been for my father I think I might have gone crazy. 

Ashley was at our house more often than not, which was great for our relationship. Only I had no idea when an appropriate time to start touching her was and I didn’t want her to think I was only in it for the sex. It was the furthest thing from the truth, but after you start sleeping with someone, sex can be an automatic response to most things. I’d never thought I’d try to comfort someone by sleeping with them, but as a knee jerk reaction, I guess you do. 

I let Ashley take the lead, slowly and surely. Part of me wanted to jump her, reassure her that things were ok and hadn’t completely changed. But then for her, they had. That one safety reserve was gone now. She had no back-up, nothing left. Just me and my family, and we both had a feeling that when my family discovered us, there would be hell to pay. 

I don’t really remember when we sort of drifted back into the old Spencer and Ashley routine, but it happened. One incident does stand out in my mind, only because it was rather out of the ordinary for us.

We were in my room, a Friday night with the moon streaming in the window. One of my hands was buried in her hair, and the other was creeping down her abdomen, sliding across her smooth, silky skin. My mouth was firmly planted on her neck, sucking gently.

She kept moaning. It was driving me crazy, and I loved it. Every time she made the little sounds my centre flooded with wetness and need. Except my parents were two rooms over and my brothers were home and we had to be quiet. Very, very quiet. Any minute now someone was going to try to come barging in and wonder why the room was locked. My brothers and I weren’t supposed to lock our doors. 

“Ash, shh,” I whispered.

“Sorry,” she replied huskily. “You’re just… that feels really good.”

I grinned. “Good, just… we need to be quiet!”
I returned my mouth to hers, then trailed across to her ear. As my fingers rifled through dewy curls, she let out another moan, this one straight into my ear. I removed my fingers, ignoring her whimper, and put them over her lips. “Shhh!”

It didn’t work. Everytime I touched her, when my tongue finally hit her, she made noise. She just couldn’t stay quiet. Eventually I pulled away completely.

“Don’t stop,” she groaned. We’d gotten pretty far so I guess she was fairly worked up. 

“Put your clothes on,” I said quietly. 

“Huh?” She sat up on her elbows, frowning at me. It was an odd request, given we were midway through having sex, but still.

”Put your clothes on.”

“You’re kicking me out?” She replied incredulously.

“No silly,” I grinned. “But if you want me to finish what I started, you’d better get dressed.”

Confused and grumpy, she watched me start to clothe myself, and then grudgingly did the same. “You’re so weird.”

“Yeah but you love it.” I grinned cheekily. 

“I don’t love that you’re a tease.” 

“Hush, I’ll make it up to you.”

Once we’d managed to get our shoes on, I unlocked the door and grabbed her hand. Tiptoeing quietly I made sure the house was quiet before we creaked down the stairs. We were pretty quiet, sneaking out the front door with a click, and scurrying down the road.

After a few blocks she spoke. “Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

“Ok, but this is ridiculous.” She frowned again. “And I’m really uncomfortable.”

I rounded on her, pulling her into a quick kiss and hug. “Trust me.”

In silence I led her down to the river bank, where we spent our summer afternoons. I’d grabbed a picnic blanket from the cupboard next to the door before I left. On the hard earth next to the stream, I laid it out and pulled her down.

“Here?” Ashley asked, knowing my intent.

I leaned in to her ear, whispering in the sexiest voice I could manage. “Here is good. Here you can scream if you like.”

“Oh.” 

“I think I’d like it if you screamed my name.”

I watched her swallow as my face burned with embarrassment. That was by far the dirtiest my talk had ever gotten and thank GOD it was dark so she couldn’t see. 

Her lips hit mine urgently, as she pulled me backwards onto the picnic blanket. 

Oh boy was she loud. She took full advantage of the fact that for once we weren’t stuck in our homes, and we were a good distance from any nearby houses. I loved it. It was one of the sexiest things ever.

Every thrust inside her, she made a noise. She urged me on, she told me what she wanted me to do with my tongue, my hands. She made me feel like a complete stud, the way she responded to me.

When she came around to reciprocating, I was so trigger happy it wasn’t funny. She had me tied in knots and I nearly came when her hand slid in my pants. It definitely wasn’t long and it was so quick she looked stunned. I blushed again, burying my head in the crook of her neck with shame.

“God, that’s sexy Spence,” she whispered.

“I’m sorry,” I moaned. “I’m so sorry.”

“No, no, I love it.” She grinned into my hair. “Means I can do it again.”

And she did. Wow.

We snuck back in as well. If it had been a movie, we so would have been caught but no one ever mentioned it and therefore we got away with it. 

It almost spelled normality for us. The return of the dazzling duo. I carefully nurtured her laughter and joy, making sure she still had time to grieve but wasn’t completely depressed. I think I did a good job. 

One day it had to change, we both knew that. One day, and it wasn’t carelessness, or sloppiness or anything like that. I guess it was just sheer dumb bad luck. 

One Saturday morning we were in the kitchen. Glen was at basketball, and Dad had just taken him, Clay had a science club meeting and Mom was driving him on her way to the Saturday free clinic. Ashley and I were in the kitchen making pancakes. Well, I was making pancakes and she was making suggestive promises about the maple syrup. 

Mom had left around about ten minutes before, Dad five. Mom wouldn’t be back hours, at least until three, and Dad had to wait around for Glen and then pick up Clay. We had a few hours to ourselves. 

I was flipping the final pancake onto the plate, having turned the stove off, when her arms came around me from the back. I leaned to the side and let her kiss my neck, quivering a little. She brought her index finger up, let me lick the maple syrup off it, while she whispered something insanely dirty in my ear. Blushing, I turned to give her a sugary kiss. 

I’ll never forget the look on my mothers face when I pulled out of it. 

**************************************

I’ve done some things I’m not proud of. More than a few. This journey, whatever its destination, whatever it’s outcome, might make up a few karma points. 

I hope so.

Because I’m badly in debt and I think I need the help. 
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‘I can feel her hands sliding down. It feels so damn good I think I’ll explode now, but then her tongue hits me and I know I’m nowhere near the explosion that’s coming. Her fingers are there too now, stroking, stoking really. Those fires she’s created are burning hotter and hotter and I’m moaning, god am I ever moaning. Her mouth and rhythm, all at once, I’m begging ‘please, please oh god, please Ashley…’ She can’t reply; all necessary parts are occupied. Her free hand slides back up, stopping to squeeze one breast carefully and then fingers are laced through mine. We’re going to ride this out together, so very, very good. I’m so damn close now, and god it’s incredible, so close, so very, very…’

My eyes slam open and I stare at the ceiling. I’m covered in a thin sheen of sweat and the lazy turn of the fan is doing nothing to help. I watch it swirl, ineffectively, as my breathing slowly starts to calm and I squeeze my legs together at the incessant ache therein. 

This is not the first dream I’ve had like this, of course. But now, when I feel like I’m getting so close, they’re more annoying than ever. Why? Because I wake up and she isn’t here. I wake up and I’m in some crummy motel in Phoenix and wishing, god am I ever wishing, that she really was here. I could practically feel her tongue on me goddammit. It’s times like this when I know the universe is out to make me suffer. 

I roll over and stare at the red letters on the alarm clock. It’s not that crummy a motel, because it has one of those radio alarms. The ones I can never figure out. These are the things that have me setting alarms for six in the evening instead of six in the morning, or turning onto off. If I’m lucky, I get awoken three hours early by some wailing country and western song I’d hoped never to suffer through. This is why I use my cell phone as an alarm. Still, there’s some comfort in the letters now, here in the stillness of the morning. 

I’d considered finishing myself off, ugh, but not in a motel room. Not like this. I can still taste Ashley, smell her. I could never do that to her, to us. To sully us like that. I don’t want release, I want her. 

Those numbers are telling me it’s around half past four in the morning. I should get a few more hours sleep before I start my likely fruitless search for my girl. I have nothing to go on, so it’s either door knocking or records again. I’ve been reduced to both several times. I have more luck with paper but you’d be surprised how often the universe has been kind and let me have a bit just from sheer luck. 

I just don’t get the universe. Sometimes it hates me and sometimes it doesn’t. Am I a fatalist? Not really, because then I wouldn’t be doing this would I. But I do tend to believe in lady luck. Why is luck a lady? Ok, I’m no Casanova but I’ve had enough luck with women. If I wanted to, I’m fairly confident I’d do okay with the other half of the planet too. But why is luck a LADY? 

I really have to stop thinking these things at four in the morning. I’m still tense, aching. I consider doing it just to get some sleep but the thought makes me feel queasy. That could be the quesadilla I ate for dinner though. Or the three margaritas I downed with it. Salted, on the rocks, of course. I don’t normally drink, I rarely do, especially since I’m on the road the whole time. That would be just what I needed eh, lose my licence for a DUI. I’m not that stupid, but last night I needed something. And it was there, just a two block walk from the motel. I’ll be alcohol free by morning and it barely made me buzz but it was there and I used it. Should I be ashamed? Possibly. Am I ashamed? Not really. 

We all have our little crutches, the things that get us through. Mine is not alcohol by the way, mine is the open road, the endless miles and the knowledge I can’t lose because I have nothing to lose. Alcohol just wanders in from time to time and helps me along. I’d be worried about that if it weren’t for two things: The fact it happens so rarely and the fact that I’ve seen its ugly side once or twice and I never want to go there. 

All this thought of crutches makes me think of Ashley. In a support way I mean. I was hers, and I know it. I was her everything, she’d only said it to me once and I knew it, deep in my centre. She never asked, never expected, but I was it for her. What it must feel like to have someone kick that crutch out from under you, to leave you with nothing… I have no idea. I don’t ever want to find out. But she did.

**************************

I cannot explain how much panic ran through me in those first five minutes. As I took a step back from Ashley and my mother stared at me open mouthed. Ashley, unthinkingly I believe, reached out as if to keep me there but I moved away. There were seconds, long seconds of my mother looking at me, and then at Ashley. Long seconds of Ashley looking at my mother, and then me. And then the long, long seconds of me staring at my mother and her horror. 

She didn’t say anything, not straight away. She just pivoted on her heel and walked out. The pancakes cooled slowly on their plate and Ashley’s frantic eyes tried to catch mine. I wouldn’t let her. My heart walked out of the room with my mother and my panic was escalating, if that was possible.

Oh god, she knew. 

All hell was about to break loose. 

I finally looked at Ashley, who was almost begging me with her expression. 

“I…” but I had nothing to say. I squeezed her arm, I’m not sure why, and then I fled after my mother. It was going to be pouring a bucket of water on a forest fire but I’d give it my best. God, the way my mother was likely to react it was probably more like pouring a bucket of petrol but I was still going to try. I had no other choice right. 

She was in the office pacing back and forth muttering to herself. 

“Mom,” 

She looked at me, with those eyes that were as blue as mine, and I hated what I saw there. I saw disgust, I saw hatred, and it burned right through me. She didn’t say anything, nothing at all, but her eyes… they said everything right there. 

This was the woman who had given birth to me. The woman who had read me stories until I was old enough to tell them to myself. She had held me through my troubles and soothed my aching pains, bandaged my wounds and… 

She was my mother. 

“Mom please it’s not…” How could I say that to her? It’s not what you think. It was what she thought. It was everything she thought and more. I wanted to reassure her, to placate her. Nothing would do that. And my lies wouldn’t help. They certainly wouldn’t help Ashley. It didn’t stop me though. “It wasn’t what it looked like.”

“Spencer.” Her voice was hoarse, and had a quality to it I didn’t recognise. 

“Mom please, really, it’s not…” 

“I know what I saw!” The shrillness was penetrating. 

“Can we talk about this?”

“Oh we’ll talk.” Now I was scared. If I thought I was scared before, I was so wrong. This was just the beginning. “This… this is insanity. I…”

“Mom” “Mrs. C”

We both looked up at the same time, Ashley’s voice from the doorway. I’d forgotten she was even in the house. 

“You need to go home Ashley.” My mother’s voice could have frozen the Pacific Ocean. And she never called my best friend by her full name, she was always Ash. 

“It’s really…”

“Now Ashley.” My mother interrupted firmly. “Right now.”

I turned to her, looking her in the eyes, willing her to leave. It would be better if she went, easier. I could see that she didn’t believe me, these messages flying through the ether. But she went anyway. She had my mother and I bearing down on her, what else could she do? 

There were attempts at conversation, nothing concrete, nothing solid until my father appeared with Glen. One look at the two of us, me with my twisted, pained expression and my mother with a face like a thunderclap, and my father knew something was seriously wrong.

I was banished to the living room. It didn’t stop me hearing the screams. My mother ranting. I was… sick. 

My father, oh my darling, darling father. He defended me. I couldn’t hear half of what he said because he used that low tone, reasonable voice he’s got. But from my mother’s response I could hear she wasn’t happy with him. 

So I was called back in.

“What’s going on between you two,” my mother demanded.

“Mom!” “Paula!” You can see that my father and I share some genes.

“No attacking,” my father continued firmly.

“We’re…” God I was lame, why couldn’t I just say it. “We’re together.” Well that was something I suppose.

“What sort of together,” I could hear my mother holding it in, her voice strangled by her anger. 

“Like…” I couldn’t finish. My father’s face was a puzzle of uncertain nature. But his hand came to my shoulder in a comforting way and there was nothing like disappointment when he looked at me. 

“It’s wrong, it’s sick,” my mother choked out. 

“Paula!” My father warned again.

“Oh Arthur you can’t be serious.”

“Spencer is nearly an adult, she makes her own choices.” Could he really be saying that? He was saying that now? I felt it was too soon for such a discussion, my mother was still having kittens over here. Wait, why was I defending my mother? 

“This needs more discussion.” My mother said firmly. “This hasn’t been talked about enough.”

“What do you want from me?” I whispered. Anything, I’d do anything to end this fear. 

“I want you to stop…” she began but my father got in the way,

“No.”

“Leave.” 

I was stunned. She wanted me to leave? What permanently? That was crazy! I suddenly had visions of driving through the night with Ashley, away from everything I knew. My stomach turned. 

“Mom…”

“Just… leave me be.” Her voice choked again. 

“Why don’t you head up to your room honey. Or make sure Ashley’s ok,” my father spoke with authority. At the mention of Ashley’s name my mother’s head shot up and her mouth opened. One strong look from dad and it shut again. 

I fled to my room, ignoring the confused and somewhat bemused looks of my older brother Glen. Clay of course was nowhere to be found. 

In my room I shut the curtains. I couldn’t think of Ashley now, couldn’t speak to her. I loved her, but this was everything I’d been panicking about. This was real now, we were out and my mother knew. 

Hell, I didn’t even know if I was gay. I’d never considered such a thing really. I was just really into Ashley and… and my mother thought that was sick. I didn’t want to be sick. I didn’t want my mother to look at me like that any more. 

But I didn’t want to give up Ashley. It was a knee-jerk reaction to think, just for a second, that it might be the solution. That thought made me as sick as my mother’s reaction, so scratch it from the list.

Pacing, probably the exact same way my mom was downstairs, I tried to get my racing, jumbled thoughts into some kind of order. There had to be a compromise, there had to be… something. She’d come around, mom would be ok. Dad was clearly on my side, so mom would just. We’d go slow you know, ease her into it, it would be ok. I mean, it was Ashley right. She was like a daughter to them. So much better than a random stranger, some motorbike riding dyke off the highway.

The thought was so absurd I giggled. Then I giggled some more. Then my giggles became insistent until they dissolved into tears and I fell to my knees next to my bed, sobs wracking my body. By the time I was done, I was exhausted but I felt better.

I washed my face in the sink, jerking my head out of the towel when my father called my name up the stairs.

They were in the living room, my mother hugging herself on the couch and my father standing in the doorway, waiting for me. He wrapped his arms around me and then kissed me on the top of his head. I relaxed into him a bit. 

“Your mother wants to talk to you,” he whispered. I ventured to the armchair, and my father sat on the couch. He made it clear with just his body, that he wasn’t going anywhere but he was just a mediator, we both knew it. 

“I want to talk about this.” My mother spoke firmly, but her voice was still tremulous. 

“Mom, I can’t help how I feel.” I must have gotten some bravery from somewhere. “I’m not going to stop feeling this way just because you don’t like it.”

“I want us to get professional help.”

What? Holy crap. 

“What?” I echoed my thoughts. 

“I want us to see a counsellor.”

I looked at my father, to see if he was against this crazy idea. He was looking at the ground, saying nothing.

“You can’t be serious.”

“This needs discussion. I don’t want you seeing Ashley until it’s been further talked about.”

“That’s not fair,” my father said quietly.

“Mom, she’s my best friend. I can’t do that!”

“Well then I don’t want you… doing things, like you were in the kitchen,” she took a deep breath. “In fact out of respect, I don’t think you should be doing those things in my house.”

“Ashley will always be welcome in this house.” There was warning and danger in my fathers tone.

“I love her too Arthur.” At least those words were comfort. “But she and Spencer have clearly been led astray by… something. This needs more… thought.”

I couldn’t believe my father was going along with this. Nonetheless, if talking to some weird psychologist was all my mother wanted. If it meant she wasn’t going to kick me out of the house, or lock me in my room, or ban me from seeing Ashley entirely, then it was ok. 

“Fine, we’ll see someone.” I agreed easily, and I think it surprised her.

“You will?”

“If that’s what you want.”

“Thank-you.”

“Can I still see Ashley?” 

My mother quaked, but a look from my father had her relenting. “Yes. But not alone. There will be no alone time in your room, or hers.” 

I should have known there’d be a catch, but I nodded, I really couldn’t expect more. After my mother had left, I looked at my father.

“Do you hate me?” 
His head came up, looking at me with bright, intense eyes. “God no Spencer, I could never hate you. You’re my daughter and I love you, no matter what.”

“You don’t hate… this,” I waved at myself, and then was surprised by his smile.

“No. I’ve known for quite some time.” Now THAT shocked me.

“What??”

“Just a guess really, but still, I was pretty spot on.”

“And you don’t care?”

“You love each other. You take care of each other and you’re good to each other. How can I object to that? You could date any loser out there but you chose one of the best people on the planet.”

Sometimes I loved my father more than I could say. I had to hug him at that point, and was comforted by his returned embrace.

“You really want me to go to counselling?” I asked because it didn’t exactly fit with his feelings on the subject.

“I don’t think you need help Spencer, but if being there will help your mother move through this, and help her and you have a better understanding, then I think it’s a good idea.” He had a point. “Now I believe that Ashley was supposed to be over here for dinner.”

“Is that a good idea? Today?” I was taken aback. 

“Hmm, perhaps not. How about I give you guys some cash and you go find yourselves dinner tonight. I think your mother might need some breathing time anyway. Not that you two have done anything wrong but she was a bit surprised.”

I nodded. 

Ashley looked gratified to see me, and even more gratified when I explained the new rules. 

“So all you have to do is talk to some shrink?” 

“So it seems. Oh, and we’re not supposed to be alone.”

“We’re alone now,” she teased.

I nudged her in the shoulder. “You know what I mean.”

“Back to sneaking around,” she sighed.

“Ashley, we’ve always tiptoed around.” 
“Yeah well.” She took a bite of her sandwich and leaned back on the grass. “You said yes to the shrink though.”

“Seemed pretty easy.” I replied. 

“Just make sure he doesn’t brain wash you.” 

“Never,” I smiled. 

***************************

I got off easy right. I got off so easy. I didn’t get killed or pulled apart. My mother still talked to both of us, and she didn’t hate Ashley, didn’t even blame Ashley for my ‘gayness’. 

It would be so easy to blame my mother for what happened next. But then I’d be transferring and I’ve promised myself I wouldn’t do that. 

Lying here in bed, wishing to all hell that I was in Ashley’s arms, I know that it was me and my spineless nature that was at fault. When the going gets tough… well, it would turn out that I would get going. 

It’s just getting light out, but I’m not asleep. I’m kidding myself that I’ll get back there. I’ll never get back there. There’s no point anyway. All I can do is keep going forwards. On the road again; to Ashley. 
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I’m on my way to Los Angeles. I made it as far as Phoenix before I hit the proverbial brick wall. Or is it the glass ceiling? Either way, my luck ran out and so did my options. Phoenix is a bloody big city and Ashley managed to convincingly lose me in it. After three days, I was so damn despondent I cried and I haven’t done that in a long, long time. 

I think I was saying something about my luck running out. That’s what it felt like. Despite urgings from my father and Glen via the phone, I was about ready to give up. Being home had actually taken some of the wind out of my sails. I’d been, I don’t know, happy for awhile. Not complete but sort of happy. 

I figured I could learn to live with that. Who’s happy all the time? But the voice in the back of my head was loud enough for me to hear and forced me to listen. No one is happy all the time, but you have to be some of the time. If I gave up now, I’d never be happy. I’d always wonder what would have happened if I’d just kept going. 

So instead I’m persevering. Oh I know I said that I’d just head to LA if I got stuck, but actually, I have something to go on. I think I’m telling this story in circles, but I’m a little wound up myself and it’s only six hours to LA, so I’m getting excited. It’s stupid to get excited. It’s a big city and I have one clue to go on. But I know she’s there, I know that somewhere in that whirling metropolis, my Ashley is there. And I know that if I have to find every person in the goddamn city before I find her, I’ll do it.

Maybe it was the universe rewarding my perseverance. Maybe it was my charming personality back in Shreveport, I don’t know, but here’s what happened. 

Jersey, that’s right. The stripper with a heart of gold, and matching boobs. Ok, now I’m just being mean. Ashley wrote to her again, from LA. I have a postal code and that’s it. Turns out Jersey has a memory like a steel trap, remembered I was from Ohio and my last name, and got in contact with my FATHER. Can you believe that? So yeah, she rang my dad and gave him the info, and he frantically got in contact with me. Since I was pretty much at a dead end it saved my life. I am seriously considering finding an alter to strippers and placing some kind of devotional sacrifice there.

I’m a little hyperactive today, because I can just smell the end of my journey ahead. Or at least, the end to my incessant driving. LA is going to be tough, but I have a feeling Ashley will hang there for awhile. Turns out she hasn’t been there for long, I called Jersey to get more detail, and so I have some time. Hopefully she won’t move on. I suspect she won’t. 

It twisted I guess, that Ashley wrote to Jersey again. That Ashley has found someone else to confide in, to believe in. That knife thrust deep and I know it was serrated because I felt it when the turn came. I have no reason to feel that, it’s not fair. I threw what we had away for nothing and Ashley still has nothing. I’m getting jealous over two lousy postcards and I know it’s nothing more because Jersey rang me for the last one. If there had been anything more, I know she would have told me. 

I’m so damn confused about why she did anyway. The look on her face told me she hated me and her actions say something else. Then I forget if I’m talking about Ashley or Jersey and my mind goes spinning. The fact that Jersey knows enough about me to support my cause, well, that’s good news right. She must have caught something, something that told her I needed to have a chance. That means I have a chance with Ashley right? That means there’s a reason I’m supposed to keep searching.

And then all my faith in this sudden rush of luck is like a hurricane of panic descending on me as I drive. What if this is one, big cosmic joke… and I’m the butt? What if it’s all so Ashley can slap me in the face and tell me I was kidding myself the whole time.

It’s now that I have to pull over to the side of the road, opening the car door so I can gasp out of it. The contents of my stomach are being heaved onto the side of the road and my head just won’t stop spinning.

It took me ten minutes but I made it back to the inside of my car, where I’m now sitting with sweat on my forehead and a bitter taste in my mouth. 

It’s a panic reaction, I know it is. I’ve come so far, and I just have to keep going, step by step. That’s how I let myself erode my relationship with Ashley, and that’s how I have to build it back up again. Every journey begins with a single step. If only I could get my foot back on the damn accelerator. 

*********************

It wasn’t easy after our parents found out. Ashley came out to her parents in some kind of show of support. I’d like to say it helped, but it didn’t. Her parents didn’t give a damn, in fact, I don’t think they blinked. It was my mother who was still the problem.

Sure, sure, she gave us nominal support. But every chance she got she put that little knife in, twisting. Ashley she loved, me she loved, our relationship: she hated more than the snails that ate her lettuce. You’ve never seen my mother and the snails, it’s some pretty big hate. 

We attended the psychologist for, oh, three sessions. My mother found him pretty quickly, I think she thought he’d talk me out of it and we could put it all behind us fast. She even offered for Ashley to come, although I said no straight away. I wanted to keep my mother and Ashley separate. I didn’t want them mixing together. It was blurring the lines in my life to have our relationship known and I hated it. 

Counselling didn’t work out as well as my mother would have liked. For the first session he had a long chat with me about what had happened. For the next session he had a long chat with my mother. For our third and final session, he had a chat with us both and then told my mother that frankly, there was absolutely nothing wrong with me but he was happy to arrange further counselling for her. Yeah, that went down like a lead balloon. 

End of counselling. I should have been happy but to be honest, I was just trying to please everyone in my life, or that’s how it felt. Trying to placate mom and Glen, my brother acting like the ass I knew he could be. Trying to still be the kid my father adored. Trying not to act upset when the cheerleaders at school started whispering. Madison used to be my friend, now she hissed ‘Dyke’ at me, under her breathe, at every opportunity. I hated it.

And it was Ashley who suffered. Not so much that I took it out on her but when something had to give, it was always her. She never so much as said a word really. But she began to fade away, and I didn’t stop her. Not until it was nearly too late.

I don’t remember when it all started, I guess I was having too much trouble with my own head to pay attention to my girlfriend losing hers. What kind of a sick bastard was I? The selfish kind I guess. 

She was strange, a little withdrawn, but when we were together, I still felt like we shut out the world. Sitting in her room, in her arms, watching a movie, was like my favourite place ever. Just feeling her fingertips drifting down the skin of my arms, and her breath soft on the top of my head, that was heaven. Every so often she’d drop a kiss down too, on my head, my forehead, the tip of my nose, or a soft kiss on my lips. 

I lived to stare at her, take in every feature. I don’t think I saw all that many movies, but I sure saw Ashley. Sometimes I just stared, traced lines on her face, and other times I’d pull her down for a kiss and you know where that would lead. Hot and heavy, our sex was amazing.

It was always like that when we were together, but the thing was, we were together less and less. If my mother asked me to be somewhere else, I inevitably said yes, just to keep a balance. Well, that was my argument. Really it wasn’t balanced at all, because the less time I spent with Ashley, the less even it got. 

And yet, she never complained. Never said a word or begrudged me dropping her. Maybe if it had been for other girls she might have, but even then, I don’t know. I do know that it took me a few months to start wondering what she did when I was around. And when I found out what it was, I flew off the handle.

How much it was my fault, I never acknowledged at the time. I was her only support and I’d been copping out. So she turned to the one thing she knew she could depend on: alcohol. 

The first time I found her drunk, I was scared, but I just put her to bed. The second time, I rolled my eyes and dumped her in the shower. Third time I yelled, but she just looked at me with those big brown eyes and I relented. It became a ritual, when I’d find her, there would be anger in me, but I’d just put her to bed. Never talked about the next morning.

How long did I let it go one? Too long. Too long until the pills became part of the problem. First her mothers prescription pills stolen from a handbag, and then onto some illegal stuff she bought at school. 

I wish I’d found her first, that day she overdosed. I wish it had been me that saved her life, that stood by her side, but no, I was shopping with my mother. It should have been me, the person that loved her the most. 

Instead her stepfather found her. A man she barely spoke to and had no actual feelings about, found her passed out on her bathroom floor barely breathing. I only found out because our neighbours told us. Of course her parents didn’t think to call us, to call me. Like they cared. They knew we were together, that Ashley spent more time (still) at our house than at home, but no, they didn’t call us. 

My mother, in her strange ways, took me completely by surprise by immediately driving us to the hospital, no questions asked. She didn’t even HAVE to be asked, she just did it. I can remember how I felt, both panicked and angry. Half of me deathly afraid she wasn’t ok, and the other half ready to strangle her if she was. I remember my father’s hand on my arm, and his words,

“Easy now Spencer, she’s going to need a friend.”

Strange words, given that he knew who I was. I was her girlfriend. I … but I hadn’t been much of one for the past few months before that. 

She was ok, as it turned out. Pale, awake, and looking oh so scared. My parents were better than I was. Both of them wrapped her in huge hugs and reassured her that she’d be ok, that she was loved. I just sat on the edge of her bed, holding her hand and staring at her. I wondered when I’d lost her. I got mad at her, but didn’t say anything. How dare she almost leave me? How dare she? 

I was… numb. 

So panicked, so lost and so… numb. That was how I felt. God knows how she felt.

It’s funny how nothing ever got said after that. She just, lifted herself. Maybe that little trip to the hospital really did scare the life nearly out of her. She basically reformed herself, stopped drinking and as far as I knew, no more pills. 

I didn’t say anything, she just drifted back to being more my Ashley. And we saw each other more, but I think that was to do with my father more than anything. Ashley never sought help, she always wanted to do things on her own. Her parents forced her to see a counsellor once but she never went back. I know she talked to my father a lot, and he was good for her. 

And where was I? Still lost.

I think my father told my mother to stop distracting me from Ashley all the time, and she mostly complied. Which meant we went back to more of our normal selves. 

And yet I look back on those days with nothing but unmitigated fury at myself. I was the worst girlfriend ever, unsupportive and angry. Selfish to the point of insanity. She stayed with me though, loyal and true. I don’t know why, but she did.

************************

I wish I could say that was it. I wish I could say: That was the worst thing I ever did, I was a lousy girlfriend. Then I might stand a chance when I find her. I don’t know why I’m bothering, she doesn’t want to hear from me and I’m not surprised. 

I guess we’ll just have to wait and see. I’m driving again, on auto pilot. I’m still vaguely numb. Will it get better? Who knows. But I won’t stop this time. I won’t give up. Some things are worth fighting for. 
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I am drowning. The suffocating heat is closing in and I am dying here, asphyxiating. I am crying for the light at the end of the tunnel, begging for it to arrive. When it does, I know it will be the oncoming train. And I’m already tied to the tracks.

I hate Los Angeles already. The people, and Christ, the smog! 

Suddenly it’s like I’m living a nightmare and there is nothing I can do to end it. This is my purgatory, and I wonder how many lifetimes I shall suffer here before I can finally leave. Worst of all, everywhere I turn, there she is. I hear her laughter, or see her smile, for a flash, and then it’s gone. 

Yes, it’s true, three days in LA and I’m undoubtedly insane. Because if it had actually been Ashley I would have fainted away, I’m sure. Or at the very least fallen to my knees and kissed the ground in thanks. No, it’s just my imagination digging my grave for me. I suppose that if I’m dying, drowning and heading for hell, it’s nice of someone to take the time to dig it. 

This damn postcode I’m waiving about is some urban part of LA I had never heard of. Not really hard that. If you’d bandied around the words Beverly Hills or Hollywood, perhaps Santa Monica, I might have been with you but no. Actually, I stared at a map earlier and was quite surprised to find that Santa Monica was a long distance away. See, that’s how much I know about LA.

At least she’s not in Compton. Or am I making assumptions again? I have no idea. I really am just a country girl from Ohio, and I’m searching the big city for one woman. Still, I remember saying awhile ago that I would never let Ashley work in a dump again. She certainly found one here. There are alleys, with the requisite rats and cats, and yes, strip clubs. Here I thought I was done with strip clubs but I am sadly mistaken. Well, I don’t know that yet.

See, I’m drowning in my own confusion, my own inability to sustain some kind of cognitive function for longer than twenty seconds. 

I’m already lost today, so that’s it. I’m giving up. Not for the journey, not for my lifetime but for today. I’m going to a beach. Once I find one, I’m going to sit on it and eat some fish and chips. Then I’m going to consider going out and getting thoroughly drunk. I haven’t been drunk for months, years really. Now I have the luxury of not driving for awhile. I mean, I have to drive around LA but I can sober up tomorrow. 

And then? Then I guess I go searching through one suburb until I find a clue. Or until I find Ashley. Or until I go completely crazy and end up pushing a stolen grocery cart full of plastic bags around the streets cackling. Knowing my luck I’ll end up doing that and then I’ll find Ashley. Yup, that would be perfect wouldn’t it. 

I give in. 

It’s getting to be a habit of mine. 

***************************

When did it all change? When did Ashley stop being the most important thing in my life and when did I start to care about what everyone else thought? I have no answer to that question.

It’s about time I told the real story, the part when I threw away the best thing I had for… for nothing. 

How I wish to god I had a better answer than that, that it wasn’t so simple, but oh Christ it really is.

Sure life got tougher for both of us. After Ashley’s brush with her own mortality, she worked damn hard on putting her life back together. I should have done more, I should have helped more. Instead I let my own worries wrap around me, and it pulled us apart. 

No, that’s a lie, it pulled me away. 

The end of school was approaching. I couldn’t believe it. Ashley and I had been together for three years, and we were comfortable. My mother was pushing my school work more and more, and I couldn’t really fault her one it. College was a big step and I was a smart kid. If I wanted to do well, I had to pick a good school. If I wanted to get into a good school, I had to study hard. 

So what had to give? Ashley. Well, that’s what it felt like. I still went to church, I still went out with friends, and my mother never had a word to say. I’d like to blame her more, to say that she did it deliberately. Actually, she did do it deliberately, but in the end, everything was my decision. I let her edge me in one direction, I blindly followed.

Ashley had no intention of going to college, despite my parents urging. She was a good student, with good marks, but she insisted that she wanted to see more of the world before committing to something like that. It made sense to her. In her utter Ashley support and brilliance, she was behind my choices %100, even if she felt my pulling away. 

Whatever stretch we made during those hard times, we never really bounced back. I got into a good school. I’d been thinking about Engineering, although my mother was urging me towards medicine. In the end, I decided on the University of Illinois. Ok, so it wasn’t the most prestigious school in the world but it was a very good engineering school. 

It also meant moving a whole state.

Ashley and I didn’t talk about it. Scratch that, I didn’t talk about it and she didn’t bring it up. I had no real expectations, because Ashley and I were getting worse and worse about communicating. I have to say that can’t be entirely blamed on me, it takes two. But then again, that was the worst that Ashley can be held responsible for so if you were taking a tally, she still comes up light. 

It was in the summer that my mother really started putting the pressure on. I’d gotten a summer job to get some extra cash for college. Ashley did the same, only in a different job. My mother got me a job at a local doctor’s office, pushing paper and photocopying. Ashley got a job carting supplies at a bar, busing tables and cleaning. Thanks to our respective hours, we barely got to see each other. 

When we did, we were young, living it up, and that’s when the ideas began. I know where they came from and I also know that she didn’t really have a plan in mind, she was just speaking her mind. That’s my mother for you. Small things, but things that stick. 

I was going away to college, away from Ashley. Did I want a long distance relationship? They never worked. 

We hadn’t really talked about it. I guess I just assumed that we were going to give it a try. We were still just Spencer and Ashley, together. We still slept together, we still watched movies, hung out, laughed and talked, just not as much as we had. We were quieter when we were together I suppose, but not completely.

Then my mother pointed out the next obvious point, how was my college life going to affect Ashley. She waxed lyrical, reminiscing over her own school days and how fun they were. She talked about the friends, the parties, some of the things she told me shocked the hell out of me. I mean seriously, this was my mother and she was talking about keggers! 
And Ashley wasn’t going to be a part of that. I was going to have a whole new life and she wasn’t going to be in it. How was that going to work?

Looking back now I cannot believe my own stupidity. Anyone could have seen that the best thing to do about all of this would be to talk about this, to talk it over. Did I? Yeah, right.

The most Ashley and I managed was this conversation, which was all that needed to be said. 

“Spencer,”

“Mmm…”

I was lying on her bed, with my head on her stomach. I was reading one of my course guides, trying to choose some electives. Really I was just trying to escape the heat in the air-conditioned wonder of her room. She was lying staring at the ceiling and stroking the top of my head. I admit that it was distracting me from my reading. 

“What are we going to do.”
I had no answer. I hadn’t even found the guts to ask the question.

“What do you want to do?” Great Spencer, put the ball in her court. That’s a brave girl. 

“I love you,” she whispered. “I can’t imagine not being with you.”

I rolled over on my stomach, coming up to look at her. “Ash, I’m going to be away for ages,”

“I know.” She looked at me, those brown eyes so strong but so unreadable. Even after all these years. “But I don’t want to break up.”

“Long distance relationship?”

She shrugged. “Don’t exactly have much choice. Besides, when I get enough money together I can visit quite a bit.”

I nodded. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad, once Ashley could visit. Besides, I still loved her, of that I had no doubt.

My mother looked doubtful when she heard. 

And that was it. That was the most we discussed it. I know that I was just unprepared for it and I know that she was afraid. It turns out she had cause. 

My parents agreed to drive me to college, and there was no question of Ashley not coming. My father made the assumption and it was a done deal. At least it stopped me from having to listen to my mother droning on and on about the fun I would have and the things I would learn and the… oh god, she just wouldn’t shut up. 

I couldn’t believe the noise. I was a small town Ohio girl, I know I’ve said it before. The dorms were crazy, the campus was crazy, the whole thing was crazy. The only island of calm and quiet in the whole place was my girlfriend. 

Anyone who’s been to college knows what a first day, a first week, a first month is like. Meeting your roommate, making new friends. My parents and Ashley hung around for a weekend to help me move in, and then they made their way home.

And yes, I can still remember saying goodbye to her. I remember the way she felt, the texture of her skin against mine as I held her close. It ached, letting her go. For that moment in time, held against the world, we were one. Her arms around me, and mine around her. Our bodies merging and gripping, because we were never meant to be with anyone else. For that second in time, I knew that so deeply it etched its way into my very soul. 

There are so many times in life that you will learn that when it comes to a choice between your heart and your head there is no choice. There is but one thing to do and that’s to tell your head to fuck off so loud that your heart cheers. 

Unfortunately, sometimes you have to do the unbelievably stupid before you can learn your lesson. 

I loved college. It was everything I’d hoped for, and everything my mother had said. I made new friends, I loved my classes, I got drunk and stoned and I partied like there was no dawn. Every night, Ashley would faithfully call to tell me she loved me. Sometimes she caught me and sometimes she didn’t. 

I really don’t think that my mother knew what she was doing. I don’t think she was trying to break us up, she was just trying for the best life she though I deserved. And that’s where she was wrong. I had better than I deserved, and I was about to prove it. 

Every phone call she would exult in my new friends, and every phone call she would be more and more urgent about my need to expand my horizons. I was meeting new people, I was having new experiences and she kept pointing out that I needed to be with new people. I really did brush it off as my mother. 

Until I met Kate. 

It’s funny, because when I think about it, I’d never even looked at someone else. Until Kate. 

She was completely different to Ashley. Outspoken, jovial, the life of the party, an incredible contrast to the quiet but strong woman that was my girlfriend. A redhead, with a bust that stopped traffic and I must confess, turned my eyes.

Oh yeah, I was tempted. But I also wasn’t stupid, because there was no way in hell I was going to cheat on Ashley. No matter how much Kate flirted with me, or ran her fingers across my knee when we were drunk. 

But god I was tempted. For the first time in my life I wanted to have sex with someone else. For awhile I tried to tell myself that it was just because Ashley wasn’t around and I missed sex. 

Until Kate’s lips hit mine and they were nothing like Ashley’s.

I pulled away, we were drunk and I don’t even remember how we got there but for a split second, I kissed someone else. 

And then, then I let it in.

I let those doubts, all of those words that my mother had been building up in my head for months and months and months, I let them in. I suddenly thought about the other things that were out there. All those women I could sleep with. I’m fairly sure that my mother had intended me to try slightly different horizons to the lesbian community of Illinois, but that’s her fault for not being more specific. 

And I did the unthinkable.

I threw her away. 

I rang her up and I told her it was over. I had barely kissed another girl, and it certainly hadn’t been my decision to lock lips. I could have explained myself and been forgiven in a moment, but that wasn’t it.

I wanted to fool around.

So I broke up with her. Over the phone. And then I hung up.

She turned up on my doorstep hours later. Probably less than the minimum number of hours it takes to drive from Ohio to Champagne Urbana, at least legally. 

I can’t remember seeing Ashley that distraught, except for her father’s death. Her mouth hit mine ten seconds after the door open, her hands on my body. 

Thank god my roommate wasn’t home, because she didn’t let up until I was coming apart in her hands and she was throwing her head back as she ground down on my thigh. She was frantic, all over me, trying to convince me the best way she thought possible, with her body and her love and everything she had. When that was done, she used her words, eloquently and beautifully.

And I still turned her away. After all of that, I let it happen and then I turned her away. 

I didn’t take her calls, I didn’t listen to my father’s pleas. 

For six months I played around and I you know what. It meant nothing. I slept with Kate, and I slept with Jo, and Sara, and Jenny, and Rebecca and it honestly meant nothing. They were all different, I even tried to date Sara for awhile, although it ended up being an unmitigated disaster. 

I had everything I apparently wanted. 

I want to tell you that I did something worse. That I went crazy and got hooked on drugs. That I cheated on her. That we had a huge fight and she said something unforgivable, or that I said something unforgivable.

Instead, I threw her away for some cheap fun and playing around. 

And the one person who had been there for me, the one person who had never let me down and always given me her love. I threw her away for nothing. 

Nothing. 

*********************

And that’s why I’m drowning. That’s why I’m lost. 

Because I was that stupid, I threw away the love of my life because my mother said, and here I quote:

“Don’t be ridiculous, no one meets the love of their life at thirteen.”

I did. 

And that should be a lesson to you all. 
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This is where the lines start to blur, start to edge together until they bleed into one another. This is where the white and red become pink, and the edge of the horizon becomes the sky without end. 

This is where my life is running full tilt with no fuel and my heart beats because it has to. 

This is where I tell myself that the incessant pounding in my ears is the echo of my feet on the pavement and it will stop, it will, when I have reached my goal. If I reach my goal. If my goal is reachable. No, I can’t think like that. It’s when I reach my goal and nothing else.

I’m so hungover you can look through one of my ears and see the fuzz. I swear to god I’m never drinking again. Of course, the problem with that is that I listen to myself for about eight months and then I forget. When you only drink every eight months, your tolerance sits somewhere around ground level and the next day is hell.

Who am I kidding, today was going to be hell whether I woke up hungover or rosy as the morning sunshine. 

And I was never Miss Marynshine anyway. 

Of all the godforsaken places in LA, why did Ashley choose here? I know she’s running away from a lot of things. From me, from her stepfather and from things that pull her in all directions. I know she’s running from the truth that we both know exists but don’t want to admit. But couldn’t she run somewhere… pretty. If you’re running from the dark, why choose the dark?

Then I remember that the dark is a good place to hide. When it’s all you’ve ever known, when dark is all you’ve ever had, why would you step into the light? That’s unfair, to both her and I. We had light, and we both know it. 

Where those lines blur and edge. Where I realize that then is becoming now. That the moments from my stupidity and utter casual disdain for her heart and the single step that began this journey are now merging into one instant in time. 

There is a very wise, very good book that once said, “Such a long journey ahead for you and me.” Every instant in the wind, every second in time, is the beginning of a journey, a spiraling path that will take you hurtling into someone else’s universe.

That’s it isn’t it. We dance in each others universes, rocketing in and out until we stick, like planets drawn by gravity. Despite my attempt to break free, my lame attempt at being something I wasn’t for the sake of something I didn’t care about, I have always danced in her universe. From the second we met across that fence, Ashley and I have been circling like twin planets. And that link, that journey, will keep us glued for the rest of time, every damn instant of it. Whether or not she likes it, whether or not I like it, it’s a done deal.

My preference of course, would be for that to happen with me by her side. But I’m not stupid, well, not always. I know that my preferences, my choices, are not the one’s that matter here. I know that I will dance her dance, I will follow her orbit, because I made my choices years ago. Yes, they were the wrong ones. Yes I regret them. They say life is yours to miss, don’t have regrets, but they’re crazy. How could I not regret it? How could I not wish that I’d never been that stupid? I do, and I always will. But I will also say this: At least I know what I have now, and at least I’ll fight for it. I have learned humility, honesty and most of all, I’ve really learned what love is. 

My fruitless search for happiness in those Ashley free days, they were empty. I kept trying, kept looking, fighting that inner knowledge and belief that I really did know what I wanted and was being an idiot about it. I pushed Ashley deep down inside me until my father, and only my father could do this, pulled her out in the most unfortunate way.

Those phone calls. The one’s you remember like they were yesterday. Like the moment you stand in your parent’s kitchen, staring at their figures at the dining table. Like the sound of your sneakers bouncing off the floor as you race out to find her. Like the sound of that ring, as you run through your dorm room to grab the phone before you miss it again. Like the small noise your father makes before he tells you: Christine Davies is dead.

How does that happen? That it took a tragedy to wake me up is appalling. 

My twisted heart untwisted, my insides unraveled, my mind was clear. There, in all the confusion, and misunderstanding of myself stood the shining beacon of truth that was Ashley.

I was on the train home within an hour. My father picked me up from the station, his face somber and his hands gripping the steering wheel like a life raft.

He said nothing, I don’t know why. Perhaps it was because he felt nothing needed to be said. Later his words would convey to me that he knew, deep down, how I felt. That my coming home so fast was a clear sign. Perhaps though, it was because he also knew how Ashley felt. 

My bags hit the floor of my room after my feet were back out the door. It was only as I was crossing the threshold to our front yard that my father’s hand closed, gently but firmly on my elbow, and pulled me back in.

“Spencer, I don’t think this is the best time.”

I stared at him, uncertain of his meaning. Of course this was the right time, any time Ashley needed me was the right time. 

“Christine’s family is there, as is Bill’s. The funeral is tomorrow. I think you should wait until then.” There was no malice in my father’s voice, just sorrow and sense. 

“But…”

“I know Spencer. I know what you want to do, and I appreciate it. But I don’t think it will be received in the best way and perhaps…”

Maybe then it hit me. I mean really hit me. 

Ashley wasn’t mine any more. 

We’d been broken up for nearly nine months at that point in time, but I had barely seen Ashley in the preceding months to that, and yet, in my head, she was still mine. 

I was dizzy, I was confused and I felt sick. Horrible, but true. In this time of Ashley’s tragedy, I was still thinking of me. Actually, that’s not horrible, that’s human. We have to think of ourselves first because we are ourselves. That sounds stupid but if you think about it, it’s true. 

I took a walk, time to process and really let it sink in. I had broken it off with Ashley, I had been the one who had walked away. That didn’t negate five years of friendship, or three years of relationship. It didn’t take away the fact that I would have come home for her no matter what, but it did leave my head in a strange limbo where I wasn’t hers and I could do whatever I liked, and yet, still thought of her as mine. 

My father’s words were a slap in the face, or ice down the neck. I think the only thing that might have been more poignant would have been confronting Ashley with someone else. That very thought made ice run through my veins. 

In those fuddled hours of sorting out my brain, I realized that. I realized that if I couldn’t let her go, it must have been earth shattering when she had to do it with me. I realized that I couldn’t have my cake and eat it to. I couldn’t waltz away, do my own thing, and then pretend to be her best friend again. 

I realized that I’d have to let her make decisions. 

I still loved her, that had never stopped. Come on, she was the yin to my yang, my best friend. I hadn’t been stupid enough to think that I could just play pally pally with her but I still cared. That’s why I was there, at home, for her. 

I also wasn’t stupid enough to think that now was an appropriate time to re-evaluate our relationship. It wasn’t the time to confront Ashley and sort out our shit. My head was doing a bang up job of forcing me to sort myself out, but that’s where it was going to stay. Until she was ready. Until, hopefully, she would give me… what? Another chance?

I needed to see her first. I’d been miserable without her, and I knew it. All the playing around, the girls, they really had meant nothing. I missed her. I loved her, and I was becoming more and more aware of my own stupidity with every single beat of my useless heart. 

I needed to see her. 

I let my father’s words be my wisdom, and I waited. Both of my parents, and surprisingly, Glen, attended the funeral. Clay was too far away, and had exams he couldn’t miss, but he sent his condolences. 

We were neither late, nor early, arriving with the bulk of the sable clad mourners. Small towns will rally at a time like this, and though a lot of the people there would never have counted Christine Davies amongst their friends, they would pay their respects nonetheless. 

I saw her then. Her back, standing at the front, next to her stepfather. She did not turn, she did not move. Her black shirt rippled slightly in the breeze from the door. I knew every inch of skin on her intimately. I could trace the bones of her back with my finger, and my eyes closed, meticulously detailed in their form, without her being anywhere near me. 

I wanted to wrap my arms around her from behind, to hold her close and pull her in. Let her know she could lean back on me, let me take her weight. 

I did not need to see her face to know she wasn’t crying. I did not need to feel her body to know that it was tauter than an archery bow at full stretch. I did not need to read her mind to know that she needed me, and that she would never let it be known. 

The only movement I saw during the funeral was her sitting, and standing. Her head did not turn to the speakers, the readers. It just stared straight ahead. I know, because my eyes were burning into the back of it the whole time. With just one interruption that is, my father’s hand on my shoulder squeezing, and the knowing look in his eye. 

Only a small group of people moved on from the church, to watch the mahogany coffin lowered into the ground. We stood back, letting family go in. 

I saw her then, though I don’t know if she knew I was there. Her face was drawn, white, but calm. 

The dirt crumbled in her fist, landing on the coffin with a thud, thud, thud. 

And afterwards the turned away, walking off down the rows with her hands loosely by her sides.

That first step, the one in every journey, begins by lifting your foot, pulling it off the ground, and then placing it forward. My shoe hit the soft earth, and then it began.

Nothing would have stopped me at that moment, not my mother, nor my father, not god himself.

Ashley was alone. I could see it so clearly it ached. I was appropriating her grief again, and that was ok. If I had the choice, I would have shouldered everything for her, just to give her a free moment in time. 

She needed to know. She needed to know that I hadn’t gone. That I still… that I was still hers when she needed me. 

And she needed to not be alone. Just for a moment. 

It took some time, me trailing after her, to catch up. I didn’t run, and I didn’t call out. It seemed wrong some how. 

This part of the cemetery was barren of graves. There were willows here, swaying gently, their long leaves rustling in the breeze. 

She wasn’t leaning on one, just standing next to it, staring away into the distance. I must have been about ten foot behind her when she spoke.

“She would have hated this.”

I said nothing. I had nothing to answer to that.

“She would have hated being buried in a small town, with these people around. She would have hated this country cemetery, and these trees. Pomp and ceremony, that’s what she would have wanted.” A hand reached out to touch the bark of a tree. “I, frankly, don’t give a fuck what she wanted.”

“Ashley,”

“Seriously Carlin. Like she ever cared about what I wanted.”

My last name, she never used it. I was Spencer, or Spence, or… baby. But then again, I guess I deserved last name status.

“She cared.”

Then she turned, her face passive and unreadable. “Don’t be an ass. You knew better. You know better.” She leaned against the tree. “Story of my life really.”

“Ashley,” I reached out, one hand, just a bit, before she cut me off,

“I feel like lots of little men should come running out singing ‘Ding Dong the Witch is Dead’, demanding her Manolo Blahniks.” She laughed at that, an empty sound that echoed and then dissolved, a tear appearing on her cheek. It was followed by another, and another. 

She didn’t sob, didn’t fall to her knees. There was no ungraceful moaning or ugly cry for Ashley Davies, just tear after tear falling from her beautiful eyes. When I reached her she leaned in, pressing her face into my shoulder, her hands still behind her back. 

I cupped the back of her head, my thumb stroking gently across her neck as my other hand loosely hung off her hip. 

I don’t know how long we stood there, me holding her and her just leaning, crying. 

I don’t know when her tears stopped, if it was long before she finally stood up tall again, or if they’d just finished, when she looked me in the eye.

“Crazy huh,” she whispered with a wry grin, “I’m finally an orphan.”

My hand cupped her cheek, thumb wiping away residue of her tears. 

“Not that it changes much. I was left to my own devices a long time ago. Still…”

“You’re never alone,” I said. “Never.”

“Aah yes, there’s Bill.” She laughed again, hollowly. “Good old Bill.”

“Ashley,”

“Don’t Spencer. Don’t say that.” She pulled away from me, stepping around the root of a tree and moving her body out of my space. 

“I’m always...”

“I know.” She brushed non-existent lint of her black trousers. “I have to go. There’s a wake.” She snorted derisively. “Fuckin’ hell.”

“Ashley do you want,”

“Nothing.” She interrupted flatly. “I want nothing.”

And then she walked off. Left me standing in the willows, with wind breezing through my hair and confusion everywhere. 

We attended the wake but I could get nowhere near her. I tried her room a few times, I tried to find her, but to no avail. Finally my father led me home gently, understandingly, and held me while I sobbed. 

And for once it wasn’t for me. It was for Ashley. It was because those few short moments in time, when I felt her against me, and knew her pain, I knew I was hers. 

Ironically, I was hers. She was no longer mine, but I was hers. And now there was nothing to be done. 

I wanted to steal her pain. I wanted to hold her up and never let her go. I wanted her to know that no matter what, no matter how she felt or what she did, I would never let her down again. Ever. 

And I was determined to tell her when I knocked on her door the next day. 

I was probably more surprised when she answered. 

She opened it, and seeing me, her face flickered. Then she stood back, ushering me in. 

Her room was dark, cool. The curtains shut and the sound system unusually silent. I sat on the edge of her bed, she sat at the bed head, hugging a pillow.

“Ashley,”

“I don’t think I want to hear this now.” Her voice was low, barely audible. She’d really just knocked me off kilter with that statement because it killed my carefully prepared speech. I wanted to let her know I was here, that I cared, but she had every right to not want to hear me out. 

“I just…”

“You care,” she filled in flatly. “I know. Everyone’s such a carer these days.”

“I do care,” I said passionately. 

“I don’t want you to.”

“I can’t help it.”

“Really?” she leaned forward, aggressive into my personal space. “You want to care? What do you want to do Spencer? How do you want to help? Be my buddy, huh? Or just this…” and her mouth was bruising on mine. Her hands gripped the sides of my arms so hard that it hurt as she forced her tongue through my lips and kissed me, hard. I was stunned, unmoving. 

She pushed me back, straddling me, her hands tearing at my shirt and her mouth biting. I tasted blood and knew it was mine from the sudden stinging pain. I groaned, which gave her better access. One of her hands tangled painfully in my hair, twisting and pinning me to her. 

It took seconds but I struggled, pushing against her until I’d pushed her off. I had to shove, she was strong, and it basically tumbled her off me and on to the floor. 

My hand went to my lip, which was indeed bleeding. She gathered herself on the floor, pulling into a tight huddle of arms and legs, shaking.

“I’m sorry,” came muffled from within her. 

“Ashley,” I was off the bed in a second, on my knees next to her. 

“Don’t, please Spencer, don’t. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

“I know. You’d never hurt me on purpose.” My had stroked her head where it was exposed. 

“I would you know,” she said, still muffled. “But I…”

“It’s ok,” I tried to wrap my arms around her but she moved away, scrambling to lean on a wall, away form me.

“I… I don’t want you here.”

“Ashley please, let me…”

“No really. I know you care, I appreciate it, but I can’t handle you being here right now.” 

I swallowed, “I can come back,”

“Don’t. I’ll…” she looked me in the eye then, deep and dark. “I’ll be fine. I’ll be ok. I just need… I need you to go.”

“Ashley,” I reached out again but she shrank back like I was cursed. 

“Spencer just go.”

I stood. I had no choice but to accept her wishes. Besides, I knew Ashley well enough to know when she wanted you to argue and when she meant it. She meant it this time, she really did. But I wasn’t going without her knowing, “Whenever you need Ashley, I’m here ok. No matter what.”

She nodded, looking way. 

A deep breath, and I walked to the door. I gave her one last look before closing it behind me. She was still there, on the floor, deliberately looking the other way. 

It was the last time I saw her. 

****************************

I have found a convenience store and I’m buying a diet coke and mars bar. Great lunch huh. 

I walk outside now, the mars bar dangling precariously between my teeth as I struggle to get the cap off my drink. I’d swear, but then I’d drop the chocolate. 

I fumble wildly, knowing that I’ve shaken the damn bottle enough to cause an eruption when I finally get it open. 

Just as it pops someone knocks into me, causing me to stagger a little. I manage to keep the coke in my hand, although my involuntary gasp has sent my food plummeting to the concrete. A small amount of liquid spills on my hand, but I’m able to keep most of it in the bottle. 

“Damn,” I say, leaning down to get my Mars. 

I come up. And find myself staring straight into the eyes of Ashley Davies. 

And then I drop my Mars bar again. 
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I am the deer in the headlights, and she is the oncoming truck. From where I stand. From where she stands, from the look in those gorgeous brown eyes, it’s the other way around.

How long have we been standing here? How long have the two of us been staring, shocked, hungry, open, at each other?

“Spencer,” her gasp is almost palpable. 

“Ashley.”

Oh my god I’ve found her. I’ve finally found her. Oh my lord. 

Now what?

It has taken me months of painstaking work and newly acquired detective skills, hard slug and effort, to accidentally bump into her on an LA street.

But I’ve found her.

So I should probably say something slightly more useful than her name. Something more impressive, something…

“What are you doing here?” She is stunned, I can hear it. Am I surprised? I thought Jersey might have given her a heads up but I’m guessing not. 

“I was…”

“I…” she turns, as we speak at the same time. She’s leaving, suddenly, now, without me saying anything. 

I step over my Mars bar, funny how I notice it. Everything is acute now, every sound and every glint of light. I can see her moving away, slow motion, body turning and leg lifting.

“Wait,” I manage to push it out of my throat, out of my mouth, reaching out to stop her. “Ashley wait,”

She stops, and turns to look at me. 

She looks awful. I can’t look much better, and she’s been on the run much longer than I have. A year she’s been gone, a whole year, I have been away from home for 5 months. But she has lived this life, this deep and dark life, underground. I have merely tripped along her trail, taking snippets of her time and weaving them into a map I can follow. 

And yet, she looks stunningly beautiful. She has lost weight she couldn’t afford to lose, and is frail. Her eyes are larger, more luminous than ever. Her hair is still curly, long, gorgeous. 

God I want to kiss her. 

“Can we talk?”

It’s a stupid question. I know it, she knows it. She even shows it on her face. I watch her look around, the dingy convenience store I just left, the run down buildings. The smog, rat infested street in the middle of LA we are standing on is where I want to talk? 

“I don’t know.” She is whispering, hard to hear over the distant traffic sounds.

“Please, I’ve been trying to find you.”

“What?” Her head comes up sharply. 

“I’ve been looking for you, I…”

“You’ve been looking for me?” She looks stunned again. I have surprised Ashley. 

“Yeah,” I’m so eloquent today. Not. 

Ashley pulls one hand out of her jean pocket and rubs her forehead, and I know she’s confused. She does this when she’s bewildered, touches her head, tries to think of a way out of it. I’ve seen her do it a million times. The gesture is so familiar it fills me with warmth.

It doesn’t matter where we are, or what I’ve been doing. It doesn’t matter that if I step four paces to the left I’ll be standing in dog shit and if I step three paces backwards I’ll be in an alley I’m likely to get mugged in. Nothing matters except her and she’s here. She’s here and I’m here and I finally found her.

I’m bursting from the inside out, my seams are coming undone. It’s taking all my energy and concentration not to drop my Coke and throw my arms around her. If I do that, not only will I not let go, but I’ll probably scare the living hell out of her. 

“I can’t… how did you find me?”

Wow, isn’t that a long story. I take a deep breathe to start when she cuts me off,

“You know what, it doesn’t matter.” Oh god, her voice is harsh all of a sudden and I know this isn’t good,

“Ashley,”

She puts up a hand, effectively halting all movement and speech. 

“You know what, I don’t… I don’t want to see you. Just go away Spencer.”

And then she turns again, to walk. I trip over myself going after her, grab her by the elbow but she shakes me off. I keep trying, in a haze, until I end up walking backwards in front of her and she stops, arms folded.

“Fuck the hell off Carlin.”

Whoah.

“Ashley wait, listen to me.” My heart is beating so much I can feel it in my throat. It’s making the lump that’s forming there pound. I’m so dry I’m the Sahara. Except my eyes, they’re becoming rapidly wet. 

I really should have planned how this was going to go. What I was going to say. 

“You can’t just descend on me after a year and expect me to talk to you, Jesus. Can you just for a second think about how someone else might feel?” 

That remark cuts me to the quick. It’s so true, but because it comes out of Ashley’s mouth, it feels like more than truth. 

We are on the corner of an intersection. Trucks and buses are passing us by. My hand is on her arm and her eyes are blazing at me. 

“You shouldn’t have come.” She finally says, flatly. “There’s nothing here for you.”

Before I know it, she’s across the road, in front of blaring traffic and angry drivers. Two trucks pass by, screaming within inches of my face as I step off the curb, trying to follow her. It’s too late, she’s across the road and running.

By the time the traffic clears enough for me to cross, she’s gone. 

I can do nothing but stare. And I do, for at least half an hour. I spent the rest of the day wandering the streets of the area, hoping for her to reappear, or for a miracle. 

I can’t explain how I feel right now. I’m so empty and full at the same time. I can’t believe I found her. I saw her. It’s been my dream now for so long that now it’s finally happened, I can’t quite believe it. I’ve missed her so much, her face, her voice, and I’m almost desperate to find it again. 

Then the sick feeling in the pit of my stomach rises back up and I know that my chances of finding her again, just like that, are now slim. She’s seen me, she knows I’m here. If she really doesn’t want to talk to me, she’ll run. She’ll run and she’ll be more careful and it will take me forever to find her again. If I even figure out where to start. 

Or she won’t run. She’ll find me and blow me away. She’ll end this quest with one word. 

But haven’t I ended it now? I’ve found her. That’s what I wanted right.

I wanted to find her. 

She left. She ran. She doesn’t want to see me. That’s clear.

No, that’s ridiculous. She doesn’t even know why I’m here. I have to talk to her, to make her understand how I feel. Then she can decide how she feels.

What if she already knows how she feels? What if that’s why she ran?

Shit. I can’t be thinking these things. My brain is in such a hurricane of a muddle that I’m actually dizzy. 

The darkness is coming in, and on the streets of LA, that’s a bad time to be around. I trail back to my motel. My seedy, poorly lit motel that I hate. 

I lie down on the bed. Staring at the ceiling, which has a stain on it. 

How do you get a stain on the ceiling? No one touches the ceiling. Seriously, what, someone entertained themselves by throwing ketchup up there? Naah, it’s the wrong colour. Ew, maybe someone had good aim and a really big… that’s disgusting Spencer, stop thinking that. 

It occurs to me that I need to make a plan. I need to think about my next move. 

Today was… was just another step. This has been a journey. No one ever said that it was going to be easy and no one ever said that the destination would be pretty. But I’m here now, and I have to make the most of it. 

Somehow, deep inside, I know she’ll be back. I know it without knowing how I know it. So, I need to think about my next move.

I get up off the bed and walk over to my stuff. My duffel bag, and a few other bits and pieces I drag everywhere. It’s then that my eyes are dragged to the box.

I pick it up, it’s pretty light. It’s been with me since day one. And then a plan forms in my mind. 

*************************

So, I’ve been sitting in this park for three days now. Oh, not all day and night, that would be crazy, but for pretty much all of three days. It’s a play ground really, not a park. There are swings, and apart from the few hours after school when they’re in use, that’s where I sit. I swing my feet lazily, making trails in the dust on the ground.

I’m only fifty feet from the convenience store. I know, at least, that this is where Ashley will look to find me, around here. But I think she already knows I’m here. I guess you could say, like my grandmother does, I feel it in my bones. Actually, my grandmother feels things in her waters but that’s just disgusting. 

So here I am, swinging my feet lazily in the dust as I creak back and forth on a swing set that would pass no safety test on earth. 

The afternoon sun is waning, not that you can really see it through the haze. I lean my head wearily on the chain and wonder if I’m just being stupid. Wouldn’t be the first time. Stupid Spencer rules my brain after all. 

I shift the cardboard box on my lap, moving one of the sharp points away from my knee. I’m wearing shorts and it was digging into my flesh, leaving a red indentation. I rub it with my finger, frowning. The other corner will dig into my other knee until it becomes too uncomfortable, and I’ll shift it back. This silly dance that will end with me having permanent divots on my legs. 

I don’t have sixth sense, I just have Ashley sense. That’s why, when my heart quickens and my breath gets shallow, I know she’s there. The subtle prickling of my skin and the slight buzz in my ears help me to be sure. 

And sure enough, she’s there, leaning against the rickety jungle gym. She’s wearing jeans, a t-shirt, and a brown bomber jacket she never would have been seen dead in three years ago. 

She traces a finger along the rusting, metal, flaking off some red paint with a nail. She’s not looking at me, but she speaks,

“You’re persistent.”

“I… I am.” I concede. 

She leans her head against the metal and I push down the urge to warn her about tetanus. Finally her eyes meet mine. As usual, the shivers run down my spine and my chest aches a little. 

“Why?”

I stand up. Finally I have a plan, so it’s probably a good idea if I actually put it in motion. 

“Because I wanted to see you. I wanted to talk to you.”

“Why?”

“You left Ashley, you just up and left.”

“It’s not like I had anything left there. My mother was dead, Bill and I were never really family of the year material. I had nothing to stay for.”

“You had me.” My voice is quiet, but determined. I’m afraid of her answer.

She doesn’t give one. She doesn’t need to. Our whole past, and this moment, are speaking for themselves. I have lied and told the truth, all in the same three words. Only she doesn’t know which one it is. 

“I came to see you again,” I say, with a stronger voice. “After that day, I left you for a few days and then came back. But you’d gone.”

“It was an easy decision,” she replies bitterly. 

“I know. I thought you might need some time.” I grimace, “but then you didn’t come back.” I get up off the swing and advance a few steps, scattering some random pieces of pine bark that had been laid long ago. Most of them are gone, but a few linger on, pretending to shelter the ground. “No one knew where you went, not Bill not…”

“Because I didn’t want them to,” she interjected sharply. 

“I waited,” I continue. “I waited and waited, I went back to college but I rang every day.”
I look down at the box in my hands. I’m closer to her now, I’ve been edging forwards in little steps. It feels like a metaphor for my life. 

Instead of saying anything more, I hand her the box. 

For a second she frowns, confused, as my arms are outstretched with my gift. Then she takes it.

“What’s this?”

I take a deep breath. Her fingers rifle through the contents, fluttering piece of paper after piece of paper. I can hear the rustle, see her wrinkled brow. 

“Every receipt, every place I’ve been. Every motel I’ve stayed in, every bar I went to, every petrol stop I made, trying to find you.” Her face comes up at my words. “I’ve been looking for 5 months, literally tracking you down, following you. That’s everything. I don’t know why I kept it, I just did. There’s the names of everyone I’ve spoken to, everyone who helped me. All the places you’ve worked, lived in. Everything. It’s everything Ashley. Your life for the past year and mine for the last 5 months.” 

She inhales sharply, and I take another breath too. Now is my final stand, my courageous last words. I pull out the folded piece of paper that’s in my pocket and hand it to her. “This is the motel I’m staying at now. It’s the last piece of paper I will ever add to that box. I’ll be there for another week.”

I could say more. I could throw my feelings at her, describe my desperation, but it would be moot. She knows. It would cheapen us both for me to explain my reasoning. 

Her fingers brush mine as they take the piece of paper from me. I blink at her. One last nod makes it from me, before I whisper “bye.” 

And I am gone. 
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*******************

Five days is a long time. Five days is practically forever. It’s even worse when you know that you have a 2 day deadline and it’s closing fast. 

I’ve never really had trouble with deadlines. I’m one of those horrible people who get their work done early so they’re not rushing at the last minute. I’m not used to waiting, I just throw myself in there and get it done. 

But this isn’t my choice this time, this is someone elses, and I have to respect that. 

Five days is also a long time to spend in a very down trodden motel. I’ve barely left, just in case Ashley arrives. I sleep lightly, in case there’s a knock at the door, or the phone rings. I’m still hoping, against hope, that she’ll come before Sunday does. Because I know, if she doesn’t, I will leave. 

I have no choice. 

In a way, I’ve made a pact with myself and I know I won’t break it. I can only give Ashley what she wants and needs, I can’t give her more than that. If I’m not part of it, then so be it. 

When did I get so very laissez faire about all of this? God, I feel kind of zen. Is this zen? I have no idea. I tried to read the book about motorcycle maintenance but I got lost so I gave up. 

There’s a pool at this motel. I took a look at it, shuddered at the green fringe, and decided against it. I don’t have my bikini with me anyway. If I had to, I could drive to the beach, but then I might miss Ashley. Instead I lie here, sometimes with the door open so that I can at least see the sun, sometimes not. 

I visit the diner across the street to acquire more diet Coke and some kind of vegetable/fruit when they can find me some. The first time I asked for a banana, and then explained that I didn’t want it deep fried, covered in syrup, mushed with ice cream or sprinkled with nuts, they gawked at me. Took some explaining but now they’ve gotten used to me. They even found me an apple yesterday. Bloody LA idiots. 

The sun is beginning to set on another day. I have two more to go before I make myself leave. I roll over on the bed, throwing my magazine to the floor in a huff and leaning on my forearms. I only trust the cleanliness of the blankets and linen because I watched the cleaning lady change them myself. I smiled at her, tipped her, and I think she gave me extra clean sheets because of it.

The door is open, I should close it. Someone may come wandering in and it’s not safe. I don’t care anymore. I’ve stepped over heroin addicts shooting up in alleys just to find my way into some seedy bar where Ashley might have worked. I’ve been offered every drug you could name, and more than one job as a prostitute, all in the last 5 months. I’ve seen everything you could care to name, people with more bullet scars than natural holes, and I don’t care any more. 

See, I told you I was getting laissez faire. 

The clouds have come up to block the sun, and I mumble into my arms, grumpy about it.

Then I remember that there are no clouds today, this is LA. 

Standing in my doorway is Ashley. Thank god. 

I shoot off the bed so fast I trip in the covers as they tangle over the side and end up flat on my face on the floor. I hear her chuckle and then a warm hand helps me to my feet. At least I know I have the grace to blush, I can feel the heat creeping up my face. 

“Klutz,” she says, and it sounds affectionate. I blush harder. 

“Sorry,” I bite my lip, tilting my head to one side out of sheer habit. I hear her sharp intake of breath. Her hand comes out, brushing fingers along my cheek. 

“You really spent all that time looking for me?”

I nod, cautiously. I feel her tuck a tendril of lost hair behind my ear. 

“What about school?” She asks.

“I took the semester off. I’ll can pick up later.”

“Your mother must have loved that,” she grins.

“My mother can go jump,” I answer wryly, but I’m smiling. “She was more pissed off about…” 

“About what?” She encourages gently. She’s all gentle and soft today. It’s very hard not to rush into her arms and feel it against me. I want her to hold me when she’s like this. All the hard anger of five days ago has gone somewhere else and I’m glad. 

“About using my inheritance from my grandfather,” I admitted. I’m not proud of it, but I don’t care if she knows what this cost me. I want her to know she’s worth it. Every second of my time, every cent of my money, and so much more. 

“Wow.” She says. “Spencer that’s crazy.” 

“I wanted to find you,” 

She’s getting closer. So close now I can smell her beautiful perfume. All raspberries and cream and rainy days in her bedroom with her mouth on mine. Oh god almighty, I feel myself flooding at that thought. Ashley’s finger comes up, to just brush gently against my cheek. 

I don’t know where this is going, but she’s got me in a hurricane of confusion and whatever she asks of me now, she can have it. All of it. 

“Spencer,”

“I need you in my life Ashley,” I blurt it out. Probably the most important thing I can think to say and I say it, of course, at the most inappropriate time so that it bounces off the walls and echoes in my ears for a lot longer. 

I can barely breathe now, she’s standing so close and looking at me. I duck my head down, and she’s staring down at me, our breath mingling together in the air and almost condensing. She’s heard me, I know she’s heard me but she’s not saying anything.

And that panic is rising in me again, starting at my toes and filling me up. I can feel it creeping along my skin, tingling as it makes its way towards my head and threatens to burst open out the top. I look up, the panic flaring out of my eyes and then…

Then she’s there, looking down at me with those incredible brown eyes I adore and it doesn’t quell my panic but it does stop me from flaking here and now. 

I can see her, her mouth descending millimetre by millimetre. She’s getting closer and closer, I can feel her breath on my lips and I want to scream and faint. I can’t move, if I move I’ll die and I know it. 

She’s molecules from touching me, so close we may as well be one already, when I hear my name. It’s whispered on the edge of hearing.

Before she kisses me. 

Oh god she’s kissing me. I’m kissing her. At first I can’t move and then I can’t stop, I can’t stop kissing her back and just relishing in the feel of her body being slowly but surely pressed up against mine. 

How we make it to the bed, I don’t know. I know she’s there, on top of me, pushing me down into the mattress with care and oh god, she feels so good. I can’t help but lose myself in her, running my hands over her skin as we shed layers of clothing.

I am shedding more than that. As her mouth trails delicately along my neck I’m losing my fear and my pain. For now, for the moments that we’re in each others arms there is nothing else.

I know she feels what I feel, it’s humming on her skin. It’s whispered in the husky noises and words she mutters in my ear, in the way she moans her pleasure at my touch. We roll, swap places, roll back. The generic, bland covers of the motel fall away, they have no place in this explosion of colour and sensation that is Spencer and Ashley. 

Her hands are digging deeper now, she’s coming so close to merging with me and I can’t think of anything I want more. I want her to be inside me, to be a part of me. 

And she knows it. She can feel it. 

She can feel me. 

She knows me.

What we were, and what we are now, that thin line that joins us. That’s all there is in the universe. It takes her knowledge of her skin, and the urgency of our love now, and joins them into one swelling movement.

As I crest on us, gasping her name, she knows it, she’s there. She’s right there. 

I will never lose her again. 
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The air of the open is different now. Everything is different now. I am different. 

I am standing on my front porch, in Ohio, listening to everything and nothing. I wish my heart wasn’t so heavy. I wish my feet weren’t so heavy. I wish I still had something to believe in. To hope for. 

I have closed my eyes against the light because it’s too harsh now. I have closed my skin against the sky, because that openness doesn’t belong inside me. I have closed myself off, and some parts of me will never be open again. 

I know where I’m standing isn’t the last step on my journey. The heavy, leaden footed walking that took me up these stairs three days ago weren’t either. They were the beginning of another trip, another story. But it’s a story that I’d hoped I wouldn’t have to live. I didn’t want to, but now I have to.

That’s what happens when destiny isn’t in your own hands. 

I believe I owe you an explanation. 

When I awoke, I knew. I knew straight away that Ashley wasn’t there. Her perfume still lingered in the air. The touch of her skin on mine still ached in the same way. But I knew she wasn’t there. 

The events of the night would replay against the pink of my eyelids. Our bodies coming together over and over in a litany of need and want. The taste of her, the feel of her, was pressed into me and when I finally got up on my elbows, I knew it was over. 

I think, when I fell back against the pillows with a soft thud, I still hoped. I still hoped while I was packing my bags the next day, sun streaming through the open door. 

I mean, we’d bumped into each other, against all probability, on a random street. Who could have predicted that? No one. So this was fate right. This was it. This was the movie moment when she’d come bursting through the door, to declare her undying love for me. The bit where she’d throw herself to her knees as we sobbed, promising me she’d just been scared and that we’d never be apart again.

This was the part when I did up the final zip on my bag and knew, just knew, that I had to come home. That this was over.

That those touches, all of those moments, they weren’t our hello. They were our goodbye. 

I had dug underground. I had had found all the places, the secret tunnels of her life. I went in there with my light and my book under my arm and meant to find her, to rescue her. 

Her body pressed against mine last night; that was her message. She does not need rescuing. She does not need me. 

This was our goodbye. Our last goodbye. 

With my heart hung low but my head held high, I slowly made my way home. 

And here I am, on the porch in Ohio. Here I am, watching the wind rustle the leaves through silken threads of cloud. Here I am, alone again. 

And I should have known it.

What was I thinking? Running all over the United States and thinking she’d just fall at my feet when I found her. I’m surprised she touched me, let alone made love with me. I’m surprised she didn’t slap me and spit in my face, god knows I deserved worse. 

I can hear the squeak of the screen door, opening behind me. For years, my mothers voice has echoed in my ears “Arthur, when are you going to fix that?”

Always the same answer: “Next weekend honey.”

And yet, never fixed. Once, he confided in me with a grin. “It’s like an old friend now, that squeak. It go so when you were kids, I could tell which one of you was coming in the house from the squeak. Oh, and because Glen would always break something, Clay would always squeak on the floor with his shoes and you… you were always like an island of quiet, moving through the house.” I remember the wistfulness in his face. 

It must be the same look on my face now as his hand rests on my shoulder. “It’s good to have you home honey.”

“Thanks dad.”

He leans on the railing next to me, looking out over my mother’s roses. I know he’ll say something wise. I know it will mean a lot. I know it won’t help. God, all this knowledge and that important piece still evades me. 

“She left me once you know.” I have no idea who he’s talking about, but it’s a strange enough beginning for me to look at him with curiousity. “Your mother, she left me once.”

I gape at him, speechless. What? 

“For two days I think. You were so small then, just gone 18 months. She wanted to take you but I wouldn’t let her. She just, walked out of the house. Said it wasn’t what she wanted.”

“Dad…”

“It took her two days to come back. But she said later, it only took her an hour or so to realize what she was wrong about. The rest of the time was fighting the guilt feelings about how I’d react, when she came back.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, still stunned. My mother had walked out on us? Holy shit. 

“I’ll never forget her words. She said ‘I thought, I thought I knew what I wanted, but I didn’t. I thought that I had to go searching, for something amazing, and I had it right here. The things in front of your face never shine brightly, until you shine a torch on them from far away.”

“That’s just a pretty way of saying ‘you don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone’,” I scoff. 

“Maybe.” My dad smiled. “But we all change our minds, every second of every day Spencer.”

“I won’t.” I sigh. “Somethings you just won’t change your mind about Dad.”

“You did once.” 

“Thanks for reminding me,” I can’t keep the bitterness out of my voice. “I made a mistake. A stupid mistake.”

“You don’t think she could do the same?”

“How could I know?” I whisper, almost silent. “How do I know if this is a mistake or her choice?”

“You wait.” He says it so simply. “You just have to wait.”

I look at him, those incredible green eyes of his, in my father’s warm face. All I can do is hug him, because I need it now. As his arms wrap around me, I hear his words, a blanket of their own: “I’ll be right here, waiting with you.”

*****************************

I think they know. I think they all know that my heart is broken. I know it’s written on my face, but my mother is tiptoeing around me which is unusual enough in itself. She’s trying to do things to cheer me up and I’m trying to appreciate them, despite the ineffectuality of it all. 

Glen has come back to visit, dragging Susie with him. Or, Susie was dragging Glen. I’m not sure which. I know that he seemed really ill at ease. I think it’s because he has no idea what to say. Thank god for Susie because she’s great company and since my smiles have been a little thin on the ground, I can’t help appreciate her ability to make me giggle. 

They’re here tonight, which I love. My dad is cooking us dinner, and smiling, his lasagna filling the house with warmth and spice.

I can hear my mother and Glen play arguing in the living room as I set the table with Susie. I’m shocked that their argument isn’t causing more panic in her.

“Mom, Jesus, I only just got married!”

“I wasn’t asking about now!” My mother placated. “I just wondered if it was on the table. I’m not getting any younger and you know that Spencer and Clay…”

“So what, so I’m the only married one suddenly my wife is a brood mare?”

Susie rolls her eyes at that one and mouths to me “He wishes!”

I can’t help giggling. 

Slow motion. Everything important happens in slow motion. 

My hand, putting down the knife, carefully on the right side of the plate as my mother taught me when I was so young. Glen throwing his hands in the air as he comes into the dining room with mom practically chasing him. Susie slapping him in the abs and saying she doesn’t mind getting pregnant soon. I love the look of panic on HIS face now. 

The doorbell, I can barely hear it as it goes off but my mother hears it. 

It must be Jehovah’s Witnesses. They’re the only people silly enough to be out during dinner time. They’ve been bothering us a lot lately. Enough for me to yell out to my mother,

“We don’t need another copy of the Watchtower mom!” She takes them you know, just to placate the door knockers. She thinks it’s less rude. I tell her that taking them and throwing them out is ruder. So now she’s collecting them to put in her waiting room at work. I laughed when I found that out, all my mother’s patients are going to think she’s gone religious nut. If only they knew. 

I see Glen’s face before I feel my heart speed up. For a minute I’m confused because he looks stunned, with his arm around Susie and she looks confused too. And then, I guess it’s just a whiff on the breeze.

The unmistakeable scent of Ashley. 

Here’s where more slow motion kicks in, me turning. I think I dropped a fork. 

She’s in the doorway, oh god my angel is in the doorway. Biting her lip, looking so uncertain but there, she’s really there.
“Hey Ashley,” my father’s voice resonates from the doorway. “Lasagne’s nearly up, you hungry?”

“Hey Mr. C,” her voice is so soft. So very, very soft. “Thanks.”

“I’ll set you a place,” it’s my mother this time, with smiles in her voice. 

What is going on here? Am I in a dream? A Coma? A Coma dream? 

“Hey.” She says this to me. 

“Spence, why don’t you and Ash hang on the porch until dinner’s ready.” Glen is forcefully jovial. I nod, I can’t think of anything else to do.

I follow her out the front door, past her duffel bag. I notice it. And it bolsters me with just a smidgeon of hope. 

Outside the air is crisp, but still clean and clear. The crickets are chirping and my head is fuzzy. Oh god, she’s really here. 

Three long weeks and she’s here.

And I have no idea what to say. 

She does though.

“So, I had some time to think,” she doesn’t look at me while she talks, leaning back against the porch post and staring out into the night. She stares at Mrs. Wheelers house across the road, so hard I think she’s trying to commit arson with her eyes. “I… I was running away.”

“Ash…”

“No please, I need to say this.” She takes a deep breath.

I want to hold her while she says all this but I don’t think I’m allowed. I don’t care if it’s not me she wants. I don’t care. I just want her to be around. I want her in my life. Her presence is giving me so much hope that I might get something of what I want. 

“I spent my whole life looking for somewhere to belong. I wanted a home. Nowhere my mother was ever felt like that you know.”

I nodded.

“And, with you, it was always there. I belonged with you Spencer. And… and it broke my fucking heart when you ended it.” 

I take a step forward, I have to. I need to say sorry, I need to make her know I’m sorry, that I never meant to treat her heart with such careless abandon.

“But it’s ok. Because I realized that, I can’t expect someone else to be my home. I had no right to put that on you.”

“I love you.” My words echo off the porch. I blurt them out like bullets, praying they hit their target but really, spraying them all over. 

She smiles, looking down at her feet now. “I love you too.”

I feel like we should be touching as we say this, but I don’t move any closer. 

“But I still can’t expect you to be my everything. And then I tried so hard to find somewhere…”

All those places she went to? Jesus, why would you look THERE? My thoughts are interrupting her. 

“…and I realized. I realized that this was home all along. With or without you Spencer, I’ve never been more at home than I was here, in this town. But I’m more at home with you…”

“Oh.” I am officially the least articulate person on the planet. 

“I spoke to Bill. He was surprisingly happy to hear from me.” She smirks. 

“Ashley…”

“I’m sorry I ran away in LA.” Now she looks at me.

“I’m sorry I ran away all those years ago,” I counter. And she smiles. 

“Think you might have room for another person in your life again?” 

Are you kidding me? I tell her just how unamused at that stupid phrase I am with my face and she grins impishly. 

I hear my fathers voice yelling inside, dinner is ready.

I step back, smiling, opening the front door with its squeak that I love, ushering her into the warm glow of our house. As she steps over the threshold, my heart tightens. She stops, just inside the door, smiling, and I put one hand on her hip. My body is close in behind her, my chin on her shoulder. And I whisper in her ear,

“Welcome home.” 

THE END

