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      Sheila

      We fled to Asheville. Mostly because She insisted we go there. As it turns out, it’s no less jolting when She appears in the backseat of the vehicle. I wonder if it entertains Her to do this? It’s a nice place, though still devastated from Helene. I managed to find us a little house to rent on one of those vacation rental sites. Gilly and I are still a little shell-shocked from it all. We have hope that being so deep in the city will help to keep them at bay. But we are ever mindful that we are still in the Appalachians. If it isn’t on Her orders, we won’t be out at night. Gilly has already hung charms all over the house. We found a little shop called The Raven and The Crone that we went to the minute they opened to get her some more supplies.

      I don’t know what we are doing, how long Gilly and Lucia will be with us. I can’t say that I mind their company, though. The place we rented is cute, but we need groceries. Gilly opts to stay at the house. I leave Alex with her. Just in case. She is the one we are protecting; it seems like one of us should stay with her and it’s not like Alex can do the shopping for us.

      I find a grocery that has a parking lot, and seriously, what the actual fuck is up with parking here? And why are the people from Florida being so fucking rude to everyone that works here? I mean, they aren’t much better to the people that don’t work here, but damn. I happened to follow a lady into the store; we were parked near each other and I noticed her tag because she looked at me like I was filth when I nodded at her as I walked along. Her bag said I heart Florida, and I glanced at her tags. Yup. Florida. Inside, she tried to berate some woman for being too slow getting a cart, but got flipped off for her troubles.

      The store is crowded. I can’t decide if that is a comfort or not. I don’t feel comforted. I feel like I need to get home to Gilly. I’m standing in the checkout when I see her. She looks right at me as she caresses the face of the woman next to her. As her hand moves down the woman’s face, the bruises are revealed, a stark contrast to the perfectly made-up face she is presenting to the world.

      They are faded, yellows and blues. The bruises cover at least one side of her face and down her neck. Then She disappears and I hear a whisper in my ear, “Watch…”

      Nodding my agreement, I step forward as the line moves. The woman is in the next line over and now I want this line to just hurry up. I need to get outside and to the car so I can follow this woman. The line creeps along, but the one she is in appears to be moving even slower.

      I’m so focused on her, I can catch snippets of conversation. The woman she is talking to calls her Carrie. Ok, her name is Carrie. It’s my turn at the checkout and I have everything piled onto the conveyor belt, trying to watch her while not appearing to. The cashier clocks me though, she says, “No point in talking to Carrie. Her husband has her on lockdown.”

      “Oh, you know her?”

      “I do. She’s my sister’s friend. Lives on the edge of town with her husband. He times her when she leaves the house and if she isn’t back in time…”

      She trails off, but her face finishes the sentence for me with her raised brows and frown.

      “I see. He’s that kind?”

      “Definitely. It’s a shame. She used to work with animals, but now she can barely leave the house. That’ll be one hundred fifty-three and twenty-nine cents.”

      Tapping my card, I thank her and I make sure to cast one last sad look toward the woman as I leave. At the car, I toss the bags in the back seat quickly, practically running the cart to the corral. Back at the car, I watch as she comes out the door of the grocery. Once she clears the door, she races for her hatchback car. Stuffing groceries in like a woman possessed. She shoves the cart in front of her car and backs out. Easing out, I follow her. She weaves through traffic like she is on a mission. Based on what the cashier said, I would guess she is running out of time to get home. Staying back a few cars, I follow her to a neighborhood on the edge of town. She never even notices me driving by as she pulls into the driveway and gets out of the car, rushing to the hatch and snatching the groceries up before she runs to the door. As she opens the door, she is walking slowly, entering like she wasn’t running to get in there. Turning around at the end of the block, I park on the other side of the road, a few houses down. It’s a nice neighborhood. Lots of trees and pretty houses. Most of the houses look like they have woods starting at the back of small yards. Good to know. I can’t bring Gilly here. Too many places for them to be hiding. Marking the place in my maps app, I pull away from the curb and drive around to see where I can park later. I have a sinking feeling that we aren’t here to help her.
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