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 Chapter Sixteen

 


Everything goes blank after
that. I call in sick the next day, stunned, and just stay in bed,
silenced as the tears fall.

Why, is all I can think.
Why did this happen? Why couldn't I do anything to stop it? Why
Elise?

It must be random, I
deduct. The guy is targeting women at Lower Nob Hill
bars.

As I lay in my Murphy bed,
mind spinning into rage that I can barely contain, my phone rings
and rings, but I ignore it. Looking up through my bay window, I
watch the fog roll in, snuffing out the sunshine. Somehow this
makes me even angrier.

I throw off the covers and
walk to the closet. Getting dressed, I glance into the mirror. I
still look like shit, and feel it, too.

Walking down Jackson
towards Hyde, I round the corner past my favorite cafe, where I
like to sit outside, north on to Hyde. When I get to Polk, I'm
distracted by the bustle of Russian Hill on a busy Monday
afternoon. As I wait on a crowded corner to cross the street, I see
the headline on the cover of one of the free daily newspapers, and
Elise's picture along with it.

As I walk towards the
newsstand, I feel like I've been hit over the head with a hammer.
In slow motion, I reach inside the metal receptacle, and retrieve a
copy.

I stand there on the
corner, staring at the cover of the paper for the longest time. I
recognize the picture of Elise from social media, but also from
memory. We were at a dinner to celebrate Elise signing the lease on
her first apartment in the city. In actuality, I'm in the picture
with her, but have been cropped out for the paper.

Just a few days ago, she
and I were together. And now she's gone.

I fold the paper brusquely
and tuck it under my crossed arms, in front of me, like armor. I'm
going into battle. From this moment forward, finding the guy and
bringing him down is my main mission.

As the light changes, I
continue north on Polk. This strip of the street is lined with
specialty shops and eateries, and I walk until I find a cafe. After
placing my order at the counter, I plant myself at a table and open
the paper.

Reading the article, tears
form in the corners of my eyes. I wipe them away, and when the
server delivers my breakfast croissant and coffee, he looks at me
strangely.

"Are you okay?" he wants to
know.

"I knew her," I say,
shaking the cover of the paper at him.

He reads the headline and
says, "God, I'm sorry. Let me know if you need anything else." He
hurries off, which leaves my emotions lingering heavily, but the
cafe is busy.

I return to the article. It
gives details I already know, mostly biographical information about
Elise, where she worked, her age, her hometown, and so
on.

The location where the body
was found is no surprise, either. Kat's app pinpointed the caves at
Sutro Baths, and the tech was dead on.

I finish the article, and
stare at Elise's cover photo again, mesmerized. Moment by moment,
I'm more enraged. I haven't even touched my sando, and as the
caffeine in the coffee hits my bloodstream, the anger
explodes.

Taking out my phone, I go
to the website of the paper. I want to see if there are any
comments.

I'm shocked as I read them.
They are nasty, saying things like how Elise was a whore, just a
dumb blonde who deserved to die, and worse. I scroll down and start
typing in a retort.

Then I pause. I can't do
this as myself. I need a cover. A new persona. An extension of
Librarian Detective. A superheroine to save this from happening to
any more victims.

I'm on a mission of truth
and justice. I will find Elise's killer and he will be sorry. We
will find him.

Kat answers when I
call.

"Hey," she says. "It's been
a few days since I heard from you. And I saw the
news...."

"Kat, your app was correct!
Even though we were too late to save Elise, your tracking tool
works!"

"I'm so sorry about your
friend."

"I know," I say, my voice
cracking. "But now more than ever, the guy must be
stopped."

"What can I do?"

"Let's use your app to set
a trap for him!"

And just like that, my
energy is back. Kat and I agree to meet the next day to begin
executing our new plan.

After we hang up, I devour
my breakfast sandwich. Momentum restored, I begin rolling out our
revenge.

I carefully wipe my hands
clean on a napkin before touching the screen of my smartphone. On
the newspaper website, I create an account with the email attached
to the librarian detective blog. The username I choose is
LibrarianAvenger. I type:

"We demand justice for this
heinous crime. Killer beware. We know who you are, where you are
and are coding for you."

I specifically say coding
in place of coming. He either will be diverted by the typo, think
it's an actual mistake, and not take it seriously or completely not
get it.

But he's been
warned.

And later that night, while
preparing for work the next day, I make a vow. I will find Elise
and Hannah's killer and avenge their deaths.

The library is buzzing the
next morning. As I plant myself behind the reference desk, I
overhear part of a conversation between Julia and Mira. The word
"missing" becomes audible. At first, I think they're talking about
Elise.

Mira spots me and comes
over. "Hey, how are you doing?"

"As well as can be
expected, I suppose."

She lends a supportive hand
on my shoulder and says, "If you need more time, Julia says you can
take it."

"Thank you. I haven't heard
about when the service is, but I may need to."

Mira walks around to her
side of the reference desk and sits down. "There's some news here
as well. Chris Smith, the missing librarian, was found."

"Really? Is she
okay?"

"Yes, but she's not coming
back to San Francisco. She got in touch with Julia and that's all
she said."

"Hmmm, another
mystery."

"Yes," Mira says, with a
strange expression, one that I read as concern. At least Chris is
okay, though, while Elise is gone for good.

"Bury me in work, please,"
I tell her.

"Well, there's some
reference questions in the queue, and some book reviews to write,
and there's also your self-defense seminar tonight."

"Oh, wow, I completely
forgot!"

"Can you be here to do the
introduction for the class?"

"Yes,
absolutely."

I get to work, and am soon
absorbed in research and writing. The morning is consumed with
activity. After lunch, I plan what I'm going to say at the
self-defense class. I make notes, and can't help tearing up because
I'm reminded of Elise.

Luckily, Kat walks in and
lightens the mood considerably.

"Let's go to the cafe on
the fourth floor where we can talk," I suggest, and motion for her
to walk out with me. Even walking up the stairs and being in a new
environment does me some good. The cafe is quiet this afternoon, so
no one overhears us plotting positive change.

Kat explains to me how the
app works. "When the guy, or the person who I think is the guy,
goes onto one of the apps he uses, the car app and dating site, we
use his login information to pinpoint his location. His digital
activity leaves a real-life footprint that we can map with the
GoogleMaps API."

"Amazing."

"I have alerts set, so when
he logs on, his location data is recorded. Then I put those
locations on a map, and we can see where he is," Kat continues to
explain her invention.

"Can you see where he is
right now?"

Kat shakes her head no.
"He's been off the grid. The guy's not always online, and he uses a
lot of apps and different devices."

"How can we bait him?" I
ponder. We already tried his dating profile.

"I don't think you'll have
to. He's been doing some stalking of someone we know. Of a couple
people actually."

"Who?"

"Tory. And
Reid."

"What? How do you know?" I
wasn't even sure I had spoken to Kat much about Tory or
Reid.

"Tory and Reid are close to
you, they were close to Elise, and so I've been working out by
degrees through everyone in your circle, looking for patterns. Want
to see the mind map?"

"Definitely!" I glance at
the time. "Will you email it to me? I have to go prepare for our
event tonight."

"Okay. I'm coming to the
self-defense class, by the way."

"Oh, that's awesome! See
you there."

When I return the third
floor, I confirm the instructor's arrival time, and check the list
of attendees for the class. There are about ten people, and sure
enough, Kat's name is there.

I text Tory, telling her
about the class and invite her even though it's last minute. After
checking the queue for any more research questions — there aren't
any — I print out some info sheets for the class attendees, which
the instructor, Cara, emailed me. Then I return to the third floor
to prep the room.

"Have a great class!" Mira
calls out as I leave.

"Thanks!" I'm not sure what
I expect from the experience, but sometimes having no expectations
makes for a surprise.

After I move all the chairs
and tables to the perimeter, the third floor meeting room is
prepped for class activity. I make a quick trip to the ladies' room
before it begins, and as I wash my hands, I peer into the mirror.
My eyes are tired, but hopeful. Elise may be gone, but I'm
dedicating the first event I've ever planned to her
memory.

When I get back to the
room, guest have started trickling in. Some I recognize from the
library, others are new faces. Cara arrives, and we chat a little
before I introduce her.

"Hello, everyone. Why don't
we begin by forming a circle. Then we each can introduce ourselves
and share why we're here," Cara says.

"I'll start," I say, once
we're in formation. "I grew up in San Francisco, and have always
felt safe here. Now that I'm older and living on my own, I want to
have the tools to defend myself if I have to. Some women that I
know have been attacked at night, at bars and other social places,
and we need to be aware of our surroundings and how to prevent from
finding ourselves in any dangerous situation."

People nod, and as we go
around there are some similar sentiments. When, the woman next to
Kat speaks, I realize it's her mother.

"Women, young and old need
to be able to defend themselves," says simply.

"What she said," Kat
replies, and a few people laugh.

Then we get started. Cara
takes us through a few basic defense tactics — stepping down hard
on the attacker's foot, kneeing them in the crotch, aiming for a
sharp jab to their eyes or nose. Then we pair up and practice going
through the motions, stopping short of making actual contact, of
course.

I'm partners with Cara, who
definitely isn't holding back in her fierceness, which totally
brings out mine. Suddenly, all the events of the past few weeks
come rushing out, through me into my defensive motions. My defense
is turning into an attack, and I smack back hard.

"Whoa," she says. "Where's
this coming from?"

"I don't know."

"It's okay to let it out,
you know."

"I need to learn
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