
Bridget finished doctoring her Quarter Pounder with three packets of ketchup on each side of her burger. “I wish I had better eating habits,” she admitted. “My parents didn’t let us have much candy either, but that didn’t help me once I got out on my own.”

She took a big bite out of her Quarter Pounder and within seconds a huge dollop of ketchup fell on her shirt. Bridget set her burger down in horror as she looked down at the mess on her chest. Why didn’t I see that coming? she thought as she grabbed for some napkins. Her eyes opened wide with surprise when Gwen reached over with a French fry and dabbed it in the ketchup on Bridget’s chest.

“No sense in wasting it.”

Bridget looked down at her shirt again and laughed when the second fry gently plunged into the bright red glob on her chest. Her irritation and embarrassment slowly turned into light amusement as they both sat there dipping crispy fries into the concoction prominently displayed on the right side of her shirt.
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Chapter One

Two months ago, 2 a.m., West Side Laundromat 

 

Lupita Ochoa took the last of her clothes from the hot dryer and began folding them neatly before placing them in the basket. The hum of an anonymous washer on the other side of the room gave the place a semblance of personality that she hadn’t noticed before. She squinted over at the huge clock on the wall—her left eye was only partially swollen shut today. Lupita was also reminded once again of the pain in her back and the stiffness in her neck. She buttoned the top of her sweater and gently touched the bruises on her throat where he had tried to choke the very life out of her several days before. The memory crept away much slower than it had arrived.

She finished folding the clothes and tucked the small box of detergent snugly in the basket among the rest of her things. Digging in her pocket for bus fare to her sister’s house, her fingers still hurt from slapping at him, and her back ached where he had thrown her against the wall in their small apartment. Lupita vowed to work two jobs and save her money—three jobs if she had to. Never again would she be put in this position. Never.

She caught her reflection in the door of the dryer and looked away quickly. How thick can a person pile on makeup without looking like a freak? And how can I go to work with a face like this anyway?

She picked up the basket and felt another pain in her side. As every second ticked away, her body seemed to be shutting down and turning against her. If her back and ribs continued hurting this way, she would have to call in sick at her new job, and she couldn’t afford to do that right now.

Shuffling across the floor, scattering candy wrappers and fuzz balls with each painful step, Lupita pushed the heavy door open with her sore hip and breathed in the chilly October night air. The sidewalk and parking lot pavement were wet, and the absence of traffic on the usually busy street added an extra sense of eeriness to the night.

She was halfway across the empty parking lot before she realized he was there. She sensed his presence moments before seeing him. Fear paralyzed her as Rudy grabbed her from behind. Lupita dropped the basket and tried to scream, but nothing came out of her mouth. His thick hairy arm was squeezing every last wisp of air from her lungs. She tried to bite him and flung her arms about wildly. He would kill her this time. She would die here in a Kwik Wash Laundromat parking lot.

Dark clouds had moved in, covering the moon and stars. The empty bus stop on the corner, at this point her only possible means of escape, could have been a thousand miles away for all the good it was doing her. Rudy loosened his grip for only a second and yanked Lupita around by the hair. With a gasp she clutched her throat and tried to scream again, but failed miserably as she started to cough. She threw her hands up to protect her face when he started hitting her. Still hurting from her last beating, Lupita had no strength left. How she was still standing was a miracle in itself. Each devastating blow he landed now helped merge the pain into one massive burrow of darkness. Somewhere through the deep hollow of fear and pain, Lupita heard squealing tires close by and then a car door open. Her heart fluttered at the possibility that she was no longer alone with him.

The massive fists eventually stopped punching, but Rudy grabbed her once more around the neck and squeezed hard again for good measure.

“Let her go,” she heard someone say.

Rudy tightened his arm around her, pulling her closer up against him, but took his other hand away from her throat. Lupita was finally able to breathe again and was suddenly nauseated by his sour whiskey-breath and huge sweaty body. She tried to bite his arm again, but didn’t have the strength to pry herself away and carry through.

“I said let her go,” the voice uttered, ringing out into the night. It was a cool, even voice. A woman’s voice. The voice of an angel. “Let her go now!”

Rudy yanked Lupita around beside him. “Mind your own business, bitch!”

Through the blood oozing from a cut over her already swollen eye, Lupita could see the woman still standing on the driver’s side, towering over the jet-black sports car, one arm casually resting on its low roof. A moment later Lupita saw the pistol in the woman’s hands, pointed at him, and heard that wonderful deadly click of the hammer.

Rudy let go of her, raising his hands up slowly as Lupita crumbled to the ground.

“Don’t shoot,” he said.

“Move away from her.”

“It’s OK,” Rudy said, putting his hands down. “It’s OK. She’s my wife.”

There was a loud piercing sound that boomed into the darkness. It was then that she heard screaming—Rudy’s screaming. It stopped almost as abruptly as it had started as he stood there shaking with his hands up in front of him.

“There’s a bullet hole through the top of your cap,” the woman said calmly. “Next time you won’t be quite so lucky. Now move away from her like I said before.”

Rudy scrambled several yards to the left, holding his hands up over his head. “Don’t shoot!”

The woman kept the gun pointed at him and came around the back of the car. She was dressed entirely in black—soft leather boots, black leather pants, a black long-sleeved silk shirt, and black scarves rolled up and neatly tied around her arms. She was tall and elegant, the gun huge in her hands.

“Get behind the car,” the woman said, motioning with the weapon. Rudy stumbled over in that direction, keeping his hands above his head.

Lupita tried to sit up so she could see better. She watched as the woman opened the trunk of the car and again motioned with the gun.

“Get in.”

“Get in?” Rudy repeated dumbly, his voice rising an octave. “Get in where?”

Lupita heard that sound again, the cold click of the gun being cocked.

“Get in,” the woman said simply, motioning toward the opened trunk of the car.

“No way, lady! Are you nuts?”

She raised the gun to his head, further encouraging him to climb into the trunk. Lupita watched with delight as his knees began to knock against each other. If her mouth hadn’t been so tender, she would have smiled at the sight.

“What are you gonna do with me?” Rudy asked. “I won’t hit her no more, OK? I won’t hit her no more!”

The woman slammed the trunk shut on his muffled pleas. Without Rudy’s shouting, Lupita could finally hear the wail of a siren in the distance. As she lay there on the pavement, scared and shivering, bleeding from her nose and the gash over her eye, there was a feeling of being totally safe . . . that warm, secure feeling of someone taking charge and making things all better. The woman in black knelt down beside her and gently brushed the damp hair away from Lupita’s eyes.

“Everything’s fine now,” the woman whispered. She unzipped a small pocket at the knee of her black leather pants and took out a white card. She gave it to Lupita and then stood up. “The police and an ambulance will be here soon.” She quickly moved around to the side of her car and opened the door.

Lupita could hear Rudy pounding on the inside of the trunk, yelling and cursing in muffled hysteria. Lupita tried to sit up again, but the pain in her back and ribs was excruciating. She rubbed her throat and coughed.

“Wait,” Lupita said, her voice no more than a raspy croak. “Who are you?” she managed to ask.

“That doesn’t matter.”

“Please,” Lupita said. “Who are you?” Her throat felt like it was swelling shut. In a near whisper she said again, “Who are you?”

The moon broke away from behind the clouds and revealed a kind, gentle smile from across the top of the car.

“I’m a friend,” the woman said above the shrieking sirens only a few blocks away. “He won’t hurt you anymore. I promise you that.” She got in the car and the passenger’s side window rolled down automatically. “Tell them what happened. They’ll know what to do.”

The car was gone in a flash. All that remained was the card she had left behind and a blur of taillights. Seconds later, the ambulance roared to a stop and two paramedics bailed out.

On the way to the hospital, in the back of the ambulance, Lupita took the card from her pocket and found the words KATE THE LESBIAN printed in bold black letters. She put the card gently to her swollen lips and then tucked it away again into her pocket. Warm, safe feelings began working their way through her body, feelings of trust, certainty, and determination. Sleep would come much easier for her now. It seemed like months since Lupita had felt safe enough to sleep. 



Chapter Two 

Four weeks ago, 7:05 p.m., SBC Building, Downtown 

 

Jane Whitley left the office and caught the elevator just before the doors eased closed. Hoping the clock in her office had been wrong, she shifted her briefcase to her other hand and glanced at her watch again. She had less than an hour to get home and take a quick shower before Miriam was due to pick her up for dinner. They hadn’t been able to spend much time together lately.

The elevator finally reached the lobby and opened in front of the security guard’s desk. He was on the telephone and didn’t look up as Jane pushed open the door to the parking garage. The clicking of her heels echoed through the night, while a car alarm went off somewhere in the distance. She glanced at her watch once more and resigned herself to the fact that she was running late.

She had her keys ready once her car was in sight. Disengaging the alarm with a push of a button on her key ring, the car answered with what Jane liked referring to as “that cute little dolphin noise.” She set her briefcase and raincoat down, opened the door and tossed her purse on the seat. As she reached for her briefcase and raincoat, someone grabbed her from behind.

“Scream and I’ll kill you,” he snarled.

Jane’s terror was absolutely paralyzing. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t speak. The huge arm around her upper body had her in a firm iron grip. Finally, she saw the knife waving like a steamy mirage in front of her face. It was the knife that brought her around and transformed her shock into the cold hard fact that she was going to die.

He yanked open the back door of her car and shoved her in the backseat. Jane tasted her own blood from a cut on her lip. She struggled to sit up and began kicking at him with her heels. She could see the sweat on his bald head. He grinned wickedly while unfastening his belt and pants with one hand. He pushed her back against the seat, seeming to not give her flinging arms and frantic kicks so much as another thought. His enormous body filled the car as he yanked her skirt up and ripped it. Jane heard the tiny buttons on the fine silk blouse bouncing all around them.

Jane was exhausted from fighting him, but driven by pure adrenaline. She never stopped struggling, pounding at his arms and shoulders, scratching his face and neck at even the slightest of opportunities. He no longer had the knife, but it was obvious to both of them that he didn’t need it. His sheer strength was more than enough to do anything that he wanted to do.

She heard someone yelling just outside of the car, and the man’s rough, callused hands suddenly stopped grabbing at her. He scrambled up in a fit of rage, the heaviness of him forever imprinted in her brain. She tried to sit up again and felt like the very life had been crushed out of her. Jane heard loud voices and pulled herself to the far corner of the backseat, straightening her torn, mangled clothing as she moved. She then heard a calm voice asking the man to get out of the car.

Jane could see a figure dressed in black standing near the opened car door. Who it was didn’t matter to her. All that mattered at the moment was that she was no longer alone.

“He has a knife!” Jane yelled, not recognizing her own trembling voice.

“Shuddup!” the man barked as he grabbed his loose pants and tightened the belt around his waist. His hands came up in the air quickly before he began backing away. “Just a little misunderstanding,” he said.

“I understand all too well,” the other voice said quietly.

It was then that Jane saw the gun for the first time. It was huge in the small, black-gloved hand that held it. Jane’s heart began pounding all over again as the odds suddenly shifted in her favor.

Jane had no idea who this other person was, but the sense of immediate relief she felt was almost overwhelming. She opened the door pressing against her back and stumbled out of the car. Squinting for a better look at the person wielding the gun, Jane was stunned to see that it was a woman. Tears clouded her vision as she tried to focus and get a better look at her. She had never been so happy to see a stranger!

“Get in,” the woman said to him, motioning with the gun. Jane noticed the black car parked a few feet away behind them. “I said get in.”

“Fuck you, bitch.”

Jane watched in momentary horror and then utter delight as the woman pulled back the hammer on the gun and shot him in the hand. The sound of the gun was deafening as it echoed through the parking garage. The man screamed and bounced off Jane’s car door, falling to his knees.

“You shot me! You fuckin’ shot me!”

“Get up,” the woman said with a tinge of boredom in her voice. When there was no immediate response from him, the gun was cocked once more and aimed steadily and confidently at his chest. “I said get up.”

He muttered something and stumbled to his feet, clutching his wounded hand to his chest.

Motioning again with the gun, the woman said, “Now get in.” Jane noticed that the trunk of the black car was open.

“Get in where?” the man roared. “In there? I can’t fit in there!”

“Either get in, or I’ll shoot you again. Your choice.”

He seemed to consider his options for a moment before finally shuffling to the car and gingerly crawling into the trunk. All else was quiet in the garage as the woman closed the trunk with a firm thud.

Fascinated, Jane watched her every move. She had the grace of a dancer, and something else that Jane couldn’t quite put a name to. The woman was commanding and confident in everything she did, and she was much younger than Jane had first thought. The word “regal” came to mind as she continued watching her. Regal and stately, she thought.

The woman got something out of her car and came around to the other side where Jane was still standing. Jane waited as the woman moved closer, neither of them making a sound. The woman reached down and picked up Jane’s raincoat that was on the pavement beside her briefcase. She draped the raincoat around Jane’s shoulders and tugged gently on the lapel before turning away.

“Thank you,” Jane said, still trembling from her ordeal.

The woman opened her car door and tossed that mane of jet-black hair away from her beautiful face. “You’re safe now. The police are on the way.”

“Who are you?” Jane asked. She was on the edge of panic at the thought of this woman leaving.

A rush of heavy footsteps could be heard coming toward them from the lobby entrance. Jane looked and saw the security guard reaching for his gun as he ran. Jane pulled the raincoat tighter around her and watched the black car speed away. At the far end of the row of parked cars she could see taillights just before they disappeared around the corner.

With her blouse open and ruined, she slipped her arms into the raincoat and tightened the belt. She shoved her hands into the pockets of the raincoat and began to shiver.

Jane felt the stiff white card against her palm and pulled it out of her pocket, reading the words KATE THE LESBIAN embossed in small black letters. Jane didn't remember slipping the card back into her pocket that first time, but off and on during the remainder of the evening she must have gone back to it a hundred tirnes.



Chapter Three

Present Day, 8:10 p.m., Women’s Resource Center 

 

Bridget McBee sat in her car in the small parking lot, hoping to eventually muster up the courage to go inside. She had arrived for her appointment early, but as of yet hadn’t found the urge to do too much about it. Her windows were beginning to fog up, and the chill of the November night air was starting to seep through her thin jacket. A car pulled in and parked next to her and a woman got out. Bridget knew that this was it. If she didn’t go in this time, then she would probably never go in at all. Taking a deep breath, she opened the car door and decided to get it over with.

The building was warm inside, and the soft mumbling of female voices reached her from across the room. Bridget had been to the Women’s Resource Center several times during the last few years, once for a fund-raiser for the Texas Gay Rights Lobby and again for a fund-raiser for the Texas Lesbian Conference, but this was the first time she had ever felt uncomfortable here. She studied the three women near the coffeepot and refreshment station and still wasn’t sure whether or not she was doing the right thing. One of the women smiled and made her way over toward her.

“Number Seven?” the woman asked. She was a little older than Bridget, possibly in her early forties, and had a friendly smile.

Bridget nodded, remembering that for now numbers instead of names would be used for those being interviewed. Offers of coffee were made and politely refused. Bridget was anxious to get things underway and over with.

I’m Dorothy Holt,” the woman said. “I’m the director of the Resource Center. There’s a room in the back where we can talk.”

Bridget followed her down a long hallway and into an office.

There was a gray metal desk near the window and a leather couch against the wall near the door. Dorothy picked up a clipboard on the desk and smiled again.

“This should do,” she said, and motioned toward the couch where they both settled in comfortably. Bridget caught the sweet scent of Dorothy’s perfume, which offered the only refreshing note to an otherwise long, tedious day.

“Do you have any questions before we get started?” Dorothy asked. Her thick dark hair touched her shoulders and revealed only an occasional glimpse of silver on the sides.

“Hundreds,” Bridget said finally, and then laughed. “I guess I’m having a little trouble with this.”

“That’s perfectly understandable. It’s been hard for most of the women to come forward at first.” She set the clipboard down between them. “Believe me, I understand. I know you’ve had a traumatic experience, but you’ll be with women who have been through the same thing. The Women’s Task Force needs your help.”

Bridget remembered the voice on the phone the other night saying the same thing to her. That’s why I’m here, she reminded herself. They need my help.

Bridget closed her eyes and took a deep breath as a sense of disappointment nagged away in the back of her mind. She had almost expected to find her here. Everywhere she looked now—the halls at school, in classrooms, convenience stores, restaurants—Bridget studied women in hopes of seeing Kate the Lesbian again. She couldn’t help it. She wanted to find her and thank her for saving her life.

“How many of us are there?” Bridget asked. “I mean, how many women have seen Kate?”

“Ten that we know of.”

There was silence for a moment as that incredible number began to sink in. Bridget took another deep breath and said, “The person I spoke with on the phone earlier was vague about certain things. I’ve already cooperated with the police and answered all their questions. I’m not sure what help I can give you.”

Dorothy nodded and drummed her pen against the arm of the sofa. “We’ve heard a few things that we don’t like. Disturbing things. This Kate the Lesbian, whoever she may be, is wanted for questioning by the police for suspicion of kidnapping. It’s alarmed and angered a lot of women. The police are trying to keep the media out of it for the most part, but it won’t be long before this whole thing breaks wide open.”

“Kidnapping?” Bridget said slowly.

“Yes, kidnapping,” Dorothy repeated. “She forces these men into her car at gunpoint. None have been seen or heard from since. They, meaning the police, have chosen to focus on this—the abduction of would-be rapists and batterers. The assaults these men were about to commit seem to have little bearing on anything else at this point as far as the authorities are concerned. You realize, of course, that everything I’m telling you now is strictly confidential.”

Bridget, wide-eyed and speechless, managed a slight nod.

“The police want to know where these men are and what Kate has done with them,” Dorothy continued. “There have been two prominent men missing as well, so there’s speculation on whether that’s the reason for the sudden interest in Kate’s activities.”

“Prominent men?”

“One of the missing men is a local banker. Another a judge from Houston who was here for a conference. There’s reason to believe these men were involved in some brutality toward women and Kate intervened.”

She gave Bridget a reduced copy of a city map with numbers penciled in and highlighted at various locations. “This is you,” Dorothy said as she pointed to the number seven on the map.

Bridget felt a prickling sensation dart up and down her arms the moment she realized what the ten numbers represented. As she stared at the map, she didn’t feel so alone anymore. Seeing the numbers spread out across the city that way made her realize that at least nine others had experienced the same or at least similar things that she had. Bridget’s hands began to tremble.

“These are the ten known reported sightings of Kate the Lesbian,” Dorothy said quietly. “We’re not sure how many more there have been that we don’t know about.”

A silence followed that gave Bridget time to compose herself and quickly sort through the information. Things were moving very fast all of a sudden.

Dorothy picked up the clipboard again. “I need to ask you a few questions. Is that OK?”

“Yes, of course.” Bridget cleared her throat and sat up a little straighter on the sofa. Her earlier uneasiness gradually began to slip away as she continued thinking about Kate and how she had just appeared out of nowhere that night in the San Antonio College parking lot. Bridget never stopped thinking about how such a traumatic event could have and should have changed her life. Initially, it had made her afraid to go out again and work such late hours. But that started to ease up over time and with the help of therapy. Bridget found herself being more alert to her surroundings wherever she went now, and strangers were met with suspicion and uneasiness. For Bridget it was imperative that she find this woman and she was determined to do whatever she could to help protect her. I owe that much to Kate, she thought. It’s the least I can do for someone who saved my life.

Scribbling something on the form, Dorothy said, “The description you gave to the police was exactly the same as everyone else’s. Everything down to the car she drove and the card she left you. Do you remember everything Kate said to you that night?”

“Yes.”

“What did she say? Her exact words.”

“‘You’re safe now. The police are on their way.’”

Dorothy checked something else off on the form and looked up. “Do you remember hearing the sirens before she said that?”

“Before?” Bridget asked with a pensive expression. “No, not before, now that you mention it. I didn’t hear them until she started to leave.”

“Did she give you anything other than the card?”

“You mean besides my life?” Bridget replied soberly. Dorothy smiled. “Yes, besides that.”

“A scarf. A black scarf. The police took it.”

Dorothy checked another block on the form. “Did she touch you in any way?”

Bridget unconsciously brushed a fingertip over her lip. The bruise was gone now and the cut healed already. “My mouth was full of blood. She took a scarf that had been tied around her arm and got my lip to stop bleeding. I’ll never forget the way her gloves felt against my cheek. They were thin gloves. Not like gloves at all, actually. I’ve looked for them since then, but I haven’t been able to find any.”

Dorothy continued to write. “Anything else that you can remember? Was she wearing perfume? Did you hear anything when she moved? Keys, bells, change in a pocket? Anything?”

“No. She was quiet. Very quiet. Even in those boots she wore, I never heard her make a sound.”

“Did she say anything else?”

“No.”

The scribbling continued. “Have you seen her again, or at least thought you might have seen her somewhere else?” Dorothy asked.

“No, I haven’t seen her.” But I’ve looked for her everywhere, Bridget wanted to say. Absolutely everywhere.

Dorothy set the clipboard down between them on the sofa again. “Does it bother you that these men are missing?”

“Bother me?”

“That she might have . . . uh . . . disposed of them in some way?”

A flash of memory came to her again. An enormous hand clamped across her mouth with such force that he split her lip open. Bridget narrowed her eyes and said very slowly, “No, it doesn’t bother me at all that rapists are missing.” Then as an afterthought, she asked, “There have been nine other women nearly raped who have seen Kate?”

“Yes,” Dorothy said.

“So are there ten missing men?”

Yes. At least ten.”

Bridget nodded. “Good. The assholes.”

Dorothy chuckled. “Is there anything else you can remember?” she asked. “Anything at all that you haven’t told the police?”

“No, nothing.” Bridget looked over at her. All the uneasiness about this meeting she’d been harboring was nearly gone now, and it had been replaced by a renewed curiosity and a stronger determination to find this Kate the Lesbian.

“That’s the formal part of the interview,” Dorothy said. She got up from the sofa and put the clipboard on the desk.

“Tell me what you’ve heard about her,” Bridget said. “Do you know who she is?”

“We have no idea who she is, but we have a few leads.” Dorothy leaned against the desk with her arms crossed. “The police, however, have suggested that this whole thing is a hoax. That Kate and these men are in this together somehow. It’s like some sort of cruel publicity stunt or something. No one gave too much thought to the missing men until the judge and the banker disappeared. The police are working on several other theories at the moment, and none of them are favorable for our Kate.”

Our Kate, Bridget thought as she shifted uneasily on the sofa. The term “our Kate” disturbed her. She liked thinking of Kate the Lesbian as her Kate. She didn’t like the idea of sharing her with anyone.

“So what is it you want from me?” Bridget asked quietly.

“We’d like for you to join the KTL Task Force. Three out of the ten women who have been attacked have agreed to help so far.”

“KTL? What’s that stand for?”

“Kate the Lesbian.”

“Oh.” Bridget looked away from her. “I can’t see where I’d be of any use to you. I’ve already told you everything I know.”

“We hope to get several of the witnesses together and pool our resources,” Dorothy explained. “Kate the Lesbian could be in serious trouble if the police find her first.”

Bridget’s heart began to race. “You want to find her?”

If at all possible. Don’t you?”

Bridget didn’t answer.

“Can we count on you to help?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Good. We’ll be meeting here on Wednesday evening at seven. Hopefully, we should have more information by then. In the meantime, if you can remember anything else about that night, anything at all that you didn’t mention before, write it down and bring it with you to the meeting.”

Bridget nodded. She felt good all of a sudden, excited and energetic. Maybe now she would get a chance to actually do something for this marvelous woman who had saved her life!

All the way down the hall and out into the parking lot where two other women stood talking, there was a sense of accomplishment in the air. Now that the darkness no longer nurtured her fear nor held her captive with its uncertainty, Bridget felt encased in hope—as though there was a force on her side more powerful than anything she could have ever imagined. Her Kate was somewhere out there right now—possibly needing her help. Bridget vowed to do whatever she could to protect her, no matter what it took.



Chapter Four
 

Bridget was early for the Wednesday night meeting at the Women’s Resource Center. She wanted to familiarize herself with the place a bit more and be able to see the other people as they arrived. She still couldn’t help thinking that Kate the Lesbian was somewhere among them, probably working at a regular boring job during the day and prowling dark alleys and parking lots at night looking for muggers and rapists. An ordinary woman by day, she thought, and a lifesaver after the sun goes down. Bridget shook her head at her own silliness. You must’ve read too many comic books as a kid.

As she stood by a tall bookcase crammed full of lesbian literature, she nodded at Dorothy Holt when she came into the room. Dorothy held her clipboard close to her chest and started in her direction, but before she got very far, the door opened and three other women came in. Bridget didn’t know any of them, but once again she found herself looking closely to see if maybe one of the women could possibly be Kate.

“Good,” Dorothy said. “We’re all here. Let’s go to one of the offices in the back.”

They slowly followed Dorothy down a wide hallway to a room off to the right. Bridget noticed that two of the women were of medium height, both with dark hair. One was Hispanic and wore a long skirt and a sweater. The other one, carrying about twenty extra pounds, had on tan scrubs and an ID badge that identified her as an employee of University Hospital. Bridget imagined they all were coming from work just like her. The third woman was taller and had shoulder-length red hair. She was dressed in a light green power suit that fit her perfectly. Bridget wondered if any of them besides herself and Dorothy were lesbians.

Once they got to the meeting room, Bridget saw a small table by the window with a coffeepot, a pitcher of lemonade and a plate of cookies on it. There was a large conference table in the middle of the room surrounded by too many chairs. A rack stuffed with flyers and pamphlets stood guard by the door. The room was clean and comfortably warm. Bridget took a seat at the far end of the table so she could see the door in case anyone else came in.

“The coffee’s decaf,” Dorothy announced. “Help yourselves and let’s get started.”

Since the other three women had arrived together, Bridget had assumed at first that they all knew each other, but she eventually noticed the lack of friendly chatter among them and nothing more than the moving of chairs and curious glances at the refreshment table. Maybe one of them knows something about Kate that could possibly help us find her, Bridget thought. Just that notion alone was enough to keep her focused on whatever was about to happen. Bridget went over and got a cup of coffee and selected two oatmeal cookies before returning to her seat. Slowly, one by one, the other three women got themselves some refreshments also.

“Let’s sit close together, since there aren’t that many of us,” Dorothy suggested.

The women came back to the table and moved their purses and jackets closer to where Bridget was sitting.

“The first thing I’d like to address is whether or not we want to use our names during these meetings,” Dorothy announced. “Up until now, privacy has been an issue and numbers have been used to identify all of you.”

No one said anything and Bridget suddenly felt sorry for Dorothy. Her job wouldn’t be an easy one if none of them were willing to talk. Isn’t that why we’re all here to begin with? she thought. To discuss Kate and try and uncover something new about her?

The longer she was there, the more curious Bridget became about what could be accomplished. During Dorothy’s initial interview, the term “task force” had been used, but Bridget wasn’t exactly sure what all that entailed. As she glanced around the table, none of them looked like “task force” material to her, whatever that meant. We’re just a bunch of women who are angry about being attacked and victimized.

“At first I felt more comfortable with the numbers,” the redhead began. She was sitting across from Bridget and stirred a pink packet of artificial sweetener into a Styrofoam cup of coffee.

“So did I,” the Hispanic woman agreed. Her skin was a beautiful light cinnamon color and her features were almost delicate in nature, with thick dark hair hanging in long smooth curves over her shoulders. Bridget noticed how she seemed to have a hint of tired sadness in her dark eyes.

“I did, too,” the woman in scrubs said. Her hair was short and a mousy brown color. Her strong, confident voice demanded attention, but she was less intense than the redhead. “But if we’re going to get anything done, I think we should be a bit more open about ourselves.”

Feeling as though valuable time was being wasted, Bridget made a spontaneous decision to introduce herself. “My name’s Bridget McBee. I’m number seven on the map Dorothy has.” As everyone looked at her, Bridget saw Dorothy’s slight smile and a flood of relief cover her face.

After a moment, the woman in scrubs said, “My name’s Gwen Bordovsky. I’m number eight on the map.”

Dorothy thumbed through the papers on her clipboard until she found copies of the map in question. She passed them around without fanfare. As Bridget once again saw her number and the area of town where it was written on the map, a wave of apprehension swept through her.

“My name’s Jane Whitley, and I’m number two on the map,” the redhead said quietly.

Bridget scanned the map for that number, all the while wishing she knew more about the earlier Kate sightings. She hadn’t paid much attention to the buzz of events surrounding previous attacks until she personally had been accosted in the school parking lot. The reality of being in a room with other women who had experienced a terrifying night much like hers was comforting in its own bizarre way. These were strangers who already shared something monumental and life-changing with her.

“My name is Lupita Ochoa, and I’m number one on the map,” the quiet woman with the dark, sad eyes said. “Kate the Lesbian saved my life and I want to find her and personally thank her for that. Above all else, that’s why I’m here.”

Silence filled the room just moments before everyone began talking at once. It was as though Lupita had read the thoughts of all those who had experienced Kate’s extraordinary bravery and insight. All were in agreement that thanking this woman for saving their lives was also their number one reason for being there. With such a collective motive suddenly out in the open, it was obvious that they all had more in common than just being victims of violence. Each of them had “experienced” Kate under similar circumstances.

As everyone began to settle down again and study the map, Gwen, the woman in scrubs, said, “So how do we go about finding our Kate the Lesbian and that cool Kate-mobile she drives?”

“My thoughts exactly,” Jane said with an adventurous toss of her red hair.

“Hopefully, we’ll all be able to figure that out together,” Dorothy said.

 

* * *

 

Bridget watched as the brainstorming began. Being more of a follower than a leader, she felt comfortable just listening to them for a while. Dorothy was poised to take notes while Lupita pushed up the sleeves of her sweater as if getting ready to pitch in wherever needed. Just as eager to get down to business, Jane got another cup of coffee.

“My feet are killing me,” Gwen said. “Mind if I get comfy?” she asked while propping her stockinged feet up in another chair and not waiting for an answer.

Everyone had plenty to say, and eventually, one by one, Dorothy asked them for specifics about their encounter with Kate. Lupita was the first person to have seen her, so her story was the one they started with.

“You said Kate wore black pants with a zippered pocket at the knee,” Dorothy said, glancing at her notes, “and that’s where she kept the card.”

“Yes.”

“But with Gwen,” Dorothy said, “Kate had the cards in her shirt pocket, correct?”

“Right,” Gwen confirmed.

“Maybe she has them all over,” Lupita said. “Cards in all of her pockets . . . easy to retrieve when she needs them.”

“Why does it matter where she has the cards?” Gwen asked.

“It doesn’t really,” Dorothy said, “but I want to document and get an idea about how she does things so
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