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Chapter 1
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My face on the Missing poster looked so young, so optimistic. My hair was short, curly, and red then, my face round and a bit plump. I had a direct gaze and a big smile as I looked at the camera. Ron took that picture when we were in the park on a picnic. The sun was shining on a beautiful summer day and I was near the rose bushes, admiring their beauty. I looked happy and carefree.

Of course, that picture was taken seven years ago, right before the kidnapping. That was before I knew what kinds of monsters lived in the world.

Missing. Carolyn O'Malley, age 41, 5' tall, 134 lbs., red hair, brown eyes. 

I had long red-gold hair now with touches of grey and I lost at least twenty-five pounds since then. My eyes were still light amber brown but they were surrounded by tiny lines that branched out in fans when I squinted. Even the basic shape of my face was changed. I had to have reconstructive surgery. Somehow, when they put the pieces back together, I didn't look the Carolyn O'Malley who entered her home on a cold Halloween night to find horror waiting for her.

Believed abducted in a home invasion on Windsor Street, Pittsburgh

Home invasion. How calm that sounded, like an event in the historical past involving strangers far away. It wasn't far away. Windsor Street was just three blocks from this café where we now sat. Windsor Street was where I had a home, the one I shared with Ron, the one we were renovating in the old Squirrel Hill neighborhood in Pittsburgh. I walked with some friends from the bus stop to my home on a frosty Friday night, happy to be done with a busy work week and looking forward to a weekend of parties and relaxing.

What I found was the Groom waiting for me.

"Cari."

Ned's voice shook me out of my hypnotic trance, icy feelings evaporating to leave me cold and shivering. My poster was partially covered by another one. I recognized her face. She's the one the Groom took after he took me, the one he used in place of me. Barbara Simmons. She wasn't as lucky as I was. She didn't live.

I did. I survived for one reason. I kept that reason in front of my mind for the entire forty days he had me. I repeated it at night, after the Groom left me alone in that dank room. I clung to it when he beat me. I rehearsed it so much I could whisper it in my sleep.

I would survive because someday I would kill that son of a bitch.

And now, here I was. And that glorious day wasn't far off.

"They still have it." Ned's voice was so low only I could hear him in the crowded café.

"Yep." I moved the wrinkled paper with Barbara's face so it overlay my face even more, smoothing it so it was easily readable. It made Barbara's smile appear less lopsided. "I suppose they still hope they'll get leads."

"He's long gone."

I turned away and went to the booth near the window where I was heading before the distraction of the Old Me. "You know that and I know that. The police aren't so sure." I sat down carefully, using my cane to help so I didn't get another back spasm. I didn't need cane support all the time, but I needed it today. It was a beautiful piece of handcrafted maple with a dark grain running through the polished wood. Ned had customized it for me, inserting a slender half-sword into the shaft. It was good to have a weapon always handy.

My damaged spine throbbed from the plane flight the day before and all the walking we did in both airports. I would need serious massage therapy when we got home to Minneapolis. I held my breath and didn't release it until I was sure I was safely seated without pain.

Ned slid into the faded orange plastic seat across from me, the brown laminate tabletop between us. "Are you sure you want to be here? It's just a bunch of bad memories for you." He looked around at the other patrons as though daring them to rake up those memories.

Several women watched him in return, but that's how it always was. Ned is bluntly handsome and a muscular build. He has a rugged face and shaggy, thick-cropped hair that is the most beautiful shade of gray, like pewter flecked with dark bits of metal. He looks every inch his fifty-six years and every inch the ex-Marine he was.

"Of course it's got bad memories." I pulled a stained menu out of the plastic wall holder on my left. "The past seven years have been full of bad memories. So?" I peered down at the menu, letting my long hair slide forward to hide my eyes. I didn't want Ned to see how much those memories were crowding me. It bothered him when the memories were bad. Ned sometimes had a precarious hold on emotional stability as it was. I didn't want anything upsetting it.

Not yet, at least.

I stared at the menu. After a few seconds, he did the same until I looked up, signaling I was done. Then he set his menu aside and smiled at the waitress who waited nearby. Ned's smiles were always sincere. He was incapable of acting a role, which was one of the reasons I liked him. It wasn't just the protection he provided or the company he gave me. Ned was a good barometer of people. His instincts were unfailingly right. "Coffee for me," he said. "Cari? Diet Pepsi?"

I nodded. The waitress scribbled on her pad then asked, "You folks ready to order?" She flicked a glance my way, decided I was no competition, and resumed her evaluation of Ned. I set my menu down and watched her attempt at flirtation. She would find that Ned, besides being sincere, had a single-track mind. Right now his mind was focused on my comfort.

The thought made me frown. Ned always focused on my comfort, but I just now noticed it. That was odd. Why? It wasn't love. When we started this crazy journey together, I made it clear that love would never enter into it. A woman can't endure what I endured and ever consider love again. I made sure he knew it. Ned had just nodded solemnly and vowed that love would never be an issue between us.

"Ma'am?" The waitress was staring at me with a bored, would you please hurry it up look. Her tight red polo shirt with café logo and skin-tight jeans highlighted her heavy breasts and equally heavy waistline. Her eyes, outlined boldly in dark purple, held a faint trace of dislike, as though dealing with a deadbeat like me was beneath her.

I tilted my head slightly so my thick, curling hair slid over my shoulder, tumbling down to my mid-back. I was still beautiful and I played my beauty whenever I could, using it to my advantage. I straightened my three-hundred-dollar Coach handbag on the seat next to me and crossed my tailored-denim-clad legs, making sure my custom Sorrell cowboy boots peeked out from under the table. I'm sure she'd already assessed my leather Burberry trench coat, Brooks sweater, and the immaculate manicure I sported. What she didn't know, of course, was that the purse was four years old, the coat was almost eight years old, and the boots were three years old. I hated shopping. I always bought clothes that lasted rather than venture out to shop more than I had to.

Her eyes went to the diamond-and-ruby comb holding my hair back from the right side of my face. It was a gift from Ron for my thirty-fifth birthday. He loved to give me expensive gifts, laughing at my protests at the costs. The waitress' impatient pen-tapping against her pad slowed then halted. "Ma'am?" Her voice was slightly puzzled as she tried to reconcile my presence in a hole-in-the-wall café. "You know what you want?"

I nudged the menu away from me without a glance. "A B.L.T., please. The bacon should not be crisp, but also not soggy or rubbery. I'd like whole wheat toast, extra mayo on the side, and a ripe tomato. If you don't have ripe tomatoes, don't bother with the tomato at all." I looked around the café at the not-so-trendy patrons, leaving no doubt that I was certain a ripe tomato was not in my future. "Fresh fruit as my side order. Thank you." Then I smiled again at her, an adult rewarding a bedraggled child before turning my attention to Ned. He had watched my performance with his usual almost-smile, that brief twist of his lips framed by the shadow of his dark gray beard stubble.

The girl meandered away, staring down at the pad in her hand, jotting furiously. "You'll probably get soggy bread and a pale tomato," Ned commented.

"I know. But it doesn't hurt to ask." I looked around the room, noting that not much had changed since I lived in the neighborhood. Ron and I had occasionally visited this café, usually on Sunday nights when it was quiet. Now it was busy with a Wednesday lunch crowd, a mix of older people from the neighborhood, a few business types, and students from one of the nearby schools. This part of Pittsburgh was centrally located near three colleges and two universities. The population of the neighborhood reflected its diverse makeup.

"So why are we here?" Ned asked after the waitress set down our drinks.

I unwrapped my straw and stuck it in my glass. "I have two pieces of unfinished business to attend to in town."

He sipped his coffee as he puzzled over my answer. Ned's eyes appear almost black in shadowed light. When you see him in daylight, you realize his eyes are dark, dark blue. Regardless of color, they are very expressive, showing his every mood and emotion. In many ways, Ned is as innocent as a child and just as willing to trust the people around him. It's an odd trait for a man who used to be a sniper. "It's not the anniversary," he stated.

Coming from anyone else, that would be an insult. But Ned was just thinking aloud and meant no hurt. "I know. That's in four days." I looked at my drink, unwilling to see the sympathy I knew I would see in his eyes. "And Ron's anniversary isn't until February. No, this is something else. I have some last business to attend to and there's something else, something I knew I should do." I glanced at my watch, but we had time to spare. "We need to meet someone at one o'clock. That's all you need to know for now."

"Okay." He clasped his hands on the tabletop and regarded me steadily, his eyes slightly narrowed. Seen in this light, his eye color matched the dark denim jacket he wore over the red-plaid flannel shirt. Ned knew nothing about fashion or style but he inevitably picked clothing that highlighted his rugged good looks. He tilted his head, studying me.

"Don't pout," I said.

"Me? Pout?" He stuck out his lower lip and despite my tension, I smiled. "There," he said. "See. I knew I could make you smile."

I reached across the table. He took my hand in his, gently stroking the skin around the fine bones delineating my fingers. Ned and I have been together for almost three years. It took several months before I could stand to have him touch me without flinching. Now I welcomed it. His hands were incredibly soothing. I felt anxiety leach out of me with each movement of his fingers.

After several long, quiet moments, he said, "Tell me."

I looked at my hand in his. "I sold the house," I finally said. "They're doing demolition today."

"Oh." Ned's word was like a sigh, a faraway breeze that held understanding and pity. "Are you sure you want to see it?"

Trust him to get to the heart of it. I nodded, my hair once again shielding the right side of my face. It hid the puckered scar that ran from my right eyebrow along the line of my jaw to a point under my chin. That scar and the ones on my back and breasts were the only physical reminders of the forty days that changed my life. "I haven't lived there since the abduction and no one would buy it, given the history." I swallowed hard then continued. "They want to build condominiums on that block. It made sense to sell it and be done with it."

"That's not what I asked," Ned pointed out, his hand still on mine.

I shrugged. "No, I'm not sure. But I should."

He nodded, his jaw thrust out slightly as he struggled to hold back his emotion. "What's the other thing we have to do?"

Bless you, Ned, I thought silently. Don't push me on this. I may not have enough courage as it is. His hand tightened on mine. I wonder if he read my thoughts. Push me? Ned would never push me. He might try to lead me, and he might try to influence me, but Ned would never push me. That was another thing I liked about him. "I have to meet the lawyers. The family has decided to settle."

He nodded his understanding. "I'm sorry."

His simple sympathy made tears threaten. I forced myself to coldness, forced myself to not-feel, not-care, not-be. It was the only way I managed to get through the nightmare that had been my life since it happened. "Thank you," I murmured, slipping my hand away from his.

"What time do you meet with them?" He leaned back in his seat when the waitress approached, setting down silverware on a paper napkin in front of us.

"Three this afternoon. They're downtown, near the hotel." I unfolded my napkin, shaking back my hair so that it tumbled over one shoulder. The waitress caught sight of my scar, gaped for an instant then hurried away. "You don't have to come with me if you don't want to."

Ned smiled that enigmatic half-smile of his. "I'm your bodyguard. I'll come with you if you want me to."

This was a little joke between us. When Ned first showed up at the coffee shop where I drank my morning cup of latte and asked to join me in my quest, I asked him why I needed a partner. "You need a bodyguard," he said with such quiet conviction that I looked around, expecting to see the Groom lying in wait for me on the street outside. "Call Alan Hobbs. He'll vouch for me."

Alan was the FBI's lead investigator on the Groom murders and a man I trusted completely. If Alan recommended this man, then I probably did need a bodyguard. When I called Alan and asked him about Ned Buchanan, Alan said, "He owes Ron a debt and he wants to pay it. You need someone to help you and he needs to help. It makes sense."

That was the start of our partnership. I had come to rely on Ned's common sense, perceptive insight into human behavior, and his uncanny ability to ferret out information from the most close-mouthed of sources. His bodyguard duties had never been called into play. I had no doubt he could perform that function if needed.

"I probably don't need guarding in the Gulf Tower building," I said. But the thought of riding up twenty-seven floors in an elevator with strangers made my skin crawl. I could face down a conference room full of Ron's family and lawyers. But being in a confined space again was probably more than I could tolerate.

"I'll come with you." Ned nudged his coffee mug to one side as the waitress returned with our food. She set down a platter with French fries and a hamburger in front of him and a smaller plate in front of me with a small dish of lumpy looking chunks of melon next to it.

"I told 'em to use the best tomato we had." She nodded at the sandwich on my plate.

I glanced at it and restrained a frown. As expected, the tomato was pale orange and probably barely edible. The bacon, though, looked cooked correctly and a small paper cup of mayonnaise was perched on the side of my plate "Thank you. I appreciate your attention."

She hesitated, looking from Ned to me, as though expecting more praise for her attempt to fulfill my dietary request. He already had his burger halfway to his mouth when her gaze bounced back to me. "Are you the lady in the poster?"

My stomach clenched so hard I thought I'd vomit. "I beg your pardon?"

Ned set down his burger and shifted position on the seat. His right arm moved to rest on the tabletop, his right hand near his coat where I know his gun was nestled under his left arm.

The waitress inclined her head toward the checkout counter behind her, near the door. "Bobby said he thought you were the lady in the poster."

Ned got partway to his feet, peering around the girl to lean forward so his tailored denim jacket hung free. I doubt he even noticed what he was doing. Such movements on his part were instinctive, drilled into him from years in the military and his later experiences as a bounty hunter and bouncer. His hand hovered near his coat, prepared to pull his gun if necessary.

"Bobby?" I asked, as calmly as I could.

"The owner. Bob Bertowski. He thought he recognized you." She looked uncertainly at me then at Ned who had resumed his seat. He returned her look with a stare so cold she hurriedly took a step away then turned, saying over one shoulder, "You folks need anything, just holler."

"Do you know Bertowski?" Ned demanded, scanning the area near the front door and the cash register positioned nearby.

I shrugged. "Maybe. I don't remember him. Ron and I came here occasionally."

Ned's mouth tightened into a flat line, his usual reaction when we talked about Ron. Their friendship, formed during Ron's brief military service, had a profound influence on Ned's life. He always became emotional whenever he discussed it. "I don't like being here," he murmured, taking a fry from his plate. "I especially don't like it now that I know your house is being demolished."

I lifted off the top piece of toast from my sandwich and extracted the thing-which-masqueraded-as-a-tomato, hiding it under a piece of lettuce. "I expect it will be difficult, but I felt I had to be here."

"Not that." Ned waved away my emotions with a swipe of his fry through the ketchup he squirted on his plate. "If it's public record the house is being torn down, he might come to watch."

I took a bite of sandwich before answering. "I've made sure it will be public record. The local neighborhood newspaper asked me for a quote. I gave them one."

Ned almost choked on the bite of burger in his mouth. "What?" he mumbled when he could speak again. "You did what?"

"I expect he'll show up," I said levelly. "I'm counting on it."

Ned set down the burger and leaned toward me, his dark eyes probing my face. "Why?"

I set down my sandwich, too, leaning toward him. "How many women has he taken?"

Ned blinked in surprise. "What?"

"You heard me. How many?"

He relaxed, his shoulders slumping slightly. "At last count, you and I thought he had killed eighteen." Then he corrected himself. "He took nineteen. He killed eighteen."

I forced myself to stab a chunk of melon from the small mound of supposedly fresh fruit in the little dish next to my plate. "The FBI and the local police aren't any closer to catching him than they were when he got me." I leaned back, munching on the hard melon as I watched him. "That was twelve women ago, Ned. Twelve."

Ned dabbed another fry into the ketchup and ate it almost belligerently. "So? What's that got to do with here and now?"

"Who am I, Ned?"

"What?"

"Who am I?" I insisted. "Yes, I'm Carolyn O'Malley. Yes, I'm getting a boatload of money from a lawsuit. Yes, I moved away and started a new life somewhere else. And yes, I've made it my life's mission to find the monster who took me and see that he's brought to justice." I always skirted around this topic when I spoke with Ned about it. I wasn't sure if I could trust him yet or not. If he knew I planned to murder the murderer, he might try to stop me. I was counting on him being with me when I confronted the Groom. Ned's innate chivalry and desire to protect me would do the rest. If I couldn't kill the Groom, Ned would.

I stared at him, willing him to put the pieces together. Instead, he shook his head, frowning. I took another bite of sandwich before answering my own question.

"I'm the one who got away. He's made each woman his so-called bride in that parody of a marriage ceremony." My voice trembled as I remembered it. The drugs he gave me blurred the outlines but I remembered the terror, the confusion, and the anxiety. If I were in a marriage ceremony, would consummation be far behind?

I forced myself to take another bite of fruit and chew it, trying to wash away the taste of fear and shame. "I got away. I divorced him. He killed all the other women and became the grieving widower. But I left him. I divorced him." I smiled bitterly. "I ruined his perfect record. I am unfinished business."

Ned slowly set down the burger. "You've heard from him already," he said flatly. "Damn it, Cari. You heard from him and didn't tell me." I started to dismiss his anger but he wouldn't let me get away with it. "I thought we had a partnership."

"We do. I wasn't sure what it was at first. When I got it—" I looked up when a man approached our booth, his paunchy build amply displayed in his red polo shirt, a match to the one the waitress wore with far more style.

"I'm sorry, but are you...Carolyn?" The man smiled hesitantly, his glance taking in Ned then returning immediately to me. "I don't know if you remember me or not. I'm Bob Bertowski. My wife and I had the house around the corner from you."

I took the proffered hand and shook it. "Of course I remember," I lied. "It's nice to see you again. This is Ned Buchanan, a friend of mine."

Ned held up his hamburger-smeared hands. "Sorry, can't shake," he mumbled into his napkin. "Good to meet you."

Bertowski smiled in understanding, his round, homely face creasing like the ubiquitous Smiley Face that he resembled. "I was surprised to see you. You look so much different than you did, back when—back then."

"Seven years," I said glibly. "I'm sure a lot has changed around here."

"They're putting up condos on the block, did you know that?" He didn't wait for my reply but hurried on. "They've torn down most of the houses. We sold our house five years ago and moved out to that new section of town, across the freeway near Diffley Street, down the hill. Margie didn't want to stay in the neighborhood after—" His mouth shut comically as though he could bite off the words that almost escaped.

"Understandable," I said into the dense silence that fell. I pushed my barely eaten sandwich away from me. "Ned and I had to come to town on business. I thought we'd drive by the old house, see what was going on. I'm glad I had a chance to see it before they tore it down." The lying came easier now. Maybe I was on a roll.

Ned looked at his wristwatch. "Should we be going?"

I looked at his half-eaten plate of food then into his understanding eyes. "Yes, I suppose so." I reached for my purse. "Bob, could you find our waitress? We have an appointment."

Bertowski stood back from the table. "It's on the house, Carolyn. No need to pay." He watched as I stood, settling my trench coat on my shoulders. "You've lost so much weight. It looks good on you. And your hair is so different."

I pulled the heavy mass of curls out of my coat and let it flow down my back. "Well, you haven't changed at all, Bob. You're still as nice as ever. Thank you for lunch. It was excellent."

He looked pleased, his round cheeks turning red. In a few years, he would be a great Santa Claus, once his thinning gray hair turned white.

"Great burger. Thanks." Ned put down a tip on the table and stood, buttoning his coat to cover his gun. "We'd better not keep the lawyers waiting," he said, brushing past Bertowski.

I swung my handbag onto my shoulder jauntily, putting my left hand lightly on Bob's arm to gently steer him toward the door, the cane, as always, in my right hand. "If you see them, I hope you'll say hello to any of the old neighborhood people and let them know I was in town."

"You should drop by the café tonight. Some folks from the old neighborhood are going to come in. We're going to have a drink to old times."

Old times. Good God, the only memories I had of this neighborhood were ones that fueled my nightmares.

"We're on a schedule," Ned said smoothly, plucking a toothpick from the holder on the cash register counter. He held out his arm and I put my arm through his. "Thanks again for lunch."

"Good-bye." I smiled over my shoulder at Bob as Ned tugged me gently out the door. "Very slick," I said in a low voice. "I'll owe you a real dinner tonight."

"Lousy burger anyway," he said. "Too dry. Do you want to drive?"

"It's not far. We could walk." I tapped the sidewalk with my cane. I looked longingly at our rental vehicle in the nearby Handicapped slot. The thought of walking three blocks wasn't appealing, but it would be good for me.

"Let's drive." Ned clicked open the locks on the SUV with a push of the remote fob. "I like having the car handy. Just in case." As he opened the passenger door for me, he said, "You're not off the hook. I want to know how he contacted you."

I slipped onto the seat, swung my legs in and reached for my seat belt while he tucked the cane next to me on the floor. "I'm happy to share."

Ned walked around the back of the SUV, inspecting it visually the way he always did. I could have told him we were safe. The Groom wasn't going to come after me here. He made that clear in his letter. We were in a dual to the death and the final showdown was days away.

I sank back into the leather seats and smiled with anticipation.
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I gave Ned directions to the house. It was more complicated than I remembered because I had forgotten about the maze of one-way streets that made navigation a challenge. Added to that was all the construction going on. We ended up getting lost once when a detour took us to a part of the neighborhood I barely remembered.

But soon we were on a tree-lined block where cranes, construction equipment, and people were all gathered. The two-story homes were set close together, their fronts all with porches that faced the quiet side street. Several houses were already gone, leaving large gaps that showed the grassy backyards with the alley running the width of the block.

The few homes that remained looked shabby and rundown. When I lived there, the place buzzed with energy. It was on the forefront of urban renewal and was a hub of activity for this part of town. The rundown old houses were taken over by young professionals, all anxious to preserve a smidgen of Pittsburgh's past as represented by this old neighborhood preserved in time. All that was lacking was effort, energy, money, and patience to restore the Victorian and Edwardian houses to their former elegance.

"I'm surprised the city gave the developer permission to build a modern building," I said when Ned turned and drove toward a barricade of big orange barrels blocking access to the street. "They had strict codes about the restorations. They insisted that everybody stay true to the era. When we were doing the restoration, we had to report to an architectural council to make sure we were being authentic. Of course, when we lived here, the neighborhood council blocked any chain stores from setting up shop. But I just saw a Barnes & Noble, a Starbucks, and an Einstein's Bagel store. So I guess things are changing."

"Restoration takes time and energy. Today's young marrieds have got too much on their schedules to do it." Ned pulled the SUV to a slow stop at the barricade. "Besides, they need their modern conveniences."

"I suppose." I felt a vague tug of melancholy at the thought. When Ron and I lived here, we had a common bond with all our neighbors because we were all united to preserve the past. It was depressing to see it all being torn down so quickly. "I wonder if the break-in accelerated the changes."

"That's what the guy at the restaurant implied." Ned tapped the steering wheel impatiently. "Let's go, folks," he muttered under his breath. "We don't have all day."

As though hearing him, a young-looking cop in uniform bustled over to our SUV. I handed Ned the pass I was given. He unrolled his window in time for the officer to say, "Residents only, sir. Turn around, please."

Ned handed the pass through his open window. "We're visiting."

The officer eyed the document then added it to others in his hand, using the pages to gesture toward an empty lot. "Park over there, please. Thank you." He turned to another car behind us, not waiting to see if we followed instructions.

Ned carefully edged the SUV over a sidewalk curb and into what appeared to be a former back yard, now a makeshift parking lot where two sedans were parked. I slipped out of the car, literally. My height and my injury make it difficult for me to enter any SUV and this one was particularly tall. By the time I was out, Ned was at my side.

"Our house was the second one on the block." I headed back to the sidewalk. The brown lawn was rutted with tire tracks and gouges but it was, thankfully, solid and not mucky. They must have had a hard frost or two recently. I leaned heavily on my cane, letting Ned support me with a hand under my left elbow.

"When did you plan to tell me about him contacting you?" Ned asked, his voice neutral.

I looked up at him but his eyes were covered by sunglasses. The crunching of leaves underfoot was the only sound except for a faint hum of construction equipment near the house. "Soon. I got it just before we left."

"I thought we were partners. First you decide on that costume and now this. What's going on?"

"We are partners." Damn. He sounded hurt. Ned would work himself into a funk unless I could diffuse it. "I didn't mean to exclude you. I tossed it in the suitcase and just opened it this morning then we got busy. We're trying to jam so much in a one-day visit." I shivered slightly as a damp breeze touched my cheeks. The late October sun had little warmth. A couple of trees still retained faded yellow leaves, final holdouts before winter. Autumn in this part of western Pennsylvania was gorgeous, full of spectacular fall foliage highlighted on rolling hills that surrounded the city. What a pity all of the trees on this street would vanish. I pushed the regret away. A lot had vanished on this street. Trees were the least of it.

Ned stopped when we got to the sidewalk and I stopped with him. "Don't keep me out, Cari. I'm here to protect you. Don't tie my hands like this."

You're here to do what I tell you to do, I thought, but I kept the words to myself. I didn't pay Ned a salary. He had refused it. So we walked a fine line between friendship and employment. "I'm sorry, Ned. It truly just slipped my mind. And I'll discuss the costume with Alan. Soon." Maybe, I mentally added.

He seemed mollified by my apology and I breathed a sigh of relief. We reached the street. There was easier footing although large chunks of mud and torn-up ground made the going tricky for a woman using a cane. I inhaled the odor of wood smoke and dusty leaves, smells that invoked memories of hot cider, apple picking and leisurely afternoons browsing in antique stores. Autumn used to be my favorite time of year.

Until the Groom, that is. My favorite season was one more thing he took away from me. Now those smells signaled the return of the nightmares.

We approached a small huddle of people, many wearing hard hats and others apparently civilians, like Ned and me. I didn't recognize anyone, but that didn't surprise me. Ron and I had lived on the street for just two years. We were both busy and didn't socialize much. I left after the abduction and never came back. If what Bob Bertowski said was true, the neighborhood had fallen on hard times since then. The residents who lived here when I lived here were probably long gone.

I looked past the group of people and saw my house still standing, next in line for the wrecking ball, constructions workers scurrying around it and the other houses nearby. The house had aged badly. The dark blue paint was peeling. The upper sleeping porch sagged as though it would tumble down of its own accord any minute. The appearance surprised me. I still remembered it as I left it. At that time, it had been repainted to its former Edwardian glory with contrasting paint on the trim and porches. The sleeping porch was slated for replacement during the spring when we tackled the upstairs remodeling.

But spring came and went with no one there to oversee any repairs. I was deep into therapy. When I wasn't talking to a shrink, I was at the hospital with Ron. This was the first time I was back since the day when I was drugged and forcibly removed. I had never returned, not even to get clothing or personal effects. I found a furnished apartment near Ron's hospital and later his nursing home so I could spend time with him. 

After the police were done with the house, friends and volunteers came in and had the furniture and household goods moved to a storage locker. The only item of furniture I really cared about was my desk, a battered old drop-front that Ron bought me at an antique sale when we first met. The desk and whatever other things they brought out were still in the locker, ten blocks away. I wasn't sure I'd ever look at any of it again.

I followed Ned to a tall man holding a clipboard. "O'Malley," I said, looking at the list of names on the paper clipped to the board.

He put a check next to the name and gestured to a row of paper bags near the curb. "Blue bag," he said then turned to another person approaching him.

Ned picked up the brown bag with the blue square of construction paper stapled to the front. He opened it and peered inside then closed it quickly. "What is it?" I asked.

"Just stuff," he said. "Probably from the house."

One of the construction workers overheard. "We went through the house and picked up the stray things we found. Weren't sure if it was important or not."

"What could be left?" I took the bag from Ned and looked inside. Memories flooded me. A small, grinning stuffed pumpkin that used to sit on top of the television. The broken remnant of a cat statue my mother gave me on my tenth birthday. The remote control to the DVD player. A tattered scarf, the 'tug toy' Ron used to tease Molly into a tug-of-war. 

And there was Molly's cloth Raggedy Ann doll, the worn and grubby thing that Molly carried with her wherever she went. I pulled it out and touched the crusty, bloody stain on Ann's leg. Molly used to sleep with Raggedy Ann, wrapping her doggy legs around the doll and resting her pug head on Ann's head. It looked like they were both dreaming together.

Ned took the doll from me and stuffed it back in the bag. "We'll look at it later," he said, jamming the bag under his arm. He nodded to the worker. "Thanks."

I nodded, too, unable to speak. Who would have thought, after all this time, that the memories could hurt so much? Ned tucked my arm under his. I leaned gratefully against him, his solid warmth, his calm presence like a balm. Ned provided a bulwark of comfort, silently there like a wall that I could lean on when I needed it. He didn't say anything, just walked with me a few steps away from the others where I stopped to stare at the house.

A few months ago a restoration group had contacted me, asking to purchase anything of authentic value in the home. I gave them my permission to gut the place once I knew the building would be razed. So now the windows were gone, the trim around the front porch had vanished, the decorative finials and fencing was torn away. I'm sure the inside looked as bereft as the exterior. The house stood like a poor sister stripped of her finery. 

I sighed when I remembered the work that went into the house. We hadn't even begun the upstairs restoration. It took us most of a year to do the downstairs, getting all of the historically accurate parts needed for a true rehabilitation of the old house. Ron was fussy about that, only buying reproduction work when he couldn't find authentic doorknobs, millwork, or flooring.

It wasn't just the house he restored. He made sure to purchase period furniture and furnishings, haunting antique shops and auctions around the country in order to find what he wanted. His wealth made such trips possible, of course. For Ron, money truly was no barrier to getting what he wanted. Those antiques were still in the storage locker, part of the estate contention I was fighting over with Ron's sister, Clarissa.

It was Ron's money and his connection to one of the wealthiest and famous families in Pittsburgh that first made the police assume I was simply kidnapped for ransom. It wasn't until days later, when no ransom note appeared, that they started to realize I was truly gone. And it wasn't until I escaped and another woman was kidnapped that they realized I had been a prisoner of a serial, sadistic rapist.

"Stand back, folks," someone said.

I started, surprised to find myself back in this place and time. Ned stepped to one side. I followed his lead as the crane moved forward, swinging a gigantic wrecking ball ponderously toward the house. There was one hesitant moment and I wondered if the house would withstand the pummeling. Then the front wall collapsed, dust and rubble shooting upward with a cracking noise, as though thousands of twigs were being trod on by a giant, careless child.

I jumped when the wrecking ball swung again, this time connecting with the south wall. That was the entryway into the mudroom from the garage, behind the house and in the alley. The walkway from the garage was a flagstone path edged with daffodils in the spring and daisies in the summer. I had plans for the back yard. I was going to put in a Victorian herb garden and an arbor. Ron and I took a trip to England, a combination of research and pleasure. The highlight of the trip was a visit to Sissinghurst, where I fell in love with the beautiful garden 'rooms.' I came home from that trip with plans to do something similar in our little plot of Pittsburgh soil.

"I thought you'd be here."

I turned at the sound of a low, gruff voice behind me. Detective Eric Albert had aged in the three years since I saw him last, right before I left town for good. His dark brown skin seemed to hang in folds on his face, giving him the look of a bloodhound. He still shaved his head. His neck still disappeared into the lines of his shoulders, adding to his squat, linebacker image, but he was heavier now than before, with some of the muscle going to fat. When I knew him, he was in his early sixties. A year after I left, I got a card from him, saying he had taken retirement. The Bridal Murders probably hastened his decision.

"Hi, Eric." I extended my right hand. After a brief hesitation, he took it and gave it a brisk shake. His gaze went to Ned. "This is Ned Buchanan. He's a friend."

Eric frowned, his bloodshot brown eyes assessing Nate in one long, sweeping glance. "Name sounds familiar."

"He was a friend of Ron's," I said in explanation. I looked beyond Eric to the ruins of my home, my shoulders hunched against memory and cold. "Ned and Ron were in the Marines together. Ned used to live in Pittsburgh, too."

"I investigated Carolyn's case." Eric glanced at me then his speculative gaze went back to Ned. "Maybe I talked to you back then."

Ned shook Eric's hand briskly. "I had lost touch with Ron. You probably didn't get around to me." He turned to watch the wrecking ball demolish my house, obviously closing the subject. Talking about Ron always shook Ned.

"When I found out you sold the house, I wondered if you'd come back. Then when I read it was being torn down, well, that's when I was sure I'd find you here." Eric's voice reflected sympathy and understanding. "You held out for a long time."

"They made me an offer I couldn't refuse." I tried to smile but it just wouldn't come. I had been playing a game for a long time. Today I didn't want to play anymore. I just wanted to watch the last of my past life die before me, without witnesses to evaluate or assess me.

"You worked the case? Have they found anything new?" Ned released my arm and turned his back to the ruins of my home, his head tilted toward Eric, the angle of his body inviting Eric to turn and talk to him.

I silently blessed him for diverting Eric's attention. I let their conversation fade into the background as the last corner came crashing down at the back of the house. That had been my office, a cozy room with flowered wallpaper. It faced west, shady in the summer from the maples and warm in the winter when the leaves were off the trees lining our back yard. Molly used to love to curl up on the rug under my desk and doze, her snores like little pig snorts when she breathed through her pug nose.

Something pressed into my hand. I looked down and a tear fell off my chin. I raised the handkerchief Ned had given me and dabbed at my eyes. "Sorry," I mumbled.

"You go ahead and cry all you want." Eric turned his face to the house as though offering me privacy. I glimpsed the telltale glistening of tears in his eyes, too. "All you want."

We watched as workers buzzed around the shattered home, now just a pile of dusty rubble. I turned to go to the rental SUV and Eric fell into step beside me, Ned close behind. "You've changed quite a bit," Eric said when I came to stop at the passenger door. "If I didn't expect to see you here today, I wouldn't have recognized you." His shrewd gaze flickered over me. "Long hair, new hair style, thinner, different style of clothes. It's a totally new you."

I opened the passenger side door. "It's safest not to look like the old me, don't you think? After all, the Groom is still out there." I couldn't help the snappish tone to my voice or the dig at his inability to catch the man who had raped, tortured, and tried to kill me. Perhaps I still blamed Eric after all these years. I managed a weak smile. "It's always best to move on, right?"

He nodded, his eyes sad and his mouth so downturned it looked like a child's caricature of 'owie.' "Where are you staying while you're in town?"

"Downtown at the Hilton. We came in last night. We'll leave tomorrow morning." I maneuvered myself onto the seat and looked up at him when he leaned on the open door. "This isn't home anymore."

"No, I suppose not." He didn't move so I couldn't close the door. "I talked to Del Malone. He wanted me to call him if I saw you. He said they're pissed off you didn't call the Task Force and tell them you were coming here."

I buckled my seat belt. "They get pissed off easy," I said lightly.

"Call Del at least. He and I stay in touch. He was a good partner. I think he's having trouble now. His brother, you know?"

I nodded. Del and Eric were the primary police officers who investigated my kidnapping. Del's brother had always been a worry to him, even years ago. I wasn't sure about the specifics. I know Del had taken time off now and again to deal with it. "You know and I know they've got somebody watching me. I don't know why you have to call them."

Ned tossed the paper bag in the back seat of the SUV before sliding behind the driver's wheel. "Confirmation. The FBI always like confirmation of everything." He looked past me to Eric. "You'll call them?"

He nodded once. "Sure. Shall I tell them you're at the Hilton?"

I shrugged. "They probably already know. But sure, tell them if you want." I reached for the door handle, but Eric stopped me, putting his arm on the window and leaning forward.

"Maybe he's dead, Carolyn. No one's been able to confirm he's still alive. Those murders in L.A. last year, those could have been a copycat. And the one in San Diego last spring? That might be a copycat, too."

I peered up at him. "I won't believe it until I see his corpse. He swore he'd get me back, Eric. I believe him." Ned started the motor. Eric finally stepped away, closing the door gently. I rolled down the window. "It was good to see you."

"Same for you, Carolyn." He peered past me to Ned. "Take care of her."

Ned smiled. "That's my job." He looked behind us, carefully backing the big SUV out of the tight parking spot. Eric moved away, hands jammed into his windbreaker's pockets. "Why didn't you call the Task Force and tell them?"

"For the same reason I didn't tell you until we got here." I looked in the side rear view mirror at the rubble of my home. It was barely distinguishable from the other piles of rubble. I suppose that was symbolic of something, but I was too tired to think what it might be. "You would have tried to talk me out of coming. I didn't want the argument."

"Me? Try to talk you out of something?" He gave an unconvincing laugh. "When was the last time I was able to change your mind about something? You know the deal. You tell me where to go, I go. You tell me what to do, I do."

"Yeah, right," I said skeptically. "You're saying you wouldn't have bitched and moaned about coming here?"

"I didn't say that." He leaned over to look past me as we edged out onto the street, humor in his dark blue eyes. His gray hair was ruffled by the breeze coming in from his open window. It added to his rough-hewn appeal. "I would have pitched a fit. And we still would have come here anyway. But you should call the Best Men and let them know we're here. It's just polite."

I snorted. The Bride Task Force—or Best Men, as Ned and I called them—were a collection of police officers and FBI agents who were working the Bride Murders. "They already know we're here. They're watching my every move. If they could, they'd bug my house, my phone, and my butt."

Ned laughed. "I'd like to see them try. You said the Gulf Tower?"

"Yep. You can make a left at the light then right a few blocks on, where the road branches. We can take Fifth Avenue downtown." I stared out my window at the buildings gliding past. This was the same route my nightly bus used to take when I lived here and worked downtown. I barely remembered the sights from that time. Too much had happened to drive those memories away.

"You should have called them. He contacted you out of sequence." Ned's quiet voice was more accusatory than a shout.

Every year on the anniversary of my escape the police officers who investigated my case—Del Malone and Eric Albert before he retired—received a sympathy card for 'the death of a loved one.' That happened without fail since my escape. The killer also sent anniversary cards to the police departments that investigated the cases for the women after me. My escape apparently triggered that anniversary-acknowledgement behavior in him.

"I'll call them when we get to the hotel," I said. "I just got the letter."

"A letter?" Ned expertly twisted the wheel, dodging in and out of rush hour traffic. It was always fun to ride with Ned. He viewed driving as a challenge and he enjoyed a good challenge.

"It came in the mail yesterday, just before we left for the airport."

He glanced at me. "I brought the mail in. I didn't see anything."

"It was in an envelope from my lawyer's office."

He nodded. Although he had moved in with me and occupied the spare room in my house, Ned was scrupulous about preserving my privacy, as scrupulous as I was about preserving his. We had no idea how long our arrangement would last. Until the Groom made his move, I suppose, or until the Groom was caught by law enforcement. I didn't have much hope of that happening, though.

"What did it say?"

I tried to relax back against my seat but back pain wouldn't let me. My headlong flight out of a second story window had either ruptured or compressed several disks in my spine. Some days were worse than others. Like today. Stress always aggravated it. "You can read it when we get back to the room. I put it in my bag and didn't even open it until we got here."

Darling Carolyn. I can't wait to see you again. Soon. Time is growing short for me. You're the only one I ever truly loved. I'm disappointed to see you with another man, but I can take care of that easily. I can forgive your infidelity because I still miss you. And I've found that I can't replace you, no matter how I try. So I will see you soon, love. Soon. My stomach churned when I remembered the words scrawled on that plain piece of white paper. His illusion to Ned was the first direct proof I had that he was still watching me.

"What's happened to change him?" Ned asked. "He's been consistent until now. Ever since you, it's been two a year, spring and fall."

His Summer Bride and his Winter Bride. I exhaled, forcing fear and anger out of me the way my yoga instructor had taught me. Don't let the rage clog your system. Don't let the fear
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