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Part One

Annie’s Story


Chapter One

Half-dressed in a custom-made tux, the
groom-to-be hustled through the door of his future in-laws’ luxury
suite. Rushing forward, bride-to-be Roxy gripped his arm.

“Connor,” she blurted, “Mom and Dad hired a
private eye to find out more about you. He says you had two
marriages before you met me, and both wives died early on under
strange circumstances. You were considered a suspect both times.
Please tell me none of this is true. It can’t be! Connor, you were
never married before, were you?”

“Roxy, oh my God, what the hell is this?” a
flustered Connor asked, seemingly as jolted by the news as his
fiancee had been. Wiping a glob of shaving goo from his cheek,
Roxy’s golden beau struggled to collect his thoughts, while across
the room, her dad and brother edged forward, simmering.

“Roxy, I’m sorry, so sorry,” Connor
stammered, looking in his fiancee’s eyes and trying to hold her. “I
never meant to hurt you, I swear, but yes, it’s true. I was married
twice before, and both wives died early on.

“Terrible tragedies, but they were both
accidents, nothing more. I can explain it all, and the police can
back me up. At first they tried to pin some of the blame, or all of
it, on me. But they couldn’t. It all blew over, and now it’s all in
the past.”

“So, what they’re saying is true?” an
incredulous Roxy asked, thrusting her open hand towards her
parents.

Connor nodded weakly. Before he could say a
word, Roxy cried, “But why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you say
something? We’ve been dating for two years, and engaged for six
months. You never said a word. Oh, Christ! What else haven’t you
told me?”

“Rox—please listen—I meant to tell you, but
the time was never right,” Connor tried to explain. “I was scared
of losing you. I knew that if I said something, your parents would
find out and jump all over it, and that would be the end.”

“Stop making excuses!” Roxy shrieked,
flinging her arms up. “This is something I had a right to know. How
can I ever trust you again? How can I walk down the aisle and start
a new life with you, when I can’t believe a word you say?”

It was one hour before the glamorous but
classy Las Vegas wedding of Roxy Drake and Connor J. Barrington was
supposed to take place. But with the groom and his future
father-in-law hurling insults at each other, and then trading
punches, it seemed unlikely that the ceremony would go forward.

Disgusted, angry, and confused, Roxy ran back
to her room. Grabbing her purse and throwing a denim jacket over
her vintage lace wedding gown, she bolted from Caesar’s Palace
after a quick pit stop at an ATM. Left behind were her shaken,
bewildered fiancé, parents, and bridal party.

Fast forward one year to January 2018, and
Connor has no idea his runaway bride is now being held captive on a
dysfunctional alfalfa farm in Pahrump, Nevada, 50 miles from Las
Vegas. Twenty-six-year-old Roxy and her 25-year-old BFF, Crystal,
had been kidnapped during a late-night armed robbery in the lobby
of the casino where they worked.

On the Fleck Farm—named after the raunchy
triplets who’d kidnapped them—they were forced to do endless menial
chores. Before, during, and after their grueling days of feeding
and grooming horses, cows, goats, and pigs, and shoveling poop from
stalls, they slept in a barn and ate burnt Spam and fried baloney
sandwiches prepared by the Flecks’ deranged Aunt Wanda.

It was grim, grim, grim.

Meanwhile, back in Chicago, Connor was
getting nowhere fast with the Vegas cops. Over and over, he was
told there was a backlog of missing persons’ cases In Sin City, and
he would be contacted if and when a credible lead came in. He felt
angry and frustrated with the lack of progress in finding Roxy. As
a dynamic, impatient man who was used to getting what he wanted,
when he wanted it, he found the situation particularly galling.

Connor finally decided he’d had enough. No
more sitting around, waiting for information. He would attack the
problem from a different direction. If he couldn’t find Roxy,
outright, he would do the next best thing and try to clear his name
in the deaths of his long-ago former wives, Annie Lambert
Barrington and Charlotte Krump Barrington. That way, if and when
Roxy returned, he would be able to prove to her that he was
innocent of any wrongdoing in either death. The two could then
proceed with their plans to marry and start a life together.

But finding fresh information on Annie and
Charlotte’s ghastly deaths would be a tough slog. Annie had been
gone since 2003, Charlotte since 2007. It was now 2018. Some
witnesses had died, others had moved away, and some had simply
vanished in the night. Memories had faded and dimmed with age.
Still, Connor was determined to throw every ounce of energy into
finding and questioning key witnesses. He saw this quest for the
truth as his only path to redemption, and, hopefully, a new
beginning with the woman he loved.


Chapter Two

In February 2018, Connor flew to his
hometown, and the city in which he had married both Annie and
Charlotte, Denver. He planned to stay in the Mile High City
indefinitely and manage his thriving company, J. Barrington
Construction, by long distance. It would take constant contact with
key managers back in Chicago, but he was amped up and determined to
do whatever it took.

After moving into a small Capitol Hill
apartment in a building owned by friends, he spent time visiting
his parents and two brothers, all of whom had known and loved his
first wife, Annie. She was only 22 when she died, at the beginning,
no doubt, of what would have been a vibrant, productive life.
Connor had met her in 2001 when he was a 21-year-old foreman at
Mile-High Construction, the successful Colorado building firm owned
by his dad.

Annie Lambert was 20 at the time, and
co-manager of a trendy hair salon called Denver Do’s on bustling
Larimer Street in lower downtown. The couple had met in the lobby
of the Brown Palace, a historic Victorian hotel in downtown Denver,
where Annie’s mom was a pastry chef. They’d dated for 18 blissful
months, and were engaged for six more. Their wedding was all set
for January 2003. A romantic, two-week honeymoon would follow at
their favorite ski resort, Aspen.

Annie was marrying the man of her dreams, and
then some. Connor J. Barrington hailed from one of the richest,
most influential families in Denver. The handsome, brown-haired,
blue-eyed bachelor had his pick of the city’s loveliest debutantes
and it-girls. But he was head-over-heals for Annie. And why not?
She was sweet, hard-working, and down to earth, with an
authenticity that was hard to resist.

In many ways, Annie and Connor had enjoyed an
idyllic courtship. There was just one, glaring problem: her
parents. They were going through the divorce from hell, and the
drama tended to spill over a little too often.

Annie’s father, Claude Lambert, a 60-year-old
printing press operator at the Denver Post, had met a lovely young
nurse named Vicky Watts while his wife was hospitalized for
injuries suffered during a violent car-jacking. It didn’t take long
for Claude to fall, head-over-heels, for the petite, blond
stunner.

Annie’s 55-year-old mom, Estelle Lambert, was
livid that her husband of 29 years was poised to leave her for a
divorcee 20 years her junior. The couple had raised four bright,
attractive daughters—Annie was the youngest, the runt of the
litter—and Estelle still loved the suave, handsome Frenchman. But
Claude no longer wanted bombastic, rough-hewn Estelle after he got
a taste of sweet, feminine Vicky. She seemed to embody the intense,
romantic love he’d been longing for all his life.

A bitter, enraged Estelle soon wreaked havoc
in Vicky’s life by orchestrating a toxic-hair ruckus at Denver
Do’s. On a cold, overcast Friday afternoon in November 2002,
Estelle and Vicky were ensconced in nearby cubicles for their
weekly hair sessions.

Somehow, Estelle got ahold of an empty
plastic formula bottle and filled it with random, toxic chemicals
she found in the janitor’s closet. While Vicky napped peacefully in
her cubicle, Estelle tiptoed in and strategically placed the bottle
on the counter behind her. Post-nap, the destructive mix was
applied to Vicky’s delicate, flaxen locks and scalp by a clueless
shampoo girl.

Later, when Vicky emerged from the dryer, her
golden, shoulder-length tresses began turning green and felling out
in large, hideous clumps. The suddenly-bald nurse was mortified by
her reflection in the mirror and immediately became hysterical.

Quickly connecting the dots, she knew that
Claude’s evil, soon-to-be ex-wife was to blame. Jumping out of her
swivel-chair, Vicky tore into Estelle’s cubicle, where a shrill
catfight soon broke out.

“What the fuck did you do to my hair?” Vicky
shrieked at Estelle, as a startled stylist ran for cover. “You
bitch! No wonder Claude wants to get away from you.”

“What hair? Ha ha, it’s your problem, trashy
little tramp. I had nothing to do with that!” Estelle cackled,
pointing at Vicky’s almost bald head. “And don’t talk to me about
the man I’ve been married to for 29 years. You don’t know jack-shit
about him, or me, or our life together. Here’s a newsflash, bitch,
my husband loves me!” Estelle screamed. “We’ve had a long, happy
marriage and raised four beautiful girls. Do you really want to rip
a father from
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