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* * * * Chapter 1 * * *
*

Drybar blow-out: check.

MAC make-up session: check.

Heirloom pearl strand: check.

Designer wedding gown: check.

It was January 14, 2017, and Roxy Drake was
all set to marry Connor J. Barrington in just one short hour. But
then the phone rang. Mom was on the other end, breathing fire.

“Sweetheart, whatever you’re doing, stop, and
get your buns down here, pronto! There’s something urgent we need
to discuss with you.”

Oh God, what now, Roxy thought, rolling her
eyes at her best friend and maid of honor, Amy Powell, lounging on
a sky-blue love seat across the room.

“Mom, you’re scaring me. What is it? Please,
just tell me.”

“No, darling, not over the phone. Come to our
suite—now—and bring Amy.”

Roxy quickly slipped on ivory-satin pumps
that matched the voluminous wedding gown that now engulfed her.
Then she and Amy, who was decked out in mauve silk-taffeta,
head-to-toe, dashed out the door. Down a plushly-carpeted Caesar’s
Palace hallway they scurried to an ornate, marble elevator that
ferried them to the sixth floor.

One more crimson-carpeted hallway later, they
were standing in front of the Drakes’ elegant suite. Feeling
strangely nervous, Roxy knocked on the door. In seconds, her father
opened it. Tall, silver-haired Tom Drake was always a commanding
presence, but this morning he appeared disheveled and out of sorts.
Roxy was alarmed at how stressed out he seemed. A control freak
honed by years of pressure as general manager of an upscale Chicago
hotel, he shared his wife’s unbending will and overbearing ways.
But now the bloodshot eyes and creases in his ruddy cheeks shook
Roxy to the core.

“Mom, Dad, what’s going on?” she asked,
tossing her hands up, looking back and forth nervously between the
two. “This better be good. Amy was just about to touch up my
pedicure.”

“Honey, this is far more important than your
toenails,” petite, auburn-haired Margo Drake, clad in a chic
mother-of-the-bride suit, shot back.

Roxy’s stomach lurched. Dear God, she
thought, what is this? Then her mom started to speak.

“You see, sweetie, your dad and I felt we
didn’t know enough about Connor. It bothered us more and more as
the wedding got closer. So a few days ago we bit the bullet and
rang up Roy Hopkins, you know, our old detective friend in Peoria.
We asked him to take a peek at Connor’s background, even though we
were confident there would be nothing. But we wanted to be sure.
This is a big step you’re taking. You may be 25, but you’re still
our baby girl. We’d hate to see you make a terrible mistake.”

Roxy’s heart dropped. In an instant, she’d
been blindsided and now was mad as hell. Folding her arms against
her chest, she stepped back and returned their steely gaze.

“You did what?” she bristled. “Called a
private detective to investigate the man I’m marrying in one hour?
Oh my God, this is insane! You’re both totally out of line. I’m the
one getting married here, not you. Don’t you think I’m capable of
making my own decisions?”

“Yes, honey, of course,” Roxy’s mom assured
her. “But Connor will be a member of our family, too, and sometimes
love is blind.”

Roxy rolled her eyes.

“Okay, so what did you find out?” she
demanded, hands on hips, defiant and breathing fire. “That he stole
a lollipop at the candy store when he was six years old?”

“Don’t be flippant with us!” Roxy’s dad cut
in. “This is serious stuff. That piece of scum you’re about to
marry was a murder suspect. He was under investigation for killing
two women back in Colorado, one in 2003, the other in 2007. And
both times the victim just happened to be his wife.

“Yes, Roxy, Connor had two wives before he
met you, and both of them died early in the marriage under strange
circumstances. One of them on a honeymoon ski-trip, the other in
her own home. Hear us out, sweetheart: he was a person of interest
in both deaths.”

The old man halted to let the bombshell sink
in. Stunned by the revelations, Roxy teetered on the brink of
collapse. Biting her lip, she clutched Amy’s arm for support.

Now it was her mom’s turn to pile on, and she
was every bit as outraged as her father.

“When Roy called this morning and broke the
news, we were stunned,” she said in a rush of words. “Honey, we
can’t let you marry this man today, or any other day. We would both
be very poor excuses for parents if we did. You need to talk to
Connor and get the truth, if he’s even capable of that, and then
weigh it all carefully before moving forward.”

Roxy was flabbergasted. In a matter of
minutes, her world had been blown apart. Was her beloved Connor a
committed husband-and-family-man-to-be, as she had always believed,
or a wily, scheming wife-murderer? The two ideas were so completely
at odds, she couldn’t figure out which one to believe. Her first
instinct was to attack the messengers.

“All my life, you tried to stage-manage
everything I did,” she lashed out at her parents. “Then I met
Connor and things changed. I finally got to run my own life and
make my own decisions. That drove both of you crazy, and now you’re
trying to wreck my wedding.

“Nice try,” Roxy sneered, “but I don’t
believe you for an instant. None of this could possibly be true.
Connor would never murder anyone—he wouldn’t hurt a flea. He’d
never be involved in something dark and evil like this, and, if he
were, he surely would have told me. This is a horrible mistake,
some hideous mix-up. There must be another Connor J. Barrington out
there. Your private eye investigated the wrong guy.”

Now it was time for big brother, Wes, to join
the fray. Bounding from a nearby sofa, he barked, “Why don’t we
call lover-dude and get his ass down here right now to settle
this?”

As a shoeless, tieless Wes grabbed the phone
and called Connor, teary-eyed Roxy turned to Amy for comfort, the
pair clutching each other like two lost souls in a Jane Austen
novel.


 


* * * * Chapter 2 * * *
*

In no time at all, 37-year-old Connor hustled
into the Drakes’ suite, his buff, six-foot frame filling the
doorway as he made his way through. He was a startling presence,
his handsome face half-shaven, Barbasol dripping haphazardly from
his chin, and his thick, tawny hair a tangled mess. His belt and
suspenders dangled sloppily from a commanding gray cummerbund. He
wore black tuxedo trousers, a white, half-buttoned shirt, and blue
shower slippers.

“Connor,” Roxy cried, rushing forward,
gripping his arm. “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?” the
dazed groom-to-be sputtered, 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 finally
blurted, gazing into her eyes while 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?” Roxy
asked, incredulous as she thrust an open hand towards her
parents.

Turning back to Connor, she cried, “But why
didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you say something? We’ve been dating
for two years and you never said a word. Oh, Christ! What else
haven’t you told me?”

“Roxy, I meant to tell you, I swear, 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 demanded. “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?”

“I hear you,” a subdued, contrite Connor
replied. “But listen to me, babe, this is something we can work
through. Somehow, we can make it happen. It’s our feelings, deep
down, that are the most important thing. And no matter what anyone
says, I love you and I’m going to marry you today.

“This changes nothing for me, except I will
never forgive your parents for ruining our special day!”

“Don’t lay that crap on us, you lowlife piece
of scum,” old man Drake hollered. “You’re the one who was
implicated in both your wives’ deaths.”

“I had nothing to do with Annie or
Charlotte’s death,” Connor shouted, eyes ablaze with fury. “My word
was good enough for the cops in Colorado, so back off, old man. Go
talk to them and give us both a break.”

But the Drakes were now on a rant and
wouldn’t back down, incensed as they were by the raw meat from
their private detective and concerns for their daughter’s
safety.

“It’s not that simple, Barrington, and you
know it,” Roxy’s dad fired back. “Our detective tells us your rich
parents back in Denver paid off the D.A.’s office to halt both
investigations. That stinks to high heaven of cover-up and
corruption. What were you trying to hide, the truth?”

“The truth is that both deaths were terrible
accidents, one-in-a-million events that were never meant to be,” a
furious Connor countered. “Annie died when she fell off a ski lift
in Aspen, and Charlotte suffocated in her own closet. That’s it,
the whole story.”

Just then, the phone rang. Wes grabbed it.
Listening intently for a moment, he turned to his parents.

“Mom, Dad, it’s the catering department.
They’re running out of shrimp, so they want to switch to crab
puffs. Also, should they save the top layer of the cake for Roxy
and Connor’s first anniversary?”

“Hang up the friggin’ phone, Wes!” his old
man barked. “There’s not going to be a first anniversary because
there’s not going to be a wedding. As of now, the whole shebang is
off, kaput, not happening.”

“Tom, wait a minute!” Margo shouted from
across the room. “The wedding’s off, but it’s too late to cancel
everything. We can still go ahead with the lunch and cake. We’ll be
there with the bridal party, and Roxy, but no Connor.”

Turning to Wes, she said, “Tell them to go
ahead with the crab puffs, dear. And we’ll have the wedding cake
for dessert, but no need to freeze a layer.”

As Wes relayed the orders to the caterer,
Connor turned to Roxy.

“Babe, that’s not true, is it?” he asked,
staring into her eyes and grabbing her hand. “The wedding’s still
on, isn’t it? Tell me! We can work through all this later. We’ll go
to Aspen and Denver and talk to the cops. You’ll see, there’s
nothing to worry about.”

“You good-for-nothing piece of trash,”

Drake snarled, moving closer. “Stop scamming
my daughter. The wedding’s off—forever. How could we ever let her
go on a honeymoon cruise, or even to the corner market, with a
serial-wife-killer like you? She’d be thrown overboard like meat
for the sharks. That’s a gamble we’re not willing to take!”

Just in case Connor didn’t get the message,
the crimson-faced old man grabbed a heavy bronze ashtray off an
end-table and hurled it, missile-like, straight at him. Connor
ducked as the projectile barreled into a credenza, knocking a lamp
to the floor. Old man Drake yelled, ”You bastard! Your parents paid
off the D.A. That’s how you got off, isn’t it?”

“Bullshit!” Connor thundered back. “My
parents are good people who don’t lie, cheat, or pay people
off.”

“Oh, really?” Drake raged on. “So where are
they now? Why aren’t they here for your wedding? Maybe they have a
guilty conscience about their serial-wife-killer-son marrying an
innocent girl who knows nothing about his criminal past!”

This outburst pushed Connor over the edge.
With his own face reddening by the second, he lunged at Tom Drake,
going for his throat. Onto the carpet they tumbled, wrestling and
upending a room-service cart laden with half-eaten finger
sandwiches and demi-tasses of coffee.

Margo, Roxy, and Amy screamed and ducked for
cover as all hell broke loose in the elegant suite. Cabinets,
tables, and chairs were bashed and toppled left and right. A
Wedgwood lamp shattered as it fell to the floor, spraying shards of
glass everywhere. Then a huge vase of yellow roses came tumbling
down.

From a doorway, Wes seized an antique ceramic
clock and pitched it, missile-like, across the room, at Connor. He
ducked as it crashed loudly into an inlaid hall mirror, smashing
the glass and the ornate timepiece to smithereens.

Scrambling to aid his father, Wes lunged
towards the two entangled men. But he quickly took a knee to the
stomach from Connor and fell backwards, full force, into a mahogany
cabinet. With sharp pain ripping through his mid-section, he
struggled to rise.

“Break it up you two or I’m calling
security!” he threatened.

His words had no effect, as the fight raged
on. Frantically grabbing the phone off the floor, Wes called for
help.

Within minutes, two beefy, uniformed security
officers barged through the door of the VIP suite. Packing side
arms and handcuffs, as if prepared for a shootout at the O.K.
Corral, they leapt in to restore calm. After prying Connor and Old
Man Drake apart, they lugged them both to the cooler.

As the two disheveled brawlers were led away,
Wes, Amy, and Margo tagged along as witnesses. On her way out,
Margo cried, “Where’s Roxy?”

“Gone!” Connor shot back, as he turned and
scanned the room. “Are you happy now?” he fumed at both Drakes.
“This is your fault. You drove your own daughter away on her
wedding day!”

Suppressing a bitter retort, Margo glared at
Connor and then begged the security guards to wait while she ran to
Roxy’s room to check on her. But they refused her request. Their
top priorities, they explained, were to get everyone cooled down,
determine who needed first aid, and assess the damages in the
suite. Also, as someone pointed out, Roxy was over 21 and had a
right to go wherever she wanted.

So where had she gone?

With the fistfight still in progress, she had
run back to her room and grabbed a denim jacket to throw over her
strapless wedding gown. Then, gripping her purse, the slender
blonde had charged down the hall and onto an elevator that
deposited her in the middle of Caesar’s posh Forum Shops.

Heads turned as the runaway bride dashed
madly past Valentino, Dior, and Chanel, to a set of spiraling
escalators that whisked her to the lobby. After a pit-stop at an
ATM to withdraw $500 to bulk up the handful of Ben Franklins
already in her wallet, Roxy ran outside and found herself smack dab
in the middle of the Las Vegas Strip. Surrounding her on all sides
were strolling minstrels, Elvis clones, showgirls in feathers and
sequins, panhandlers, and an army of shoppers and tourists.

Somehow she made her way across the
traffic-choked, six-lane boulevard that chilly January morning. At
the Link arcade, she shoved $25 in an automatic ticket machine and
bought a pass for unlimited rides on a giant observation wheel
called the High Roller.

Around and around she rode for hours in a
glass pod, each time with a fresh load of 26 tourists. It was no
problem because the host of this pod was a hunky, part-time
30-year-old comedian named Jake Dorito. The two ultimately struck
up a conversation and became friendly. When she got off the High
Roller, Jake handed Roxy his card and told her to call him if she
needed help. One look in her lost, dazed, pained eyes told him she
might just take him up on it.

The next day, after a harrowing, sleepless
night on the cold, dirty overpass connecting New York New York to
Excalibur, Roxy found a pay phone and dialed Jake’s cell. An hour
later, they were sipping coffee and scarfing down muffins at a
Starbucks in MGM Grand.

With tears in her eyes, Roxy admitted that
she had run out on her wedding. But she wouldn’t reveal the reason.
Jake felt sorry for her, and invited her to stay at his house in
the suburb of Summerlin. He said his parents and younger sister
were out of town, so there was plenty of room. Roxy was wary, but
she decided to take a chance. She couldn’t handle another night
like the last one.

Jake drove the runaway bride, clad in her now
torn, dirty, scuffed-up wedding gown and denim jacket, out to his
rambling, red-brick split-level. Somewhere along the way, he
nicknamed her Daisy. The surname Carter got added later, and it
stuck. Roxy Drake became Daisy Carter.

As Jake and Daisy motored out to Summerlin
that sunny Sunday afternoon, Connor, Roxy’s parents, and her bridal
party were all back on the Strip pounding the pavement, desperately
searching for her. They checked coffee shops, casinos, shopping
malls, food courts, and even the CanyonRanch Spa, where Roxy had
relaxed the day before the wedding. But nothing turned up.

Connor and the Drakes, who were still not
speaking to each other, remained in Vegas another 10 days, looking
for Roxy and hoping she would come back from wherever she had gone.
But she did not, and so, reluctantly, they all flew back to
Chicago. By then, Vegas Metro was involved with the search. Back in
Chicago, Connor and the Drakes checked in with the cops daily. But
there was no news. The runaway bride had vanished into thin
air.


 


* * * * Chapter 3 * * *
*

A few weeks after Daisy had settled into the
cute, one-bedroom apartment above Jake’s garage, she bought a fake
ID through a friend of his. Bored and In need of money to pay rent
and expenses, she wanted to find a job. Within days, she landed a
menial position managing the Puppy-In-A-Bucket booth in a game
arcade at Circus Circus. It was a disaster, with flying rubber
puppies, screaming kids, obnoxious parents, and endless sticky
mallets to wipe down.

Daisy tried hard to hold onto her job, but
the endless hardships and humiliations finally got to her. One day,
after getting bashed in the head four times with flying rubber
pups, she went bonkers and stormed out, quitting her job on the
spot.

It was early summer 2017, and Vegas was
buzzing with tourists and jobs. Daisy soon found temp work again
right on the Strip, driving a truck that delivered strippers to
hotels and clubs up and down the boulevard. She had wangled the gig
through a friend of Jake’s. A radical departure, yes, but there was
an opening, and she needed something right away.

Dressed in jeans, a tee shirt, and a plaid
flannel shirt provided by Jake’s mom, Daisy began her shift at 8 PM
and worked straight through till four the next morning. Her pay,
$25 an hour, was almost twice what she’d gotten in the game arcade.
But the truck was big and bulky and, with heavy traffic and
aggressive Vegas drivers, it was nerve-wracking work.

And then, a few weeks in, the unthinkable
happened. Daisy’s truck, loaded with 20 voluptuous, hot-pants-clad
babes, was stopped at a red light at a busy Strip intersection.
Suddenly, a rough-hewn character enshrouded in black, with a
baseball cap and dark glasses, streaked up. Jerking open the door
on the driver’s side, he leapt in and shoved Daisy into the
passenger seat. Waving a small, silver handgun, he shouted that he
was hijacking the entire truckload of strippers!

Gaping at him in terror, Daisy screamed and
threw her hands up. With the truck careening wildly down the Strip,
she cowered against the passenger-side door. Her mind was racing
with a host of worries. First and foremost: what the hell was he
planning to do with her and the girls in back?

She didn’t wait to find out. A block later,
while stopped at another red light, she grabbed her purse, pushed
open the door, and dove out into traffic, right across the street
from Caesar’s. Lurching onto a sidewalk teeming with pedestrians,
she ran for her life, weaving through throngs of startled tourists,
homeless pitchmen, and Elvis wannabes.

Darting into Bally’s, she hopped an escalator
to the lower level. Out of breath and with her legs growing weaker,
she sprinted past burger bars, gift shops, and yogurt stations.
Pushing aside a grungy thug who came at her for money, she made it
down an endless corridor to the Monorail station. Her frantic
fingers ripped into her wallet for a one-way fare to the end of the
line, the Westgate Hotel.

On the train, a shell-shocked Daisy sat bolt
upright, staring ahead. Her heart was racing, her hands shaking.
When she made it to the Westgate, she immediately called Jake and
burst into tears while describing what had happened.

Minutes later, he hopped in his blue Ford
Focus and barreled in from Summerlin to meet her. When they spotted
each other across a crowded food court at Harrah’s, Jake ran to
Daisy, took her in his arms, and wouldn’t let go. She was in tears,
and shaking like a leaf. This strange whirlwind of a life on the
run was beginning to overwhelm her. At times like this, she felt
totally lost, like she couldn’t go on any longer, and was ready to
turn herself in.

After calming Daisy down and consoling her,
Jake drove her back to Summerlin.

That night, over a spaghetti dinner in the
Doritos’ cheery green and yellow kitchen, he and Daisy hashed over
other possible jobs that would keep her incognito.

Daisy mentioned that her good friend, Crystal
Hicks, who had also worked at the Circus Circus game arcade, had
recently snagged a waitressing gig at a restaurant in Excalibur.
She seemed to love the work, and had mentioned to Daisy that there
were openings.

The eatery, called Planet Binge, was a tacky
beer ‘n’ burger joint posing as a mainstream eatery, where
customers wore colorful hats with crude come-ons scrawled on them.
Pitchers of craft beer were guzzled while patrons chowed down on
junk-in-your-trunk burgers; shake-shake-shake-your-booty
milkshakes, and jailhouse-rock cheese-fries.

It was a raunchy party scene where waiters
were abusive and insulting, and patrons responded by letting down
their hair and acting as crudely as possible. There was a reason
Planet Binge proudly called itself, “The Lost Weekend on Steroids.”
It was an affront to American traditions, food, and manners. But it
was also an in-your-face, raucous hole-in-a-casino that drew hordes
of locals and tourists alike. Daisy visited a few times, and liked
what she saw. With all the chaos and craziness going on, she felt
strongly that no one would pay much attention to her.

A week after the stripper truck incident, she
filled out an application for waitress, but the only job open at
that point was bartender. Though she had no experience, she decided
to go for it. After casual interviews with Moe, in so-called Human
Resources, and Dottie, Planet’s personnel manager, she was
hired.

At her new job, cute, blond 5’6” Daisy wore a
pink mini-dress with a black-and-white, polka-dot apron, and black
fishnet stockings. Encircling her thigh was a glittery gold garter.
Completing the look were four-inch patent-leather black heels with
gold hearts on the back.

Planet Binge also hawked lewd panties, bumper
stickers, and all kinds of tasteless souvenirs like miniature
toilets and bubble-blowing assholes. In this tacky sleaze-pit, the
cruder the better.

Crystal and Daisy were thrilled to be working
together again. Crystal, a pretty Kansas City native, was a
glamorous, shapely, 5’6” stunner with flowing red locks, blue eyes,
and pale skin. Despite her striking appearance, the aspiring
showgirl was having a hard time getting a job in a mainline Sin
City show because she was well under the six-foot height
requirement, and had zero experience on stage.

Crystal had staked a claim on Vegas in 2015
when she was just 20 and fleeing a bad situation back home. It
wasn’t her fault. Her long-time boyfriend had dumped her for her
best friend. Losing both of them at the same time was crushing, and
there was nowhere to hide. Everyone in town knew the score. When
she found out the couple were headed for the altar, it was too
much. After quitting her waitressing job at IHOP, she crammed all
her stuff into her battered old Toyota, and set out for Vegas in
the middle of a raging snowstorm.

When she finally made it to Sin City on a
calm Monday morning, the temperature was a balmy 75 degrees. It was
love at first sight for the vivacious redhead. She was cash-poor
and without a job or friends, but when she felt that warm desert
sun on her face, she knew she was home.

Crystal took the first job she could find,
which happened to be running the racing clowns booth at the Circus
Circus game arcade. The pay was meager, but Daisy ran the
Puppy-In-A-Bucket booth next door, and the 2-to-9 shift was perfect
for going on auditions.

Crystal and Daisy grew even closer at Planet
Binge, where life was anything but boring. Showbiz, it wasn’t, but
they did get to interact with customers in colorful ways and pull
off a bit of comedy. The more outrageous, the better. Crystal even
managed to toss in a song or two when the occasion called for
it.

Crystal usually waitressed, while Daisy
tended bar. It was exciting to learn how to mix drinks, especially
exotic ones like Sponge-Bob Cakes, Cock-a-doodle-doo Cocktails, and
Drama-Queen Daiquiris. The only downside for Daisy was that a lot
of guys hit on her. As someone who had never worked with the
public, it was something she couldn’t quite get used to.

But there were times when she enjoyed the
attention. Every once in a while, a cute guy would sidle up, and
Daisy would be mildly interested. But after the devastation of
Connor, her heart wasn’t in it. She didn’t know if she would ever
see her former fiance again, but she still missed him and thought
about him all the time.

Meanwhile, back in Chicago, Connor and Roxy’s
parents were still mystified and traumatized by her disappearance.
Since the brawl at Caesar’s, the three hadn’t spoken. Despite their
differences, the three had something important in common: they all
loved Roxy, and every day they all checked in with the Missing
Persons’ Division of Vegas Metro.

Unfortunately, no credible leads
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