The Viper

“Uh… Mayor Tillman?  Your 2:00 is here.” 

“Thank you, Monica.  Please send him in.”

Hank Hollenski had to duck as he passed through the door of Mayor Robert Tillman’s office.  Hank was big.  Scary big.  Six-foot-eight, three hundred seventy three pounds of solid muscle big.  He’d played linebacker for the San Diego Chargers until a cheap shot to the left knee forced him out of the NFL.  After that Hank worked for a while as a bouncer but the pay was crap and he got tired of dealing with drunks.  Then he became a bodyguard which paid well but it bored him to tears, he spent way too much time just standing around.  He finally found his niche after a policeman friend suggested that he get a private investigator’s license.  The money was good and he enjoyed the element of danger that went along with the job.   

“Have a seat, Mr. Hollenski.”  Tillman motioned toward a chair on the other side of his desk.

“What can I do for you, Mayor?”

“I want you to find my daughter.”  He leaned forward and tossed a glossy eight by ten photo onto the desk.  “Amy’s fifteen years old and she ran away a little over a week ago.”

“She having problems at home or school?”

“We had an argument about an older boy she was dating, a guy in his early twenties.  The disagreement kind of got out of hand and she took off.  A couple of days later one of my aides discovered nude photos of Amy posted on a local porn site.” 

Hank studied the photo the girl.  It was a studio glamour shot, Amy looked twenty-five.

“Have you contacted the authorities?  Child pornography is a federal crime.”  

“Are you aware of the upcoming Mayoral elections?  If my opponent learns that nude photos of my daughter have been posted on the Internet, my chances of getting re-elected will be next to none.  

“You came highly recommended, Mr. Hollenski.  I’d rather rely on your discretion to quietly take care of this sordid business.”

“I can’t guarantee you absolute anonymity with naked pictures of Amy floating around the Internet.”  Hank regarded Robert Tillman with a sour expression.  It was apparent that the Mayor was more worried about getting re-elected than the welfare of his daughter.  

“I had the porn site shut down and I’m paying a team of individuals to monitor the Internet to make sure no new photos of Amy pop up again.”  

Tillman threw an overstuffed envelope onto his desk.  “There’s ten thousand dollars in there.  If you can find my daughter without drawing any attention to me or my campaign I’ll give you ten more.”

“Plus expenses of course.”  

“That goes without saying.  Find my daughter, Mr. Hollenski.”

Hank was staking out Giovanni’s Authentic Italian Restaurant from a dark alley across Market Street.  Carmine Ducelli, known as the Porn King of San Diego, liked to frequent the run down eatery.  Hank figured that if anyone had first hand information about Amy Tillman, it would be Carmine.  

Around 10:00 a black limousine pulled up in front of Giovanni’s. A muscle bound chauffeur got out and opened the right rear door.  Carmine Ducelli stepped out of the limo wearing a silk suit and white leather shoes.  He said something to the driver and entered the restaurant.  The stretch Lincoln pulled away from the curb and disappeared into the night.

Hank waited ten minutes to give Carmine time to find a table before paying him a visit.  He was about to make his move when the sound of shoe leather scuffing pavement made Hank turn part way around and then the lights went out.  He awoke with a throbbing headache and something wet was running down the back of his neck.  Hank’s hands were bound with a yellow nylon cord and it was looped over a blood stained meat hook.  Hank was strung up like a side of beef inside a walk-in freezer.

He had to do something fast before he lost consciousness again and turned into a solid block of ice.  Hank effortlessly pulled himself up and jerked his bound hands free of the curved meat hook.  Unfortunately, when Hank’s shoes hit the icy floor they slid out from under him and he landed flat on his back.  Hank slowly sat up and discovered that the throbbing headache had turned into the pounding variety.  

Whoever had clubbed Hank and tied him up made the mistake of not going through his pockets.  Hank located his pocketknife, opened a blade with his teeth and began cutting through the nylon cord.  While manipulating the blade with his frozen fingers, Hank accidentally sliced the palm of his hand.  Now he was officially pissed.

The freezer door came off its hinges when Hank blew through it.  Three Italian wise guys choked on their spaghetti and meatballs as Hank landed in the middle of their table.  He grabbed a three-pronged fork and jammed it into the throat of the guy on his right.  Hank swung his fist toward the fat bastard on his left and splattered his nose across his face.  The third man scooted back from the kitchen table and produced a long switchblade. 

“Now what do you plan on doing with that little toothpick?” Hank chuckled. 

“You come ova hea, big fella an I’ll show ya!” 

Hank stripped the wine soaked tablecloth from the table and rolled it into a long rattail.  He lunged forward and snapped it at the knife-wielding gangster.  The stocky Italian nearly dropped his knife when the wet tablecloth cracked across his knuckles.

“Sonovabitch!”  

He rushed toward Hank, wildly slicing the air with his switchblade.  The ex-ball player gracefully stepped aside and whipped the damp tablecloth over the gangster’s face as he ran past.  Hank quickly twisted a knot in the cloth while his attacker blindly lashed out with his blade.  The Italian finally reached behind his head and began cutting through the wound up tablecloth.  To counter this move, Hank started pulling him backward in a circular motion, faster and faster until the mafia goon dropped his knife and struggled to stay on his feet.  Hank slowly guided him toward a support beam in the middle of the room and let go of the tablecloth.  The wise guy crashed through the load-bearing beam like it was made of balsa wood and then collided with the corner of the walk-in freezer.  He bounced off the freezer and dropped to the floor like a load of wet cement.  With the support beam gone, the kitchen ceiling cracked down the center, showering the room with bits of plaster.  

Hank glanced at his watch and discovered he’d been unconscious for two hours.  He left the kitchen and walked through the deserted restaurant, Carmine Ducelli was nowhere in sight.  As Hank stepped out the front door, he heard the kitchen ceiling give way and crash to the floor.  

The cut in his hand was bleeding profusely and it was going to need several stitches.  The back of his head was still throbbing but at least it seemed to have stopped bleeding.  He was trying to decide which hospital was the closest when his cell rang.  He looked at the screen and the name Katie glowed in bright blue letters.  

Katie had the body of a Playboy foldout and the face of an angel.  She used to be a San Diego Charger Girl, one of the cheerleaders of his football team.  They’d started dating during his second year with the team and married two years later.  Of course, there was a ‘no fraternizing’ clause in his contract, but Hank never was much for obeying the rules.  They stayed married for six years and it only lasted that long because the sex was so exceptional.  When they weren’t bumping uglies, they were fighting.  Eventually the fighting became more frequent than the sex, so they decided to call it quits.  Katie received a healthy settlement and the house in Point Loma while Hank wound up with a broken knee, a 1998 Ford Taurus and a run down room at the Santana Apartments in Santee.  

“Hey, Katie, what’s up?”  Hank said. 

“Hank, I’m lonely.  Why don’t you come over and keep me company?”

“Gee, what happened to your nimble fingered chiropractor?  Did he run out of his little blue pills?”

“That’s not funny, Hank.  Cedric is at a convention in Dallas.  You know what?  Maybe if you got laid more often you wouldn’t be so mean.”

“Cut the crap, Katie and just tell me what you want.”

“I need you to check on some one for me.”

“What, a new boyfriend?”

There was silence on the phone, “Okay, that was a cheap shot,” he said.  “What’s his name?”

“Arthur Buck.  He supposedly owns an oil company in Texas.”

“Damn, Katie.  You’re really coming up in the world.  Guess you’ll never have to worry about money again.”

“Okay, here’s the thing.  I’m not dating the guy…my mother is.” Katie said.

“Are you shitting me?  That’s why you called?”

Kendra Olson-Weinstein-Feldman-Goldman claimed that she gave birth to Katie when she was fourteen years old.  Hank still laughs at that one.  Kendra, or The Viper as Hank knew her, was at least fifty-eight, thirty years older than Katie. She’d had so many face-lifts, you could see her bush whenever she unbuttoned the top of her blouse.  Kendra had outlived three husbands; all of them had been extremely wealthy and over ninety when she married them.  His ex-mother-in-law was filthy rich, insanely ignorant, and couldn’t keep out of Katie’s life.  She had been the main source for many of Hank and Katie’s fights.

“The Viper can rot in hell as far as I’m concerned.”

“Hey!  Don’t you talk about my mother like that!  Don’t be that way, Hank.  You know that she loves you.”

Hank Hollenski laughed so hard he nearly pissed himself.  According to The Viper, he had never been good enough for sweet little Katie.  What she really meant was that after he left the NFL he no longer made enough money to keep Katie in the lap of luxury.

“Katie, there is no way in hell I am going to waste my time and effort to help The Viper.”

“WOULD YOU STOP CALLING HER THAT?”

Hank quickly pulled the phone away from his ear.  Having a killer body wasn’t the only reason Katie made the cheerleading squad.  Her voice could be heard from five miles away.

“Sorry, Kat.”  She liked it when he called her Kat.  “I just can’t justify the time it would take to help her.”

“Please come over and let’s talk about it.  Come on, for old time’s sake.”

 “Oh, what the hell.  How are your sewing skills?”  His hand was still bleeding pretty badly and it had been quite a while since he’d been laid.

Hank felt like shit when he woke up.  The night before he’d anesthetized himself with two fifths of Maker’s Mark so Katie could sew up his hand.  The hand was pretty sore and swollen and his head was still pounding.  He attributed the headache to being clubbed; Maker’s Mark had never given him a headache in the past.  

Hank threw his legs over the side of the bed and stood up.  The sudden change in altitude nearly made him pass out; he flopped back down on the edge of the bed and put his head between his knees.  When the feeling of vertigo finally passed, Hank made a beeline for the bathroom.  After an initial stomach purge, Hank perked up considerable.  Then the urge to pee became overwhelming, so he relieved himself.  That’s when Hank discovered that the old meat wagon was pretty sore.  It had been quite a while since it had seen any action.  He wouldn’t be a bit surprised if Katie was walking funny this morning.  

Hank donned his boxers and walked into the kitchen.  Katie had made a pot of coffee and was frying bacon and eggs.  The aroma of breakfast cooking hit him like a sledgehammer.  He was starving. 

After polishing off a pot of coffee, a dozen eggs and a pound of bacon, Hank belched and leaned back in his chair.  He admired Katie’s little backside as she cleaned up the dishes at the sink.  She was wearing a tight little terrycloth robe and pink fuzzy slippers.  Her athletic legs were one of her best features; they seemed to go on forever.

A soapy spatula slipped out of Katie’s hand and landed on the floor.  She bent over to pick it up and Hank was pleasantly surprised to see that she wasn’t wearing any panties.  

“Hmm…” he uttered in lecherous manner.  The meat wagon began to stir.  

Katie peaked at him from between her legs.  “Good Lord, Hank don’t you ever get enough?” she giggled.

Katie placed the spatula on the counter top, walked over and straddled Hank as he sat at the breakfast table.  When they were finished, they’d managed to break the chair he was sitting in and knock the table over.

Hank sat down in front of his computer, typed www.backgroundcheck.gov into the Google search window and hit enter.  The Background Security Check home page came up and Hank entered a user name and password to access files only available to government officials and the police.  His buddy on the police force loaned him his user name and password in exchange for free tickets to all the Charger home games.  

Hank typed Arthur Buck in the search window and hit enter.  To his surprise it took several seconds to load.  Since the computer was on a cable modem, he expected it to load instantly.  The information that came up was mind-boggling.  

How could this guy not be in prison?  Hank thought.

Arthur’s rap sheet went on for ten pages.  Several different aliases and disguises were also provided.  He had cheated dozens of women out of their life savings and had been married to fifteen different ladies at the same time.  The crafty old bigamist seemed to be a perfect match for The Viper.  

For a minute he considered telling Katie that everything was hunky-dory.  That Arthur Buck was just a good old boy with lots and lots of Texas oil money.  But then he thought better of it.  Setting up The Viper with a world-class con man was what dreams were made of, but if he did Katie would never speak to him again.  Hank hated to admit it, but he still had feelings for her.  Granted they were all below the waist, but still…

“Hello?” Cedric said into the phone.

“Hi, is Katie there?” Hank asked.

“Who’s this?” he shouted.

“The meat wagon.  Is she there or not?”

“Hang on.”

Hank could hear Katie and Cedric yelling at each other in another room.  That brought a smile to his face.  

Hank could hear some one pick up the cordless phone, walk into different room and close the door.

“Goddamn you, Hank.  Now I have to explain to Cedric who ‘the meat wagon’ is,” she whispered.

“Aw, just tell him that I work at the grocery story in the butcher department.  Explain that you like my special cut of meat,” he chuckled.

“Not funny!  What do you want?”

“Remember Arthur Buck?”

“Oh, my God!  What have you got on him?”

“He’s a real dirt bag, Katie.  Tell The Viper to run and don’t look back.”  

“Are you sure?  I mean, he’s supposed to be loaded.”

“I’m just telling you what I found out.  You can tell The Viper whatever you want.”

“Okay, Hank.  Thanks for the info.  And by the way, I thought I told you to stop calling my mother The…”

Hank hung up the phone before she had a chance to finish.

Hank Hollenski scrunched down in the driver’s seat of his Ford Taurus.  It was 11:30 pm and the streetlights reflected off the rain-drenched black top of the Imperial Beach parking lot.  There were five other cars in the parking lot besides his.  Two had fogged up windows (obviously teenagers trying to procreate) and the other three belonged to some night surfers.   A storm out in the pacific was creating enormous waves that crashed on the shore and thundered against the pier.

At 12:13 am a long black limousine pulled into the parking lot, followed by a light colored Lincoln Navigator.  They parked next to each other near the pier.  Someone in a dark, expensive looking suit got out of the limo and stood behind it in the driving rain while two large men exited the SUV.  The guy in the suit popped the trunk of the limo and directed the other two to transfer a package, rolled up in a piece of carpet, into the Navigator.  Then they got back into their vehicles and left, followed directly by a 1998 Taurus.  Hank tailed them to I-5 but stayed several car lengths back.  He got out his cell and phoned the San Diego State Troopers, informing them that an SUV heading north on I-5, license number 873-KAL, was transporting a suspicious package.  Hank had a pretty good rapport with the state police, so he knew they would take him seriously.  The limo took the La Jolla Parkway exit, while the SUV continued on north.  Hank stayed with the limousine.   

A short while later the limo turned onto Herschel Ave and came to a stop in front of a modest looking one-story bungalow.  The guy in the dark suit got out of the limo and went directly into the house.  The limo pulled away from the curb and disappeared.  Hank followed the limo to Grand Ave to avoid suspicion, and then looped back to the house.  

He parked a block from the house and turned off his car.  The rain had turned to a light drizzle, creating a fine mist on the windshield.  Hank watched the house for about fifteen minutes before getting out of his car.  

Hank walked up to the front door and pressed the doorbell, then turned his back to the door.  He heard some one fiddle with the lock and then yank the open door.

“What da hell yous doin’ hea?”  Carmine Ducelli yelled.  He thought Hank was one of the large gentlemen from the SUV.

Hank spun around and snatched Carmine by the throat with his massive right hand.  He lifted Carmine off the ground and carried him into the foyer before closing the door.  Carmine’s eyes bulged from their sockets and he gasped for air like a beached fish.  He kicked and squirmed and made gurgling sounds.  

“Yous okay, in dare boss?” a voice called from the living room. 

“CUMEER!”  It was all that Carmine could bleat out with Hank’s hand constricting his throat.

A fat guy with a badly broken nose came around the corner, followed by a guy with an open switchblade.  Hank grinned at them before he banged Carmine’s head against the ceiling and letting him drop to the floor. 

“Hi, fellas.  You guys up for a party?”  Hank asked.

“Aw shit,” the one with the broken nose groaned.

After Hank dispatched Carmine and his crew, he searched the house.  Hank found Amy Tillman in a back bedroom with two other girls.  The room was set up with cameras and bright lights.  The girls were all so zonked on something and didn’t seem to be aware that they were completely naked.  Hank pulled the memory cards out of the cameras and rounded up all the photos he could find of Amy.  He got her dressed and helped her to his car before calling the police.

Two days later Hank opened the San Diego Union-Tribune to the front page.  The headlines announced that a child pornography ring, led by San Diego gangster Carmine Ducelli, had been taken down in the prestigious neighborhood of La Jolla.  The story went on to say that several under aged females were discovered in the house in various stages of undress.  Pornographic photos and digital movies of the young women were confiscated along with a computer and two external hard drives.  The state police stopped a cream colored Lincoln Navigator, registered to Ducelli, near Torre Pines on the same night.  The vehicle was carrying a heavily sedated fifteen-year-old girl in the back.  

Hank had to laugh when he saw the picture of Ducelli and his three bodyguards.  Carmine had a bandaged head and distinct finger bruises on his throat; the guy on his right with a badly broken nose was missing most of his front teeth; the fellow on his left had a throat wound bandaged up and both of his eyes were swollen shut.  Below them was a picture of a guy on his hands and knees, squinting painfully into the camera.

“I wonder how long it took them to remove that switchblade from his ass?”  Hank chuckled to himself.

His cell phone rang and Hank groaned when he looked at the caller ID.

“What’s up, Kat?”

“Oh, Hank.  You won’t believe what happened.  It’s just awful.”

“What now?”  He couldn’t hide the irritation in his voice.

“It’s about Mom.  She married Arthur Buck!  He cleaned out her bank account and disappeared!”

“For Christ sake, Katie I told you that the guy was a dirt bag.”

“I know you did, but mother didn’t believe you.  She thought you were just being mean because you don’t like her.”

“So, how is this my problem?”

“You’ve got to find him, and get Mom’s money back!”

He laughed for a full ten seconds.  

“I’m sorry, Kat, but I don’t think The Viper can afford my services now.” 

“You mean that you would charge MY MOTHER?  She always thought of you as a son!”

“Give me a break, Katie, she treated me like shit.  All The Vipe… your mother did was belittling me the whole time we were married.  I didn’t make enough money.  I didn’t love you enough.  Hell, I just wasn’t good enough!”

“She never actually said that and you know it.”

“She didn’t have to say it; I could read it on her cosmetically stretched face!”

“You are so hateful some times.  I don’t know why I ever married you.”

“I think it had something to do with the meat wagon.”

‘Don’t be crude, Hank Hollenski,” she said.  “I want to see you.”

“Sorry, Kat, I can’t come over right now.  There’s a ton of paperwork to be done for my last client.  Until that’s finished I don’t get paid for taking down Carmine Ducelli and his goons.”

“How about if I come over and do the paperwork for you?  I’m good at typing, you know.”

Hank was feeling pretty lonely.  Fond memories of their last reunion flashed through his mind.

“True enough.  What time do you think you can get here?” he asked.

“How about right now?  I’m parked outside your apartment.”

Hank pulled the curtain away from the living room window and spotted a jet-black Lexus 600hL sitting at the curb.  One thing about Katie, she certainly liked expensive vehicles. 

“The front door’s unlocked,” he said into the receiver before hanging up the phone.

Hank heard the door open and Katie’s sweet voice.  “Knock, knock!”

“Come on in…Kat,” 

Hank turned to greet his ex-wife and was shocked to see his ex-mother-in-law right behind her.  Katie had a nervous expression on her face while biting one of her acrylic fingernails.  She did her best to look like a little girl who knew she was in trouble.

Hank let out a long breath.  “Kendra,” he said.  “Or should I say Mrs. Buck?”

Katie’s lips became a thin, taught line and she narrowed her eyes at Hank.

“Okay, I guess I had that coming,” Kendra Olson-Weinstein-Feldman-Goldman-Buck admitted.  “But I still need your help, dear.”

Hank almost gagged when Kendra rushed up and threw her arms around his waist.  Her perfume was so overpowering it made his eyes water.  Hank finally patted her on the back and then pushed her away.

“I know I should have listened to you when you said that Arthur was a con-man, but he was so handsome and kind,” she confessed.  

Her collagen filled lips were swollen to the bursting point.   When Kendra smiled, her upper lip pulled the skin away from her surgically sculpted nose, causing it to nearly disappear into her face.  Kendra’s startling appearance would have given Dr. Frankenstein nightmares.

“So me saying that Arthur Buck had bilked dozens of women out of their life savings didn’t give you a clue that he was no good?”

The look on Kendra’s face was priceless.  The skin around her eyes was pulled so tight she had a permanent surprised expression on her wrinkle-free face.  And her eyebrows had been tattooed high on her forehead, adding to her comical appearance.  Hank wanted to laugh but he was worried that it would piss off Katie.  

“Well Kendra, what did Buck get away with?

“Please call me Mom, Hank.”

“Okay, Kendra.”  The thought of calling her anything other than The Viper made Hank’s skin crawl.

His ex-mother-in-law feigned hurt feelings as her bottom lip stuck out in a pout.  “He took everything that was in my wall safe and all of my best jewelry.”

“Do you have a rough estimate on how much it was all worth?”  

“Well, there was seven hundred fifty thousand in the safe and that last time I had my jewelry appraised it was worth two million dollars.”

Hank couldn’t believe she had that kind of money inside a wall safe.

“I assume that you have other assets?”

“I do have some cash in my safety deposit box at the bank and several checking accounts in offshore banks.  All told, I guess I still have around thirty seven million dollars,” she said sheepishly. 

“How will you ever make it till the end of the month?”

Katie gave Hank a withering look and slapped him on the shoulder.

Kendra made a comical sobbing sound and buried her face in her hands.  Her huge, overly enhanced breasts heaved against the tight fabric of her blouse.  

“Well, tell you what Kendra.  Since you are my ex-mother-in-law, I’ll give you a ten percent discount on my regular rates of two hundred fifty dollars an hour plus expenses.”

She gave him a startled look.  Her eyebrows rose even higher on her forehead, reminding Hank of a circus clown.  He had to look away to keep from laughing.  Katie glared at him with her little fists clenched tightly by her sides.

“Sorry, Kendra, that’s the best I can do and I will need a retainer of five thousand dollars,” he said as he took a seat at his breakfast table and began to shuffle through the paperwork.  As far as he was concerned, the conversation was over.

The transformation on The Viper’s face was startling.  She went from surprised clown to demonic hag in a heartbeat.  

“Well, I guess I have no other choice, do I?” she hissed.  The Viper wrenched a diamond-encrusted checkbook out of her purse and began to scrawl out a check in Hank’s name. 

“Sure you do.  You could go to the police and it wouldn’t cost you a thing.” 


“Only my dignity.  If my friends at the Kona Kia Club found out that I was duped by Arthur Fucking Buck I would be a laughing stock.  No thank you, very much!  I want this kept as quiet as possible.”  She ripped the check out and flipped in Hank’s direction.

“Okay, I’ll find Mr. Buck for you, but I can’t guarantee that I’ll be able to recover your money and valuables.”

“I don’t give a shit about money, I just want you to bring me that son-of-a-bitch’s nut sack so I can crush it.”

She ground the heel of her stiletto pump into the living room carpet to prove the point. 

“Mother!”

Kendra gave Hank a vicious look before storming out of the apartment.  Katie slapped Hank on the shoulder again and followed her mother out the door.

“Hey, I thought we had a deal.  You were going to help me with my paperwork if I helped The Viper with her marital problems!”

“You couldn’t just help her out of kindness, could you?  The deal was if you didn’t charge her for your services I’d do your paperwork!”

“Then I guess a ride on the meat wagon is out of the question, huh?”

Katie slammed the door on her way out.

After doing a more in-depth search on the computer, Hank discovered that Arthur Buck spent a lot of time in Alaska.  Whenever he married an unsuspecting woman, Arthur made a trip to the forty-ninth state directly afterward.  Hank figured that Alaska was a good place to disappear until things cooled off.

Hank bought a ticket on the 6:30 morning flight from San Diego to Seattle on Alaska Airlines.  He then transferred to flight number 87 and the plane landed three and a half hours later at Ted Stevens International Airport in Anchorage. 


Hank wasn’t prepared for the temperature change when he stepped off the plane.  The weather in Anchorage would be considered simply brisk to an Alaskan but it was hellishly cold to anyone from San Diego.  

Christ!  It’s only the first of September!  Hank thought as he walked through the jet way into the airport terminal.

Hank hailed a cab on the baggage level of the airport.  The Samoan driver was nearly as big as he was, so Hank sat in the right rear of the vehicle to balance out the ride.  He told the cabbie that he needed to buy some warm clothing.

“I know just da place.”

The driver kept glancing in the rearview mirror as he drove down Spenard Road.  Then a slow smile spread across his wide face.

“You linebacka fo da Chargas, eh?  Killa Hollenski, eh?”

“Yep,” Hank chuckled.  “That used to be me.  Now I’m Hank Hollenski Private, Investigator.”

“Yeah?  What you doin’ up here, Brah?”

Hank went into his brief case, fished out a photo of Arthur Buck and put it in the Samoan’s massive hand.  

“The man is wanted for theft and bigamy.  His name is Arthur Buck but also goes by Willie Yanks, Tom Elliot, Brian Howford and Spencer Benic.  You ever seen him?”

When Hank mentioned Brian Howford the Samoan’s eyes nervously glanced at him in the rearview mirror and then away.  He handed back the photo without even looking at it.

“Sorry, don’t know da man.”

“Ohhh-kay.  Tell ya what if you happen to run into this man that you don’t know, I’d appreciate it if you would give me a call.”

Hank handed the driver one of his business cards.

“No problem, Brah,” the cabbie said.  

He took the business card and pulled into the parking lot of a run down building on Spenard Road. The Second Chance was crudely printed on a sign that hung above the front door of the establishment.

“Could you wait for me?  I’ll only be a minute.”

“Be right here when ya come out, Brah.”

Everything from kitchen appliances to World War II C rations occupied every square inch of the place.  Hank fingered a down filled parka that hung from the rafters on wire hanger and then glanced at a pair of white rubber boots by the back wall.  The boots resembled something Mickey Mouse would wear in an old Disney cartoon.

“Them bunny boots are for extreme weather,” a voice called out from the shadows.  “Keep yer feet warm up to fifty below.”

Hank’s eyes finally adjusted to the dim light inside the second hand store.  He spotted an obese man sitting behind a counter, next to an old fashion cash register.

“Won’t be needin’ that sort of thing for another month or so,” claimed the rotund cashier.

“You have any warm coats that will fit me?” Hank asked.

The storekeeper came out from behind the counter and wound his way through the maze of merchandise until he stood in front of Hank.

“Yer a big sumbitch,” the man declared.  “You play any football?”

“Yeah, a little.”

The proprietor sized up Hank while rubbing his stubble covered chin. He cocked his head to the side and squinted one eye, mentally searching his inventory for abnormally large jackets.  “I think I might have an Army surplus coat that will fit ya.”

After rummaging through an enormous rack of winter wear, the storekeeper produced a nasty looking olive drab parka.  

“Here ya go.  This should keep ya warm.”

Hank held up the old down filled Army jacket at arms length and wrinkled his nose.  It smelled like it had been packed in formaldehyde and there was some ratty looking fur collar attached to the hood.

“What’s with the hair on the hood?”

“That’s caribou.  The hairs are hollow so yer breath don’t freeze on it when the temperature drops,” the fat man said.  

Hank tried it on and was surprised that it actually fit.

“How much?” 

“Hunnerd bucks.”

“No, really.  How much?”  

There was no way the used piece of canvas and goose feathers was worth that much. 

“When was the last time you bought a good warm jacket, sonny?  A new one would cost ya double that.”  

Then the store clerk screwed up his bloated face and let go with a loud sloppy sneeze.  Then he sneezed three more times without taking a full breath.   The clerk staggered, bent over at the waist and hung onto the counter for support.  He slowly straightened up, yanked a filthy hanky out of his back pocket and filled it with snot.  The shopkeeper’s nose was the color and size of an eggplant.  The man’s face belonged on an elephant seal.

“Whew, I must be cetchin’ a cold,” he muttered.

Hank stepped back, hopefully out of germ range.

After spending one hundred fifty dollars on the ugly green coat and a pair of ski gloves, Hank stepped out of the store and back into the light of day.  He wasn’t too surprised to find the parking lot empty.  The Samoan cab driver was nowhere in sight, probably left the moment Hank walked into the store.  At least he the decency to unload Hank’s belongings before taking off.  Hank Hollenski grabbed his backpack and went back into the store to ask the proprietor to call him another cab.

This new cabbie spoke with a thick eastern European accent, most likely being of Ukrainian descent.  Half way to the Holiday Inn Express Hotel, the driver pulled over to the side of the road and began to consult a worn road map of Anchorage.

Hank was about to complain when the cab took off at break neck speed.  They eventually came to a screeching halt in front of the hotel.  The cab driver looked at Hank through the rearview mirror and grinned, displaying a full set of stainless steel teeth.

“Twenty seven fifty,” he announced.

Hank just stared at the driver in disbelief, the ride hadn’t lasted more than ten minutes.  He decided to let it go, dug thirty dollars out of his wallet and tossed it to the Russian.  The cabby’s smile dissolved into a disgruntled expression due to the small tip.  He dropped the shift lever into drive and lit up the back tires.  Hank barely had time to remove his luggage before the cab left the driveway in front of the hotel.

After Hank checked in at the front desk he went straight to his room. 

If he ran into just one more irritating person, that person would get a serious ass beating.  He raided the mini-bar after placing his backpack on the bed.  The only thing resembling bourbon was three tiny bottles of Wild Turkey.  It would have to do until he could find a liquor store and buy some real whiskey.  

Hank pulled the Apple laptop out of his backpack and turned it on.  The hotel Wi-Fi quickly hooked up with his computer and seconds later he was Googling Arthur Buck, a.k.a. Brian Howford.  Hank sipped the cheap bourbon as he eyed a site portraying Mr. Howford as a humanitarian.  The article claimed that he donated several hundred thousand to a local Boy’s Club and he spent time at a soup kitchen serving the homeless.  The site painted a pretty picture of old Brian.

“Humanitarian, my ass,” Hank said.  

Hank plugged Brian Howford’s name into People Search and came up with an address in south Anchorage.  He pulled up the driving directions to Howford’s house and then called down to the front desk to ask about renting a car for the next day.  He was through dealing with the local taxi drivers.

The next morning Hank awoke to the sound of his hotel room phone ringing; the receptionist at the front desk informing him that an agent from Enterprise Car Rental was waiting for him in the lobby.  Hank hurriedly dressed and took the elevator down to the lobby.  To his surprise, the rental agent was a gorgeous redhead.  She thrust out her breasts as she offered her small right hand.

“Hi, welcome to Anchorage, Mr. Hollenski.  I’m Pam Bannon with Enterprise Car Rental.”

Hank gently took her hand between his thumb and first two fingers.  Pam appeared to be in her late twenties or early thirties.  She strongly resembled Jaime Pressly with red hair.

“Very nice to meet you, Pam.”

“Okay.  Here are your keys to a white 2010 Toyota Camry, it’s parked out front.  How long will you be in town, Mr. Hollenski?”

“I’ll only need the car for a few days.  I’m trying to look up an old friend of mine.”

“Well, if you need some one to show you around Anchorage, don’t hesitate to call me.” Pam beamed.  Her smile revealed a set of perfect white teeth and deep-set dimples in her cheeks.  She handed Hank her business card.

 “How about having dinner with me tonight?”

“I’ll be here at 6:00 to pick you up,” she giggled.

“See you then.”  Hank smiled as he watched her walk out the front door of the hotel.  It had always been easy for Hank to make friends with the fairer sex but this was ridiculous.  

Hank followed International Airport Way east to the Seward Highway and drove south to De Armoun Road.  He followed De Armoun up to Hillside Drive and turned left.  After about a mile, he came to a gated estate on the right.  The mansion behind the eight-foot high fence had to be at least fifteen thousand square feet; it resembled a world-class ski lodge with several steeply peaked roofs.

He drove the length of the property, then turned around and pulled into the driveway.  Howford Manor was spelled out in elaborate font above a locked wrought iron gate.

“May I help you?” a professional female voice inquired.

Hank rolled down the driver’s side window and pushed a button on the intercom.  “I was wondering if I could talk to Mr. Howford?”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“Oh boy, I sure don’t.  I’m only in town for a couple of days and I really need to talk with him,” Hank said in a high-pitched nerdy voice.  “I was hoping that he would make a small donation towards the Henderson House For Wayward Boys.”

“I am truly sorry, Mr…”

“It’s Reverend actually, Reverend O’Malley.”  

“Well, Reverend, Mr. Howford had to leave town this morning and won’t be back for a while.  Perhaps you could give me your number so he can call you when he returns?”

Hank gave her a fictitious phone number, rolled the window up and backed out of the driveway.  

On the way back to the hotel he spotted a liquor store called the Brown Jug.  They had 1792 Ridgemont Reserve bourbon on sale, twenty-seven dollars per bottle.  Hank bought two.

That afternoon Hank sipped on the smoky flavored whiskey while he browsed the Internet for Arthur Buck’s other aliases.  Of course, Arthur Buck had five thousand acres of oil land in eastern Texas.  Tom Elliot was an emu rancher in Oklahoma.  He owned one hundred sixty acres in Enid and was married to a woman named Cynthia Elliot.  They had two daughters, nine and twelve.  Willie Yanks bought a catfish farm in Missouri.  He ran the operation with his adult son, Peter.  They supplied fish for all the high-end restaurants in the region.  Brian Howford, interestingly enough, had a fleet of fishing boats two hundred twenty five miles south of Anchorage in the small town of Homer.

Hank looked at his wristwatch and realized that it was 5:30, time to get into the shower so he’d be ready for his dinner date.  He wasn’t too surprised that the showerhead came out of the wall at chest level, being six foot eight had its disadvantages.  He practically had to get on his knees to wash his hair.  

Hank stepped out of the elevator at 5:55, just as Pam Bannon came through the front door of the hotel.  She was wearing a large fox fur hat, a long light brown fur coat with a mink collar and big furry boots.  As she walked into the lobby, her coat gaped open revealing a light blue mini dress underneath.  Her long muscular legs nearly stopped Hank’s heart.

“Must be cold outside,” Hank commented as he slid his arm around her slender waist.

“Oh, it’s not that bad.  I just wanted an excuse to wear my furs.  What would you like for dinner?”

Several thoughts ran through Hank’s mind but none of them had anything to do with food.

“How about seafood?” he finally said.

“I know just the place.”

They got into Pam’s Jeep Cherokee and she drove them down Minnesota Blvd.  She got on the phone and made reservations for 7:00.

“How would you like the fifty cent tour of our fair city?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

She drove down to Kincaid Park where the sun was setting over Mt. Susitna.  The bright orange glow reflected off the watery mud flats of Cook Inlet. 

“That’s Mount Susitna or Sleeping Lady as the locals call it,” Pam pointed at the strangely shaped mountain across the Inlet.  A salmon-colored sky shed a purple on the mountain. “The legend of the Sleeping Lady is about a giant woman who vowed to sleep until her beloved comes back from battle.”  

With a little imagination, Hank could see an outline of a woman lying on her right side.  The story that went along with it was a bit sappy but he just bobbed his head up and down and raised his eyebrows.  “Very interesting.  What’s with all the mud in the Inlet?”

“Oh, the tide’s out.  We get thirty-foot tides here so when the tide goes out, it really goes out.”

When the sun finally disappeared behind Mt. Susitna, Pam started her Jeep and headed north on the Seward highway. A light dusting of snow topped the Chugach Mountain range east of town.

Pam turned left on the Glenn highway towards the heart of the city.  They traveled down 5th avenue, taking in irregular skyline of the high-rise buildings, two story businesses and small tourist shops.  Then went left on L Street and Pam pulled into a parking space in front of a restaurant called Simon and Seaforts.

“Here we are!” she announced a little too energetically.

Oh boy!  Hank thought as he stepped onto the sidewalk in front of the eatery.   He held the door open for his date and then followed her into the restaurant.  A wonderful aroma wafted into the waiting area from the kitchen making Hank’s mouth water.  He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until just now.

Pam went up to a woman standing behind a high podium and said, “I have a reservation for Bannon.”

The receptionist ran her finger down a list and then made a check mark with an ink pen.  She grabbed two menus and said, “Follow me, please.”

She guided them through the dining area to an empty table next to the window.  The inky black sky outside turned the window into a huge mirror.  Pam realized for the first time how big Hank really was when she saw their reflections in the window.  She felt a little intimidated by his size but safe to be with him.  Pam had a feeling this was going to be a night to remember!

They sat across the table from one another and Hank watched as Pam took off her coat and handed it to the receptionist.  The dress she was wearing left little to the imagination.

A waiter came up to their table with a white towel over his left arm and a wine list in the other.

“Hello, my name is Shea and I’ll be your waiter tonight?  Would you like to hear about our specials?”  The young man spoke like he was always asking a question.  

“No thanks, Shea.”  Pam said with a smile.

The waiter took the napkin in front of Hank and dropped it in his lap with a dainty little dipping motion.  He did the same for Pam then sashayed off to another table. 
Hank frowned when he saw the prices on the menu.  This was going to be an expensive night.  
“So, what looks good?” Pam asked from over the top of her menu.

“Well, I kind of had my heart set on halibut but I see they don’t offer it here.”

“Oh crap, do you want to go some place else?”

“No, the crab legs sound really tasty.  What are you going to have?”

“My favorite seafood is shrimp.  I’m having the chili-smoked tiger prawns with the bacon-cheese grits and barbecue hollandaise sauce.  And a bottle of chardonnay?” she asked, showing off her perfect teeth again as she smiled.

Hank couldn’t help but smile back.  Pam took his breath away. 

Shea came back and poised himself at the head of their table with a scratch pad and pencil.  “Are we ready to order?”

 Hank glanced over at the waiter and began.

“The lady would like the chili-smoked tiger prawns and a bottle of St. Michelle chardonnay.  I’d like two of your king crab dinners with the grilled asparagus and a double shot of Maker’s Mark neat.”

 “Wise choice, sir?  Would you like an appetizer before dinner?” he joked.

“Yeah, I’d like a couple of the calamari with plum sauce and an order of your buffalo wings.”

The waiter just stood there with his mouth open, he’d never seen anyone order so much food at one time.  He looked like a statue until Hank spoke up.

“I think that will do it for now, Shea.”

Shea slowly closed his mouth and scurried off toward the bar.  The waiter came gliding back to their table five minutes later with the drink orders.  
“What’s Maker’s Mark neat?” asked Pam.

“Only some of the very finest, affordable bourbon in the world; well, in my opinion anyway,” he said with a grin.  “Neat means without ice, would you like a sip?”

To Hank’s surprise, she said yes.  Pam brought the tumbler to her lips and took a healthy slug of the whiskey.  She screwed her eyes shut and let out a long hot breath.

“Oh My God!” she said when she got her breath back.  “How can you drink this stuff?” 

Hank laughed.  “It’s an acquired taste and for sipping, not gulping.

“I think I’ll stick with my wine.”

“So how long have you lived in Alaska?”

“I was born here!” she said proudly.  “I was raised on a potato farm in Palmer, a town about forty miles north of Anchorage.  After I graduated from high school I packed up my belongings and moved into the big city.”  She threw her arms out as if to say, Here I am!  

“How about you?  Where are you from, Hank Hollenski?”

“Not much to tell.  I was born and raised in San Diego.  I played football for the Chargers for a while until I got hurt, then I became a private investigator.” 

“I was wondering if you played ball, God knows you’re big enough.”  She reached across the table and squeezed his forearm, then slid her hand down his arm in a seductive manner.

“Are you in Anchorage on business or pleasure?”

“I’m on pleasure tonight,” he said with a wink.  Pam giggled.

Hank plowed through the appetizers and the two pounds of crabmeat like they were an afternoon snack.  He drank four more double shots of whiskey before he was finished with the meal.  Hank had a mild buzz going but Pam was getting a little out of hand.  She kept grabbing Shea by the ass just to watch him jump and turn red.  Pam was becoming a little too loud for the restaurant.  The other customers and the wait staff were beginning to shoot them dirty looks.  Pam wasn’t the classiest woman Hank had ever been out with but she was very attractive and had a great sense of humor.   

“Well, darlin’ I think it’s time we made our getaway.”  Hank said. 

Hank put three hundred fifty dollars on the table to cover the bill and tip.  He helped his date on with her coat and hat and escorted her out the front door.  Pam dug into her purse for the car keys and headed for the driver’s side of the vehicle.

“Oops, tell you what,” Hank said as he gently spun her around.  “How about if I drive?”  

Pam gave him a stubborn look; Hank figured the night was about to get ugly.  But then her expression turned sweet and she handed him the keys.

“Let’s go to Koot’s!” she shouted.

“Who…What?”

“Chilkoot Charlie’s!  It’s a bar over in Spenard.  It’s easy to find, just keep going straight.  I’ll tell you when to turn.”

They headed down L Street and before long Pam directed Hank to take a side road that went up a long steep hill.  They went by West High School and around a bend to a streetlight.

“Whew, is it hot in her or is it just me?”  Pam asked as she took off her hat and opened up the fur coat.

“Oh, it’s definitely you.”

Pam grinned and locked her mouth onto Hank’s.  Hank had trouble keeping the Jeep on his side of the road.  They came to another stoplight and Pam practically crawled into Hank’s lap.  When she finally let him come up for air, Hank said, “Maybe we should skip the bar and go back to the hotel.”

“Why, Hank Hollenski, what kind of girl do you think I am?” she said with a giggle.  “The hotel isn’t going anywhere, let’s go check out Koot’s, I think you’ll like it.”

When they pulled up in front of the bar, Pam directed Hank to park across the street since the parking lot next to Chilkoot’s was jammed.  They got out of Pam’s 4X4 and waited for a gap in the traffic before crossing the street.  A huge sign with a cartoon image of an old miner and the words World Famous Chilkoot Charlie’s hung over the front of the log façade.  There was a line of partygoers waiting to enter the front door. 

“I wonder how long the wait is going to be?”

“The line usually moves pretty fast,” Pam reassured.

True to her words, they made it up to the door within ten minutes.  An ugly bald one-eyed black man was checking IDs at the door.  A wide ragged scar started at the top of the bouncer’s head, ran down over his left eye and stopped at the corner of his mouth.  His dull fogged-over eye was hard to look at.  

The bouncer scanned Hank’s driver’s license and then sized him up with his one good eye.

“We ain’t gonna have any trouble outta you, are we buddy.”  It wasn’t a question.

“I’m just here for a good time,” Hank said innocently.

“Hey Sweetness!  Haven’t seen you in a long time!”  The doorman greeted Pam with a big bear hug.  He let his right hand slide down her back and then stopped it on her firm round bottom.

“Hi Zeus,” Pam said in a disgusted manner.  Then she whispered in his ear, “Take your hand off my ass or my boyfriend will remove it from your wrist.” 

Zeus gave her a cocky look and then looked up into Hank’s face.  He quickly moved his hand and looked away.  He didn’t like what he saw in Hank’s menacing stare.  

“Friend of yours?” Hank asked.

“No so much,” she replied as Pam hugged Hank around the waist and guided him through the front door.  

The place was packed to maximum capacity.  If a fire broke out, no one would make it out alive.  The floor felt funny, like walking on wood shavings.  Then Hank noticed a guy at the bar eating peanuts and then drop the shells onto the floor.  Hank looked around and everyone else was following suit.  
Hank ordered himself a double Maker’s Mark and glass of white wine for Pam.  They pushed through the endless crowd of partiers and actually found a table near the back wall with two un-occupied seats. Hank pushed all the empty bottles and drink glasses to one side of the table so he could put down their drinks and then sat down on a padded tree stump.  The decor inside the rustic establishment was turn of the twentieth century, like you might find in an old log cabin.

Then a guitar cord was struck and everyone cheered.  The band was coming off break and the crowd rushed to the dance floor.  Crazy Kidz, a group out of Seattle, flew into a deafening rendition of the AC/CD tune, Back In Black.  The dance area became a maelstrom of bobbing heads, thrashing limbs and gyrating bodies.  Hank could feel the floor actually bouncing up and down from all the activity.  He absent-mindedly kept beat to the music by tapping his fingers on the tabletop.

Pam was bouncing all over the stump she was sitting on, shaking her thick red hair and singing along with the band at the top of her lungs.  Hank admired her energy.

A haggard waitress pushed her way through the people standing near their table and asked if they wanted another round with hand signals.  Talking was impossible over the music.  Hank was only half way through his drink but Pam was draining hers pretty quickly.  He nodded and held up two fingers.  The waitress had a puzzled look on her face so Hank stood up and yelled the drink order into her ear.  She nodded and disappeared into the crowd.

As the night drew on, the place got even more crowded.  It wasn’t possible to reach the dance floor any longer so people just stood up at their tables and jumped up and down.  An amorous young couple were making out while standing next to a table.  Some one in the crowd started making wild gyrations to the music and knocked the couple over on top of the table.  This only encouraged them to start dry humping on the tabletop like there was no one else in the room.

“I have to take a leak!” Hank shouted into Pam’s ear.  “Don’t go anywhere.  If you do, I’ll never find you again!”

Pam gave him the thumbs up sign and flashed a drunken grin.

When Hank stood up, people kind of flinched and moved out of his way.   Being the largest person in the room has its advantages.  He didn’t have much trouble making his way over to the restrooms but along the way somebody shoved him.  A drunk sneered and hollered something obscene and acted like he was going to square off on Hank.  This was one reason why Hank disliked going into wild bars.  There is always some asshole that wanted to prove to his buddies he’s a badass.

“I gotta piss!  As soon as I’m finished I’ll come out and we can fight!” Hank yelled at the guy.  This seemed to satisfy the drunk because he nodded and started to roll up his sleeves.

Hank pushed on the men’s room door and walked in on a huge man saddled up to a urinal with his back turned to the door.  He had a mass of wild black hair.  Hank recognized the back of that head from earlier in the day.  

Hank tapped the guy on the shoulder.

“Fuck off!  You gotta wait!” 

Hank tapped him again and stepped back.

The big Samoan spun around surprisingly fast, spraying a wide arc of urine as he turned.  When he saw Hank standing there, the yellow stream quickly turned into a weak trickle that dribbled onto his shoes.

“Hey Killa, how you doin’, Brah?”

“Don’t Brah me you sorry son-of-a-bitch.”  Hank rushed forward and brought his forearm up under the cabby’s chin.  

The back of his head punched a hole in the drywall, and then the cabby slid down over the urinal and onto the filthy tile floor.  The Samoan rolled over on his belly and started to get up.  Hank pounced on him and drove his knee into the back of his neck.

“I’d prefer it if you stay on the floor for a little bit.  We need to talk.  Why did you take off this morning after I asked you to wait for me?”

The left side of the Polynesian’s face was pressed to the piss stained floor.  He reached up with his meaty right hand and went for Hank’s groin.  Hank caught the hand before it could reach his sensitive parts and crimped his little finger under.  The cab driver let out a little grunt and then squealed like a pig.

“I’m not going to ask you again, Brah.  If you don’t answer me in the proper manner I’m going to break your finger and pull it off.”

The door opened and the guy who challenged Hank to a fight stumbled into the bathroom.  He wasn’t about to let that big pussy hide in the shitter!  He wanted to kick some serious ass!  

Then the reckless drunk noticed Hank kneeling on the neck of a gigantic Samoan, under a row of urinals.  He was savagely twisting the dude’s hand around at a weird angle, then a loud pop rang out and the big Polynesian shrieked.

“Wha, what the fuck, man?” the drunk stammered in disbelief.

“Get outta here.  I’ll take care of you when I’m through with him,” Hank promised.  

The drunk decided it would probably be best if he left, so he stepped out of the bathroom, through the front door and down the road.

“Now, do you want me to pull your finger off or are you going to tell me why you left me this morning?”

“AAAAAWH, stop, stop, stop!  I had to talk to some one.”

“Yeah?  Tell me about Brian Howford.”

“Don’t know Brian Howford!”

Hank slowly pulled on the broken finger until he could feel the tendons begin to stretch and snap.  The Samoan whimpered.

“Okay!  Howford own cab company.”  Whimper.  “I tell him investigator lookin’ fo him.”

“So where did he go?”

The cabby became tight lipped again.

“You know after I pull this one off I’ll start with the one next to it,” Hank said as he jerked the little finger free of its hand.

“AAAAAWH!  He go to Homa!  He go to Homa!”  The Samoan was breathing in quick shallow gasps.

“Now was that so hard?  If you would have been more forthcoming to begin with you’d still have all of your fingers.”  

Hank reared back and slammed his fist into the side of the Samoan’s huge head.  The cab driver went limp and Hank got up.  He tossed the dark brown digit into the toilet, pissed on it and gave it a flush before walking out of the bathroom.

At that exact moment the band exploded in their version of Crazy Train and the crowd went nuts.  Hank wound his way through the flailing horde until he found the table he and Pam had been sitting.  She was nowhere in sight.

Great, I need to get out of here before the cab driver wakes up and complains to the bouncers.  

The bouncers didn’t scare him but a lot of innocent bystanders would get hurt if an all out brawl started.  And, of course, the police would eventually show up and then the shit would really hit the fan.

Hank quickly scanned the room until he spotted a flash of wild red hair.  Pam wasn’t dancing with anyone in particular, she was just drifting with the crowd as they gyrated to the beat of the music.  Hank picked up her fur coat and hat and pushed his way through the unruly mob until he stood over his date.  People that were crowded around her slowly moved away.  That was when Pam realized something wasn’t right.  She turned and smiled up at Hank.

“You want to dance!” she shouted.

“No!  I want to take you home!”

“Even better!”

Pam jumped up and Hank grabbed her out of the air.  She wrapped her long legs around his waist and clung to him like a monkey in heat.  As Hank carried Pam toward the exit, he kept glancing over his shoulder, expecting to see the huge Polynesian to come bursting out of the bathroom at any minute.

“Whoa, mufuka.  Where do you think you’re goin’ wiff my Sweetness?” the one eyed bouncer said as he blocked the exit.

Hank gave him a vicious stare and Zeus wilted like a piece of damp lettuce.  Hank pushed him out of the way and ducked under the doorway as he left.  

“Hey, bitch!  I axed you a question!”  Zeus suddenly regained some of his courage.  

Hank stopped with his back to the doorman and exhaled loudly.  Pam glared at Zeus over Hank’s shoulder.  

“Take my advice, Zeus, don’t start something you won’t be able to finish.  If you really have to know, my friend is gonna take me home and jump my bones.”  She giggled and gave Hank a long wet kiss.

Hank carried Pam across the street, cradling her firm little ass in his hands.  He deposited her into the passenger side of her jeep and climbed in behind the steering wheel.

They spotted the first police car after crossing Benson Blvd.  It was traveling north on Spenard Road at a high rate of speed with it’s siren blaring and lights flashing.  Two more cruisers zipped past them just before they turned left on Northwood Drive.  They had left Chilkoot’s in the nick of time.

The clock above the front desk indicated that it was 2:30 AM.  Pam wanted to be carried into the hotel the same way Hank had taken her out of Chilkoot’s, but he’d finally convinced her that it would be far less conspicuous if she entered under her own power.  Luckily, the receptionist was nowhere in sight when Pam and Hank stumbled into the lobby of the Holiday Inn Express.  

“Take me to bed or lose me forever, you big stuuud!” Pam yelled out.  It reminded Hank of the scene in Top Gun with Meg Ryan and Anthony Edwards.

Hank placed his hand over her mouth to squelch the noise as he guided her toward the elevator.  She practically raped him on the ride up to his floor.  When the elevator doors opened, his shirt was missing all of its buttons and Pam’s hand was wrist deep in the fly of his Levis.

“I think this is our floor, Darling,” Hank said in a distinguished voice as he extracted Pam’s groping hand and zipped up his pants.

They were pulling at each other’s clothing as soon as the hotel room door shut behind them.  The rest of the night resembled a cirque du soleil Vegas act.  Pam was athletic, agile and a bit of a contortionist.  She was also extremely vocal with her lovemaking and never seemed to run out of energy or kinky ideas.  Fortunately, Hank had most of the second floor to himself so there was no one to complain about the noise. 
Hank rolled out of bed at 8:00am and stumbled into the bathroom.  The meat wagon was a bit chaffed but otherwise in fairly good working condition.  After relieving himself, Hank stepped into the shower and let the hot water pour over him.  He needed to find out how to track down Brian Howford.  

Hank shaved, combed his hair and dressed in the bathroom so he wouldn’t wake Pam.  When he left the bathroom, Hank found her naked, face down and spread eagle on top of the bed sheets. She mumbled something in her sleep and then farted. 

“Now there’s a memory I’ll never be able to erase,” Hank chuckled quietly to himself.

He jotted down a note and placed it the pillow next to her.  It read: Had a spectacular night, Pam.  Next time I’m in Anchorage I’ll be sure to look you up. Take care, Hank.

Hank closed the door quietly behind him and hung a Do Not Disturb sign on the doorknob.  He hefted his backpack and rode the elevator down to the lobby.  Hank took a moment to Map Quest the city of Homer on his laptop and wrote down the driving directions before checking out of the hotel.

Hank drove his rented Camry down the Seward Highway and headed south out of Anchorage.  He figured it would take him a little over four hours to drive the two hundred twenty five miles to Homer.  

Hank had to turn on the intermittent wipers to keep a light mist from collecting on the windshield.  The gray skies and wet weather made for a gloomy drive along Turnagain Arm.  

The tide was in so murky gray water filled the inlet.  It was the dirtiest ocean water Hank had ever seen.  Dead spruce trees occupied small barren islands near the shore.  Majestic mountains lined either side of the inlet.  The steep slopes that towered above the highway bore the scars of numerous winter avalanches.

When Hank started up Turnagain Pass he noticed that the cloud cover was beginning to thin out a bit.  By the time he reached Summit Lake, blue sky was peaking through breaks in the clouds and the rain had stopped completely. 

The scenery on top of the pass was breath taking.  It was like driving through the Swiss Alps.  Hank pulled in to the parking lot of Summit Lake Lodge and turned off the engine.  He was starving; hopefully the restaurant served a decent breakfast.

A mousy waitress dressed in a black and white uniform tossed a dog-eared menu on Hank’s table.  Number five on the menu, three eggs and bacon with home fries, was valued at $12.95.  

“So what’ll it be?” the waitress asked with a bored tone while snapping her chewing gum.  The nametag attached to her dirty uniform indicated that her name was Sophie.

“Give me three number fives, Sophie.”

“Oh, I thought you were by yourself.  Where are your two friends?”

“I am by my self,” Hank said innocently.  

Sophie’s mouth hinged open and the large wad of chewing gum she was gnawing on almost fell out.  

“This I gotta see,” the waitress mumbled as she took his order to the cook.

Twenty minutes later Sophie came wheeling across the room carrying three plates of food on her left arm and a large pot of coffee in her right hand.  She arranged the food in front of Hank, poured a cup of coffee and left the coffee pot on the table.

Hank slid all of the food onto one plate and dug in.  Within fifteen minutes every scrap of food had vanished and the coffee pot was dry.

“Damn, Honey.  You do everything with this much gusto?”  Sophie eyed Hank like a sex-deprived nymphomaniac.

“Well, I do like to eat.”

The moment the words came out of his mouth, Hank knew it was the wrong thing to say.  Sophie blushed and smiled, showing off three gold teeth in the front of her bottom jaw.  

“There anything else you’d like?”

“You have any pie?” Hank couldn’t seem to keep his foot out of his mouth today.

“Tell you what, we ain’t all that busy.  How about if I give you some pie in the back room?”

“Boy, that sounds tempting but I have to be somewhere.”

Sophie’s seductive smile vanished and her bored expression returned. She tossed Hank’s breakfast bill on the table and bused the dirty dishes.

Hank pulled back onto the highway and continued his quest to find Brian Howford.  He started down the other side of Turnagain pass and caught a glimpse of a large lake but the water was a strange milky blue color.  

He stopped in a pullout on the side of the road.  There was an informational sign near the guardrail.  Hank read that Kenai Lake was glacier fed, hence the light blue, milky color and that it formed the headwaters of Kenai River, a fisherman’s paradise. 

When Hank rolled into the town of Soldotna, he got out of the car and stretched his legs at a Wendy’s fast food restaurant.  After downing a large Frosty, he was back on the road again on the final leg of his trip.

An hour and a half later Hank pulled off the road again to take in the view of Kachemak Bay from the top of a thousand foot bluff.  The fiords and inlets across the bay reminded Hank of pictures he’s seen of Norway.  

Ten minutes later he pulled into the sleepy little town of Homer.  A rusty panel truck pulled out in front of him with a bumper sticker that read: Homer - A quaint little drinking village with a fishing problem.

“Sounds like my kind of town.”

He parked his Camry in front of the Heritage Hotel and booked a room for the night.  He stowed his backpack and fired up his laptop.  He did a search for Brian Howford and came up with a residence on East Hill Rd.  Map Quest gave him directions to the house.

Hank followed the directions that his computer had offered and he was soon on a high bluff on the east side of town.  He drove along East End Road for a few miles and took a left on  Bear Creek Rd. The view of mammoth glaciers poised between mountain peaks across the bay was spectacular.  

He finally came to a stop in front of a gated estate much like the one  Hank had visited in Anchorage.  An enormous three story log house was plainly visible from the road.  A porch light was burning but the windows of the mansion were dark.  It would appear that no one was home.

With my luck the Samoan cabby was lying to me and Howford went back to Texas or maybe his catfish farm in Missouri.

Hank pulled away from the locked gate and turned around in the middle of the road.  He picked his way back down to East End Rd and headed back towards town.  A sign up ahead caught Hank’s attention.  It read: Down East Saloon.  It was a one story dark gray building with a few cars parked in front.  His watch indicated that he was in time for happy hour.  Hank parked and went inside the bar.

The bartender greeted him with a smile.  She looked to be about five foot two with auburn shoulder length hair and a sweet little figure.

“What’ll ya have?” she said.  Her name was enbroidered on her bright blue tee-shirt.

“How about a double Maker’s Mark, Wanda and a Coors on the side.”

“One boilermaker coming up.”  

As she turned to reach for the bottle of bourbon Hank noticed the back of her shirt.  It read: If Your Wife Is Driving You To Drink, Have Her Drop You Off At The Down East Saloon.  Not the cleverest slogan but it still put a smile on Hank’s face.

“You like music?” Wanda asked as she set a tumbler of Maker’s Mark with a beer side in front of Hank.

“Who doesn’t?”

“Well, if you hang around until seven Yellow Dog will be playing tonight.  This place really gets hoppin’ on a Friday night.”  She gave Hank another beautiful smile.

“Do you guys serve food?”

She placed a menu on top of the bar and walked away to help a thirsty customer.

Hank ate three hamburgers and downed six more boilermakers before the band started.  And just as Wanda had promised, the bar filled up to capacity by eight o’clock.  Yellow Dog played a quick-paced version of bluegrass.  It wasn’t Hank’s first choice in music but the catchy rhythm became contagious and before Hank knew it, he was bobbing his head to the beat.

Around nine-thirty a man in his fifties filled the barstool next to Hank and waved at the bartender to get her attention.  “Hey, Wanda!”

“Hey, James.  You want the usual?”

“And a slice of pepperoni pizza.”

The bartender placed a draft beer and large wedge of pizza in front of Hank’s neighbor.  He tore into the pizza like he hadn’t eaten in a month.  His beer was nearly gone when the guy turned to Hank and asked if he could pass him a napkin.

“Are you new in town or just visiting?” he asked while wiping his mouth.

“I’m here on business,” Hank said.  “You know a guy by the name of Brian Howford?”

“Shit, who doesn’t?’

“I take it you have a low opinion of the man.”

“He a friend of yours?” the fellow asked cautiously.

 “Not by a long shot.”

“That asshole has just about ruined charter fishing in the area.  He has a huge fleet of fishing boats that have pretty much run the smaller services out of business.”

“Do you know if he’s in town?”

“I heard he was.  Captain Howford usually hangs out in the Salty Dawg telling fishing stories and getting shitfaced.”  

“So he’s a captain?”

“Shit, I don’t think he’s ever set foot on one of his boats.  The guy just has more money than he knows what to do with.  He has all the city officials in his pocket, the local police and a few state representatives as well.  The asshole can’t do anything wrong.”

“So where’s this Salty Dawg?”

The fisherman studied Hank for a minute and then said, “You aren’t a hit man, are you?”

Hank laughed.  “Nope, I’m a private investigator.”

“I’m James Cardiff,” he said while holding out his hand. 
“Hank Hollenski.”

“The Salty Dawg isn’t far from here, I’ll show you the way.”  James wanted to see what this giant of a man had planned for Brian Howford.

Hank followed his new friend’s dirty Ford 4X4 truck out of the parking lot and towards town.  They turned left at the first traffic signal and drove down a winding road until it led to a long spit of land that jutted out into the bay.  Five miles later they parked near an old cabin with a miniature lighthouse attached to it.  The Salty Dawg Saloon was painted in whitewashed letters out front.  The place looked like it might hold thirty people, if they were packed like sardines. 

Hank had to duck way down to enter the shabby little pub and when he straightened back up he seemed to fill the room.  Every eye in the place was on him and you could hear a pin drop.  They all went back to their business when he took a seat near the back of the room.  James came in a moment later and sat down next to Hank.

“That’s him leaning on the far end of the bar,” James informed.

Hank pulled a printed image of Howford out of his coat pocket and checked to make sure his new friend wasn’t leading him astray.  The man in question was growing a beard, and it looked like he hadn’t bathed in about a week, but the guy at the bar was definitely Brian Howford.  He was sandwiched between two large, heavily muscled men.  They were most likely bodyguards or fishermen under his employment.

“I need to come up with a plan to arrest Howford without tearing up the bar too badly and I don’t need any trouble with the locals.  Whatever I say, just go along with it, alright?”

“This ought to be interesting,” James commented.

  “What are you drinking?” 

“How about a Maker’s Marks on the rocks?”

“A man after my own heart.”  

Hank stood and made his way over to the bar.  He positioned himself next to one of the bodyguards, but before he could order the drinks Howford called out to the bartender.

“Hey, Floyd.  Give me another beer.” 

Floyd took Howford’s dirty glass, refilled it from the tap and placed it on the bar in front of him.  

“Two Maker’s Marks on the rocks, barkeep,” Hank ordered.

Floyd was the complete opposite from the bartender in the Down East Saloon.  He was probably fifty-five but looked seventy.  He was bald on top but sported a greasy gray ponytail that hung over his left shoulder and a black patch covering his right eye.  A ZZ Top beard hung from Floyd’s chin and his swollen nose was covered with red spider veins.  

The bartender wiped his hands on the stained apron that covered his massive belly and put a couple tumblers on the bar.  He scooped a handful of ice out of a stainless bin near the sink and dumped some in each glass.  Then he upended a bottle of Maker’s Mark and poured it back and forth between the glasses until they were both full.

“That’ll be twenty five dollars.”

“Does that come with the rest of the bottle?” Hank said with a grin.

The bartender showed a complete lack of humor.  “Twenty five bucks,” he repeated.

Hank just shook his head and threw a twenty and a five on top of the bar, then picked up both glasses.

“Hey, where’s my tip?” Floyd grumbled.

Hank leaned over the bar and stared directly into the bartender’s good eye.  

“How about this?  You don’t piss me off and I won’t use your face like a speed bag.  That’s the best tip I can give you at this particular moment.”

Floyd shrank away from the bar and nervously began to wash dirty glasses.  Hank turned and deliberately bumped into Howford’s bodyguard, spilling half his drink on the man’s shirt.

“What the fuck, dude!  You drunk or what?” the guy shouted as he spun around.

“Sorry, my fault.”

“You’re damn right it’s your fault.”  The bodybuilder stood up and flexed his chest.  “I ought to pound the rest of that drink straight up your ass!”  

“Calm down, Kurt.”  Brian Howford put his hand on the goon’s shoulder.  “He didn’t mean anything by it.  How about if I buy you another drink, pard?” 

“Naw, like I said, it was my fault.”

“Listen, I insist.  Give me another double shot of bourbon on the rocks, Floyd.

James looked a little uneasy as Hank returned to the table with Howford in tow.  He looked over at the bar and both of the bodyguards were staring holes in Hank’s back.

“Don’t I know you from some place?” Brian asked.

“I should hope so, I own the Dottie Jo,” James confessed.

“Oh, sure.  I know you, Cardiff.  The Dottie Jo is a fine little boat.  I meant your enormous friend here.”

Hank turned and looked into Brian’s face.  “Gee, I don’t know, I used to play for the San Diego Chargers.”

“NO WAY!  I knew I seen you some place before.  No way!  Killer Hollenski in the Salty Dawg!  Man, you was a real badass in football.  Too bad about the knee, pard.”

“Yeah, well it kind of goes along with the territory.  Thanks again for the drink.”

“Aw, don’t mention it, my pleasure.  Say, what are you doing now that you can’t play football any more?”

“I sell life insurance,” Hank said with a smirk.

“You kiddin’ me?  Killer Hollenski selling insurance?  No way!  That’s a waste of talent, pard.”  Brian pulled round a tin of chewing tobacco out of his shirt pocket and loaded up his bottom lip.  “Why don’t you come to work for me?”

Howford grinned, displaying his yellow, tobacco speckled teeth.  Then he spit on the floor behind James’s chair.  Hank noticed that his friend tensed his muscular forearms and formed fists with his large rawboned hands.  He had to do something fast before James Cardiff mashed in Brian Howford’s nose.

“I’m actually here to see if I can get on a fishing charter for this weekend.”

Howford’s face lit up.  He couldn’t believe his luck.  Killer Hollenski on one of his boats!  He would advertise the hell out of that!

“Since you are friends with Mr. Cardiff, I’m surprised that he doesn’t take you out on his boat.”

“Well, to tell the truth, I am a little uneasy about being on the ocean in a small boat.  James suggested that maybe I could see if you have room on one of your big boats.”

“Besides, I’m full up for this weekend,” James said.

“By God, I’ll make room for ya,” Howford exclaimed.  “I have twenty fishing boats and they’re all over one hundred feet long.  You’ll be safe on one of my boats.”

“Wow.  Is there any way we could go out on one of the boats?” Hank asked.

“Absolutely.  Drink up and I’ll give you a tour of the Missy Mae, the newest boat in my fleet.  She’s one hundred fifteen feet and sleeps eight.   You’re welcome to come along if you want, Cardiff.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” James said with a smirk.

Hank and James followed Howford and his muscle down to the small boat harbor.  It was almost twelve o’clock at night, so the docks were mostly deserted.  Howford led them to the end of one of the docks where the Miss Mae was tied up.  She was a magnificent vessel.

“Well, there she is,” Brian said with pride.  “And there are five more of my boats over there.”   Howford pointed at a raft of large boats tied to another dock.

“I thought you said you had twenty boats in your fleet,” Hank said.

“Well, this is such a small harbor I have to anchor the other fifteen boats out in the bay.  I ferry them in when one of my other boats goes out.”

“Very impressive, Mr. Howford.”  Hank turned to the bodyguard that he spilled the drink on.  

“Say, Kurt, no hard feelings about the mishap in the bar.”  He extended his right hand in a friendly gesture.  

The weight lifter glanced over at his buddy and then shrugged.  He grabbed Hank’s hand and gave it a bone-crushing squeeze.  To his surprise, Hank squashed his hand, pulled it in close and blasted him on the chin with his left fist.  Kurt’s ass bounced off the dock and then he sprawled unconscious across the seagull shit-covered planks.  Howford stood there with his mouth hanging open and his other bodyguard just looked confused.  James was grinning from ear to ear.

Hank lunged for the other weight lifter and growled.  The poor guy pissed his pants and went running for the gangplank.  Now Howford was grinning like an idiot.

“No way!  You put Kurt down with one punch.  See, I told ya you were in the wrong line of business,” Brian chuckled and spit a long stream of tobacco juice into the water.  “You can come to work for me any time you want, pard.  Matter of fact, I have an opening for a bodyguard.”

“Actually, Brian, I don’t sell insurance.”

“No?”

“No.  I’m a private investigator and I have a warrant for your arrest.”

Howford looked confused.

“You’re a bad boy, Brian.  You’ve stolen a lot of money from a lot of lonely women.”

“Now wait a minute.  I was married to those women and there was no prenup with any of them. By law, that money was mine too.”

“I’m not sure the court system will see it that way, Brian, considering you are still married to most of those women.  That’s kind of against the law too.”

“Listen, pard, I’m sure that you and I can make some sort of deal.  How much do you make in a year?”

Hank drove his fist into Howford’s nose and laid him out next to Kurt.  He threw the arrest warrant onto the unconscious body and said, “You have the right to remain silent.”

Hank stowed Howford’s body aboard James’s fishing boat until he could gather his belongings from the hotel and drop his vehicle off at the car rental place.  He then arranged for a flight to San Diego at the Homer airport.  Hank said his farewells to James and boarded the first flight to Anchorage via Era Aviation.  

He used a plastic zip-tie to cuff Howford’s wrists together and threw a coat over his hands.  Hank then helped his half conscious prisoner aboard the Beechcraft 1900 airplane and deposited him in a seat in the back.  Brian was still pretty groggy when the plane left the ground.  Half way to Anchorage, Howford realized what was happening and he started to misbehave.  Hank popped him in the mouth with the back of his hand to shut him up.  The startled passengers looked with uneasy expressions.  

“Nothing to worry about, folks.  I’m an officer of the law,” Hank announced as he quickly waved his private investigator’s badge in the air.

No one wanted any part of the huge individual and his beat up prisoner.  Brian’s nose was badly broken and his eyes were nearly swollen shut.  The man was basically unrecognizable.  

They boarded an Alaska Airlines flight at the Anchorage airport.  As they reached cruising altitude, the flight attendants began serving drinks to the passengers.

“Would you like something to drink?” an attractive blond flight attendant asked Hank.  “Oh, my!  What happened to your friend?”

“He’s not my friend, he’s my prisoner and he’s been a very bad boy,” Hank explained after showing her his badge.

The flight attendant smiled and winked at Hank.  She offered him one of those tiny bottles of Wild Turkey, free of charge.  Then she moved on to the next passenger.

“You’re a dead man, Hollenski,” were the first words out of his mouth since his arrest.

Hank leaned in close so Brian could feel Hank’s breath on his face.  “Are you threatening me, Howford?”

“What if I am?”

“Well, I’ll tell ya, pard.  I have a lot of friends in the San Diego Correctional system, on both sides of the law.  If I get the slightest indication that you’re plotting to do me bodily harm, I’ll see to it that you get a very big, very friendly visitor every night while you’re in lockup.  You read me, Howford?”

He just nodded his head once and glowered at the seatback in front of him.  Brian Howford’s future certainly didn’t seem very bright at the moment.

After landing in San Diego, Hank dropped his prisoner off at the police department and headed back to his apartment in Santee.  He parked his car in slot 142 and pulled his backpack out of the trunk.  Hank decided to leave the army surplus parka and gloves in the car.  They would find a new home at a thrift store the next time he drove by one.  Alaska was a beautiful place but it was nice to be back to civilization.

He walked up the steps to his apartment and noticed a note tacked to the front door.    

Dear Hank,

Give me a call when you get home!

Love you,

Katie.

She had made a little heart above the i in her name.  This was odd since she was completely pissed at him the last time they spoke.  It usually took her quite a while to cool off.  This sweet little note was either a good sign or something was up.

Hank got Katie’s voice mail recording when he dialed her number.  He left the message that he was home and asked her to call him back.  After pouring a double Maker’s Mark over ice he sat down and went through his mail.  Ten minutes later his cell rang.

“Hello.”

“Oh, I’m so glad you’re home, Hank.  I missed you.”

“Really?  So Cedric is out of town again?”

“Not funny.  Can’t your ex-wife just miss you?”


“Seems kind of odd.  What’s up, Katie?” 

“Well, did you catch up with Arthur Buck?”

“Yep, I just dropped him off at the SDPD.  Your mother will have to file with the court system to get her money jewels back unless she wants to go into his cell and rearrange his nut sack.”

“You could arrange that?”

“It was a joke, Kat.”

“Could I come over?  I really, really miss you.”

He felt the meat wagon twitch.  “Sure, I’ll leave the door unlocked.   Oh, and Katie?  Do me a favor, will ya?”

“Anything…”

“Leave the Viper home this time.”  Hank hit the End Call button on his phone before she could respond.
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