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To Stewie, who would have loved having a book
 about a stripper dedicated to him







No man is above the law and no man is below it; nor do we ask any mans permission when we require him to obey it. Obedience to the law is demanded as a right, not asked as a favor.



Former Commissioner of the New York City Police, President Theodore Roosevelt, during his Third Annual Message to Congress, December 7, 1903
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PART I

King of the Wild Frontier









Prologue



May 2, 1996

Alaskas about gold, plain and simple, and dont let anyone tell you otherwise.

Since 1897 when Thomas Edisons silent film of the Passion Play unspooled in Alaska and everywhere else, people have been going to the place looking for the yellow stuff in one form or another. Theres lots of money involved. Where lots of money is involved there is always deceit, murder, and plenty of work for cops.

Detective Preston Wade walked around the red flags that the forensic team had already set up at the crime scene in the Alaskan bush. The first thing he noticed about the guy in the red jacket was that he had been shot with a .44 Magnum. Whoever had done the work had not bothered to clean up after himself. Instead, he had left behind three .44 caliber Magnum casings, marked by red flags, recovered nearby. By an amazing coincidence, the number of shell casings coincided with the bullet holes in the guys body.


There were two in front, bloody and gaping, in the chest and cheek, characteristic of the powerful .44 Magnum ammunition. Turning the body, Wade saw the third yawning bullet hole in the back. Three shots total. The killer had wanted to be sure the job was done. But what was with the cheek wound?

Maybe the guy was shot in the back, whirled on impact, and the killer shot him in the chest and cheek, the latter while aiming for the head. Or maybe the cheek wound was more personal, meant as some sort of payback? Hard to say without further investigation, which was why Wade was there in the first place.

Preston Wade was a homicide detective with the Division of Alaska State Troopers, a part of the Alaska Department of Public Safety. Alaska has only five state police detachments to work a state of 663,267 square miles. Next to it, Texas is small, a mere 261,797 square miles. On the other hand, in 1996 Texas has 19,128,261 residents to Alaskas 605,212. That makes Alaska the least populated state in the Union, with about 1.1 residents per square mile.

A veteran detective, Wade had been with the state police since 1983, when Alaska set a modern high with eighty-one murders. Last year in 1995, homicides had gone down to fifty-five. That still left plenty of work for the five detachments. Wade worked out of Detachment E in Anchorage, 88.37 miles from the crime scene.

At the scene some things seemed apparent to his trained eye. There were no drag marks, or signs of a struggle. That indicated that the guy in the red jacket with three bullet holes in him had been shot and killed where he lay. Of course, someone could have carried him in there, dead, and then dumped the body, but if that happened there would definitely be footprints and likely other evidence for the crime scene technicians to process.


For the killer or killers, it made sense, a whole lot of sense. Killing a person off a rural road, in a rarely traversed section of the bush, heck, he could have been there for months, years, eternity without being discovered if not for the problem with the power line towering over his corpse. Wade shivered into his green wool greatcoat, a World War II survivor he had obtained for $19 from an army/navy store in Anchorage.

After pulling a pair of plastic gloves from the pockets, he donned them to physically search the body. Wade noticed that the victims legs had curiously crossed in death. It was probably from the way he had fallen. There were no defensive wounds on his arms or hands. Once he had hit the ground, he was either already dead or very close to it. The autopsy should help answer some of those questions.

Well, he had seventy-two hours. The old saw that the first seventy-two hours of a murder investigation is the most important is absolutely true. Its during that time that cops like Wade have the best shot at getting the information that nails the murderer or murderers. Especially if you are dealing with two people, it could become rather difficult.

Wade had worked more than one homicide where there were two murderers. He didnt expect them to be standing around someplace waiting to be captured. Made no difference really. There is one essential element of criminal law that every state, including Alaska, has in common: there is no statute of limitations on murder.

Wades job was to bring in the murderer. Sooner, of course, was preferred over later. Unfortunately, we dont always get everything we wish for.









CHAPTER 1



April 27, 1996

The bore tide was coming in as Kent Leppink tooled his Dodge Omni out of the city. The power of the water was astonishing to watch.

Crashing through the narrow inlet of Turnagain Arm, the incoming edge of water rose to a full six-foot tidal wave, only to be met by the outgoing tide that smacked it down. It was sort of the way his emotions were running lately.

Leppink was familiar with tides. The thirty-six-year-old Michigan native captained his own seventy-five-foot tender, the Togiak. Under his command, the ship had already ferried more than a million pounds of fish from commercial fishing boats to the fish processors. But all was not well with the captain of the Togiak. The six-five, 195-pound bearded fisherman was having trouble with his twenty-three-year-old fiance, Mechele Hughes.

Its hard to describe parents reaction when their son comes home and says, Mom and Dad, Im gonna marry a stripper. Leppink didnt do quite that, though he did call his parents to tell them of the engagement. He also did something else. Driving his car south out of Anchorage on Seward Highway, around the north shore of the Arm, stretching along the edge of the Chugach Mountain Range, he was secure in the knowledge that one way or another, he would get what he truly wanted, in life or in death. It was in the mail.

Between the mountain scenery and the bore tide, the drive was spectacular enough that all the travel brochures advertised it. Though he couldnt have missed it driving his Dodge Omni down the highway, Leppink didnt pay much attention to the scenery. He was more interested in the note on the front seat.


Dear Mechele,

The roof on your cabin in Hope is finished. It will not leak anymore. The fireplace has been cleaned but as he said, it will have to be redone in the next year or two. It is safe for you to use now. It also had all the locks changed and the key is under the stone by the tree, where the old key was. It has dead bolts now as well, so you will feel safe when you are there. The one key is universal and will fit all the door locks. I could not find someone willing to go to Hope to clean it though, so it will still be a little dusty. Also, the window screens are all fixed so there will be no mosquitos that will get in. I believe that they are coming out now and are very hungry for fair skin people such as us. I am glad that I bought it for you now. It does make a fine getaway. I think when you come back from there this weekend, I would like to spend a couple of days there myself, if that is okay. I need time to figure out where I am going with my life when I sell the house. I have been thinking of Australia, if the Costa Rica deal doesnt look inviting and I dont like it. I sure am going to miss you but I know if something happens or you become unhappy here, you will call me and we can spend time together wherever I am at. You know how much I would like that. I do wish you all the happiness and joy in the world. I am sure you will be happy and raise a fine family. I do hate going and loosing [sic] you in my life thought [sic]. Please be well, safe, and Happy. You guys enjoy your stay in the cabin this weekend.

With all the love I can have

 for a wonderful woman as you,

 John



John, the author of the typed note, was John Carlin III, one of the two other men, at least that he knew of, who loved his fiance, Mechele Hughes. Mechele had handwritten her reply on that same note to Carlin:


Great

Please dont let anyone know where I am at. But you already know that. [image: image] When will the generator be rebuilt and the back door does it close now? I dont mind you going out there. You paid 4 it! Silly! I will clean it up nice dont worry about having it cleanedlove you and Thanks again!

Mechele




She was hiding from himhim! The one man who loved her more than any other in the world, more than John Carlin III, more than her other love, Scott Hilke, more than anyone! She must have known how much that would hurt him. The note had been carefully placed on the kitchen table, where Leppink couldnt miss it. Never mind that the note was his death warrant, and he knew it.

From the moment I met Mechele at the Bush, I fell in love with her, he wrote in an e-mail to a friend.

He had lately begun to see some serious problems with their relationship. She was still fucking these other guys when she shouldnt have been. She also stole from him, which made him even more furious. But he had to see their engagement through to the end. It made no difference whom she liked, it was whom she loved that counted. And that was he. He knew it in his heart. There was no choice, none at all, none whatsoever. As he left the house, note in hand, Kent Leppink grabbed his red jacket.

Questions, questions, Leppinks mind teemed with questions. Where exactly was this cabin in Hope or near Hope? Was she thinking at all about their wedding plans? They remained unanswered. He got on Seward Highway, which wove around the western shore of the Arm, before turning west onto the Kenai Peninsula. The Kenai goes a full 160 miles out into the Pacific Ocean, just directly south of Anchorage. Cook Inlet on the west separates it from the mainland, while on the east Prince William Sound does the same. But this isnt like the Cape.

Where Cape Cod, Massachusetts, has a hotel and gas station every hundred yardsor so it seemsthe Kenai was an isolated place, equal in total land mass to that of New York and New Jersey combined. Seven-thousand-foot glacier-covered mountains ran along the peninsulas southeast coast on the Gulf of Alaska. The last time New York and New Jersey saw glaciers like that was a couple of million years ago.


The northwest coast was a combination of marshland and flats, broken up by small lakes. Larger lakes can be found in the peninsulas interior, along with the salmon-rich Kenai River and the Russian River. After about twenty-five miles west out into the desolate interior, the highway suddenly turned north.

Mechele was such a wonderful person. As Leppinks mind wandered obsessively in thought about Hughes, he turned right on the Hope Highway and drove dead north, back toward Turnagain Arm, heading for the old mining town of Hope, and an old miners shack where, once and for all, he would finally discover the truth.

Hope. Like most transplants from the Lower 48, Kent Leppink had come to Alaska with lots of it. Like many before him, he saw Alaska as a place where he could reinvent and perhaps redeem himself for past wrongs. Alaska was the last stop on a thirty-six-year odyssey.

A child of privilege, one of three sons born to his father, Kenneth, a grocery store mogul, and his mother, Betsy, he came from the Lower Peninsula of Michigan, from the Grand Rapids suburb of Shelby in the western part of the state. Surrounded by water on all sides except its southern border, which it shares with Ohio and Indiana, Michigan was a great place to be a child. Kent Leppink grew up with a love of the outdoors that turned to hunting when he was a teenager.

It wasnt the act of shooting the animal that he liked, the oldest brother, Craig, later said. It was the work he put into it.

But his hunting skills didnt get him his bachelors degree. Leppink eventually dropped out of Western Michigan University after trying courses in grocery management. His father, Kenneth Leppink, then brought him in as a cashier to the family businessLeppinks Food Centers. With the family having grocery stores in Belding, Howard, Lakeview, Spring Lake, and Stanton, Leppink continued to work as a cashier at one or the other into his twenties. The hope was that he would work his way up in the family business.

Leppink became the archetypal bachelor unclefreewheeling and gregarious; his nieces and nephews loved him. Family members would later say that on the surface he was a crotchety sort of guy, a pose that hid a man who engaged his passions. He became a collector who at one time or another was into rugs, sculpture, and wine. Yet even that was a pose that masked the adventurous man who took vacations in Reno, the biggest small city in the world, where he enjoyed fine Scotch and even finer women. He wasnt some strange mountain man who got off more on his stuffed specimens than a really hot woman in front of him with a gorgeous face and a great body. Leppink would call friends from Reno vacations, inevitably with a new girl by his side and some stories to tell.

Then something happened.

His employment in the family business came to an abrupt end circa 1991 when his family discovered, according to court documents, that he had embezzled a significant sum from the business. The family refrained from pursuing criminal charges but Leppink was required to surrender stock in the [family] company valued at approximately $1.2 million.

While he hadnt been prosecuted, Leppink continued to push his luck. He moved to Tennessee under an even greater cloud of suspicion, for setting fire to his home in an unsuccessful attempt to refurnish his coffers. The attempt was unsuccessful because the arson was so obvious that the insurance company refused to pay Leppinks claim.

Nevertheless, at a game farm outside Nashville, Leppink learned the necessary skills to become a taxidermist.


For Leppink, taxidermy was a way to indulge his love of hunting and support himself financially. He got really good at opening up the animal to be mounted, scooping out all the organs, eyes, and blood, and replacing them with preservatives and artificial eyes. Moving further into the hunting world, Leppink attended the Safari Club International convention in Las Vegas.

The SCI is the self-described leader in protecting the freedom to hunt and in promoting wildlife conservation worldwide. Conventions are primarily about marketing and networking, and Leppink was very good at the latter. At the convention, Leppink met Russ Williams. When Leppink explained that he worked in Tennessee as a taxidermist, Williams nicknamed him TT, which Leppinks friends used affectionately thereafter. He even got the letters TT tattooed on his body.

A commercial fisherman from Prince William Sound, Alaska, Williams became friends with the likable Leppink, aka TT; they hit it off. In 1993, Williams offered Leppink a job on his tender, the Togiak. Leppink accepted. Just as hed gotten into the hunting world, he got into Alaskas seafaring community.

Leppink became a sailor on Prince William Sound. He learned how to transport fish from point A to point B efficiently enough to make a good profit. Kent Leppink became respected and well-liked by his colleagues. After just a few years working for Williams, Leppink bought the Togiak and went into business for himself. Like so many others who came before him, Kent Leppink finally found who he was and what he was supposed to do in life in Alaska.

Working the Togiak himself, he became even more successful. It was time for expansion. Just like his father who had started out with one grocery store and grew into a chain, Kent was going to expand and buy a second boat, and if that worked, who knew? The splendiferous catch in Prince William Sound seemed unending.

The road sign up ahead said Hope. Located on the peninsulas north shore, Hope was a booming gold rush city long before the 1898 Klondike gold rush. Supplied with the materials in exchange for a promised share of the profits, miner Alexander King rowed a dory up Turnagain Arm in 1888. Two years later, he returned with four pokes of gold. That was enough to get the rush going.

In 1893, eleven miners had staked claims on Resurrection Creek and three on nearby Bear Creek. Then in 1895, five miners extracted $40,000 in gold from the earth. When that news reached Seattle, Turnagain Arm became gold rush fodder. Three thousand people headed to the Arm in 1896. With that many people coming in so fast, it was time to name the place. Hope City got its name when the miners named the town after the next person off the boatseventeen-year-old prospector Percy Hope.

By the next year, 1897, Hope was overshadowed by the more lucrative Klondike gold rush. Wyatt Earp and other speculators passed through Hope on their way to the riches of the northern gold fields. Murders in Hope were common then, and an accepted way of frontier life. Business picked up when miner Robert Mathison took 385 ounces in less than two months from Resurrection Creek, which runs directly through the town. That brought about ten thousand more people to the Turnagain Arm gold fields.

The creek was lined with prospectors on both sides using cradles to extract the placer gold from the water. Placer gold is gold that has, through erosion, come loose from its host rock where it originated. It was subsequently deposited in a streambed or on a hillside by glacial water or other geological forces. Gold! The Resurrection Creek prosecutors found the shiny stuff embedded in the placer gravels. To get it out, they used a device called a cradle.

Looking like an ordinary baby cradle, it was almost five feet long, constructed out of white pine. It had a headboard, with a hopper at the bottom. Sand and gravel were poured into it, and then water was washed over it. When the cradle is gently rocked back and forth, sand, gravel, and most importantly gold are forced into the cradles bottom. After that, it was a simple matter to extract the gold. Some was still attached slightly to the host stone to some degree; gold nuggets, small flakes, fine gold, and even down to micron, gold smaller than can be seen with the naked eye.

The turn of the century saw the combines move in with their hydraulic mining equipment, driving the small prospectors out of the Alaska territory. Hope became an almost deserted town, dwindling to a couple dozen hardy souls. By the end of the twentieth century, the towns population had swelled to two hundred, barely surviving on tourist dollars, nostalgia for a bygone era that wasnt so great to begin with. Most prospectors went broke.

Driving through, Leppink could see that placer gold mining out of Resurrection Creek was a long-ago thing. It was just a little creek that flowed north right into the Arm, with nothing to distinguish it except the kind of eerie feeling you get when you go past a cemetery at dusk. The white and green general store on one side of it had been serving customers since 1896. Theyll be more than happy to sell you a pan to pan for gold in the creek. Not much left, but you may be able to bring up a few grains.

The social hall, made out of logs in 1902, was still used for life cycle occasions, from confirmations to weddings. The little red schoolhouse, built in 1938, had been turned into a library. The weathered wooden storefronts from another century appealed to gold rush aficionados and other tourists. A little farther north, the town slopes down to the Turnagain Arm tidal flats. On any given day, a tourist could see the endangered American eagle flying over the flats. The four-and-a-half-mile-long Gull Rock follows the cliffs on the south side of Turnagain Arm.

Kent Leppink was oblivious to it all. All he could think about was Mechele. He needed her; he needed to find her. Now where was the cabin, he thought. Leppink was hungry and went into a restaurant in Hope. There he struck up a conversation with the cook, Rebecca Douglas.

Im looking for my girlfriend, Leppink explained, showing her a picture of him with a very pretty girl. Have you seen her in town?

Douglas looked at the photo but came up blank. Shed never seen the woman in her life. After leaving the restaurant, Leppink stopped a few others in town.

Have you seen this woman? he asked, showing them the photograph of Mechele and him.

No one had. Kent Leppink got back into his car, drove out of town, and vanished without a trace.

May 2

Chugach electric lineman Jim Hardy parked his truck at mile marker 13.5 of the Hope Road. It was the middle of no place, like much of Alaska. Hardy was on a service call to fix a downed wire out there in the middle of no place. The line was in the woods off the road. He hiked through the brush, looking for the utility pole and the line he was there to repair. Passing a hiking trail, he kept going until he got to the pole.

At first, Jim Hardy thought the guy in the red jacket and blue jeans, who was sprawled on the ground with his hands flung to the side, was just sound asleep. That it was what Raymond Chandler called the big sleep did not enter his mind at first. After all, it was a bright, sunny morning. It was not unreasonable to assume that someone had wandered off the isolated hiking trail to take a quick snooze beneath an even more isolated electric company pole in the bush. But as Hardy got closer, he slowly realized that his repair job would have to wait.

The bullet hole through the chest and the one in the cheek were a dead giveaway. The guy in the red jacket was dead. Hardy ran back to his truck to call it in. That was how Detective Preston Wade of the Alaska Department of Public Safetys (DPS) Major Crimes Unit showed up. Unlike similar agencies in many other states, Alaskas DPS is the primary law enforcement and public safety organization for most of Alaskas vast geographic area.

When Alaska entered the Union in 1959, it became the biggest of the United States, easily eclipsing Texas in sheer land area by almost three to one. For the Alaska State Police, thats not such a good thing. There are millions of places in Alaska where you can kill someone, dump the body, and nobody would be the wiser. Thats why cops hate body dump jobs, and Wade was no exception.

If the body had been left out exposed to the elements for even a few days where it lay, decomposition would have set in. The more that happened, the more difficult identification would become. It would make matters worse if the killer or killers stripped the body of anything to identify it. But with the guy in the red jacket, Preston Wade caught a break.

From the condition of the body, it looked like the guy had been killed during the previous forty-eight hours. The nights had been cool. It had slowed down the decomp, making it easier to take fingerprints. DNA testing was also possible to establish identity, though it was not as common as it would later become. The coroner would be especially anxious to check the guys post-mortem lividity.

Lividity, more commonly referred to as livor mortis, begins twenty minutes to three hours after death. During this natural process, blood settles or coagulates in the lower part of the body. This causes a purplish red discoloration of the skin, though this phenomenon does not occur in the area of the body touching the ground. A good coroner can read the lividity to approximate the time of death.

Wade noticed that he wore what looked like black Converse sneakers (Chucks) and that the ankles were crossed. Either he fell that way after he was shot, or someone crossed them for him. Searching the body, he found the victims car keys. He also pulled a checkbook out of a trouser pocket. Standing, he opened it and read. The checkbook showed an account at the First National Bank of Anchorage in the names of Kent J. Leppink and Mechele K. Hughes.

It was a natural assumption that the decedent was this Kent J. Leppink, unless of course he stole the guys checkbook, which was also a possibility. Looking further through the pockets of the dead man, once again Wade got lucky. The guy was loaded with stuff. Whoever had pulled the trigger made the crucial mistake of not stripping the body of ID.

From one pocket, Wade took a New York Life change of beneficiary form dated April 26, 1996. According to the document, Leppink had changed his beneficiary on a life insurance policy from Mechele Hughes to Kenneth Leppink. With it was a U.S. Post Office receipt dated April 30, 1996 (2:29:08 P.M.).

While the gun caliber and ammunition used had already been established by the shell casings left at the scene, the identity of the killer, or killers, was another matter. So was the exact weapon as well as the motive, though that might become clear after Wade made a few calls back at the office.


Leaving the crime scene technicians to process the scene, Wade hiked back out to where hed parked his car at mile marker 13.5, got in, and headed back to Anchorage. One thing Wade knew for surethe killer wasnt a professional. No professional in his right mind would leave identification on a body. While it was nice to rule out a professional hit, they are still the rarity. That just left twenty million other possibilities and more than six hundred thousand suspects.

Back at the office, Preston Wade picked up his phone, listened for the dial tone, and began dialing.









CHAPTER 2



Shelby, Michigan, May 3

Michigan is cold even in May. Its also five hours ahead of Alaska. Shelby is in rural Macomb County, Michigan, a town of seventy-three thousand hardworking residents. It was a Friday, not unlike any other for sixty-two-year-old Kenneth Leppink, but one he would not soon forget. The letter arrived that day in the post.

In April I had gone to Anchorage to assist Kent in filing his Federal taxes, Kenneth Leppink stated.

He also planned to meet with Kents fiance, Mechele, to discuss wedding plans. But things didnt go as planned. When Kenneth Leppink arrived, Mechele Hughes was no-place to be seen, out of town someplace. Kenneth Leppink subsequently left the forty-ninth state on April 30, 1996, returning to his home in Shelby, Michigan. He took his doubts with him. While Kent clearly loved Mechele, it wasnt entirely clear how much she reciprocated.


After returning home, Kenneth Leppink and his wife, Betsy, received the express mail package from their son Kent that contained the two letters. The April 30 date on the receipt meant Kent had sent it shortly after he saw his father off at the airport, for what he obviously suspected would be the last time.

Kent mailed two letters to his mother and me, one inside the other, Leppink explained. The first warned of something awful to come, and if I had reason to believe he was dead, to open the second letter, but only upon his death. At 4:30 or 5 oclock, my son, my other son in Lakeview [Craig] came to let us know that Kent had been shot and was dead. He had been notified by the local sheriffs department.

It was the Montcalm County Sheriffs Office that notified Craig Leppink of his brothers death. It had been easy for Wade to track Kent Leppinks next-of-kin down to Lakeview and Shelby, Michigan.

It was a tough time, Kenneth Leppink says simply.

Tough or not, Kenneth Leppink was not going to have time to grieve for his son. Kent had told his father that if he had reason to believe Im dead, to open the second letter. Murder certainly qualified, and Kenneth Leppink didnt hesitate. Taking the envelope in hands that had once stocked store shelves until he could afford to get someone else to do it, the same hands that signed the documents establishing Leppinks Food Centers, he now had the dubious distinction of opening what could amount to his sons last will and testament.

Most of all, they were hands that had once touched his baby son Kents head gently. He was about to have the unique experience of reading his baby sons words from beyond the grave.

I opened the second envelope. After reading it, I called detectives in Anchorage. I faxed them a copy, and then later sent them the original. Heres part of the text of the note that Kenneth Leppink faxed to Preston Wade:


Since youre reading this, you assume that Im dead. Dont dwell on that. It was my time
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