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CHAPTER 1

I was pouring myself a beer and plugging Casablanca into the DVD player when Tiny Dan Murphy pounded on the steel hull of my floating home. The Queen Anne’s Revenge is a fifty-eight foot sloop in need of a good coat of paint. She is berthed in Marblehead Harbor, right in the middle of a dozen other first-class craft in much better shape. Dan’s heavy hand made it sound like I was inside a bell tower, with the ringer working overtime. 

The dogs went nuts. I’ve got two of them, English mastiffs. Delicate little flowers: Rowlf weighs in at two hundred thirty-eight pounds with a thirty-two inch neck; his girlfriend Blanche, a real lady, comes in at two-twelve. Her water bowl is half the size of a standard bathtub. Letters on the side read: “I have always relied on the kindness of strangers, but even when they aren’t kind, it still works out well.” Below that, in bold italics: “Cause then I get to eat them.”
“Easy, big man,” I shouted. I didn’t have to ask who it was.

“Permission to come aboard, sir!” Dan shouted. He jumped up on deck and offered the dogs the customary treats. Their tails wagged like bullwhips. I was careful to step out of the way. I’m six-foot-three, but Tiny—as just about everyone called Dan—stands a head taller and is twice as wide. He has a full beard and a thick head of blazing red hair. Overall, he’s a hard guy to miss. Among his other interests, Tiny runs the largest bookie operation in New England. Whitey Bulger and his heirs run Boston’s organized crime, but they give Tiny a wide berth and he’s kind of a prince in his own right.

“Morning, Fenway,” he said. “Halfway expected to find you sleeping in.”

I looked at my watch; just after eleven. “Nah, been up close to an hour. Don’t have any popcorn, but I got an old movie in the DVD. Care to join me, have a couple of beers?”

“Little early in the day, isn’t it? Even for you,” Tiny said.

“Not a whole lot going on at the moment.”

Tiny nodded. “Casablanca?”

“Must be psychic.”

“How many times you seen it, anyway?”

I shrugged. “Got no idea. Great flick though. You’ve seen it.”

“Parts of it, but I didn’t come down here to watch a black-and-white. Shut the damn thing off and I’ll buy ya lunch. Little business we need to talk about. ”

“You’re buying?”

“Invited you, didn’t I?”

“You’re on.”

I threw back my beer and we headed for Maddie’s up on State Street, right around the corner from my berth on the dock. It’s a regular Marblehead institution with pressed tin ceilings and a battered wooden bar that has been there since before the Flood. The place has more characters than War & Peace. Whiff Abbott is among the most colorful of these. He sat at the bar. A bit early for lunch, the old lobsterman had the place to himself. He’s just over five-foot-six, with an unkempt white beard halfway down to his belt buckle. Whiff practically raised me since I lost my dad at twelve. 

He waved and smiled as we came in, exposing ragged, yellow choppers. Whiff had more than twenty boats in the water, but ran his finances old school: no sense giving some dentist money while he could still chew.

“Well, as I live and breathe, the Gold Dust twins!” He rose on unsteady legs.

I looked to the bartender. “How long’s he been in here, Doug?”

“Don’t know. Didn’t get in ’til nine myself.”

“I see.”

Whiff pointed to a booth. “You boys up for lunch? I’m buying.”

“You’re on,” Tiny said. “Figured I’d be stuck with the tab.”

“What? You mean the big-shot private eye here? He ain’t tight, just got to catch him when he’s got money in his pocket.”

I turned to Tiny. “You had some business you wanted to talk about, didn’t you?”

Whiff held up his hands. “Didn’t mean to stick my nose in.” He turned back to the bar.

“That’s OK, Whiff,” Tiny said. “Nothing I’m afraid to say in front of you. Especially if you’re buying.”

Whiff came to the booth. “You sure?”

Tiny nodded. “Have a seat. Little favor is all, it’s my Ma.”

“Your Ma’s in trouble with the law? You got to be—”

Tiny cut him off. “It’s her friend’s son. Punk kid two years at Walpole.”

“What’s the rap?” I said.

“Murder. Doing life; says he had nothing to do with it.”

“There’s a surprise,” I said. “And you want him out?”

“Just like you to nose around is all. That is, if you’re ready to finally get off your ass.”

“Was taking a little time off. Couple bucks in my back pocket with my half of the divorce settlement.”

“So you’ll take a look?”

“I’ll take a look.”

“I’ll have the transcripts from the trial in your hands by tonight. That’ll do for a start. Give you a little reading material to keep you out of trouble.”

“Delightful.”

“Oh, and I might as well tell you right now, they got three eyewitnesses saying they saw him pull the trigger, then drive off in a Lincoln.”

“Anything else?”

“Been arrested something like forty-five times. Quite an accomplishment; he just turned twenty-one last week.”

“Uh huh. And my fee?”

“Yeah. Might have to wait a while on that. His mother rents a third floor apartment over in Dorchester.”

“Well, there’s something, at least. Money’s no object.”

“No object at all.”

Whiff waved to the bartender. “Lobsters all around, and three pitchers of your finest!” Things were looking up.

CHAPTER 2

I have an old Boston cop contact working out of Corbett’s district. That’d be as good a place to start as any. I’d never worked Dorchester when I was on the force. But I knew Dolan was the man I had to see. He was a Boston detective working vice before he got promoted. Dolan is a captain now, with a beet-red face and the start of a gut. We caught on up old times, and then I asked him about Tiny’s little pal, a Mr. Shawn Corbett.

“Corbett, yeah, I know him all right, pinched him myself a dozen times. What about him?” Dolan spoke with the raspy voice of a heavy smoker.

“Taking another look at his case.”

“Some new evidence come to light or something?”

“Nope.”

Dolan gave me a look.

“Checking around. The family thinks it was a setup,” I added.

“There were three witnesses, weren’t there?”

“So they tell me,” I said.

“Best of luck to you.”

Can you tell me anything about him?”

Dolan sighed. “Little twist, but the same old story: dropped out of school early, break-ins, peddling dope, worked with one of Whitey Bulger’s boys. Did some collecting for a shark, in and out of juvie.”

“What’s the twist?”

“Kid actually had some family who cared about him. Didn’t do him any good, though. He’s a punk, period.”

“You think he killed that student in Lynn.”

“Convicted, isn’t he? I’m not shedding any tears he’s locked up.”

“Claims he had nothing to do with it,” I said.

“Yeah, yeah, happens all the time.” He stood up and went to the window. “Come ’ere.” The street was lined on both sides with battered cars eight to ten years old, some with wheels missing. There were three-decker wooden tenements, half of them looking like they hadn’t been painted since the early fifties. Kids on the sidewalk. All white boys here—not a great plan for any black kid to put in an appearance in this neighborhood. But hip-hop was alive and well in working-class Irish Dorchester, and the kids all wore the same uniform: oversized jeans, and tops, Boston Red Sox hats at off angles, even a ’do rag here and there.

“All those kids, they’ll get set up too, one way or another. Every one of ’em innocent. It’s a conspiracy’s, what it is.”

What could I say? I just kept my mouth shut.

“He belongs on the inside,” Dolan said.

“Maybe.”

“‘Maybe’ my ass, kid’s no fucking good. You know that as well as I do. You met this Corbett kid yet?”

“He’s next on my list.”

“Then you’ll see exactly what I mean. You’re in for a real experience, you are.”

CHAPTER 3

It was drizzling. Tiny and I took a road trip out to the Cedar Junction Correctional Institution in Walpole. It was impossible for him to get comfortable in my little antique Porsche, and we were more than a bit cramped. “Jesus, you ever think of getting a real car?” Tiny asked.

“What can I tell ya, it runs and it’s got a lot of character. The chicks go wild.”

“What year is this thing anyway?”

“Older than both of us: 1956 Porsche Speedster.”

“Might want to consider a new top; getting wet in here.”

“On the list.”

We stopped for coffee at the Starbucks in Reading, just off Route 128. Tiny picked up a half-dozen maple frosted scones and managed to make a royal mess of himself in the car. He offered me one, but didn’t repeat the offer and went to work on the rest as I sipped my black venti French roast. 

“Anything special jump out at you in the transcripts?” he asked between bites. There were crumbs all over his windbreaker.

“You mean besides the murder weapon and the vic’s wallet being found in my guy’s apartment? You didn’t tell me about those.”

“Kid said it wasn’t his.”

“Right.”

Neither one of us said anything for a while. I was having a hard time seeing the road, and made a mental note to get some new windshield wipers.

“His previous record came out. Never should have,” I said.

“Public defender.”

“Prejudicial,” I said.

“You think? Just wait till you get a load of this guy. I’ll show you prejudicial.”

By the time we got to Cedar Junction the rain was coming down in buckets. The sky was gunmetal gray, and the prison’s stonewalls looked medieval.

We went though five checkpoints on the way to the visiting room. At each stop, we had to present our visitor IDs while the guards gave us the once-over. Eventually, we reached the last stop.

“Daniel Murphy and Fenway Burke,” the guard said, handing us back our IDs. He was an older guy, a little taller than me, with his gut hanging over his buckle. “Follow me.” He unlocked the heavy metal door to a small windowless room. A bull-necked man with a shaved head sat inside. The table he was chained to was bolted to the floor. Every inch of exposed skin was covered with tattoos.

“Gentlemen, meet Shawn Corbett. He’s all yours.”

Corbett gave us a poisonous look. I turned to Tiny. “He’s got a spider web tattooed on his face.”

“No foolin’,” Tiny said.

We sat across from him. “I’m Fenway Burke,” I said. “This is—”

“I know who he is,” Corbett said, then nodded to Tiny. “What’s this all about?”

“About getting you out.” Tiny said. “Fenway’s a private investigator.”

Corbett snorted.

I stood up. “You don’t want to cooperate?” I said.

Corbett shook his head. “Nah, nah.” He tried to motion for me to sit back down but his chains wouldn’t let him. “I didn’t do it,” he said. “But I ain’t going nowhere.”

I sat back down. “Tell me what happened,” I said.

“Not much to tell. I’m having a beer in my apartment, cops come busting in and drag me out to Lynn, put me in solitary.”

“You had no idea what it was all about?” I said.

“Thought it was a drug bust. Used to deal a little.”

“But then they took you out of Boston,” I said.

“Yeah, I knew something was up.”

“You ever been to Lynn?” I said.

“Nope,” Corbett said.

“It’s only fifteen miles away,” Tiny said.

Corbett just shrugged.

“They found a nine millimeter Glock. You know anything about that?” I asked.

“Not mine. Had a thirty-eight under a floorboard. They never found it.”

I nodded. “You got a friend with a gray Lincoln?”

Corbett frowned and shook his head.

“Credit cards, did you have any?” I said.

“Never had no bank account,” Corbett said.

“They had three witnesses pick you out of a lineup. How do you explain that?” I asked.

“Frame up, like I told you. I was never there.”

“You figure there’s dark forces at work trying to put Shawn Corbett away for life?”

Corbett’s eyes narrowed. “This ain’t no joke,” he said.

I grilled him for almost an hour, but got nothing. I leaned back in my chair.

“You got anything else you want to tell me?” I said.

Corbett shook his head. “You ain’t listening. I’m telling ya … I had nothing to do with it. Get it? It’s a frame up.”

***

The Porsche started hard, but she always did in the rain.

“So, what’d you think?” Tiny asked.

“Lot of damn work that’ll more than likely lead nowhere.”

“More’n likely, but I need you to check it out. Really check it out.”

“Haven’t done much of anything since the divorce,” I said.

“I noticed,” Tiny said. “You ’bout ready to rejoin the human race?”

I put her in gear and pulled out of the parking lot. “Good a time as any,” I said.

Tiny reached into his jacket and then handed me a check. “Don’t expect you to work for free.”

I looked it over, nodded, and put it in my pocket.

“Thought I’d have to chase the kid’s family for my fee.”

Tiny shook his head. “Nah, I got you covered.”

“What the hell do you care about this guy?”

Tiny didn’t say anything for a moment. “Long story. Don’t really want to talk about it right now. You in, or do I have to get someone else?”

“I’m in,” I said.

Tiny grunted a response.

“No guarantees, you know that. I go wherever the facts lead me.”

“Just so you work it hard.”

“I will,” I said.

Tiny nodded, leaned back and closed his eyes as I accelerated down the street.

“I do have a couple of questions,” I said.

“Yeah?”

“The murder weapon for one thing: 9 millimeter Glock G-17, seventeen shots in the magazine. Got to be at least twenty-five hundred on the street. High-end for that guy.”

“True.”

“He got busted in Lynn.”

“So?”

“He’s got no car. How’d he get there? The last MBTA’s stop is ‘Wonderland.’”

“They’ll just say he stole it,” Tiny said.

“No gray Lincoln reported stolen.”

“A friend’s, maybe.”

“He’s got a friend with a late model Lincoln?” I said. “I’m checking it out, but that sound likely?”

Tiny skipped a beat. “Might have rented it.” 

“You need a credit card to rent a car. You figure he used his American Express Platinum? Didn’t take a cab, already checked the logs, nothing to Oxford Street in Lynn all night.”

“Right, so now what?”

“Check it out, what else?” I said.

Tiny nodded. “Good man.”

“It’s what I do. Anyway, nice day for a drive.

It started to rain again, and the windshield began to fog. I reached over and cleared it as well as I could. The fan on the defroster needed a new fuse.

Tiny hiked up his collar as the rain started to leak in just over his head.

