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People sleep peaceably in their beds at night

only because rough men stand ready

to do violence on their behalf.

—GEORGE ORWELL


 
INTRODUCTION

“Somebody's Been Shot”





THAT PARTICULAR MORNING
Detective
Joe McCain arrived late to the office of the MDC Special Investigations Unit, located on the sixth floor of the old Registry of Motor Vehicles building in Boston. A veteran cop with thirty years on the job, McCain, fifty-eight, was an imposing man, six foot three and every one of the three hundred and something pounds he admitted to, but solid, with fists like prize hams and forearms the circumference of a grown man's neck. He was whistling as he came into the Nashua Street office because during a recent physical the doctor had said he was in good shape—his heart was sound and his blood pressure was fine. He just needed to lose some weight, and there in the office Joseph E. McCain, Sr., announced that he was starting a new regimen that very day: January 29, 1988.

No more bloody steaks at the Parker House, or hot pastrami sandwiches from the North End. Big Joe was going on a diet.

His younger colleagues, Detectives Gene Kee and Al DiSalvo and Biff McLean, were eyeing each other over their desks and snickering like teenagers. “What a fat shit,” Kee said under his breath.

“What'd you say?” asked McCain, looking over at them.

“He said you're a fat fuck,” said DiSalvo, smiling over at Kee, who was trying to shush him.

McCain raised an eyebrow. “Well, I'd like you geniuses to know that I'm down to a svelte three twenty,” he said, turning to profile.

“Fuck you, Joe, you're three forty-five, easy,” Kee said, while the rest of them broke out laughing.

Gathered for a briefing on coke dealers in Hyde Park was a veritable all-star team of Metropolitan District Commission police detectives, or Mets, as they liked to be called. Their work was complicated and dangerous, and they were good at it. The leader of the unit, forty-one-year-old Sergeant Mark Cronin, a tall, quiet fellow, had served in Army Intelligence during the Vietnam War. Among such hard chargers, who drank and fought and crashed their share of police vehicles, Cronin was the most cerebral and straitlaced, and a meticulous planner and organizer. When Cronin walked into the office with a rookie detective named Dennis Febles and another man named Chris Brighton, who looked and acted like a drug dealer, the rest of the guys quit piling on Joe McCain and fell silent.

“Joe, what are you doing here?” asked Cronin.

“I'm working, Sarge, what the fuck does it look like?” McCain said, and the guys all laughed.

Sergeant Cronin was surprised to see McCain, who had requested the day off so he and his friend Jim O'Donovan and their wives could attend a dinner dance in Hingham. But when Joe McCain heard that “the kids,” as he called his youthful counterparts, were going to sting the drug dealers today, he'd canceled his outing and driven to the office. And although the unit had made a large number of significant arrests in its short history and the other detectives were putting on a bold front, McCain detected a sense of gloom in the office that morning, an uneasiness that had never attached itself to their meetings in the past.

Wearing a scruffy beard for this operation, ex-Marine Christopher “Kegs” Brighton was the unit's undercover man, wiseass, and resident beer drinker. William “Battlin' Biff” McLean and thirty-five-year-old Gene Kee were adept at handling informants. “Fat Al” DiSalvo was the surveillance expert. In the unit for just two weeks, former New York City gang member Dennis Febles spoke Spanish and had a hankering for some action.

Even among such a stellar cast of cops, Joe McCain stood out. Hailed on all sides as the genuine article, big Joe was punching out mobsters and solving murder cases when Gene Kee and Chris Brighton were in grade school. He was a Somerville guy, and lived with his wife, Helen, on a quiet street adjacent to the Tufts University campus. The McCains' only child, twenty-six-year-old Joe Jr., had just been discharged from the Marines and was planning on becoming a cop himself. But the figure of his old man was an imposing one. A large, white-haired, cigar-smoking fellow who resembled John Wayne in both physique and bearing, Joe McCain was a legend in law enforcement circles, and his file contained a sheaf of commendations over an inch thick.

On this case, thirty-nine-year-old Chris Brighton had spent weeks developing a relationship with a coke dealer named Melvin Lee, purchasing a half ounce here and an ounce there, building up the trust necessary for the sting to move ahead. Posing as a ski bum who drove down to Boston to score coke for the kids partying up at Cannon and Loon, Brighton had recently upped the ante with Melvin Lee. He told the dealer that he had $15,000 and wanted to buy a half kilo of cocaine. Subsequently, Mark Cronin had made the decision that they would arrest Lee today and perhaps get the dealer above him who could supply that much blow. When Joe McCain came into the office, Brighton and the rest of the guys were waiting for Lee to hit Brighton's beeper.

Finally the pager went off. Brighton saw Melvin Lee's phone number and went into an adjoining office to return the call. A few moments later, he emerged with a smile on his face. “It's on,” he said.

One last time Mark Cronin went over each man's assignment. Also present that morning were two seasoned detectives from the Boston Police Department, Paul Hutchinson and Jack Honan. It was a practice of the Special Investigations Unit to work with other departments in the jurisdiction of a case, and men like Honan and Hutchinson would be helpful in the surveillance and arrest of Melvin Lee and his associates.

Jack Honan rode with Dennis Febles in an unmarked van driven by Gene Kee. As part of the “takedown team,” charged with taking the suspects into custody when the time came, all three detectives wore bulletproof vests. Mark Cronin and Biff McLean were to park on the street behind Lee's house on Wood Avenue in Hyde Park, monitoring the whereabouts and conversations of Chris Brighton, who was wired with a hidden microphone. Al DiSalvo was on the far side of a park near Lee's residence, maintaining surveillance. And Joe McCain and Paul Hutchinson, both good-sized men, were squeezed like circus clowns into a tiny gray Toyota that had been seized in a different case. Their assignment was to stay close and watch the front door.

Following Brighton's vehicle at a safe distance, the teams moved to within a block of 276 Wood Avenue and took up their positions. Cronin and McLean found a secluded place behind the house and opened up the Kel, a briefcase-sized listening device that included a short antenna they attached to the roof of the car. The only two officers who could hear what Brighton was saying and what was being said to him, they relayed the necessary information to the other members of the unit. Inside the house, Lee told Brighton that the coke hadn't arrived yet and he should wait. Both men went into the kitchen and sat down.

Melvin Lee rose from his chair and paced back and forth, then returned to his seat opposite Brighton. A slightly built, forty-seven-year-old black man with close-cropped hair and a large, flat mustache, Lee was more nervous than he'd been on the other occasions when he and Brighton had done business.

“Miko checked you out, and he thinks you're a cop,” said Lee, naming his supplier.

“I'm no cop,” Brighton said. “I'm a businessman.”

“If you're livin' in New Hampshire, skiing and shit, how come you got Mass. plates on that Camaro?”

“I rented it over at Logan. So it's got Mass. plates.”

Lee hunched forward over the table. “You got a gun?” he asked.

“You carry money, you carry a gun,” said Brighton with a shrug. He pointed to the right side of his sweater and put his hand on the butt of his revolver.

“You got handcuffs, too?” asked Lee.

Brighton laughed. “I'm not that kinky,” he said.

The other man laughed with him. “Listen, we just gotta check things out,” he said.

“Yeah. Right.”

Brighton and Lee waited for several more minutes, but no one came to the house. “I'm gonna split,” said Brighton, rising from the table. “If you wanna do it, call my pager number.”

“Where you gonna be?”

“I'm gonna have a drink at the Marriott, and then I'm heading up north,” said Brighton.

“I'll page you by three o'clock, three-thirty at the latest.”

Brighton made for the door. “I'm not coming back here on some wild fuckin' goose chase,” he said.

“You won't be,” said Lee, and Brighton went out.

A short time after Chris Brighton emerged from the house, Sergeant Cronin announced to his teams that the deal was off, at least for now.

The detectives returned to their office around lunchtime and ordered submarine sandwiches. Joe McCain took a good deal of ribbing for the salad he ate, which would have filled a garbage can. It was Friday afternoon, and there was some talk of postponing the operation until the following week. McCain called Jim O'Donovan again to see if he and his wife had made other plans for the evening. It was looking like big Joe would be able to attend that dinner dance after all. But around three o'clock Chris Brighton was paged three times in succession, and he called the number and heard Melvin Lee's voice on the other end of the line.

“The stuff's here,” said Lee.

“I'll be there in forty-five minutes,” Brighton said.

McCain looked at his uneaten salad and pushed it away. “I feel like a fuckin' rabbit,” he said.

Again the Special Investigations Unit hurried out to their vehicles and reestablished the surveillance. Wary of countersurveillance and the possibility of drug lookouts scattered through the neighborhood, Mark Cronin ordered the various teams to retreat one block from their previous locations. He didn't want to endanger his undercover man by getting “made.”

The unit moved into place just after 4:00 P.M. In his leather jacket and jeans, with the fifteen grand locked in the trunk, Brighton pulled up in front of 276 Wood Avenue, a little dump of a house surrounded by a chain-link fence. It was growing dark by that hour, and a chill had descended onto the streets. As Chris passed through the front gate, Melvin Lee met him in the yard.

“The dude split,” said Lee. “Said he was tired of waiting.”

Brighton was irritated. “You know what, fuck you,” he said, turning for his car. “The last coke you sold me, the guys at the ski lodge were giving me shit about it. It sucked.”

“Hey, this is good blow,” said Lee. “Come on in.”

Brighton turned his head and spit onto the ground, extending his charade for another moment, then followed Lee up the stairs into the house. In the hallway he was introduced to a black male in jeans and a light-colored T-shirt by the name of Stoney. “Come back in half an hour,” said Stoney. “The coke'll be here.”

“I'll give you guys one more chance,” said Brighton.

He returned to his car, gunned the engine, and drove off. The night was cold and clear, with very little snow on the ground and a waxing moon. For thirty minutes Brighton circled the neighborhood, and right at 4:45 he parked at the curb and went back inside, determined to make a deal. With Joe McCain behind the wheel, Paul Hutchinson beside him, and its headlights extinguished, the little Toyota came to a stop less than a hundred yards from 276 Wood Avenue.

Melvin Lee and Stoney herded Brighton into the kitchen. There was another man there, a white guy named Tommy, who was snorting lines of coke from a small pile on the table. Stoney told Lee to take Tommy upstairs so they could do business in private. Although the house was warm, Stoney wore a dark blue overcoat and a crumpled woolen hat.

“Take off your coat,” said Stoney.

Brighton shook his head. “I'm not gonna be here long.”

Stoney took a seat at the table and Brighton went around to the far end. “What do you do in Conway?” asked Stoney.

“Tend bar,” said Brighton. “Ever been up there?”

“No,” the other man said.

Stoney said that he was from New York and had been in jail. Talk at the table was strained, and after a short while Brighton asked, “Is he coming, or not?”

“Lemme see the money,” said Stoney.

“Show me the product.”

Just then Lee returned to the kitchen. “You gotta start trusting this dude,” he told Stoney. “His money is good.”

“You wanna see the money?” Brighton asked. “C'mon.”

He got up and went outside, followed by Lee and Stoney. Lee waited on the porch, and Brighton and Stoney went down the front walk, through the gate, and around to the back of a bright red Camaro parked at the curb. Taking out his keys, Brighton unlocked the trunk and the interior light went on. Beside the spare tire were two stacks of hundred-dollar bills, fastened with rubber bands.

“Leave it there,” Stoney said.

Brighton pocketed his keys, and he and Stoney went back into the house with Lee behind them. With his right hand deep in the pocket of his overcoat, Stoney led Brighton into the kitchen, and they returned to their previous spots at the table. It was five o'clock.

“Where is the stuff coming from—Bolivia?” Brighton asked.

Stoney rose from his seat and used his left hand to point at the clock. “If the shit ain't here by five-o-five, you can split,” he said.

Since they had returned to the house, Stoney had not taken his right hand out of his pocket. Behind Chris to his right was a door into the bathroom, and without saying another word Stoney walked past the table and disappeared inside. There was no sound of water falling into the toilet, and after about twenty seconds Brighton heard a metallic click, then another. He began to turn around in his chair just as Stoney emerged from the bathroom with a sawed off shotgun.

“Gimme your fuckin' keys,” Stoney said, pressing the barrel of the shotgun against Brighton's neck.

Parked on the street behind Lee's house, Mark Cronin feared that the operation had gone sour. “Gimme the coat,” said Stoney's voice over the wire. “Strip.”

Brighton stood up. “All right,” he said.

He held out his keys and Stoney took them. While Brighton was shrugging out of his coat, Stoney circled the table, keeping the shotgun pointed at the detective's chest. “Hurry up,” he said.

Brighton dropped his leather jacket on the floor.

“Take the sweater off,” said Stoney.

Brighton's .38 service revolver was concealed beneath the waistband of his jeans, and as Stoney came up in front of him, he made a move toward Brighton like he meant to lift up his sweater. Lunging for the barrel of Stoney's shotgun, Brighton made a simultaneous grab for his own weapon, and he and the other man fell against the table and onto the floor, struggling for control of the two guns.

“I'm a cop,” said Brighton.

“Motherfucker,” said Stoney.

Wrenching the shotgun backward, Stoney created a gap between himself and Brighton and kicked the detective in the balls. Brighton fell hard onto his shoulder, and Stoney bolted from the kitchen. Scrambling around on his hands and knees, Brighton groped along the floor for his revolver but couldn't find it.

Hearing muffled curses and the thumping and banging that marked the onset of Brighton's fight, Cronin opened a channel to the other detectives in his unit and said, “He's in trouble. Get in there.”

Gene Kee threw the van into drive and sped in the direction of the call; just as abruptly he jammed on his brakes and glanced left and right at the first intersection. The takedown team would have to cross two streets, one of them the main thoroughfare, before arriving at the house.

As soon as he gave the order, Cronin got out of his car and, followed by Biff McLean, the two detectives ran toward Lee's house, their shoes ringing against the pavement. In the rear of the dwelling was a run-down garage and, climbing the fence that protected it, Cronin went along the left side of the garage toward the house and McLean chose the right. A cement wall forced Cronin to double back, coming around the way his partner had gone.

The yard was empty. Approaching the house, Cronin heard several loud reports, like the sound of firecrackers going off, then watched as Chris Brighton dived out the back door and tumbled onto the ground. Brighton staggered to his feet, looking dazed and pale.

“Chris,” said Cronin, his gun at the ready.

“I'm all right,” said Brighton.

An impatient man by nature and an enterprising cop, Joe McCain had refused to sit still on the “peek” and happened to be cruising right by the house when Cronin gave his order. First on the scene, McCain and Hutchinson had jumped out of the Toyota and scrambled up the front walk with their guns drawn.

McCain reached the bottom of the stairs, with Hutchinson right behind him. As they hurried toward the doorway, a man rushed outside with a gun in each hand.

“Freeze—police officer,” said Hutchinson, aiming his revolver.

Suddenly there was a loud explosion and two bright flashes from the hand of the unknown person. McCain and Hutchinson returned fire. Something struck the walkie-talkie in Hutchinson's left hand and then hit him in that shoulder, throwing him onto the ground.

The unidentified man ran toward McCain, shooting his weapon. Lumbering forward, McCain fired five shots, and in the cramped space of the yard the rounds flew back and forth. McCain felt a small sharp pain in his lower abdomen and reeled backward onto the stairs, and the suspect ran past him and down into the front yard.

Al DiSalvo raced his vehicle alongside the ballpark, turned right onto Wood Avenue, and skidded to a stop. He leaped from the car and went sprinting toward the front door. En route he heard six or eight gunshots and watched as an unidentified black male ran out the front door with the silhouette of a shotgun in his hand.

The suspect hurdled a chain-link fence surrounding the front yard, and at the same instant Al DiSalvo noticed Biff McLean coming around the side of the house. Just then someone called out, “I've been shot,” from the vicinity of the front porch.

“I'm a police officer,” shouted McLean to the suspect. “Stop.”

A moment later McLean leveled his pistol and fired three shots at the suspect, who threw the shotgun aside and dashed into the street. As the man was sprinting away, McLean, an accomplished runner, decided to conserve his remaining two rounds and give chase.

Coming along the sidewalk, DiSalvo raised his weapon and was about to pull the trigger when the suspect lost all motor control and fell onto the pavement. Only then did DiSalvo notice Gene Kee and the other members of the takedown team coming from the van, which had just pulled up to the left of the house; they were directly in his line of fire. Kee looked at DiSalvo and made a grim little wave.

At the same instant Cronin opened the back door and went through the house. In the kitchen he saw an overturned chair and Brighton's crumpled jacket on the floor. The hallway was filled with smoke and the acrid smell of gunpowder. Out front Cronin heard officers yelling and the approach of sirens.

Detectives Kee, Honan, and McLean walked up to the fallen suspect with their guns drawn. The unidentified black male was bleeding from a wound in the center of his chest and lying facedown over the curb. Next to him on the ground lay a police revolver and Chris Brighton's car keys.

Jack Honan picked up the gun and the keys, and even though the suspect was unconscious, following procedure Honan applied the handcuffs while Kee and the others moved toward the house.

“We need an ambulance,” Honan said over his radio. “Somebody's been shot.”

Just then DiSalvo turned for the house and saw McCain stagger down from the porch, his revolver in one hand, the other clutching his midsection. He emptied his revolver onto the ground.

“I've been shot,” said McCain. His voice was steady and calm, and he shook his head like he was disgusted with the fact. He walked a little ways toward the street, and DiSalvo grabbed for him just as McCain's knees buckled. “Al, I've been shot,” he said. McCain lapsed into a sitting position on the front walk and then slumped over on his side, holding his abdomen. “Say an Act of Contrition with me,” he said. DiSalvo took his hand, and the two detectives prayed together.

Hutchinson was still up on the porch, gun drawn, covering the front door. His walkie-talkie had been destroyed. “I've been hit, and Joe's hit,” he called out.

“You all right?” asked McLean, returning to the yard.

“I'm okay. Joe's hurt pretty bad.”

McLean ran up to McCain, bent over him, and placed a hand on the wounded man's shoulder. “Joe, it's me,” he said.

McCain grimaced, looking up at him. “Helen is gonna kill me,” he said. “This is a brand-new fuckin' coat.”

When Cronin emerged from the house, McCain was lying on the front walk, attended by McLean and DiSalvo. Crouching beside McCain was Detective Brighton, eyes wide, his face red and marked by scratches. Hutchinson was nearby, holding his left shoulder, with Kee beside him. They looked all right.

Cronin approached McCain. “Joe—” he said, his eyes filling up.

Out on the sidewalk, Gene Kee gestured toward a black male lying in the street in a puddle of blood. “Joe got the shooter,” he said. “He's dead.”

McCain had gone very pale. His hand was pressed over his abdomen, and the other detectives looked on as water ran from the wound—he had been shot through the stomach. Holstering his gun, Cronin knelt on the ground beside him. “Joe,” he said. He struggled to say more but couldn't, and dropped his head into his arms. The street was bright with headlights and keening with sirens.

An ambulance arrived, and Joe McCain was rushed the four and a half miles to Brigham and Women's Hospital. Although he didn't attend Mass very often, McCain considered himself a religious man. Keeping with his early training, he said three Hail Marys every day, and on those rare occasions when he did sneak into St. Clement's, he stood in the back of the church and put a couple bucks in the poor box, hedging his bets in the event that there was indeed a heaven. So Joe had to laugh to himself when he was wheeled into the emergency room and discovered that three priests had been summoned. A crowd was gathering, and they were all looking at him like he was the governor or something.

Extreme Unction was administered, and Joe McCain spent the entire night in surgery as the lower floor of the hospital filled up with colleagues, family members, and friends. Among them were Joe's old partners, Leo Papile and Jack Crowley; Deputy Superintendent Al Seghezzi; U.S. Secret Service Agent Stew Henry, a tough son of a gun from White Plains, New York, who had worked undercover for Joe and spent many a night drinking with him at the Parker House; Jim O'Donovan and one of his five boys, twenty-four-year-old Brian, noted street fighter and hell raiser from Ball Square, a kid who McCain saved from a jail cell more than once and who represented all those Somerville guys that turned to big Joe for advice and guidance. And barely noticed among the throng was a young medical student from Boston University whom Joe had befriended, a woman who had been beaten and sexually assaulted by a notorious serial rapist. Joe had spent a great deal of his scarce free time tracking the rapist and making a case against him, escorting the woman into the courtroom the day the scumbag was sentenced to fifteen years in prison. She had never forgotten that, and disguised in a hospital johnny to gain admittance to the ward, the young rape victim became one of the first people to see Joe in his room after the surgery.

At one point the doctor came out and told Helen McCain that he did not expect her husband to live through the night. But Joe hung on.

While members of the Special Investigations Unit waited for news about McCain, they learned that the shooter was a twenty-two-year-old from the South End whose real name was Vladimir Lafontant. Paul Hutchinson's radio had deflected one of Lafontant's bullets and saved his life. Melvin Lee had escaped the house but later turned himself in; he claimed not to know “Stoney” very well and said that he had no part in the shooting. Thomas E. “Tommy” Lofgren was discovered lying on the roof of 276 Wood Avenue and arrested.

Detective Hutchinson was treated for superficial wounds at Boston City Hospital, where Lafontant was also taken and pronounced dead. Joe McCain had fired five times at Lafontant; four rounds had struck the drug dealer, and one of them went straight through his heart. Fueled by adrenaline, Lafontant was, in effect, already dead when he ran down the stairs and into the street.

Gene Kee and his wife, Ellen, stayed at the hospital until 3:00 A.M., when Joe McCain's chances of survival were still very much in doubt. But the Kees had two young children at home, and on the drive back to Tewksbury, Gene, who considered McCain a second father, turned to his wife and said, “He's going to die.”

“Gene, he's going to be all right,” said Ellen. “Joe McCain is too stubborn to die.”

McCain survived but lost a piece of his stomach, his gallbladder, spleen, and pancreas, becoming an instant diabetic. Ironically, the McCain family was haunted by diabetes, but during that physical examination just before the shooting Joe had been told that his blood sugar was normal, which had been a great comfort to him.

Joe stayed in the hospital for a month, gradually acquiring enough strength to be discharged, but he looked like hell when he got home. “He was such a strong guy, I used to wonder, is he going to be like this for the rest of his life?” Helen said. Joe didn't want to leave the police department, but he was such a brittle diabetic that there was talk of a forced retirement.

After just a few months, and while still wearing a corset to hold his long, jagged incision together, Joe started talking about getting back into the action. There was money to be made in the private detective business, he said, and a way to keep his hand in police work and stay in touch with his old friends. Helen didn't try very hard to talk him out of it. Joe was moody, getting under her skin at home and generally making a nuisance of himself. And she didn't think there was much danger in private investigations. As Joe himself had said, “Helen, what do you want me to do, sit in a chair and look out the window?”

For their actions on January 29, 1988, Joe McCain, Paul Hutchinson, and Christopher Brighton all received the George L. Hanna Medal of Honor, the highest honor awarded to police officers by the state of Massachusetts. Later that year, big Joe retired from the police department and founded McCain Investigations.

This is that story.


 
PROLOGUE

School of Hard Knocks





LAST WINTER I WAS COACHING
youth hockey with a guy named Mark Donahue, who said he had a great idea for my next book. Upon hearing that phrase, I almost always change the subject, but Donahue is not the sort of person who usually suggests literary topics to me. With his square Irish face, jug ears and modified high-and-tight haircut, Mark Donahue's appearance belies his roots in the tenement district of Somerville, Mass., a hardscrabble town right outside of Boston. He's kind to children, solicitous to his wife, and cheerful enough with the other hockey coaches, but he's not a bookish fellow and has a real city kid's edge to the way he goes about things. Donahue and I both live in Methuen, a quiet place about twenty-five miles north of the city, on the New Hampshire border. (I often kid Donahue that, like everyone who grew up surrounded by pavement, a lot of Somerville guys moved here when they saw their first pine tree, thinking they had reached the White Mountains.)

In Methuen, the local grocery store puts out three copies of The New York Times every morning, and two of them are still there, unsold, when the store closes at nine o'clock. It's pretty much a blue-collar town, and most of the people I know are too busy roofing, paving, installing boilers, growing apples, or fighting fires to even consider what I might be interested in writing about. Even after I've published two books and seen my work appear in newspapers and magazines across the country, the first question I hear whenever I see someone I know is “You still writing?” like it's an affliction that I'm bound to get over. And if I'm ever approached with any enthusiasm, it usually means someone wants me to write about his impending divorce, or a piece for The Eagle-Tribune on his snow-plowing business.

So when Mark Donahue told me that he was a cop and a private detective, and that his mentor, the recently deceased Joe McCain, Sr., put all fictional detectives to shame, I became intrigued by the notion of working for McCain Investigations and writing such a book. Like all the kids in my neighborhood I grew up on detective stories, and when I was quite young thought that the English actor Basil Rathbone was Sherlock Holmes and that old black-and-white films like The Hound of the Baskervilles appearing on the Saturday matinee were some kind of primitive home movie. Sometimes I even crawled around with a magnifying glass, wearing two baseball caps back to front as I searched for clues to God-knows-what in the dusty reaches of my basement.

My favorite television show was The Rockford Files, and its star, James Garner, who lived in a beat-up house trailer in Malibu and kept his revolver in a cookie jar, was my idea of the ultimate detective. Forget Ironside and Cannon and Mannix, I was a dyed in the wool Rockford guy. Whether zooming up the coast in his gold Firebird or hurting his knuckles after punching a wiseguy, ex-con Jim Rockford was Everyman in a checked sport coat, a guy who, like me, enjoyed eating tacos and drinking beer and kept his accounts on the back of a wrinkled envelope. For nearly five years I was occupied on Friday nights, lost in the gritty details of Jim Rockford's caseload, and therefore predisposed when Mark Donahue uttered the words “private” and “detective” in the same sentence.

What Donahue was offering was a chance to go beyond the realm of television detectives, where the moral boundaries are black and white and even the most convoluted cases are wrapped up in under an hour. Roughly the same age, size, and complexion as Jim Rockford, Mark Donahue is an affable, gregarious man who dotes on his seven-year-old twin son and daughter. But on the street, he can change mien very quickly when challenged or threatened: his eyebrow arches up, his face darkens, and his voice drops into a guttural throb. Big Joe McCain and his operatives were all trained at the School of Hard Knocks, and almost all of the dudes opposite them—the junkies, bank frauds, and rogue cops—were a lot more experienced at the game than I was. At McCain Investigations, I'd be sent looking for people who didn't want to be found, following guys who didn't want to be followed, and entering neighborhoods in Somerville and Roxbury and Hyde Park where I was not at all welcome. It would be entertaining, no doubt, but there would be no commercials, no time-outs, and no “do-overs” if somebody got shot or stabbed or run over. These guys were playing for keeps.

Headquartered at 106 Fulton Street in Boston's North End, McCain Investigations has been in business for the past fifteen years, tackling everything from wife beatings and warehouse rip-offs to international smuggling and gangland murders. Staffed by tenacious, hard-nosed detectives with years of experience, the company specializes in covert video camera, environmental, and “general” investigations. Cases last from a few days to several months, and their client list includes jilted spouses, nervous business executives, endangered celebrities, wary corporations, and suspicious attorneys.

One area in which McCain Investigations has excelled is the recruitment and training of new investigators. Good thing, since other than an eye for detail, a good ear, and the ability, inherited from my late mother, to size people up upon meeting them, I have zero experience as a detective. Mark Donahue noted that it takes a solid year to break in a new investigator, as it takes that long to encounter the various types of cases. That was all the time any of us had.

Joe McCain, Jr., president of the company and its founder's namesake, is a police sergeant in Somerville, drummer in local bands, motorcycle enthusiast, and father to three rambunctious young sons. McCain's childhood pal Mark Donahue has recently been appointed to the police department in Salem, New Hampshire, has a young family of his own, and is working the graveyard shift in a cruiser. And Detective Kevin McKenna, a Boston Housing cop, has started working part-time for a P.I. firm closer to his home. In the months since big Joe's death, the three men have tackled enough cases to keep the doors open at McCain Investigations but have reached the sad conclusion that the business should be dissolved. At the end of the year, McCain Investigations is going to be sold to a guy interested in big Joe's client list and office space. By joining Mark and Joey and crazy Kevin McKenna for their last run, I'd have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to walk in the footsteps of Joe McCain, Sr., one of the most decorated cops in Boston history, and to steep myself in the history of a company and a profession whose core values are straight out of the Old School.

         

BENEATH THE LEGEND “WE NEVER SLEEP”
and the world-famous logo of the unblinking eye, the former Scottish barrel maker Allan Pinkerton opened his Chicago private investigations firm in 1850. The Pinkerton National Detective Agency was the first of its kind in the United States, and Pinkerton and his sons, William and Robert, were involved in some of the most notorious cases of that century: the pursuit of Jesse and Frank James and shooting of the Younger brothers; the disruption of the “Wild Bunch,” including George “Butch Cassidy” Parker and Harry “Sundance Kid” Longbaugh; the conviction and hanging of the Missouri Kid; and a foiled assassination attempt on Abraham Lincoln aboard a train to Baltimore in 1861.

In 1875 the undercover Pinkerton man James McFarland infiltrated a secret terrorist organization known as the “Molly Maguires,” resulting in the execution of nearly two dozen of its members. And early in the 1900s, an ambitious young man from St. Mary's County, Maryland, named Samuel Dashiell Hammett worked a series of cases as a Pinkerton operative. His experiences formed the backbone of his indelible character Sam Spade and filled in the plots of The Maltese Falcon and The Glass Key, literary detective novels that are still being read the world over.

Even more than its most celebrated cases, however, the legacy of the Pinkerton Agency lies in the structure and intelligence of its investigative methods. Its Chicago headquarters became the original database of criminal activity, where meticulous files were kept on an ever-growing collection of wanted men and women, each of them adorned with another Pinkerton innovation—the “mug shot.” And although Pinkerton himself was reported to have an outsize ego and botched some high-profile assignments, he was known as dogged, indefatigable, and incorruptible.

Despite all their state-of-the-art equipment and access to global information, the detectives at McCain Investigations are not that far removed from the golden age of sleuthing. Big, bluff Joe McCain, Sr., was, like Allan Pinkerton, a determined fellow who could handle himself and handle a gun, yet understood that his brain was a more potent weapon than his fists or what he wore on his hip. Both men knew their way around a courtoom and a barroom, and their daily lives brought them in contact with some of the most dangerous and influential figures of their time. When confronted with the facts of Joe McCain's life, few would disagree that he was what used to be referred to as “the genuine article.” In a city where, for some inexplicable reason, chefs and restaurant owners are considered celebrities, and in a society that often confuses victims with heroes, Joe McCain is as close to the Greek ideal of the hero as an Irish kid from Somerville is ever going to get. His highlights are exemplary: taking a bullet while gunning down a homicidal drug dealer; going toe-to-toe with the ferocious mob hit man Joe “the Animal” Barboza; unraveling sophisticated criminal activities leading to hundreds of high-profile arrests and convictions; the list goes on.

But the true measure of Joe McCain's character lies not in the arrests he made or the lives he saved, but in the quiet moments he reveled in. How he loved his wife and son and friends and was more at home walking his dogs on Packard Avenue than at the testimonial dinners that marked his career. How for twenty-four years he dressed in a red suit and snowy beard—augmented by his own white hair—and as Santa Claus spent the entirety of Christmas Eve visiting his friends' and colleagues' and their neighbors' children, and homeless kids and kids with AIDS, sometimes arriving via State Police helicopter to meet all his appointments in one night; ending at home with his three beloved grandchildren, who lived upstairs and worshiped him. How he counseled the wildest lads from the old neighborhood and beyond, like Leo Martini, whose brother was a Met cop turned bad that ended up in jail and who became a cop himself and leaned on big Joe when the other side beckoned. And Timmy Doherty, who crossed the blue line and testified against a dirty cop, and guys like Brian O'Donovan, hailed as the “toughest guy in Somerville.”

Not to mention the men and women big Joe put in jail and later befriended, and the victims of crimes he continued to advise and comfort and counsel long after he'd sent their tormentors to prison, and crooks turned informants he treated with genuine respect and meted out rewards and admonishments to with the forbearance of a kindly Dutch uncle. Joe McCain did all that, and still found time to assemble a pretty good golf game for a man over three hundred pounds with a couple of bullet holes in his stomach.

Although he was larger than life, in no single photograph does Joe McCain stand more than five inches tall. And I know him only via photographs, audiotapes, fleeting bits of old television interviews, and yellowed newspaper clippings; and through the tales and anecdotes of his former colleagues, neighbors, and friends. Certainly it would be easy to look at McCain's accomplishments and chalk them up to his Depression-era roots or membership in the “Greatest Generation.” But it's a peculiarity of heroism, especially in the classical sense, that the hero strikes out alone—that he has the inner strength and absolute conviction in his own ideals and abilities to go against the grain of his fellow stalwarts. In an era when “reality” has become something we watch on television, the great pageant of Joe McCain's life is well worth examining. A genuine hero doesn't endure a single moment and then traffic in it. He or she doesn't take as the main goal parlaying the heroic experience into something else. As Winston Churchill demonstrated in World War II, being a hero is much less glamorous and more difficult than that. Simply put, a hero lives the truth.

It's difficult to tell a story about being a detective that isn't episodic and profane because that's the nature of the work; if you want politeness, continuity, and closure, go sell real estate. And certainly among cops in Boston and everywhere else, there's a fair amount of small-mindedness and bullying, and more than a few guys whose uniforms cover up their dearth of personality, but you only have to spend a night in a place like Somerville or Fall River or Lawrence to imagine what it would be like without them. So when a detective like Joe McCain, Sr., comes along, with his hard-knocks childhood and wartime naval service, with the street contacts and smarts, who can drink like a sailor and punch like a kangaroo and has the balls of an elephant, a guy who really enjoys the game and plays hard, you wind up with a collection of feats that, had they occurred in another age, would've been the sort of life the bards wrote songs about back in the old country, in Cork.

In Legends of Winter Hill, I'll serve the twin roles of “newsie” and gumshoe, creeping down alleys, interviewing witnesses, poring over files, and in the end, creating a portrait of a career and a calling that has intrigued us since the days of the original Pinkerton men.


 
ONE

Joey and the Angels

This is my son, mine own Telemachus

To whom I leave the sceptre and the isle.

—ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON

THE SOMERVILLE POLICE DEPARTMENT
is a low concrete structure that looks like a small town library from the 1960s, with a fenced-in yard containing a fleet of half-serviceable patrol cars and a steep concrete ramp out front that leads to a walled parking lot. Right at noon, thirty-nine-year-old Joe McCain, Jr., pulls up and I climb in the passenger side of the sump-smelling cruiser and buckle myself in. Since we're working together and so much of the “cop job” spills over to the P.I. firm, McCain has suggested I ride along with him on his shift as a police sergeant and hear about a few past cases while getting familiar with the territory. He shakes my hand with a grip like a wrestler and pushes off beneath gloomy skies, past the convenience stores, pawnbrokers, and blocks of crowded tenements.

Two of the many truths contained in the hard-boiled detective oeuvre are that there's no money in it and a whole lot of sitting around. In Raymond Chandler's The Big Sleep, Philip Marlowe says, “I went back to the office and sat in my swivel chair and tried to catch up on my foot-dangling.” As a working cop, Joe McCain has a distinct advantage over the classic gumshoe: instead of dangling his feet inside the Fulton Street office of McCain Investigations, four out of every six days he puts on a bulletproof vest, straps on his gun, and hits the pavement equipped with an up-to-the-minute criminal database and supported by 130 well-armed, well-trained partners. There's no down time on the streets of Somerville.

Just looking at him, Joey McCain is the kind of guy somebody would tire of knocking down long before he'd stop getting back up. He's a former U.S. Marine, a graduate of the University of Massachusetts–Boston, and possesses a master's degree in criminal justice. A compact, powerful man with a shaven head and neatly trimmed mustache, McCain is covered in tattoos, from his neck to his ankles. As he rides through Porter Square, he keeps up a running commentary on past investigations while peering into alleyways and sizing up the other drivers and their passengers.

Standing outside her Brazilian eatery, a tall, attractive female shopkeeper with a circle of bright lipstick whistles at McCain and waves. “What's up?” he asks through his open window. The woman smiles and blows him a kiss.

Not an especially large man, McCain is a presence nevertheless; he has the swagger of a city cop leavened with sympathy for those who are growing up on the same streets he did. He says he owes it all to his late father, who was his hero, mentor, and best friend. “He knew how to relate to people from all walks of life: doctors to dockworkers,” says McCain. “That was his secret.”

Very often, great dads are easier to lionize in death than they are to emulate in life. Being “Junior” is a hump some guys never get over, and they go running to another part of the country, a different sort of career, a new life. But Joe McCain, Jr., is not awed or intimidated by the legend of his father. Under the rough talk and the lurid swirl of tattoos, including a vengeful ex–undercover cop from Marvel Comics named “the Punisher” that fills his entire back, Joey's a character in his own right. He's also a guy who put on the uniform, staked out a piece of turf, and assumed the mantle of his old man out of respect, not as a way of keeping up. If you know Joey McCain, you can't imagine him doing anything but this: investigating crimes and putting away bad guys right where his father started, more than forty years ago.

Incorporated in 1842, Somerville is a city of four square miles and roughly 80,000 people, located along the northern edge of Boston. Once a stronghold of Irish and Italian immigrants, Somerville today is a mélange of over fifty nationalities, a diverse mix of students, shopkeepers, blue-collar and bohemian types, and a couple of posh, leafy neighborhoods bordering the campus of Tufts University. Guys like Joey McCain and his fellow P.I. Mark Donahue grew up playing baseball at Trum Field; went to Somerville High; swam at the Dilboy pool and learned to skate at the MDC rinks; drank beer in the McCain basement; and shot thousands of pucks off a sheet of plywood in the McCain driveway. Donahue eventually moved his family out, to suburban Methuen. But Joey McCain has always called Somerville home.

“I love the Somerville of today,” says McCain. “The arts, the entertainment, the restaurants. You just gotta keep your eyes open.”

In Teele Square, where several nondescript storefronts lie opposite a city firehouse, McCain tells me about the day in April 1999 that he was riding his bicycle on a community policing detail and came upon a joint called the Station Café. Piqued by something, he rode up to the entrance, dismounted his bike, and peered into the front window. The barroom was filled with Hells Angels and Outlaws, rival motorcycle gangs that were locked in a mortal struggle for the New England drug trade and that never, ever socialized together.

McCain has a long, bad history with the Hells Angels, who have at various times threatened him, his friends, and his wife and three children. Although he has dabbled in things such as scuba diving, marathon running, and playing drums in a jazz band, the one true passion of Joey McCain's adult life is motorcycling. He's been riding since he was nine years old, when his father bought him a used Yamaha 80. Today he own a KDX 200 Kawasaki dirt bike, a '92 K75S BMW street bike, and a '99 Electra Glide Standard Harley-Davidson. All three of his sons—Joseph, age eleven; Liam, nine; and Lucas, six—have their own motorcycles. And McCain is a card-carrying member of the Renegade Pigs, a national organization of police and firefighters that ride American-made motorcycles. The Renegade Pigs are composed of twenty-five chapters, including two in Massachusetts, and over five hundred members.

“Some people, even other police officers, categorize us as rogue cops, because we're heavily tattooed and wear leather vests,” says McCain, cruising down Powderhouse Boulevard, alongside the flat, green planes of the Tufts athletic fields.

But the Renegade Pigs are nothing more than a group of law enforcement types who blow off steam by riding their Harleys, camping out, and drinking beer, McCain says. The enmity between Joe McCain, Jr., the Renegade Pigs, and the Hells Angels began in the mid-nineties, when McCain gave an interview to a New Hampshire newspaper that disparaged the Angels.

“I said that they were punks and drug dealers, and the funniest thing about it was, they didn't object to being called drug dealers, just punks,” McCain tells me.

After the story was published, an accompanying photograph was passed around Angels' haunts, and word came down that Joe McCain should start watching his back. Friends said that his photo was hanging up in an Angels' clubhouse with a red line through it, that there was a bounty on him, and that Angels were competing to see who would strip the Renegade Pigs' insignia from Joey's leather jacket.

Estimates of the Hell Angels' involvement in the illegal methamphetamine trade nationwide are as high as 75 percent, McCain says, and they also traffic in cocaine, marijuana, prostitution, and the “chopping” and reselling of stolen motorcycles. Recent efforts to legitimize their existence by retailing club paraphernalia and portraying themselves as the last free Americans are nothing but a smoke screen for their true identity, according to McCain.

“They are the dregs of society,” he says. “Stop me when I'm lying, is what I always say to them. They're nothing more than a fascist regime.”

By the late 1990s, the Hells Angels were upset with the Renegade Pigs for a number of reasons, including the law enforcement group's habit of wearing their chapter name in semicircle formation on the back of their vests, an Angel practice that other clubs are “forbidden” to emulate. Then one night, just a few hours after someone in New York had affixed a Renegade Pigs sticker to a Hells Angels' motorcycle, a small group of the Pigs left the Red Rock bar in Manhattan's Meatpacking District. A dark blue SUV cruised up alongside them, the tinted windows came down, and someone inside the van opened fire.

“They shot a Washington, D.C. cop, in the ass, Dave Moseley, a buddy of mine,” says McCain. No one was ever arrested for the shooting, but “it was definitely the Angels,” he says.

It was against this backdrop that Joe McCain, Jr., rode up that night in April to the entrance of the Station Café. Seated at two tables pushed together in the rear of the saloon were approximately ten members of the Hells Angels and a dozen Outlaws, gangs that had been killing each other since the 1970s. Immediately, McCain radioed his division commander for backup units and asked that they keep out of sight.

Although the two gangs have always hated each other, their operations had been sufficiently undermined by law enforcement that they had convened to discuss a truce. As luck would have it, their sworn enemy, Joe McCain, Jr., working alone, had discovered the proceedings.

His heart hammering in his throat, McCain pushed open the door and went inside. “I felt like those guys in Animal House, when they walk into the bar and they're the only white guys,” says McCain.

He passed through a small alcove, which was clad in dark 1970s paneling and badly lit; to his right was the long wooden bar and to the left a narrow room outfitted with benches and booths lined up along the wall. Every biker in the place turned and watched him come in, dressed in shorts and boots and wearing his badge and gun.

“Anyone with a brain in his head was finishing his drink and trying to leave as unnoticed as possible,” says McCain.

As he neared the table, an Outlaw rose from his seat. A well-muscled, stocky man with thick shoulders and a military haircut, the gang member was a former corrections officer and Army Ranger whom McCain had been introduced to while hobnobbing at a local Harley shop.

“Hello, Joe,” said the Outlaw, shaking McCain's hand. “There won't be any trouble here, and we'll be gone in half an hour.”

McCain reinforced the notion that he didn't want any trouble, and that he wanted the gang members out of the neighborhood. Then he turned around and walked out.

This was unbelievable; the Angels and the Outlaws were having a summit in a public bar while offering peace terms to law enforcement. “I live near there, and I left my bike, went around the corner to my house and got my video camera, and went over to the firehouse across the street,” says McCain. “I asked the guys there if I could get to the upper floor and hauled ass up the stairs. A little while later, the Angels and Outlaws started piling out of the bar, laughing like they're all great buddies now. You gotta see it.”

We're approaching the end of McCain's shift, so we return to the station, park the cruiser in the lower lot, and enter through a reinforced door next to the mechanic's bay. As we pass through the dispatcher's area, where detailed maps of Somerville are pinned to the wall and a steady stream of radio traffic is heard, a tall, burly E-911 operator named Scott Lennon hails McCain. “You guys ready to eat?” he asks. “I'm starving. My stomach thinks my throat is cut.”

McCain laughs. “Yeah. Let's get some chow.”

In the division commander's office, Joey rigs up his video camera on the desk and rummages through a cardboard box for the Hells Angels tape. On top of a nearby file cabinet is a set of women's clothing in a stapled plastic bag, the evidence from a rape the night before. One of the dispatchers comes in and mentions that the rest of the rape kit is in the freezer down the hall. McCain continues searching until he finds the right tape, and then Lennon enters with the food: wire-handled containers of rice, mushy vegetables in sweet sauce, and candied pork and chicken from the Thai place across the street.

McCain finishes cueing up the tape, and we sit there with steaming plates of rice and chicken balanced on our knees. The Station Café is a long, yellow brick building with two picture windows fronting on Holland Street. The camera zooms in, panning across six husky figures in leather vests clustered around the bar. The “rockers” sewed onto their vests indicate that four of the men are Hells Angels and two are Outlaws. McCain's voice is heard on the tape, as well as that of a fireman who is standing beside him.

You don't usually see them together, the fireman says.

Never, McCain says. Something's up, for sure.

The camera settles on the Victorian-looking door, which contains a sheet of etched glass that doesn't allow a clear view into the bar. On tape, McCain says, C'mon, you guys. I want everybody to come out, so's I can . . . 

In a moment the door opens and a huge, bald-headed Outlaw with a thick gold chain exits the bar, laughing with two Angels and an Angel prospect, identified as such because he lacks an upper rocker on his vest. As the gang members pass into the evening, McCain frames a nice, tight shot on each of their faces.

Outlaws and Angels smiling and joking, says McCain on tape. I love it.

Because of his own rightful distinction between motorcycling enthusiasts and what he calls “criminals disguised as bikers,” McCain takes genuine pleasure in deflating the Angels. One after another they cross the threshold of the barroom like they're being introduced on a TV show, and Joey says, “Thank you, thank you, and thank you,” as each man scowls into the camera.

Just then two Angels with long shaggy hair come outside. They are dressed in black jeans, black, long-sleeved T-shirts, and their vests, and are smoking cigarettes. One of them spots Joe's bicycle, which is still leaned up near the entrance, and he nudges the other gang member, exhales a plume of smoke, and says something. In a juvenile show of defiance, the Angel pantomimes getting on Joey's bicycle, and he and his crony roar with laughter.

“Tough guys. Except they're so fucking stupid they can't tell they're getting their pictures taken,” McCain says to me.

While we're watching the tape, Joe McCain's phone rings; he picks it up, growls his name, and immediately drops into a more pleasant register. It's his mother calling. Helen McCain, sixty-six, a retired nurse and widowed for a year, is having a rough day. Today would have been Joe Sr. and Helen's forty-second wedding anniversary, and next week is the first anniversary of his death.

Joey speaks with his mother for a few minutes and promises to look in on her when his shift is over. Other than breaks for college and the Marine Corps, Joe McCain has lived in the house where he was born his entire life. The McCain residence is right off Powderhouse Boulevard in West Somerville, in a neighborhood bordering on the Tufts University campus and composed of half-million-dollar homes dating back to the Grover Cleveland administration.

“It used to be, in the thirties, forties, and fifties, that three generations would stay together as a single family unit,” McCain tells me. “That's the main reason we stayed in Somerville: I wanted to raise my kids in the same house as the greatest guy in the world, my father.”

Just to give me an idea of the influence his dad had on him, as well as the impact of the old man's death on such a wide range of people, Joey McCain has shown me the notes he kept while sitting beside his father's bed in Mount Auburn Hospital last fall. The day before he died, Joe Sr. was lying on the ward listening to jazz music with his only son and telling stories about the old days. During the gangland murders back in the late fifties and early sixties in Somerville and Charlestown, Joe Sr. was a key witness for the prosecution. Joey writes:



He had to testify before the grand jury against some heavy hitters and found out that my mother was getting [threatening] phone calls at the house. He found out who it was when he recognized the moron's voice one day. It was Rocco “Bobo” Petricone, later to land the role in the movie The Godfather as Moe Greene. The old man went to the club they were hanging out at on Winter Hill. He found the whole group of them sitting together inside the club. He went in and asked Bobo if he could talk with him privately outside. Bobo signaled his buddies that it was OK, figuring that the old man was going to tell him he was scared to death and was going to back off of the investigation. He figured wrong. The old man grabbed [Petricone] by the throat and slammed him into the plate glass picture window in the front of the establishment and told him that if his wife got one more phone call at the house he was going to come back here with a shotgun and take care of all of them, he said he didn't care that much about the job. The phone calls stopped. Dad testified, several of them went in the can. . . .

Dad and me are listening to Chet Baker now. It's a recording made in West Germany two weeks before he died. He has the most beautiful tone. Dad just fell asleep listening to Chet blow ‘My Funny Valentine.' I'm beginning to feel a strange sort of comfort when I am here; although it's hard to see him this way, I'm glad I'm here. Life is coming full circle. I was just looking at him laying there. He looked uncomfortable. It made me think of a book I read some time ago about Christ; I thought about the suffering he went through before he died. I guess we all have to go through some type of suffering before we die. We all have a cross to bear, so to speak.



At the conclusion of his shift, Joe McCain takes me through the dispatcher's room, into a dingy hallway and out past the lockup. We pause at the head of the corridor that runs between the jail cells, empty but for a pair of boots and rumpled clothes set on the floor. They belong to the unit's sole prisoner.

“Hey, Richard,” says McCain, hailing the guy in the cell. He's a regular tenant here, a fifty-year-old wheelchair-bound man who likes to get drunk and roll into traffic and has been in protective custody for forty-eight hours.

A man's voice echoes from the last cell. “What?”

“Where's your chair?” McCain asks.

“I don't know.”

McCain stands there with his hands on hips, glancing into a nearby closet and down the adjoining hallway. “Well, we're gonna give you a fucking bicycle and you can pedal it with your hands,” he says.

The prisoner laughs and swears at us and we duck out of the corridor and McCain presses a button on the wall and the heavy steel door of the mechanic's bay climbs up its track. We emerge onto the lot, and as we go across the wet pavement, my head is teeming with Angels and Outlaws and Rocco Petricone and big Joe McCain dying at Mount Auburn and Chet Baker at the end of his life playing “My Funny Valentine.” Like it or not, realize it or not, life is about measuring up, finding out whether you can hang with the big boys. I wonder aloud what use I'm going to be at McCain Investigations. I have no law enforcement training and no real connections in the city, other than reporters at a couple of newspapers.

Joey McCain laughs and tells me not to worry about it. “Cops notoriously think they know everything,” he says. “We'd rather have a college guy who doesn't know a thing, so we can teach him the job.”

“When are we going to get a case?” I ask, getting into my car.

McCain grins at me. “Soon,” he says.

As I weave my way through the jumble of old paved-over cart paths that form the nexus of downtown Somerville, past the muffler shops and taverns and the boarded up frontage of the Union Square Redemption Center, it occurs to me that I've got my first case: looking for Joe McCain, Sr.

On the night that his father died, Joe Jr., his fellow P.I. Mark Donahue, and another Somerville cop named Mike Mulcahy drove out to visit big Joe's old partner, Leo Papile. In Leo's reckoning there were two kinds of people in the world—cops and assholes. The seventy-seven-year-old retired detective lived alone in a modest, brick-faced Colonial just over the Neponset Bridge in Quincy. He and Joe Sr. had worked MDC cases together for over a decade, locking up shitbirds of every variety: bank robbers, murderers, drug dealers, pedophiles, even dirty cops. Leo was Joe McCain's comrade in arms, his best friend, and as young Joey knocked on the door, hauling along a bag full of imported beer, he swallowed hard and set his jaw.

Tall and slender, Leo had always been well-dressed and well-groomed, with the slicked down look of the old Vegas Rat Pack, clean shirt, nice tie, his hair shining and parted to one side. But when he opened the door on Joey and his friends, he was an old man in battered pants and a mothy brown cardigan, rheumy-eyed, his hands shaking. Nothing inside the house had changed since Leo's beloved wife, Susan, died of cancer in 1973. The kitchen floor was still covered in the original worn linoleum. Around the table were metal chairs with hard vinyl seats, and the wooden cabinets and simple black clock were right out of the mid-seventies; even the color scheme was from another era, everything in brown, light green, and yellow. It was like time had stopped.

The men all shook hands. The beer came out of the bag, and someone fumbled through the drawers for an opener. Leo was a good-hearted, friendly man but abrupt and rather gruff. At a banquet one time he found himself sitting beside the mother of Joey McCain's former girlfriend. “Do you know who I am?” he asked. “No,” the woman said. “I'm afraid I don't.” Leo glared across the table at the younger McCain. “Joey, who is this fucking broad?”

On this particular night, Leo is adamant about the ground rules for big Joe's funeral. “There'll be no crying,” he says. “There's gonna be no bullshit.”

Suddenly he rises from the kitchen table. “Let me show you guys something. Come here. Come in here,” says Leo in his husky voice, leading his visitors into the next room. Spread over the dining room table are a raft of newspaper clippings, about his son Leo Jr., who is director of player personnel for the Boston Celtics, and stories about his grandchildren playing high school and college sports. When he wants to visit that part of his life, Leo explains, he goes into the dining room.

“Come over here,” Leo says. He directs the three men back into the kitchen and opens up a cabinet just to the right of the sink. Taped on the back are three calendar pages, two of them yellowed and one from the current month. The first is from March 1973, with a date circled in red.

“See this right here?” Leo asks. “This is the day my wife died. And this other one, this is the day I retired from the cops—a job that I loved.” The retired detective stabs his finger at the third calendar page, October 22, 2001. “And this is the day Joe McCain died. There are just three days. Guys, that's my life right there.”

Four months later, Leo Papile himself would be dead.

There's steady drizzle over Somerville now, as I drive by the Boys & Girls Club and beneath the railroad underpass, a steady mist falling on heavily laden trees and the streets gleaming in the wet. Detectives are in the business of reconstruction, piecing together crime scenes, motives, patterns of behavior, even the trajectory of a life when the situation calls for it. But when I think of Leo Papile and his calendar pages, I can't help recalling something else that Joey had written about his father when he was laying up in that hospital bed at Mount Auburn.



We are all supposed to bury our parents; it's the way things should work. Still, it doesn't come easy. I just wish he could have stayed around a little longer so that my children could have really known their papa. Before my first son, Joseph, was born, Dad said to me, “Remember something, if you are not a success with your family, you are a success nowhere; measure your success by how much time you spend with your kids and your wife and how you treat them; because when all is said and done nothing else matters in this world.”



I believe those words, and try like hell to live by them myself. And as I set out on my year at McCain Investigations, it occurs to me that my most difficult case will be reconstructing the life of Joe McCain, Sr., to conduct my own private investigation into the force of his personality and so come to know the man after he has gone.
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