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TUESDAY, 3:30 AM

It was a clear night and still comfortable for the time of year. The were crowds finally calling it a night and heading home. Traffic was slowly waning; mostly cabs cruising for stragglers, and the odd late night hopeful looking to score one of the homeless hippie chicks. Only the after hour night crawlers, and those not lucky enough to have hooked up with a place to crash, still prowled the streets. Most of the clubs were closed, or closing. Even the cops were calling it a day; only one or two patrolmen were still seen walking their beats.

The young, uniformed cop walked casually along the sidewalk on Charles Street W., thinking that so far it has been a good night, not too many drunks, bad trips, fights, or other issues. He glanced quickly into the open alleys as he walked along, looking for any trouble. He was about to walk past yet one more when he thought he heard something in the darkness.

He stopped and looked more intently, placing a hand instinctively on his gun. All he saw at first were several garbage cans against the building and a side door lit by a low watt yellowish light at the far end. He was about to continue on his beat when something moved in the gloom.

“Police,” he called, pulling out a flashlight and turning it on.

He cautiously stepped into the alley, his hand still on the gun. Holding the light shoulder high, he took several steps then stopped. There, about twenty feet away, was the body of a man lying on his back, just past the last garbage can. He passed the light over the victim revealing that he had been badly beaten. Bending down, he quickly examined him. He was still alive but unconsciousness. His clothes were torn, and his face a mass of blood.

“Sir? Can you hear me?” he said, with a hand on the man’s shoulder gently shaking him. 

“Uuuuggghhh,” was all he got from the supine figure.

“Okay. You take it easy, I'm going to get help, okay? I'll be right back.”

The officer stood up and ran back down the alley to the sidewalk then turned and continued to the call box on the corner. Several minutes later, he was back in the alley. A siren wailed in the distance.

“Help's almost here buddy, so hang on,” he said softly. 

A moment later, a squad car came to a stop at the end of the alley and a plainclothes cop got out. 

“Down here,” Officer Jack Connelly, called out.

“Rodriquez. Whatcha got?” the detective asked when he stood behind the cop.

“Looks like someone really kicked the shit outta this guy,” the cop said.

“Any ID?”

“Didn't look. Figure'd I'd leave that for you guys,” he said, stepping back.

The detective knelt down on a knee and started to check the man. He found a wallet and carefully pulled it out of the man’s pants pocket. He flipped it open and checked the contents. 

“Hmm. Wasn't a mugging. There's a coupla hundred bucks in here,” he muttered to no one in particular. “Shit.”

“What?” the young cop asked.

“Huh? Oh, I know this guy. Damn. Okay. You get down to the car and call for the ambulance. We gotta get him to the hospital, quick.”

“Yes, sir,” the cop said, then headed away.

“Gabe?” Rodriquez said softly, leaning down. “It's me, Manny. Manny Rodriquez. Understand?”

“Uugghh,” the man moaned.

“Alright, take it easy, buddy. You jus' lay there okay? You'll be at the hospital real soon.”

It was not long before the ambulance arrived and within minutes the paramedics had the man secured on a gurney and were wheeling him into the back of the vehicle.

Rodriquez stood off to the side with a notepad in his hand talking to the young cop who’d discovered the victim.

“Your name?”

“Jack Ross, badge number...” he started to say.

“Yeah, got it,” Rodriquez said, pointing at his badge. “So, tell me everything.”

Five minutes later, Rodriquez got back in the squad car. Officer Ross stood at the window.

“You did good kid,” the detective said. “I'll pass that along to your watch commander. Have a good shift.”

“Thanks,” Ross said as the car pulled away following the ambulance.

Sargent Gus Ferguson entered the squad room at 7:45, his usual time. He carried a brown paper bag with a toasted onion bagel inside in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other. He was the lead detective on the day shift at the police station covering the Village area over to Queens Park and the University of Toronto campus. He’d served the area for the last fifteen years or more. He walked over to his desk in the corner, put the items on his desk and removed his coat and jacket.

“Mornin',” Manny Rodriquez said, behind him.

“Mornin',” Gus answered, as he sat down and opened the bag. “Busy night?”

“No more than usual,” Manny said, pulling a chair over and sitting down. “Did get somethin' you might be interested in.”

“Yeah? What?” Gus said, taking out the still warm bagel.

“You know Gabe Herschon, right?”

He nodded. “Uh-huh, why?”

“Looks like he got beat up pretty bad last night, and I mean pretty bad. Beat cop found him around three-thirty this mornin' in an alley down by his club. I caught the call and checked it out. Whoever did this really did a fuckin' number on him, man.”

“Is he...?”

“Dead? Naw, but he ain't in a good way though. He was taken over to Mount Sinai, him bein’ a Jew an’ all. When I left, he was still out. Ain't he a friend of you, Abe, and Murph?”

“Yeah. More Murph than us. They've known each other a long time,” Gus said. “Okay, write it up and give it to me.”

“You gonna tell him? Murph?” Manny asked, standing up.

“Yeah. I'll call him later.”

* * *

SPRINGTIME IN THE VILLAGE. 

A time of renewal, rebirth, hope. A hallmark of life in the Village...or it used to be. I sometimes find it hard to reconcile all the crap that is going on these days when the world outside looks so...hopeful. 

Racial tensions, protests, war. It's not like there isn't enough shit going on in our daily lives already. Makes one wonder what's the point. But then that's the bigger, wider world. Happily, mine is filled with three good things to keep my cynicism at bay: Jane and my two girls.

It was a warm April day, and I was taking advantage of it with my feet up on the windowsill enjoying the cool breeze coming in through the open window. I had just finished another one of those cases that starts out pretty straightforward, but then goes sideways, leaving you thinking how many lives you have left, how much luck is left in the well. At least I didn't get shot this time, I thought, but that didn’t mean someone didn't try. I gazed out at the late afternoon, watching the sun slowly creeping up the face of the building across the street from my office. 

A few years back an aunt who thought well of me, passed on and left me her house on Spadina Street. She was always a sweetheart and doted on my wife and kids who loved her. It was a modest two-story building with three bedrooms and a convenient space on the main floor for me to set up my business office as the bold black letters next to my front door declared to all and sundry: Murphy Confidential Investigations.

That's me. Matt Murphy, Private Investigator. Still healthy and in reasonably good condition, thanks to a regular workout schedule — sort of. I like to think that I can still turn a head or two among the fairer sex, although Maggie, my girl Friday, just rolls her eyes whenever I mention it. But don't confuse me with your dime novel variety gumshoe peeper. You know the stereotype, tough guy, hard as rock macho dude, a smoke hanging from the corner of a mouth twisted in disdain, straight up whiskey in one hand, and big chested peroxide blondes aching to bed him hanging off his shoulder, while the hard asses eye him with a mix of fear and hate. Nope, that’s not me. 

I actually do work as a P.I., mostly for a couple of insurance companies, investigating questionable claims and for a small law firm serving papers and such. Best part is, they keep me on retainer, so the cheques come in on a bi-weekly basis. Second best thing is, these cases usually don't put me in anyone's cross hairs, or in any other situation that might result in bodily harm. Although I have taken on the odd case or two that has proved the exception to the rule.

Normally I don’t take on cases that require me to carry my gun anymore. I have in the past, and the result was what you might expect. Whenever someone comes through my door with a problem that needs a gun, I remember the face of a young woman from several years ago that I was forced to shoot, and several other situations, including my last case, where I took a hit from a bullet. I usually turn these cases down or refer them to someone else...but not always. I’m a sucker for a good sob story, or if a friend is in need of help.

I continued watching the sun slowly inch its way up the face of the building across the street and took a sip of coffee from the mug I was holding, when Maggie buzzed me saying Gus Ferguson was on the phone. Gus and I go way back.

Before hanging out my shingle, I walked a beat as one the city’s finest. Back then there were three of us: Gus Ferguson, Abe Goldman, and me. Some of the older guys used to call us the three musketeers. Anyway, it didn’t take me long to discover that I wasn’t cut out to a beat cop, not so the other two, especially, Abe. He was born to be a cop. And a good one. He rose quickly through the ranks to become a lieutenant in the detective squad. He'd since moved over to Internal Affairs, while Gus made Detective Sergeant in the serious crime squad. Anyway, the three of us have kept up our friendship over the years.

“Gus,” I said, when I picked up the phone.

“Murph,” Gus said, in his usual terse way.

“What's up? Am I in trouble?” I said, smiling.

“Not that I know about,” he said, his tone easy and friendly. “Thought you should know. Early this morning, Gabe Herschon was found in an alley near his home over on Charles Street West. He was worked over pretty bad.”

“Jesus, is he...?” I started to say, dropping my feet to the floor, and sitting up.

“No, but he's in a coma or something. He's over at Mount Sinai.”

“You got anything on who or why?”

“Not yet. So far, it looks like a random attack, not a mugging. Seems nothing was taken. Manny caught the case, but it don't look good. You know how these cases work. We'll be lucky to give it thirty-six hours,” Gus said.

“Yeah, I know.”

“I'm talking to you 'cause of your friendship with Gabe. I figure maybe you could poke around and do what you do best.”

“Yeah, thanks, Gus. I appreciate this. I'll look into it, and if I get anything you can use, I'll...,” I said.

“Pass it on to Manny, okay? It's his case. I'll give him a head's up,” he said, interrupting me.

“Okay. Thanks for the call.”

“Yeah, by the way, you talked to Abe lately?” 

“Not for a couple of days, why? Something up?”

“Give em a call. He'll fill ya in,” he said.

I looked at my watch. I knew he’d be in his office by now.

“Will do an’ thanks.” I disconnected to call then dialed Abe’s direct number.

“Goldman.”

“Hey, buddy,” I said.

“What's up?”

“Just got off the horn with Gus. Gabe was attacked last night. Apparently, he was messed up pretty bad. He's in Mount Sinai. I'm heading over there after I hang up.”

“Mugging?”

“Gus doesn't think so. Looks like nothing was taken.”

“Okay, keep me posted on how he's doing, now, why did you really call?”

“Gus kinda said I should talk to you.”

“Yeah, okay. I was planning on telling you on the weekend but now's as good a time as any,” he said, pausing a moment. “I put my papers in.”

“Really?”

“Uh-huh. It's time. I'm ready.”

I knew that he had been feeling like the job didn't matter to him anymore. All the years on the street dealing with the bottom of the barrel, then having to deal with bad cops and corruption that had almost cost him his life took its toll. Like he once said, it ate at everything that kept him believing that he made a difference. I guess he finally reached the realization that the plate was empty, and he had nothing left.

“If that's what you want then I'm with you a hundred percent,” I said.

“I know, Matt, thanks. Look, can we leave this 'til later? Maybe over lunch at the deli.”

“Yeah, no sweat. Want me to keep this under my hat?”

“You mean, tell Jane? No, that's cool. Besides, I suspect Millie's already told her.”

Our wives, Millie and Jane, are very close friends.

“Okay. I’ll get back to you ‘bout lunch. See ya then,” I said, then hung up.

I got up and grabbed my hat and jacket.

Gabe Herschon and I have known each other for almost ten years. Gabe was a first-generation Jew from Europe, sent here before the war. He was pushing forty-five but keeps fit and is openly gay. 

When I first met him, I was still in uniform and walking the beat in Yorkville – Queen’s Park area, that was before it became a hippie haven. Later, when it morphed into a mecca of the counterculture movement and I was a civilian again and single, I used to frequent some of the clubs. The entertainments that followed the movement were great with the likes of Gordon Lightfoot, Ian and Sylvia, and some of the U.S performers that came up from Greenwich Village in New York.

That was how I met Gabe. He was working at the King Cole Room in the Park Plaza Hotel as a waiter. Monique’s was one of my favourite clubs because they always had some of the best music. It didn’t matter, or bother me, that it was also a popular gay bar. In fact, I once did the owner a good turn soon after I hung out my shingle as a P.I. The word was put out among the patrons that I wasn’t on the menu.

I learned Gabe was very well connected in the Village scene, especially within the local art community and proved to be a valuable source of information on a couple of past cases. The only other person I knew who had more information was a character named Crazy Pete. Unfortunately, he's now gone. Killed by some rich kids looking for kicks. 

“Everything okay?” Maggie asked, when I entered the outer office.

Maggie Garrett has been my girl Friday for the last four years. She’s an intelligent twenty-five-year-old woman with a bright disposition and a great sense of organization. She’s also not too hard to look at: five-five, a hundred and fifteen pounds distributed perfectly over her slender body. Don’t get me wrong here, there’s nothing beyond our working relationship going on. My wife is more than enough for me, besides she’s in a relationship with a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound pro-football player.

I shook my head. “No. Gabe was attacked and badly beaten last night.”

“Oh no. Is he dead?” she said, her voice heavy with concern. She’s known Gabe only a short while but they liked each other. Maggie had met him on several occasions and the two hit it off right from the start. In fact, Gabe took to her and treated her like a kid sister and was protective of her. It was fun to watch sometimes because, for some reason, Maggie was surprisingly comfortable being doted on. She’s got a very definite independent streak in her.

“No. He's over at Mount Sinai. I’m headin' over there now to check it out.”

“Please call me if you find out anything,” she said as I left.

“Okay.”

When I arrived at the hospital, I was told that he was still in intensive care. He was stable but still unconscious. They wouldn't let me in to see him, but I had a chance to talk with the duty doctor. According to him, Gabe sustained a very severe beating. He had a concussion, four broken ribs and his face might need surgery to fix his jaw, probably from being kicked, and multiple lacerations around his face. I've seen bad beatings before, but this, this had all the earmarks of a savage, brutal attack intended to kill. 

I stood listening to the doctor and getting angrier with each description. I wanted the ones who did this and not just because Gabe was my friend. No one deserved to be brutalized like this. Well, maybe the ones who did it.

After I left the hospital, I decided to walk up to the King Cole to let them know what happened and to calm down and think. Gus said it wasn't a mugging, so that left only two other reasons: a random attack or, a deliberate one. In either case, why single Gabe out.

Again, the only reason I could think of was because of who and what he is – a Jew and gay and, with the recent influx of draft dodgers and deserters from the States, many of them good ole southern boys, this looked most likely to be the case. The Village seemed to have become the northern mecca for the hippie generation and social dissidents, like these escapees from the U.S military.

It has been a while since I walked through the Village. Outwardly, not much seemed to have changed, the old familiar buildings were still there, but just behind the old facades I sensed something was different. 

The streets were filled with young people hanging around all the usual clubs and cafes, though now they wore jeans and long hair. Even the music had changed from the usual jazz and folk sounds to a more electric sound. But it was the undercurrent of anger that seemed to be fuelling these changes. Tensions were running high, especially in and around the Village, as protesters and students gathered and marched against the war in Vietnam, and the unrest among blacks as part of the growing Civil Rights Movement. Not to forget the rising prejudice against the homosexual community.

People were turning away from long held family traditions and blindly accepting the rule of government. Now there was an overt feeling of mistrust and discontent that seemed to be signalling changes to come that would alter our country significantly. I wonder if the country was ready...if I was ready. I turned onto Yorkville Avenue and headed for the club.
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THE KING COLE ROOM is one of the older clubs still around with its own unique history. Nowadays, it was one of the Village’s more openly and popular gay bars.

I opened the door and went inside. The place was about two thirds full with regulars sitting around discussing or arguing the events of the day. I spotted Maxie in his usual place behind the counter and headed over.

“Kinda figured ya'd be in,” he said, placing a cup of coffee down in front of me.

“Thanks. So, I guess everyone knows?” I said, putting my hat on the bar.

“Uh-huh. Cops been in and out a coupla times.”

“You able to tell them anything?”

He shook his head. “Naw. Wasn't workin' las' night.”

“You got any ideas?”

“Maybe.”

“So?”

“My guess was 'cause him being queer, ya know,” he said, leaning forward.

“Everyone knew he was gay. He made no secret about it,” I said.

“Yeah, 'spose that's true. But lately sum 'crackers' been causin' problems for a lot of guys like Gabe.”

“Yeah? Like how?”

“Ya know, runnin' the clubs and hasslin' anyone they figure is queer, least that's what I'm hearin'.”

“How do you know it's these 'crackers'?”

“Way I hear it, these guys are from the south, ya know, can't mistake their accents an' all,” he said, imitating a southern drawl. “They say they’re deserters from the army, or sumthin’ like that.”

“And they been hassling the local gays?”

“Yeah, and not jus' them.”

“Yeah?”

“They been goin' after the kids, ya know, the ones been protestin'. They also been chasin' the skirts too.”

“You called them, crackers, how come?”

“'Bout ten years back, I worked a coupla clubs down on the river, ya know, the Ole Miss. Learned firsthand what them guys was like. Pretty sure summa them guys was KKK.”

“And you think that's who these guys are?”

Maxie shrugged and said, “Maybe. Sure act and talk like them.”

“You tell this to the cops?”

“Uh-huh. Those guys ain't nothin' but garbage an' we don't need them here.”

“You say that these guys have been harassing Gabe?”

“Yeah, I think so. But I don't think they was doin' it in the club.”

“You know if Gabe been seeing anyone special?”

“Funny you ask. Yeah, I think there was this pretty boy been in and out here lately that caught his eye.”

“Got a name?”

He shook his head, “Not really. I think Gabe might've said somethin' like Shawn maybe.”

“Got any idea where I can find this guy?”

“Nope. But I think I once heard somethin’ about being from over near the Park.” He was referring to Queen’s Park down by the University of Toronto. The area around the Park was popular with gays.

“Okay, thanks. If you think of anything else call me,” I said, passing him aa business card. “You think I can take a look in the office?”

“Yeah, sure. Go on back. Door's not locked.”

“Thanks,” I said, slipping off the stool and going into the backroom area where a small kitchen prepared a small but tasty menu of items.

I waved at Silvia Bono, the cook, who was busy prepping something for a customer. She had been at the club for over five years. 

The office was about the size of a closet. A small table and chair were placed against the wall on the right and small file cabinet was set in a corner. I went and rummaged through the papers on the desk. Mostly bills and receipts for inventory used by the club, not much else. I was about to leave when I spotted something on the floor behind one of the table's legs, a crumpled wad of paper. Must have bounced off the rim of the wastebasket. I picked it up and smoothed it open on the desk. Scrawled in thick black ink block letters under a crude drawing of a hanging man were the words: 

'DEATH TO QUEERS AND JEWS'

There was also the Nazi swastika and a stylized SS. I folded it up and put it in my pocket then returned to the club. 

“So? Ya goin' ta look inta this?” Maxie asked.

I nodded, “Yeah.”

“Good. I like Gabe. He's good people. Don't deserve this kinda crap, don't care if he is queer.”

“Yeah, he is,” I said. “If something comes to mind you know how to reach me.”

“You bet,” he said, waving off the dollar bill I offered for the coffee. I left it as a tip.

My next stop was the 6th Precinct and Manny Rodriquez.

I don't visit the old precinct as often anymore, not since Abe Goldman left as head of the Homicide Squad, to take up a new position with Internal Affairs. I still knew quite a few of the old timers like Gus Ferguson and Manny, and luckily, Bill Jenkins, who was presently the duty Desk Sargent. 

The precinct's main floor was filled with people, as usual. Mostly citizens with complaints and several uniforms holding cuffed perpetrators waiting to process them. Jenkins was presently fending off a couple of Public Defenders trying to get in to see their clients. 

Funny how crime always seemed to be a growth industry.

When I finally got Bill's attention, I waved and pointed upstairs. He waved back and nodded okay.

As it turned out, I arrived just about the time for the shift change. I knew Manny would be in because, for some reason, he always preferred the night shift.

Gus was sitting in his usual corner at a desk with stacks of folders and papers covering it. 

“Hey,” I said, pulling a chair over and sitting down. “Things look 'bout the same.”

“Murph. Yeah, same ole shit just piled higher. Guess you're here because of Gabe?”

“Yeah. Thought I'd have chat with Manny before he headed home.”

“Okay. He’s in the john, should back in a bit. You have a look around yet?”

I nodded. “Uh-huh. Stopped by the hospital first. He's still in intensive care and unconscious, at least as of an hour ago. Then I stopped at the club. Had a chat with Maxie, you remember him. Poked around the office and found this on the floor behind the table.”

I pulled out the piece of paper and held it out to him by a corner.

“Don't know if the lab boys can get anything from it but it's yours.”

Gus took the page and unfolded it. His expression didn't change as he read the words.

“You don't look surprised,” I said.

“Not really. We've been gettin' a lot of this shit lately.”

“Really?”

“Uh-huh, not just this kinda crap but a lot of shit. Civil Rights protests. Anti friggin' war protests. Women's lib, Christ, you name it. It's like the ship's sinkin,” he sounded tired, or maybe even a bit defeated, “an’ all the lifeboats are leakin’.”

“I know things are getting really crazy out there, but I haven't been hearing anything about it getting violent. Definitely not like this.”

“Yeah, well, that's changin'. You hear about the black movement down in the States?” 

He was referring to the recent protest demonstrations and confrontations between black residents and the authorities.

I shook my head. “No actually. Now we got the girls we tend to stay at home more and I don’t keep up on things like I used to.”

“Yeah, well, probably a good thing. I don't think even your buddy could cover your ass these days,” Gus said.

He was talking about a good friend of mine, a black man named Terry Jackson, or simply ‘T’ to his friends. He had a bit of a shady background from his days back in Harlem. But he left and came here in fifty-seven. He married a local girl, Thelma Sparks. I decided I'd give him a call some time real soon to catch up.

“There's Manny,” Gus said, nodding toward the door.

“Okay, thanks. Keep the faith,” I said, standing up.

“Now where did I put that brochure on available chicken farms?,” he said, sarcastically, going through the motions of looking for something among the papers on his desk.

“Funny. See ya later.”

“Say hi to Jane for me. Here, give this Manny.” He passed the sheet of paper I gave him back to me. “Oh, by the way, you talk to Abe?”

“Uh-huh. We're getting together for lunch at ’s Mel’s on Saturday if you’re free.” Mel’s was a deli the three of us always met at for lunch.

Gus just nodded as I headed over to Manny's desk.

“Wondered when you'd show up.” he said when I arrived and sat down.

“Yeah, good to see you too,” I said. I passed the sheet of paper to him after he sat down.

“What's this?”

“I was poking around at the club and found this in the office. It was on the floor behind the table. Easy to miss.”

He took the page and read it. “So, looks like he might've been targeted.”

“Yep. Looks that way. Gus said that it's not as unusual as one might think. That mean there's more of these people up here peddling this crap?” I asked.

“Unfortunately. It's like all the crazies have come outta the woodwork, ya know. I know the Village has had it's share of controversy and stuff, but now it's like it's all gone to hell in a hand basket.”
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