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THE SMALL STUDIO WAS cloaked in semi-darkness, except for the stream of moonlight coming through the skylight; some of the light spilling over the polished hard wood floor. A large full length mirror, with a long hand rail attached to it, filled one entire wall. There was a baby grand piano sitting in one corner. The room had an almost ethereal feel which, to one attuned to such things, seemed to have faint echoes of dreams and hopes emanating from the old wooden walls.

The young woman dressed in black clothing, quietly walked across the open area to the door that led to the locker rooms on the other side. She opened the door and passed through, closing the door behind her. Taking out a flashlight, she made her way to the dressing rooms and, finding the one she was looking for, opened the door and went in. Going directly to a locker, she opened it and extracted a pair of well worn pointe shoes, ballet slippers, then went to the small make-up table and sat down, setting the shoes on the table.

She reached inside the pocket of her coat and pulled out a small cardboard box, about the size of a box of matches. She opened it and carefully took out three sewing needles that had been nipped in half and began to insert them into the toes of each shoe with the pin points protruding just enough to ensure they broke the skin but not so much as to cause permanent damage.

Once she was satisfied with her work, she returned the shoes to the locker then, after a quick look around, left the room and headed out of the studio.

* * *

––––––––
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IT WAS ONE OF THOSE really great spring days, you know the ones, filled with the promise of the coming summer that lay just around the corner with its heat rising from baked pavement trapped between the buildings. Until then, warm air gently blew in the open window behind my desk carrying with it the smells and sounds of the Village: an old familiar melody I never grew tired of hearing. 

My name is Matt Murphy. I run a one man detective agency with my girl Friday, Maddie Cox, out of a small office on Belmuto Street, not far from the Village. I know what you're thinking; a private eye, wow. Late nights in smoke filled bars rubbing elbows with wise guys, hoods, loose dames, a cigarette in the corner of my mouth and a glass of whiskey, straight up of course, with a look of menace and disdain on my face. Not even close.

My main business comes from a couple of insurance companies that have me on retainer to look into certain claims. I also work for two law firms on a regular basis when they need background or alibi checks done. The riskiest work I do is when some visiting ‘somebody’ visits the Village and needs protection. These assignments come in from a contact, Saul Rubinek, a theatrical agent, who needs someone like me to play babysitter. It isn't the most glamorous work, but it pays the bills and puts something in the bank. I almost never have to use my gun. 

I recently married the long time love of my life, Jane Caldwell, and live in a cozy flat in a quaint one bedroom renovated Victorian house on Bellair Street just down from Critchley and Bloor. It is owned by an equally old, but motherly widow, who thinks I should get a real job. She dotes on Jane like she was her daughter, which is okay with me.

I love Yorkville Village and have done so since I first came to Toronto from Manitoba back in ‘54. By day, it’s like any other place; people going about their daily lives; working, eating, making love; the usual stuff. But after dark! Now, that’s when it awakens with its clubs and bars and the streets crawling with gawkers, thrill seekers, music lovers and nowadays, hippies, dopers, and runaways, all searching for...whatever. The papers compare it to Greenwich Village in New York and Haight-Ashbury in San Francisco; three pillars of what they call the counterculture movement.

On this particular day, Friday to be exact, I was happy to just sit back and enjoy the day thinking about the love of my life.

I was sitting in my office with my feet up on the corner of the desk listening to a song on the radio by a couple of kids named Simon and Garfunkel. They sang well together with really nice harmonies.

Most of the news in the Globe and Mail seemed to be focused on the tensions between the Soviets and the U.S.; the States’ growing involvement in a place called Vietnam and the situation in Cuba. I couldn't help wondering why they felt the need to become involved in the affairs of other countries, especially ones where there didn’t seem to be any apparent economic interests. I mean, didn't they have enough going on right here at home with the growing unrest and protests.

I wasn’t looking to take on any new cases for a while anyway, but as usual, the gods who appear to have taken an interest in my life had other ideas. I’m not a religious man, but I sometimes think someone or something out there has singled me out for attention, or maybe it’s just karma. Either that, or they were bored up there on their mountain and they chose today to have some fun.

It had been over six months since my last big case. That one involved my best friend, Abe Goldman, who is a detective on the Metropolitan Police Force. He was working with the drug squad on an undercover operation in the Village and at Rochdale College. The case turned sour, and he got shot by a member of a bike gang that ran the trade out of the College. Luckily he survived. The shooter was never caught. The police eventually put their investigation on the back burner for the obvious reasons. So, I set out to find who was behind it. Friendship matters, especially with me.

Turned out to be a couple of dirty cops.

Abe recovered and was now back on the job where he got promoted to Lieutenant and re-assigned to Internal Affairs at headquarters downtown.

As I was saying, the gods decided that I must have been idle long enough, so, in their wisdom and to make sure I didn't slip into an easy comfortable life, they sent her to my door.

“Mr. Murphy?” she said, knocking softly on the glass panel, as she opened the door. Maddie must have stepped away from her sentry post: the reception desk.

“That's me,” I said, swinging my feet to the floor and swiveling the chair to face her.

She stood about five-six. Looked to be in her forties. A nice looking slender figure with long legs. It all came wrapped in a colorful floral dress that hung down to just above her knees. She wore a light woolen waist length jacket. Her thick red hair was tied up in a bun at the back of her head but didn't have that severe matronly look you'd expect. Not many women could have pulled off that look as well as she did. She wore just enough makeup to accent her facial features perfectly. By anyone's standard she was a looker.

“Have a seat, uh...”

“Adele Smithson,” she said, as she moved gracefully and sat in one of the two chairs in front of the desk.

“Okay,” I said. “How can I help you?”

“I’ve come to you on the recommendation of Saul Rubinek. He said you’re the detective that was involved in that horrible business with those poor actors some time ago. Is that correct?”

“Yes,” I said. Uh-oh, was that the sounds of chuckling from above. 

“Good, then I have come to the right man.” She settled back into the chair, relaxing her shoulders. “I own a dance studio on Isabella Street, across from George Hisop Park. It’s not a very big studio as such, but I have several of the more notable dancers in the city in my company. Are you familiar with the dance scene?”

“Not really. I have seen a few performances but that's it.”

“Yes. I see. Well, as I was saying, I have a studio. At the present time, it consists of twelve permanent dancers and a list of a dozen or so call ups.”

I must have given her a funny look at that point because she said, “Call ups are dancers who are not a permanent part of any company but who are available as extras, stand-ins, that sort of thing.”

“Ah, thanks,” I said. “Go on.”

She nodded and continued, “For the last two months we have been in rehearsal for the debut a new production by one of the most promising new choreographers to come along in the last ten years.” She paused waiting for a response from me. When none came she continued.

“Yes, well, suffice it to say, there is a lot of interest in his work. Because of the importance of this production, we have received a number of offers from some of the major dancers in the city, and from abroad, to lead the performance. However, the choreographer has indicated that he has a girl in mind for the lead. She's a young dancer from Montreal that he met while directing another dance there and was greatly impressed with her. Of course, I agreed with his request. After all, this is a major event, and I’m honored that he chose my company to debut it in this country.” She paused for a moment.

“Uh-huh,” I said, “guess you would be. So why do you need the services of a private investigator?”

“I recently visited Montreal to meet this girl and to see her dance. Her name is Monique Levesque. I was quite impressed. She is a natural, and quite nice as well. I invited her to come to Toronto which she accepted. That was two weeks ago. The production has a two week run here before going on tour. Opening night is scheduled for three weeks from now. She has been in rehearsals during this time.”

She took a moment before continuing. I took this opportunity to offer her a coffee, which she accepted. I got up, poured a cup and placed it on the desk in front of her, then sat back down.

“Thank you. As I was saying, during this time a number of, ah, things have happened.”

“Things? What kind of things?” I asked, taking a few notes as she told her story.

“Odd things, I guess you'd say. Nothing dramatic or suspicious as such. It's just that, taken individually, one would think they were nothing more than little accidents, you know, the kind that happen in a studio. It's just that there have been enough for me to wonder, you see. It just seems to me to be stretching coincidence to keep thinking these are just a series of accidents.”

“Can you tell me what exactly has happened?”

“Props falling. Exercise bars coming loose, those kind of things. But it was something that happened two days ago. When Monique arrived for rehearsal she discovered that there were several pins embedded in the toe of her practice shoes. Which is why I have come to you.” 

“And that's serious because...,” I asked, sounding a little puzzled.

“Because of the potential damage it could cause to a ballet dancer. It could, at the worst, ruin or end her career.”

“Gotcha. Sorry. Has there been anything else as threatening happening to her or any of the other dancers?”

“No. My God, you make it sound like someone is deliberately doing these things.”

“Well, you have to ask yourself how the pins got there. Somebody had to have done it,” I said.

“Oh,” she said, looking upset at the prospect, as if she hadn’t considered that before.

“I assume that other studios were in competition for this deal, if so, do you think any of them might harbor some resentment against yours for being chosen?”

“It is a competitive world, yes, but to actually do something to endanger a dancer...I can't believe that. Not many understand the nuances within the dance community, but this? No. There has to be another reason.”

“Uh-huh. However, from what you've given me so far, it sounds like someone isn't happy that you won the deal.”

“Are you suggesting there may be someone trying to harm the girl or maybe sabotage the production?” 

I nodded.

“It’s a possibility, yes, although, for the life of me, I can't imagine who would do such a thing.” She sat with a worried look on her face. It was obvious that the possibility was upsetting her.

After a moment, she said, “If what you are suggesting is even remotely true then it seems that I really do need your services. So, can you help me?”

“Yeah. I don't see a problem. I have nothing pressing at this time.”

“Wonderful. You do understand that this will require a certain degree of, ah, discretion,” she said, with a slight smile. “The last thing I need is for any negative or adverse publicity to...”

“Not to worry,” I said, interrupting her. “I understand.”

“Good,” she said. “I had hoped that I could rely on your understanding of the situation.”

I outlined how I would proceed. 

I would show up at the studio and nose around a little. I also wanted to be able to talk to her dancers, including the Levesque girl. We agreed that I would pose as a freelance reporter doing a feature story on her company and the upcoming performance. That should avoid any concerns as well as putting the dancers at ease. She agreed to my plan without any fuss and even agreed to a two hundred dollar retainer.

I made a few calls to my regular clients after she left to let them know I wouldn’t be available for the next couple of weeks. That wasn’t an issue. I had a good working relationship with another detective who covered for me when I needed him. Before leaving I called one of my favorite clubs and made reservations for dinner, then called Jane.
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IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL Sunday morning. The sun was shining, the air pleasantly fresh and clear. I was lounging on my sofa with the weekend paper and a cup of fresh brewed coffee, enjoying the smell of frying bacon coming from the small kitchen as Jane made breakfast.

We’ve been together for more than two years. Right from the beginning, she accepted what I did for a living and who I am as a man. There were times that tried her, especially whenever I took a case that carried some degree of danger, but she still held on. She worried, of course, but never said anything or complained. I promised myself I would never give her cause to worry, if possible. In time, I grew to the realization that we loved each other.

Our relationship grew closer and deeper. so one day while on one of our favorites walks, I asked her to marry me. She accepted without batting an eye. That was six months ago, now we live together, agreeing it made more sense for me to move into her apartment on Bellair Street not far from Critchley. It was close to Queen’s University where she worked as a researcher in the library.

I looked over the top of the paper and marveled at her beauty as I always do.

She stood bare foot at the stove wearing nothing but one of my shirts and an apron; the shirt was three sizes too big but she still looked better in it than I ever could. My eyes traveled over her one hundred and fifteen pound, five-foot-four, slender body with a tapered waist and perfectly rounded hips and beautiful legs. Her hair was thick and black; kept at shoulder length, which this morning was tied off in a short ponytail. I could just make out the soft outline of her firm round buttocks beneath the shirt.

I wondered how the bacon would taste cold.

“Stop that,” she said, without turning around.

“Huh? Stop what?” I said, snapping out of my reverie.

“You know. Is that all you ever think about?” she said with a soft chuckle.

“Is that a complaint” I asked.

“Let’s eat first. You need to keep your energy up...among other things.”

“I knew there was a good reason why I married you.”

I dropped the paper to the floor then got up and went to the table.

“The only reason?”

“Well... not only. Let’s eat. I just realized I’m hungry.”

“You're always hungry, you,” she said, giggling. “So am I. C'mon. It's ready.”

She placed two plates filled with bacon and eggs on the table. There was a plate with four slices of buttered toast already there. Maddie sat on the wooden chair to my left, 

“Tell me more about this new job you've taken?”

“Nothing to tell, really. I'm to look into some strange things that have been happening at this woman’s dance studio, especially those that seem to happening around a new dancer; a girl from Montreal.”

“Uh-huh. What's she like?”

“Who? The dancer?”

“Uh-huh,” she said, taking a bite of her toast. Women, I thought. Why is it they always want to know about any other woman that comes along.

“Not much yet. She's from Montreal, young and a dancer. This is supposed to be her first time to Toronto,” I said with a shrug.

“Sounds like an easy job.”

I saw the look that came into her eyes. “This should be a cake walk; what’s the worst that could happen...they start to kick each other to death with those shoes they wear? So, try not to worry.”

“It's just that I always get a little twinge in my stomach whenever you take on a new job.”

“I know. Like I said, what's the worst that could happen with a high strung dancer? Nothing I can't handle, right?”

“I know that, it's...,” she started to say.

“So. Whaddya wanna do today?” I asked, quickly changing the subject.

She sat quietly for a moment then said, “I thought we might give Millie and Abe a call and get away for the day somewhere.”

“Sounds great. Anyplace in particular?”

“How about over to Kensington Market? You know, we could check out the stalls then maybe go to dinner and then a show at the Riverboat. I hear Gordon Lightfoot is in town,” she said. Or we could head down to T’s and see who’ playing.”

“Yeah, sounds good. Especially the part about T’s. We could even do dinner there. You know how much I like T’s cookin’.

“Oh, yes,” she said. “Let’s do that.”

“I'll call them after we eat.”

“Not right after we eat...” she said, giggling.

“Oh, yeah...right after that,” I said with a smile.

“I love you,” she said.

“And why wouldn't you,” I said, grinning like a love struck teenager.

“Oh you.” She laughed.

We finished eating and I helped with the clean up.

“Now,” I said, “I think it’s ‘bout time I had a talk with you about wearing my shirts...”

I followed her down the hallway as she skipped to our bedroom.

When we decided to get married we agreed that I would try and not take on any more dangerous cases where I would be at risk of being killed. It was not that hard to agree to, because in point of fact, I was never really interested in that side of the business.

In the past, such cases generally only turned out that way well into the job. Besides, I was crouching up into my middle forties and did not need the aggravation. Don't get me wrong, I'm still in pretty good shape. I keep up with my boxing three or four days a week. So, I can handle myself in a pinch, but one thing life has taught me is that no matter how good you think you are, there will always be someone better or more dangerous around the corner. Besides, the most important lesson I've learned from boxing is that almost always when you hit someone they hit back, and I have recently acquired an allergy to pain.

I mentioned this epiphany to Abe recently; his only response was, 'Uh-huh'. Sardonic bastard. 

Abe and Millie. Probably the only other couple as much into each other as Jane and me. He met Millie Wainwright while he was in recovery after he was shot. They hit it off immediately and since he was single again after his wife left him, they started a relationship. Six months lather, a week after Jane and I got married, they decided to move in together. Turned out to be one of his better decisions.

Millie is a great gal. We first met when she hired me to work on her divorce a couple of years ago. When Abe and Phyllis, his long time wife, decided to call it quits, I introduced him to Millie. Turned out to be the best thing to happen to both of them. Since then, Jane and Millie have become really close friends, spending quite a bit of time together doing whatever girls do. So, when I called, it didn't take any time at all to set up the weekend. It was agreed that we would take my car and that we would pick them up around noon. 

* * *

MONDAY ARRIVED BRIGHT with clear skies. Always a good way to start one’s day.

We left the apartment and went downstairs to my car. Jane got in on the passenger's side. After dropping her off at the Queen’s University Library where she worked in the Special Collections Department with a promise to call later, I headed to the dance studio over on Isabella Street. 

I arrived at nine-forty-five and, after finding a parking spot, entered the studio's reception area. It was located on the second floor above a ladies clothing store. The only person there was the receptionist; a middle aged woman who looked like she might have been a dancer at some time in her life. After telling her who I was, she escorted through a door into a hallway with an office at the far end. I could hear a piano playing on the other side of the only other door. I assumed that was the studio. She deposited me on a comfortable chair and said I was to wait for Miss Smithson who was busy in the studio at the moment.

Adele Smithson emerged at ten sharp.

Today, she was wearing a tailored and stylish light gray pantsuit with a pale pink blouse, open at the neck. Her hair, which was shoulder length, was down this time with a pair of ornate combs on either side. Very fetching, very fetching indeed, I thought.

She spotted me and came over. I noticed for the first time that she moved with an economy of motion and the definite grace of a dancer.

“Good morning Mr. Murphy. I hope you had an enjoyable weekend,” she said, offering her hand which I accepted as I stood up.

“Miss Smithson,” I said. “Please, call me Murph, everyone does and yes, I did, in fact. Thanks for asking.”

“Adele. I suppose you would like to get started. Where would you like to begin?”

“Maybe a quick walk through the studio before it gets busy,” I said. Once we were out of earshot of the receptionist, I added, “Can you show where some of these accidents happened?”

“Of course, over here,” she said, as she led me into a large room. The floor was polished hardwood and reflected the bright overhead lights which were on despite the flood of light from the bank of high windows along the length of one side. The only furnishing was a baby grand piano in one corner. I spotted a horizontal bar that was attached to a bank of mirrors that filled one wall. 

“This is the part that was loose.” She pointed to the area where a bracket attached to the bar was screwed into the wall at the seam of two mirror panels. 

“And what exactly made you suspicious?” I bent slightly to look at the bracket.

“The screws were, well, loosened enough so that if enough pressure was brought to bear it would have suddenly come away from the wall. If someone was stretching at the time, they could have injured themselves.”

“Hmm. Tell me, is this where Levesque exercises? Or does she work out elsewhere?” I asked, looking around the large wooden floored room.

“Funny you should ask. Yes, this is where she frequently comes to stretch. I hadn't thought of that.” We stood for a moment while I scanned the room.

“The other incidents happened around the studio area,” she said, with a sweep of her arm.

Just at that moment Monique Levesque arrived. 

She was a vision of youthful beauty. Long dark hair tied off with a red silk scarf in the back. She stood around five-six or so with the typlical slender ballerina figure. She wore black leotards beneath a pale blue skirt and a white Angora shrug sweater. There was a jacket draped over her arm and a kit bag slung over one shoulder. As she walked into the room, I immediately noted her legs. Long with toned muscles that looked sculpted and strong. There was no mistaking her for anything other than a ballet dancer.

“And this is Mademoiselle Monique Levesque, our lead dancer for the upcoming performance,” Adele said, as the girl came toward us.

“Hi,” I said, offering her my most charming smile. She rewarded me with an equally charming smile.

“Mr. Murphy is a freelance writer who is doing a feature piece on the studio and the performance. He will be visiting with us for the next several days as he gathers his background information. I hope that you will be cooperative and help him with his efforts,” Adele said.

“But, of course,” Monique said with a warm smile.

“Wonderful. Now if you'll excuse me, I have a studio to run.” Adele turned and walked away leaving just the two of us.

“Who do you write for, Mr. Murphy?” she asked, with a faint trace of a French accent, as she dropped her kit bag to the floor and sat down. She dug out a pair of well worn dance slippers and started to put them on.

“I work freelance. You know, write an article then sell it to whoever's interested.”

“Are you a follower of dance?” She rose gracefully and started to limber up, pulling one outstretched leg up, placing her ankle on the bar then slowly bending forward touching her forehead to her knee. I realized as I watched her that even exercising was sensuous. I got the definite impression she was teasing me...if she was, it was working.

“Not really. That's the nice thing about freelance. I get to do a whole lot of different stories. Learn a lot more that way.”

“Mmm, you look like you know a lot, that's for sure,” she said with a smile.

Definitely teasing. I decided to change the subject. 

“I thought dancers always wore those flat-toed shoes?” I asked, noting that she was wearing a pair of slip-on slippers.

“They are called, pointe shoes. And yes, we do wear them, but usually when we are performing or need to practice a particular part.”

“Oh. I see.”

Just then, I heard the sounds of giggling and laughter, as several young men and women entered the room. They glanced my way for a brief moment then went on with their preparations for the class. I excused myself and went for walk around the back areas to do a little 'detecting'. After all, that's what I was being paid to do.

Besides the main dance area that I just left, there were three smaller rooms which were used as classrooms for new students. Down near the back, I located two small changing rooms with a toilet in each; one for men, the other, women. The last place I looked at seemed to be a general storage area where various props were kept in no particular order. Anyone could access the area.

Music was coming from one of the rooms and I assumed that a class was beginning somewhere. There wasn't much else to see, so I went looking for Smithson.

She was in her office going over some papers. The room was quite small with only a desk, two straight back wooden chairs and a four drawer file cabinet in a corner. There was one window in the wall directly behind her chair.

“Spare a few minutes?” I asked, as I tapped the glass panel in the door that was already open.

“Certainly. Please,” she said, gesturing to one of the chairs. “Did you see everything you needed?”

“Pretty much. It looks like a pretty compact studio. How many students do you actually have here?” I asked, as I closed the door and sat down.

“We offer six classes. Three beginners, two intermediate and one advanced. The classes are small, usually around twelve per class. Of course, there is also the permanent company which I already indicated.”

“And does this group meet every day?”

“Not usually, no. They come here mostly to practice for a scheduled performance. Normally, only a few at a time, unless it's a major production like this one involving the entire company.”

“I see. Do you happen to keep files on the members? You know, addresses and any background information?”

“Yes, of course. Why do you ask?”

“I was hoping that you would allow me to give them a quick look.”

“I don't see the relevance, but if you really feel it's necessary...,” she said, giving me a questioning look.

“Assuming that the things that have been happening are not simply accidents, the only other explanation is that someone is behind them. For the purposes of my investigation, I'm going to go on the assumption that these are not accidents. Better to start from the worst situation and eliminate it than to ignore it and pay a price later. Therefore, I need to know something about all the people involved.”

“Yes, I see. All the company member files are in the bottom drawer. When would you like to review them?”

“Preferably when there is no one around.”

“That would be after ten in the evening or early in the morning, before the studio opens at nine.”

“If it's okay with you, I think I'll come by after the studio closes.”

“Here is a spare key to the building and the studio,” she said, as she opened a desk drawer and pulled out a set of two keys on a small chain.

I accepted the keys and put them in my pocket, saying thanks as I did.

“When do plan to come around?” she asked, as I stood up.

“Either tonight or tomorrow. I'll return the keys once I've finished and report anything I come across.”

“That'll be fine, thank you.”

“Right then. I'll take off for now and see you later. There are a few things I want to look into.” She gave me another questioning look.

“Background.” This answer seemed to satisfy her.

I left after another quick peek into the main dance room. Monique was still in her corner but was now doing some stretches without the bar. Other dancers were in various stages of warming up while an older looking man with a tall staff stood beside a baby grand piano discussing something with the pianist.
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I LEFT THE STUDIO AND made my way down to the theatre district. It was time to talk to Saul Rubinek; first to thank him for the referral and, second, to pick his brain about the dance community. His theatrical agency office was located down in the theatre district. He has been a fixture in the theatre community for quite a long time and had represented a number of notable luminaries of the stage. 

We met a couple of years ago when he engaged me to baby-sit some star that was visiting the city from New York. Apparently, this person had a bit of a ‘bad boy’ reputation and was frequently in trouble. Anyway, after three days, the actor returned to the States and Saul was more than satisfied with my handling of the assignment; he even gave me a hundred dollar bonus.
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