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One

He came into the gym easing himself sideways through the door, and everybody froze. He wasn’t any bigger than a house but he was better-looking, self-made, his own architect. He stood over six feet two, weighed about two hundred and fifty pounds, and his loose-fitting polo shirt couldn’t hide the bulging muscles that made his body almost a caricature of the human form.

“Felix Witter,” a guy whispered. “Mr. World, Mr. America, Mr. Universe, Mr. Narcissus.”

The big guy nodded, smiling, to the goggling muscle men staring at his awesome bulk and walked lithely toward the dressing room, carrying his small canvas gym bag. He came out shortly, wearing buff shorts, nothing on top. The incredibly thick muscles-on-muscles from his neck on down had an almost surrealistic symmetry.

He began pulling out the iron. The barbell at his feet said 350 pounds. He eyed himself in the wall-to-wall mirror, swung the weight up and pressed it ten times for openers.

He had to have thicker biceps than Atlas, more muscle definition than Hercules. I figured him bigger than Achilles and I knew he made more money than Samson the Israelite strong man.

The gym crowd watching him was made up of the usual complement of musclemen: working stiffs trying to stay in shape, those who had gone to pot and were trying to make amends, and the iron freaks, the muscle masochists, the weight lifters and dedicated body builders like Felix Witter. Packing about a 60-inch chest and 22-inch arms over a 34 waist, he made every man in the room look puny. His thighs and calves were like gnarled tree trunks and he looked to be the ultimate in muscular development. With it all, he was blond and good-looking, and carried his pumped-up frame with an easy grace that denied he was a pachyderm lifted out of the Stone Age.

He did four sets of bench presses with a 250-pound weight. He did fifteen repetitions of each set and wasn’t breathing hard. Each 45-pound plate looks like a manhole cover. Witter picked them up like boxes of candy, carrying them between his fingers.

He did more sets of presses on an inclined bench with 200-pound barbells. Seventeen “reps” and five sets. He did curls with one hand with 85-pound weights, and leg presses of 500. He was breathing harder now, huffing and puffing with red face and popping eyes, lifting from assorted positions, making each move count, each set violent and running about a minute. The veins in his forearms stood out like ropes. He looked like he was killing himself and enjoying every moment of it.

I had finished my workout and headed for the showers. I came out dressed for the street and he was still at it, his thick torso glistening with sweat.

I leaned close to Les Bundy, the genial gym manager, once a West Coast lifting champ, now carrying a slight paunch over the hard muscles in deference to middle age. “How long does he stay at it?”

Les glanced at the clock over the wall rack of steel bars. “Two hours now. This is his morning workout. He’ll work two more later in the afternoon.”

“How come he’s favoring your gym? I’ve never seen him work out here before.”

Les smiled. “Getting ready for the new Mr. Universe contest. We happen to be more convenient from his new shack in Manhattan Beach. I thought the guys would get a charge out of it. See how hard you have to work to be the best in the field.”

“He’s the best?”

“Mr. America twice. Mr. Europe. Mr. Olympia. Mr. Universe three times. He hasn’t lost a competition the last three years. Nobody’s ever done four Mr. Universe in a row. If he wins, it makes him the best of all time.”

I looked across the room at Witter. He was doing neck curls with a heavy weight that reddened his face. “Any chance he won’t win? Somebody from out of left field?”

Les smiled again and shook his head. “The only way they’ll beat him is if somebody kills him.”

I looked around at some of the faces watching the blond body builder. They weren’t all that happy watching him make them look bad. But as a rule, you need more motive for a murder, and looking at Witter’s superhuman physique, I thought it would take a very brave or reckless man to try killing him.

I had murders in my own field to contend with, enough to get my mind off Witter. Some sinister and cunning villains were making a shambles of the West Coast drug security measures, knocking our agents off with a tireless zeal and efficiency that suggested big profits as well as a sound organization. When you deal with heroin and cocaine operators, you’re taking on the world and its geography. They were funneling in their product from everywhere, always one step ahead of us. Whoever the new Mr. Big was, he was far ahead of my imagination, and the nagging day-to-day frustration he gave me was getting me down. I ran in circles trying to stay on the track but couldn’t find a single rabbit to pop.

I had found a bar downtown and was nursing a beer along with a headache when I noticed a small placard. It told me the new Mr. Universe contest was being held at a nearby midtown hotel. It gave the date and time, and I thought if I got off my butt and hurried over, I might see somebody in the flesh being the best in his field. Watching a winner can hype you up sometimes, so I downed the beer and headed my heap for the Hotel Marrot and the convention of musclemen it was hosting.

The Marrot had been elegant and attractive in its time, but the years and changing taste had contrived to kiss it and its genteel elegance goodbye. New skyscrapers now busted the Los Angeles skyline downtown, and in their wake they brought huge glass-and-chromium high rises from the big international hotel chains. They got the new business while the old Marrot got the spill and the shaft. It was called progress, another fact of life that brooked no argument.

A lot of colorfully dressed people were jamming the sidewalks outside. Body freaks, boy and girl groupies milling around, while strong-armed body-builder types leaned against the building, arms folded on their chests, watching for some action. Customized cars rubbed bumpers with classy sports jobs along the curb. There was a festive holiday spirit prevailing, with sidewalk merchants doing a brisk business and the blue-coated guardians of the law looking the other way and keeping the traffic moving.

Suddenly the old building seemed to rock with a noisy madness, a tumultuous beating sound of applause accented by moaning cries. You get this from the rapt body crowds just as you do at the football and baseball games, only the keening, moaning noises are particular to the body-building events.

I moved past a pack of kids blocking the door. One of them spit nastily at my feet. “No sweat, man. It’s only prejudging time.”

I nodded and moved through the door. A prejudging in body building is the whole ball game; it’s the contest. The rest of it later is spread out to titillate the crowds, making it a show where the results have already been decided by the prejudging the morning or afternoon before. Prejudging takes care of the technical part, like the school figures necessary in skating-competition events.

Except for the Mr. Olympia, which has no divisions, all International Federation of Body Builders contests use the prejudging to divide the contestants into three height classes. Class One is for the short men, under five feet five; next are the mediums, between five-five and five-eight; and finally the tall men, over five-eight. Up to six places are picked in each height category. The overall winner is selected from the three class winners.

The short class is taken on first by the judges, followed by the mediums and the talls, ending in the final pose-down between the three class winners for the overall championship title. The big guys seem to have it all, but sometimes they are knocked off by a shorter man who can put it all together better, and show it with the right kind of expertise and flair. It’s more than parading the beef; you have to know how to sell it. The moaning, applauding, cheering crowd reacting to the brief muscular dance of the body builder gets to the judges, letting them know the man the crowd wants to win it.

I followed the limp yucca plants and the peeling paint across the hotel lobby. The once-plush furniture, rugs and draperies that had entertained royalty and bigwigs were faded now, as depressing as a dowager who won’t quit. The clerks sat behind their counters dreaming of better days. A glass directory had the Mr. Universe contest spelled out. I followed the moaning, ecstatic cries up the frayed carpeting, past the chipped statuary, to the ballroom on the mezzanine floor called the Florentine Room.

A well-stacked little bunny was swapping tickets for money outside the glass doors leading to the large ballroom. She had seen them all and looked me over without buckling her dimpled knees. There had to be at least fifty guys inside who could beat out the rest of the world, another hundred or so in the audience good enough to win local contests. There was no way ordinary people could score here.

The hot September afternoon had already wilted some of the beefy bodies inside, crowded shoulder to shoulder, flank to flank, on wooden chairs. There were a lot of cute chicks alone or with their own muscle men. A lot of big gals, smiling, sweating and yelling. The gay ones were there, too, along with the other sexes.

Down front was the raised stage and the long table of the judges, twenty feet from where the competitors stood. The body builders milled around dressed in their own weird threads, each carrying his own little gym bag with towel, trunks and body oil, looking at each other impassively, trying not to be psyched out.

The fans included housewives, workers, L.A. citizens and out-of-towners, rapists, voyeurs, pimps, perverts, straights, agents, businessmen, health nuts, iron freaks and college kids. The real people. All very involved in the narcissist world of the weight men and body builders, their flesh idols, all assembled now under one roof, the best developed, most beautiful male bodies in the universe.

Long tables near the entrance were covered with circulars and health-food products. They carried pictures and endorsements of the body-building champs. Nobody said he owed it all to steroids, or got into the torture of lifting mind-boggling totals of tons of iron regularly every day for at least ten years. The long hard hours of sweating and killing your body trying to make it number one, the king of the world.

Instead the accent was on the food boosters, the powerizers, protozymes, Insta-Power drinks, natural-organic Energex tablets, superproteins, Yoga-Tone wafers, high-potency weight-plus iron scientifically blended with bromelain, wheat-germ oil, B 12 and papaya. Becoming number one in the iron freaking sport takes more sustained pain, struggle and motivation than any other. But the ad men wanted you to know it was the product, those little things in the jars and bottles that would do it all for you.

Down front some men were signing in, being measured for their height and weight. Others were already backstage (called the pit) after being classified, in their skimpy posing trunks, oiling up their bodies, then pumping themselves up. They try to get all the blood into their muscles for the bulk they want to impress the judges.

The first round for each height category is nonscoring. A prelim round. Judges watching as the contestants parade around, making notes on their half-dozen work sheets. Each height class comes out again as a group for the second round. They give the judges front, back and side views without flexing or posing. At this stage the judges are looking for symmetry, general appearance and proportion. The muscularity bit comes later.

In the third and final round, the body builders have ninety seconds to do a routine of the compulsory and optional poses. The six compulsory ones come first. Double-biceps from the front, abdominals flexed. Front lat flex with flexed legs. Right side-biceps and shoulder with the side of the leg flexed. Back double-biceps. Rear lat spread with both calves flexed. A left side pose with triceps, chest and left leg flexed. These are the pure poses in body building and there’s no way a man can cheat.

After the scoring, totals are added. Each competitor gets marked from 1 to 20. The three winners — short, medium and tall — are then brought out again. They’ll do the same poses side by side until the overall winner is chosen. This is the one-minute classic pose-off, the one they sweat and strain their guts out for all year. Now they have to put it all together, hit with their best, lay it out with all their power and controlled grace. The fans scream in ecstasy as the overhead lights pick out the muscled cuts and definitions of the powerful oiled bodies.

The body builders are like hams at this point, sensing what the crowd wants, dramatically putting out their galvanized choreography in isolated shots, pinpointing their best attributes. They have to be flexible in their routine, cutting when the applause falls, hitting and holding longer when they sense rapport with the screamers wanting more of this or that.

The aficionados know the poses, what’s coming and who owned it — Corney, Katz, Schwarzenegger, Scott, Sergio, Leon Brown — and root, moan, groan and heckle like fans in other sports. At their loudest, the din is rhythmic, frenzied, unimaginable. And they can chill a contestant’s chances just as fast with a negative silence as they can boost him in with cheers.

The judges begin looking for overall size and shape, body structure and skin tone. Then they look closer at the muscle groups, note how they relate. They take in the neck and face muscles, sometimes even rate the jawline for contour. They’re looking at the trapezius muscles behind the shoulder area for width and slope, the thick twin bulk of muscles that cradles the back of the head. The deltoids — for separation of the three sheaths. The pectoralis merging with the anterior deltoids on the chest. They judge the sternum, and the upper and lower grooves of muscle dividing it.

On the arm flex they like clear-cut divisions between the bicep two heads and the three deltoids. They look for the furrowed iliac, the segmented turtlelike carapace in the linea alba of the stomach. They look at the outer shape of the latissimus dorsi for the taper effect. They check the obliques and serratus, the small thick chunks of muscle linking the lats and rib cage. They flex for the trapezius, deltoids, infraspinatus and erector muscles. They check the legs for the frontal thighs, the deepness of the quadriceps, the definition of the peroneus longus, the sartorius, the diamond shape of the calf muscle.

They look at the feet. The Achilles tendons. The forearms, skin, striation of muscles. Then they sit back as the man tries to snap it all together with dramatic transitions in the souped-up choreography of his body. I’ve been around when a man fails. The chump is so tired from pumping himself up in the pit that by the time his name is called, he can’t lift his arms. Or he goes into cramps, muscle spasms, and has to be helped off.

The man at the mike was reciting the available awards. First prize for best abdominals, or chest, arms or back. Best legs, best lats — best anything a man had. Size was not too important here, and the small men stood a chance. Some already had the minor wins, the sectional or regional championships, good for a year of plugs in the health and strength mags, tie-ins with health-product producers. A lot of freeloading and the acquisition of a minor bunny stable down at Muscle Beach.

The crowd wasn’t listening. The big win this night would be getting crowned Mr. Universe. The winner could run his take up to over fifty grand a year, plus all the product he could eat. Maybe he would get a shot at a film where they needed that kind of beefy body beautiful to help some B picture along. Certainly the winner had it made with the chicks and could help himself to all the beautiful cuddly muscle-struck blond, brunette and Titian-tressed little birds all over this world.

I walked down the aisle, out the side door, and cut across to the pit, the backstage dressing rooms. The door was open and I saw a lot of near-naked men, in skimpy trunks, flexing their muscles. If the air conditioning was on, it was fighting a losing battle with the sweat pouring from their glistening bodies. Some had already applied their body oil, others were just shining with perspiration, breathing hard, working their arms, pumping their blood and themselves up.

Nobody minded my rubbernecking. Body builders live on attentive awe. There were all colors, shapes and sizes. Short-haired, long-haired, clean-shaven, bearded and mustachioed. All were impressively developed. Muscles wriggled and writhed like snakes. Some men were very small and looked grotesque with more muscle on them than they could decently handle. There were legs like fire hydrants, abdominals like washboards, necks no shirtmaker could ever hope to collar. Several with outsize pectoral development had more going for them than some of the cuties in a Vegas line.

The body-sweat stench was overpowering and I walked away. Felix Witter could have been there, somewhere in the back, behind those broad bodies and thick slatted shoulders, but I didn’t see him. His group, the bigger men, would be the last to be called. Not too many champs duck into the ring first, preferring to let the challenger worry and cool off waiting.

The bar downstairs was cooler, and a couple of drinks got my mind off the zoo parade upstairs. It had better air circulating, too. I stayed with the booze and ice in the glass until I thought it was time to take in the body show.

I heard titters when I came through the door. There was piped music, and some oversized Adonis was mincing across the stage, flexing and unflexing his muscles in time to the canned tune. He stopped, did his regular figures, turned profile and showed his beautiful belly, then backside, stooped, swerved, threw his head back, froze, articulated his muscles, held his definition, relaxed, bowed gracefully. The tune ended while he was trying for one more extended profile view. He walked off pouting.

He drew some half-hearted applause, a few catcalls. More women were edging into the audience. Sensational-looking chicks wearing very little to show their own ideas about body building. The beefy oversized Amazons, the kind who work out at the gals’ side of the gym, strong enough to be full-time bouncers. Either way you looked at them, they could knock your eye out.

Number 49 came out, chunky and muscular, thick-chested, walking with his arms bent, his lats stretched to make him look more massive. He flexed arms that weren’t any bigger than telephone poles. A wise-apple kid applauded wildly. The poser frowned. He turned, took a deep breath, closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. He opened his eyes and was surprised to see his arms still hanging out there. He tried again. He wanted to try a double-biceps from the front with the abdominals flexed. His arms cramped and he had to stop and shake them loose. This time they dropped. The audience cheered and he walked off muttering to himself, drawing more cheers and razzing sounds.

I remembered an office call I had to make and stepped on a few toes moving down the row. The telephone call gave me more bad news. A big shipment we were casing got away. An agent was shot. Mr. Big was punching holes in our line. I hit the bar again with a double Scotch. I nursed it, along with my depression, hoping for the wheels inside my head to track me onto something. They were stuck and wouldn’t turn over. I tossed some money on the pocked wood bar and went up again to see the muscle show.

I’d waited a shade too long. The ballroom was hushed. Heads turned and angry faces looked up at me as I muscled my way across a row of bodies to a rear seat off the aisle. Felix Witter was walking barefoot across the stage.

His freshly oiled body glistened and sparkled under the bright overhead lights. His incredible development brought startled sounds from those in the audience who had never seen what a lifetime dedicated to body building could do for a very determined man. Girls stared unbelievingly at his superstructure, this beautiful, gorgeous hunk of man. Men goggled, too, popeyed in disbelief, shaking their heads at his awesome musculature.

Witter didn’t need music. His own body was a symphony enveloping his movement. He smiled tolerantly at the excited “oohs” and “aahs.” He had heard them before. He stopped and faced the audience, raised and flexed his outsize arms. They were easily double the size of the ordinary male’s, and the crowd gasped as if in shock. He turned to display his broad back with arms raised. The incredibly wide thick line of his latissimus dorsi flowing under the broad triangle of the trapezius, from shoulders to waist, was inhumanly broad. His upper body swelled hugely with the girth of two men coupled, mighty and massive — a towering construction of thick muscle bulking and flaring over the disproportionately small midsection.

The audience applauded what had to be the most architecturally developed male body ever displayed. Felix Witter was undoubtedly at first sight Mr. America, Mr. World, Mr. Universe, Mr. Olympia — the all-time champion of the only sport a man can wear.

He held his pose, his arms high, and flexed a moment longer. A ripple started in his upper back, rolled across his spine. His huge biceps twitched. His “lats” fluttered. Was he cramping? Somebody in the audience laughed nervously. Witter turned his head. His face was red and he looked embarrassed. He shrugged his wide shoulders. His pectoral muscles jiggled and jumped under his skin. He bit his lip, frowning.

His nose twitched now and he dropped his arms as if they had suddenly become too heavy. He slapped almost angrily at his chest to stop the fluttering, uncontrollable muscle. Under that glistening skin, little clusters of muscle began to vibrate, doing their own devilish dance. There were titters from the audience.

Witter rubbed at his chest. His hand soothed away the ripples. He twisted his head and rubbed at his throat. He seemed to have trouble breathing. His chest heaved and his face became redder. He looked toward the judges at their table, his eyes rolling in silent apology. He shook his blond thatch of hair, took a deep breath and didn’t like it. He began to claw at his throat again now, his lips moving in a silent plea. The muscles locked on his upper arm and he tried to slap the cramp away.

Now his thigh muscles began to twitch and jiggle. It was like a giant network of electrical impulses suddenly gone berserk. Witter froze, seemingly afraid to move. The audience laughed.

Witter turned profile. His chest heaved again as he tried sucking air. His face reddened more and he shook his head in distress, apparently unable to exhale or get oxygen into his lungs. He opened his mouth and made a gasping sound, tried to speak, and then toppled to the stage floor, coming down stiffly like a giant felled oak.

He hit the floor hard. The audience was on its feet now and I was trying to get down the aisle, but there were too many already there, trying to reach him. Seats were smashed over, men and women knocked aside as the burlier men moved forward. Women screamed, picked themselves off the floor and were knocked aside again.

By the time I got there, they had carried him into the back room. But he was already out of the Mr. Universe contest and on his way to another arena where people go after they die.





Two

Doc Shipman was the medical examiner for Homicide West Los Angeles. Doing inventories over dead bodies for twenty years hadn’t done any more for his naturally dour disposition than you would expect. He watched me come in without forcing his seamed face into a smile. He lit a dead stogie instead and waved the acrid smoke away.

“About Felix Witter,” I said, “I was there watching him do his thing.”

Shipman wagged his head. “No accounting, I suppose. But I thought you went more for girls.”

“Offhand, I don’t know any girls worth killing, Doc. What happened to Superman?”

Shipman grunted. “You were there, Roper. You were a witness. You’re supposed to be some kind of a detective. What do you think happened?”

“I think somebody wanted him dead. I’m here to find out how it was done.”

The dour ME grunted and opened a desk drawer. He lifted a small plastic bottle with a screw-on cap. “We found this in Witter’s gym bag. I imagine he thought it was his usual rubbing oil that he was applying to his body before posing.”

He unscrewed the top and let me have my whiff. It was pungent and unpleasant, like any other liniment rubbing oil. He put the cap back and held the bottle to the light. Tiny flecks stirred and settled back in the viscous contents.

I rubbed my nose. I remembered the heat and strong body odors in the backstage dressing room. The added smells of the various liniments, rubdown lotions, oils and pomades. The more natural concomitant ones of fear and anxiety.

“Okay,” I said, “it’s strong stuff, but nobody could smell anything in that room worse than the guy standing next to him. I can’t imagine him taking even a little nip of the stuff. How did it kill him?”

Shipman favored me with a forensic smile. He picked up a book labeled Poisons. A card was inserted at a chapter listing pesticides, the “economic poisons.” I opened the book and read the top killers in the groups of substances used in man’s relentless war on his ubiquitous enemies. Insecticides, fungicides, herbicides, rodenticides and ascaricides.

Shipman nodded and took back his book. “It’s any one in that group and we haven’t decided which, yet. Acute poisoning occurs after inhalation or when contact with the skin has been made. We can assume both occurred with the deceased.”

“His muscles were jumping out of control, then going into spasm before he showed trouble breathing.”

The ME shrugged. “There’s an enzyme known as Cholinesterase. When the autonomic nervous system is poisoned, the enzyme is blocked and an accumulation of acetylcholine takes place. This stimulates and later paralyzes all nerve synapses and motor nerve endings.”

I picked up the bottle and held it to the light. The little flecks stirred and moved slowly and settled back. “What about those little bright flecks?”

“Something added to complete the job. Gold dust. Covered the pores completely. Witter, already in trouble with the poison on his skin, couldn’t breathe it out. He would have been experiencing disturbed vision, disorientation, convulsions leading to coma. Stated simply, Witter became toxic to the vapors. His breathing apparatus failed. I’m writing it up as death due to strangulation with consequent heart failure. Any questions?”

I fiddled with the cap. “I’d like another sniff, Doc.”

Doc Shipman took it out of my hand and put the plastic death dealer back in his desk drawer. “Suicide isn’t your bag, Roper. Go out and find the killer.”

“That’s a job for Lieutenant Camino and the police. I’ve enough on my back trying to track down some wise apple in narcotics who’s killing us. Getting back to Witter, that man was too big and strong to get a heart attack and die that fast. You’re sure it’s just the body rubbing oil with the added insecticide?”

Doc Shipman scratched his ear. “I hear you but I don’t believe you’re saying it. What difference does it make how big and strong you are if you can’t breathe? How long can you last — three minutes? Five with superior lung capacity? He could have died from heat prostration and anxiety. You buy that?”

“I’ll go along with your topical poisoning theory. But I’ll wait for your final autopsy report.”

Shipman frowned. “Why haggle over details? The guy was young, big, stronger than a bull, with more muscles than I was told about in med school. He’s still dead.”

I looked carefully at the police surgeon. “What’s come over you? You never care about what your meat wagon delivers. A stiff is always a stiff to you.”

“Right,” he said. “I need this job, you understand? It helps me meet people. Even if they’re dead.”

I stared, puzzled. “What are you trying to tell me?”

He shrugged, sad-eyed and uncomfortable. “Life is funny. It has surprising twists. Have you ever noticed?”

“I haven’t had the time,” I said. “I spend too much of it listening to old forensic experts beating around the bush.”

He sighed and blew his nose. “It just so happens, a niece of mine was going with this fellow. What’s his name?”

“Felix Witter. What’s the name of your niece?”

“It took you long enough to ask,” Doc Shipman said.





Three

She was young, had long black hair and was wearing a short yellow dress. Good healthy figure. Prettier than a coroner’s niece could be.

I addressed deep-blue, untroubled eyes. “Miss Debbie Hill?”

“Yes?” She held the door. Symptom of the times.

“My name is Roper. Doc Shipman suggested that I see you.” “Why?” Saying his name didn’t make her open the door wider.

“I’m a detective. Your uncle said you had a relationship going with Felix Witter.”

She tossed her long hair, unimpressed by family gossip. “Look around, mister. You’ll find I wasn’t the only one.”

“A Mr. Universe tends to attract lots of pretty girls,” I said. “I thought you would be concerned about his murder.”

Her eyes widened, her full red lips parted, her high curved chest rose and she gulped air. I had found a magic word or two to set her system off to doing things. “Murder?” she said, almost angrily. “Who said anything about his being murdered?”

“Your uncle Shipman, the local police pathologist, medical examiner, and reigning forensic authority of L.A. Homicide West. I thought you knew about it.”

“I just got in from out of town. I heard about Felix on TV. There wasn’t anything said about murder.” She looked into my steely eyes. “Hey, am I supposed to be a suspect?”

I smiled. “If you are, you’ll be the first. May I come inside?”

She thought about it. “I suppose you have some kind of identification? Uncle Marvin knows a lot of strange people.”

I flashed the billfold with buzzer over the small type. She leaned closer to take it all in. She smelled fresh and sweet and I restrained a sudden urge to nibble on her ear. She looked up suddenly as if divining the thought and smiled. “All right, Mr. Roper. I suppose talking won’t hurt.”

I followed her inside and waited while she went around putting on lights. “I just took this apartment. I didn’t realize it was so dark when I signed the lease.”

“Seems like you’ve been doing a lot of things lately,” I said. “Where were you living before?”

“San Francisco. But I’ve had it up there. It’s too cold.”

“What about all those nice warm restaurants for taking off the chill?”

She sat down opposite me, doing it gracefully, showing me she had nicely contoured long slim legs. “I’m afraid I haven’t seen too much of them,” she said, almost apologetically. “Maybe that was another reason for moving down to L.A.”

It never makes sense when the lovely ones own up to a hungering loneliness. This one should have been lined up for every hour in the day, but then, you never know what goes on inside.
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