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Cast of Characters
in the order of their appearance

Perry Mason—fighting attorney, who preferred being paid off as a sheep to being
double-crossed like a lamb.

Della Street—who was a faithful Girl Friday (also Sunday and Monday, if not quite
always).

Eva Griffin—well groomed and well heeled, who was a phony.

Harrison Burke—Congressman, whose Duty to the People was to keep them from
knowing he was mixed up in murder.

Frank Locke—editor of Spicy Bits, who was Southern, but not gentleman.

Paul Drake—who turned up some interesting information on Georgia peaches and
sons of same.

Sidney Drumm—who put himself out on a limb of the tree Perry Mason was up.
George C. Belter—who got his money by blackmail, and who—naturally—got his.
Mrs. Belter—a woman who had a will of her own and put a velvet clause in it.

Carl Griffin—nephew of George Belter, and a gentleman around and around and
around the town.

Bill Hoffman—head of Homicide, who wanted the sleuth, the whole sleuth, and
little else.

Mrs. Veitch—the housekeeper, who was silent as the tomb and looked like a
mummy.

Norma Veitch—a girl with matrimonies on her mind.

Esther Linten—who made up for losing her beauty sleep by deciding to pass out
the night before.

Sol Steinburg—who excelled at histrionics.

Arthur Atwood—who found himself vulnerable on Mrs. Belter’s tricks.

Harry Loring—who wasn’t sure whether he had too many wives or none.

Chapter 1

Autumn sun beat against the window.

Perry Mason sat at the big desk. There was about him the attitude of one
who is waiting. His face in repose was like the face of a chess player who is
studying the board. That face seldom changed expression. Only the eyes
changed expression. He gave the impression of being a thinker and a fighter, a
man who could work with infinite patience to jockey an adversary into just the
right position, and then finish him with one terrific punch.

Book cases, filled with leather-backed books, lined the walls of the room. A
big safe was in one corner. There were two chairs, in addition to the swivel
chair which Perry Mason occupied. The office held an atmosphere of plain,
rugged efficiency, as though it had absorbed something of the personality of the
man who occupied it.

The door to the outer office opened, and Della Street, his secretary, eased her
way into the room and closed the door behind her.



“A woman,” she said, “who claims to be a Mrs. Eva Griffin.” Perry Mason
looked at the girl with level eyes.

“And you don’t think she is?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“She looks phony to me,” she said. “I've looked up the Griffins in the
telephone book. And there isn’t any Griffin who has an address like the one she
gave. | looked in the City Directory, and got the same result. There are a lot of
Griffins, but I don’t find any Eva Griffin. And I don’t find any at her address.”

“What was the address?” asked Mason.

“2271 Grove Street,” she said.

Perry Mason made a notation on a slip of paper.

“I’ll see her,” he said.

“Okay,” said Della Street. “I just wanted you to know that she looks phony to
me.”

Della Street was slim of figure, steady of eye; a young woman of
approximately twenty-seven, who gave the impression of watching life with
keenly appreciative eyes and seeing far below the surface.

She remained standing in the doorway eyeing Perry Mason with quiet
insistence. “I wish,” she said, “that you’d find out who she really is before we do
anything for her.”

“A hunch?” asked Perry Mason.

“You might call it that,” she said, smiling.

Perry Mason nodded. His face had not changed expression. Only his eyes had
become warily watchful.

“All right, send her in, and I'll take a look at her myself.”

Della Street closed the door as she went out, keeping a hand on the knob,
however. Within a few seconds, the knob turned the door opened, and a woman
walked into the room with an air of easy assurance.

She was in her early thirties, or perhaps, her late twenties—well groomed,
and giving an appearance of being exceedingly well cared for. She flashed a
swiftly appraising glance about the office before she looked at the man seated
behind the desk.

“Come in and sit down,” said Perry Mason.

She looked at him then, and there was a faint expression of annoyance upon
her face. It was as though she expected men to get up when she came into the
room, and to treat her with a deferential recognition of her sex and her position.

For just a moment she seemed inclined to ignore his invitation. Then she
walked to the chair across from the desk sat down in it, and looked at Perry
Mason.

“Well?” he asked.

“You’re Mr. Mason, the attorney?”

“Yes.”

The blue eyes which had been looking at him in cautious appraisal, suddenly
widened as though by an effort. They gave to her face an expression of utter
innocence.

“l am in trouble,” she said.

Perry Mason nodded as though the news meant nothing to him, other than a
matter of daily routine.

When she didn’t go on, he said: “Most people who come in here are—"



The woman said, abruptly: “You don’t make it easy for me to tell you about it.
Most of the attorneys I have consulted...”

She was suddenly silent.

Perry Mason smiled at her. Slowly he got to his feet, put his hands on the
edge of the desk and leaned his weight on them so that his body was leaning
toward her across the desk. “Yes,” he said, “I know. Most of the attorneys that
you’ve consulted have had expensive suites of offices and a lot of clerks running
in and out. You've paid them big money and haven’t had anything much to
show for it. They've bowed and scraped when you came in the room, and
charged you big retainers. But when you get in a real jam you don’t dare to go
to them.”

Her wide eyes narrowed somewhat. For two or three seconds they stared at
each other, and then the woman lowered her eyes.

Perry Mason continued to speak, slowly and forcefully, yet without raising his
voice.

“All right,” he said, “I'm different. I get my business because I fight for it, and
because 1 fight for my clients. Nobody ever called on me to organize a
corporation, and I've never yet probated an estate. I haven’t drawn up over a
dozen contracts in my life, and [ wouldn’t know how to go about foreclosing a
mortgage. People that come to me don’t come to me because they like the looks
of my eyes, or the way my office is furnished, or because they've known me at a
club. They come to me because they need me. They come to me because they
want to hire me for what I can do.”

She looked up at him then. “Just what is it that you do, Mr Mason?” she
asked.

He snapped out two words at her. “I fight!”

She nodded vigorously. “That’s exactly what I want you to do for me.”

He sat down again in his swivel chair, and lit a cigarette. The atmosphere
seemed to have been cleared as though the two personalities had created an
electrical storm which had subsided. “All right,” he said. “Now we’ve wasted
enough time with preliminaries. Get down to earth, and tell me what it is you
want. Tell me first who you are and how you happened to come to me. Maybe
it’ll make it easier for you if you start in that way.”

She began to speak rapidly, as though she had rehearsed what she was
saying.

“l am married. My name is Eva Griffin, and I reside at 2271 Grove Street. I
have trouble that I can’t very well discuss with the attorneys who have
heretofore represented me. A friend who asked her name withheld, told me
about you. She said that you were more than a lawyer. That you went out and
did things.”

She was silent for a moment, and then asked: “Is it true?”

Perry Mason nodded his head.

“l suppose so,” he said. “Most attorneys hire clerks and detectives to work up
their cases, and find out about the evidence. I don’t, for the simple reason that I
can’t trust any one to do that sort of stuff in the kind of cases I handle. I don’t
handle very many, but when I do I'm well paid, and I usually give good results.
When I hire a detective, he’s hired to get just one fact.”

She nodded quickly and eagerly. Now that the ice was broken, she seemed
eager to go on with her story.



“You read in the paper about the hold-up at the Beechwood Inn last night?
There were some guests, you know, in the main dining room, and some in the
private dining rooms. A man tried to hold up the guests, and somebody shot
him.”

Perry Mason nodded. “I read about it,” he said.

“I was there.”

He shrugged his shoulders. “Know anything about who did the shooting?”

She lowered her eyes for a moment, and then raised them to his. “No,” she
said.

He looked at her, narrowed his eyes and scowled.

She met the stare for a second or two, then lowered her eyes.

Perry Mason continued to wait as though she had not answered his question.

After a moment she raised her eyes once more, and fidgeted uneasily in the
chair. “Well,” she said, “if you’re going to be my attorney, I should tell you the
truth. Yes.”

Mason’s nod seemed more of satisfaction than affirmation.

“Go on,” he told her.

“We tried to get out, and couldn’t. The entrances were all watched. It seems
somebody had put through a call to the police department before the shooting,
just when the hold-up started. Before we could get out, the police had the place
sewed up.”

“Who is we?” he asked.

She studied the tip of her shoe, then said in a mumbled voice: “Harrison
Burke.”

Perry Mason said, slowly: “You mean Harrison Burke, the one who’s
candidate for...”

“Yes,” she snapped, as though she would interrupt him before he could say
anything concerning Harrison Burke.

“What were you doing there with him?”

“Dining and dancing.”

“Well?” he inquired.

“Well,” she said, “we went back into the private dining room, and kept out of
sight until the officers started taking the names of the witnesses. The sergeant
in charge was a friend of Harrison’s, and he knew that it would be fatal for the
newspapers to get hold of the fact that we were there. So he let us stay on in
the dining room until after everything was finished, and then he smuggled us
out of the back door.”

“Anybody see you?” asked Mason.

She shook her head. “Nobody that I know.”

“All right,” he said, “go on from there.”

She looked up at him and said, abruptly: “Do you know Frank Locke?”

He nodded his head. “You mean the one that edits Spicy Bits?”

She clamped her lips together in a firm line, and nodded her head in silent
assent.

“What about him?” asked Perry Mason.

“He knows about it,” she said.

“Going to publish it?” he asked.

She nodded.

Perry Mason fingered a paper weight on his desk. His hand was well formed,
long and tapering, yet the fingers seemed filled with competent strength. It



seemed the hand could have a grip of crushing force should the occasion
require.

“You can buy him off,” he said.

“No,” she said, “I can’t. You've got to.”

“Why can’t Harrison Burke?” he asked.

“Don’t you understand?” she said. “Harrison Burke might explain his having
been at the Beechwood Inn with a married woman. But he could never explain
paying hush money to silence a scandal sheet from publishing the fact. He’s got
to keep out of this. They may trap him.”

Perry Mason drummed with his fingers on the top of the desk.

“And you want me to square the thing?” he asked.

“l want you to square it.”

“How high would you pay?”

She rushed on in swift conversation now, leaning toward him and talking
rapidly.

“Listen,” she said, “I'm going to tell you something. Remember what it is, but
don’t ask me how I happened to know. I don’t think you can buy Frank Locke
off. Youve got to go higher. Frank Locke pretends to own Spicy Bits. You know
the kind of a publication it is. It’s just a blackmailing sheet, and that’s all it’s
for. They are in the market for all they can get. But Frank Locke is only a
figurehead. There’s somebody behind him. Somebody who is higher. Somebody
who really owns the paper. They’ve got a good attorney who tries to keep them
clear of blackmailing charges and libel suits. But in case anything ever went
wrong, Frank Locke is there to take all the blame.”

She quit talking.

There was a moment or two of silence.

“I'm listening,” said Perry Mason.

She bit her lip for a moment, then raised her eyes once more, and continued
speaking in the same rapid tone. “They’ve found out about Harrison being
there. They don’t know who the woman was that was with him. But they’re
going to publish the fact that he was there, and demand that the police bring
him in as a witness. There’s some mystery about the shooting. It looks as
though some one had trapped this man into a hold-up so that he could be shot,
without too many questions being asked. The police and the District Attorney
are going to grill every one who was there.”

“And they’re not going to grill you?” asked Perry Mason.

She shook her head. “No, they’re going to leave us out of it. Nobody knows I
was there. The officer knows Harrison was there. That’s all. I gave him an
assumed name.”

“Well?” asked Mason.

“Don’t you see?” she said. “If they put pressure to bear on the officers, they’ll
have to question Harrison. And then he’ll have to tell them who the woman was
that was with him. Or else it will appear worse than it really was. As a matter of
fact, there wasn’t anything wrong with it. We had a right to be there.”

He drummed with his fingers on his desk for a few moments, and then
looked at her steadily.

“All right,” he said, “let’s not have any misunderstanding about this. You’re
trying to save Harrison Burke’s political career?”

She looked at him meaningly.



“No,” she said. “I don’t want any misunderstanding about it. I'm trying to
save myself.”

He continued to drum with his fingertips for a few minutes, and then said:
“It’s going to take money.”

She opened her handbag. “I came prepared for that.”

Perry Mason watched her while she counted out the currency, and arranged
it in piles along the edge of the desk.

“What’s that?” he asked.

“That’s on account of your fee,” she said. “When you find out how much it’s
going to take to keep the thing secret, you can get in touch with me.”

“How do I get in touch with you?”

“You put a personal in the Examiner: E.G. Negotiations ready to conclude,
and you sign that with your initials. Then I'll come to your office.”

“l don’t like it,” he said. “I never like to pay blackmail. I'd rather work some
other way around it.”

“What other way would there be?” she asked.

He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. Sometimes there are other ways.”

She said, hopefully: “I can tell you one thing about Frank Locke. There’s
something in his past life that he’s afraid of. I don’t know exactly what it is. I
think perhaps he was sent to prison once, or something of that sort.”

He looked at her.

“You seem to know him pretty well.”

She shook her head. “I never saw him in my life.”

“How do you know so much about him?”

“I told you you weren’t to ask me that.”

He drummed again with his powerful fingers on the edge of the desk.

“Can I say that | am representing Harrison Burke?” he asked.

She shook her head emphatically.

“You can’t say that you’re representing anybody. That is, you can’t use any
names. You know how to handle that. I don’t.”

“When do you want me to start in?”

“Right away.”

Perry Mason pressed a button on the side of his desk. After a moment or two,
the door to the outer office opened and Della Street came in carrying a
notebook.

The woman in the chair sat back with a detached, impersonal air; the
manner of one whose business is not to be discussed in any way before
servants.

“You wanted something?” asked Della Street.

Perry Mason reached in the upper right-hand drawer of his desk, and took
out a letter.

“This letter,” he said, “is all right, with the exception of one thing that [ want
in it. I'll write that in in pen and ink. And then you can re-type the letter. I'm
going to be out on important business for the rest of the day. And I don’t know
just when I'll be back to the office.”

Della Street asked: “Can I get in touch with you anywhere?”

He shook his head. “I'll get in touch with you,” he said.

He drew the letter toward him and scribbled on the margin. She hesitated for
a moment, then walked around the desk so that she could look over his
shoulder.



Perry Mason wrote on the letter:

He took a blotter, blotted the note, and handed it to Della Street.

“Have that attended to right away,” he said, “so that I can sign it before I go
out.”

She took the letter casually. “Very well,” she said, and left the office.

Perry Mason turned to the woman. “I've got to know something about how
high I can go on this thing,” he told her.

“What would you consider reasonable?” she asked.

“Nothing at all,” he said crisply. “I don’t like to pay money for blackmail.”

“l know,” she remarked, “but you must have had some experience.”

“Spicy Bits,” he told her, “will charge everything they think the traffic will
bear. What I'm trying to get at is how much will it bear? If they want too much
I'll try stalling them along. If they are willing to be reasonable, I can handle it
quickly.”

“You've got to handle it quickly.”

“Well,” he said, “we’re getting away from the question. How much?”

“I could raise five thousand dollars,” she ventured.

“Harrison Burke is in politics,” he told her. “From all I can hear, he isn’t in
politics for his health. He runs with the reform crowd, and that makes his
patronage all the more valuable to the other crowd.”

“What are you getting at?” she asked him.

“I'm getting at the fact that Spicy Bits probably won’t consider five thousand
a drop in the bucket.”

“I could raise nine or perhaps ten,” she said, “in a pinch.”

“It’ll be a pinch,” he told her.

She bit her lower lip between her teeth.

“Suppose something turns up and I need to communicate with you without
waiting for the ad to be published in the paper?” he asked. “Where can I get in
touch with you?”

She shook her head swiftly and positively.

“You can’t. That’s one thing that we’ve got to have understood. Don'’t try to
reach me at my address. Don’t try to telephone me. Don’t try to find out who
my husband is.”

“You’re living with your husband?”

She snapped him a swift look.

“Of course I am, otherwise where would I get the money?”

There was a knock at the outer door of the office, and Della Street thrust her
head and shoulders into the room.

“l have that matter attended to so you can sign the letter any time you want,
Mr. Mason,” she said.

Perry Mason got to his feet, looked meaningly at the woman.

“All right, Mrs. Griffin. I'll do the best I can.”

She arose from her chair, took a step toward the door, paused, and looked at
the money on the table.

“Do I get a receipt for the money?” she asked.

“You do if you want it.”

“I think I would like to have it.”



“Of course,” he said, meaningly, “if you would like to have in your purse, a
receipt made out to Eva Griffin for a retainer, and signed by Perry Mason, it’s
quite all right with me.”

She frowned, and then said: “Don’t make it that way. Make a receipt to the
effect that the holder of this receipt has paid you the amount mentioned, as a
retainer.”

He scowled, scooped up the money with his swiftly competent hands, and
beckoned to Della Street.

“Here, Della,” he said, “take this money. Give Mrs. Griffin a ledger page, and
make a receipt to the effect that the account listed in our ledger, under that
page number, is credited with five hundred dollars. Mark on the receipt that
that amount is by way of retainer.”

“Can you tell me what your total fees will be?” asked the woman.

“It’ll depend on the amount of the work,” he said. “They’ll be high, but fair.
And they’ll depend on results.”

She nodded, hesitated a moment, and then said: “I guess that’s all I have to
do in here.”

“My secretary will give you the receipt,” he told her.

She smiled at him. “Good day.”

“Good day,” he said.

She paused at the door of the outer office, to turn and look back at him.

He was standing with his back to her, his hands thrust in his pockets,
looking out of the window.

“This way, please,” said Della Street, and closed the door.

Perry Mason continued to stare out at the street for some five minutes. Then
the door from the outer office opened once more, and Della Street came into the
office.

“She’s gone,” she said.

Mason whirled to face her.

“Why did you think she was phony?” he asked.

Della Street stared him steadily in the eye.

“That woman,” she said, “spells trouble to me.”

He shrugged his broad shoulders.

“To me, she’s five hundred dollars cash for a retainer. And another fifteen
hundred by way of a fee when I get the thing squared up.”

The girl said, with some feeling: “She’s phony, and she’s crooked. She’s one of
those well-kept little minxes that would double-cross anybody in order to take
care of herself.”

Perry Mason surveyed her appraisingly.

“You don’t find loyalty in wives,” he said, “who pay five hundred dollar
retainers. She’s a client.”

Della Street shook her head, and said: “That isn’t what I meant. I meant that
there’s something false about her. She’s concealing something from you right
now; something that you should know. She’s sending you up against something
as a blind proposition when she could make it easy for you if she’d only be
frank.”

Perry Mason made a gesture with his shoulders.

“Why should I care if she makes it easy for me?” he asked. “She’s the one
that’s paying for my time. Time is all I'm investing.”

Della Street said, slowly: “Are you sure that time is all you’re investing?”



“Why not?”

“l don’t know,” she said, “the woman’s dangerous. She is just the kind of a
little minx who would get you into some sort of a jam and leave you to take it,
right on the button.”

His face didn’t change expression, but his eyes glinted. “That’s one of the
chances [ have to take,” he told her. “I can’t expect my clients to be loyal to me.
They pay me money. That’s all.”

She stared at him with a speculative look that held something of a wistful
tenderness. “But you insist on being loyal to your clients, no matter how rotten
they are.”

“Of course,” he told her. “That’s my duty.”

“To your profession?”

“No,” he said slowly, “to myself. I'm a paid gladiator. I fight for my clients.
Most clients aren’t square shooters. That’s why theyre clients. They've got
themselves into trouble. It’s up to me to get them out. I have to shoot square
with them. I can’t always expect them to shoot square with me.”

“It isn’t fair!” she blazed.

“Of course not,” he smiled. “It’s business.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “I told the detective that you wanted her
shadowed as soon as she left the office,” she said, abruptly getting back to her
duties. “He said he’d be there to pick her up.”

“You talked with Paul Drake himself?”

“Of course, otherwise I wouldn’t have told you everything was all right.”

“Okay,” he said, “you can bank three hundred out of that retainer, and give
me two hundred to put in my pocket. We’ll find out who she really is, and then
we’ll have an ace in the hole.”

Della Street went back to the outer office, returned with two hundred dollars
in currency, which she handed to Perry Mason.

He smiled at her.

“Youre a good girl, Della,” he said. “Even if you do get funny ideas about
women.”

She whirled on him. “I hate her!” she said, “I hate the very ground she walks
on! But it isn’t that. It’s something more than the hate. It’s sort of a hunch I've
got.”

He planted his feet wide apart, thrust his hands in his pockets, and stared at
her.

“Why do you hate her?” he asked, with tolerant amusement.

“I hate everything she stands for!” said Della Street. “I've had to work for
everything I got. I never got a thing in life that I didn’t work for. And lots of
times I've worked for things and have had nothing in return. That woman is the
type that has never worked for anything in her life! She doesn’t give a damned
thing in return for what she gets. Not even herself.”

Perry Mason pursed his lips thoughtfully. “And all of this outburst is
occasioned just because you gave her the once-over and didn’t like the way she
was dressed?” he asked.

“I liked the way she was dressed. She’s dressed like a million dollars. Those
clothes she had on cost somebody a lot of money. And you can bet that she
wasn’t the one that paid for them. She’s too well-kept, too well-groomed, too
baby faced. Did you notice that trick she has of making her eyes wide when she
wants to impress you? She’s practiced that baby stare in front of a mirror.”



He watched her with eyes that were suddenly deep and enigmatical. “If all
clients had your loyalty, Della, there wouldn’t be any law business. Don’t forget
that. You've got to take clients as they come. You’re different. Your family was
rich. Then they lost their money. You went to work. Lots of women wouldn’t
have done that.”

Her eyes were wistful once more.

“What would they have done?” she asked. “What could they have done?”

“They could,” he remarked slowly, “have married a man, and then gone out to
the Beechwood Inn with some other man, got caught, and had to get a lawyer to
get them out of the jam.”

She turned toward the outer office, keeping her eyes averted from him. Those
eyes were glowing. “I started to talk about clients,” she observed, “and you
begin to talk about me.” And she pushed her way through the door and into the
outer office.

Perry Mason walked to the doorway and stood there while Della Street went
over to her desk, sat down at it, and slid a sheet of paper into her typewriter.
Mason was still standing there when the door of the outer office opened and a
tall man, with drooping shoulders and a head that was thrust forward on a long
neck, came into the outer office. He regarded Della Street with protruding
glassy eyes that held a perpetual expression of droll humor, smiled at her,
turned to Mason and said: “Hello, Perry.”

Mason said: “Come on in, Paul. Did you get anything?”

Drake said: “I got back.”

Mason held the door open, and closed it after the detective had gone into the
private office.

“What happened?” he asked.

Paul Drake sat down in the chair which the woman had occupied a few
minutes earlier, raised his foot to the other chair and lit a cigarette.

“She’s a wise baby,” he said.

“What makes you think so?” asked Perry Mason. “Did she know you were
tailing her?”

“l don’t think so,” said Drake. “I stood by the elevator shaft, where I could see
her when she came out of the office. When she came out, I got in the elevator
first. She kept watching your office to see if anybody came out of it. I think she
thought perhaps you’d send your girl to try and spot her. She seemed relieved
when the elevator got down.

“She walked to the corner, and I tagged along behind, keeping a few people
between her and me. She ducked into the department store across the street,
walked right along as though she knew exactly what she wanted to do, and
went into the Women’s Rest Room.

“She looked sort of funny when she went in there, and I had an idea maybe it
was a dodge, so I hunted up an attendant, and asked him if there was any
other way out of the Women’s Rest Room. It seems there are three ways out.
There’s a way that goes into the beauty parlor. There’s a way into the
manicuring room, and a way into the cafe.”

“Which way did she take?” asked Mason.

“She took the beauty parlor just about fifteen seconds before I covered it. I
figured she’d simply used the dressing room stuff as a blind. She knew that a
man couldn’t follow her in there, and she’d evidently figured it all out in
advance. I found out this much, she had a car parked in front of the beauty



parlor street exit, with a chauffeur sitting at the wheel. The car was a big
Lincoln, if that’ll help you any.”

“It won’t,” said Mason.

“l didn’t think it would,” grinned Drake.

Chapter 2

Frank Locke had coarse, mahogany skin, and wore a tweed suit.

His skin didn’t have the tanned appearance which comes from outdoor
sports, but looked rather as though it had absorbed so much nicotine that it
had become stained. His eyes were a mild brown, the color of milk chocolate,
and absolutely without sheen. They seemed dead and lifeless. His nose was big,
and his mouth weak. To a casual observer, he seemed utterly mild and
innocuous.

“Well,” he said, “you can talk here.”

Perry Mason shook his head. “No, you'’ve got this place rigged up with all
sorts of dictographs. I'll talk where I know that you’re the only one that’ll hear
what I’'m going to say.”

“Where?” asked Frank Locke.

“You can come to my office,” said Mason, without hope or enthusiasm in his
tone.

Frank Locke laughed, and his laugh was gratingly mirthless. “Now I'll tell
one,” he said.

“Okay,” said Mason. “Put on your hat, and start out with me. We’'ll agree on
some place.”

“How do you mean?” asked Locke, his eyes suddenly suspicious.

“We’ll pick a hotel,” said Mason.

“One that you've picked out already?” asked Locke.

“No,” said Mason, “we’ll get a cab and tell him to drive us around. If you’re
that suspicious, you can pick the hotel yourself.”

Frank Locke hesitated a minute, then said: “Excuse me a moment. I'll have to
see if it’s all right for me to leave the office. I've got some things that I've been
working on.”

“Okay,” said Mason, and sat down.

Frank Locke jumped up from behind the desk and left the room. He left the
door open as he went out. From the outer offices came the clack of busy
typewriters, the hum of voices. Perry Mason sat and smoked placidly. His face
held that expression of absorbed concentration which was so typical of him.

He waited almost ten minutes. Then Frank Locke came in, wearing his hat.

“All right,” he said, “I can leave now.”

The two men left the building together, hailed a cruising cab.

“Drive around the business section,” said Perry Mason.

Locke regarded the attorney with those chocolate brown eyes of his, which
seemed to contain no expression whatever.

“Maybe we could talk here,” he said.

Mason shook his head. “I want to talk where I don’t have to yell.”

Locke grinned and said: “I'm used to being yelled at.”

Mason said, grimly: “When I yell, I mean business.”



Locke lit a cigarette, with a bored air.

“Yeah?” he said casually.

The cab turned to the left. “There’s a hotel,” said Mason.

Locke grinned. “I see it,” he said. “I don’t like it because you picked it out,
and because it’s too near. I'm going to pick the hotel.”

Perry Mason said: “Okay. Go ahead and pick one. Just don’t tell the driver
where to go. Let him drive around and you can pick any hotel that he drives
by.”

Locke laughed. “Getting cautious, ain’t we?”

Perry Mason nodded.

Locke tapped on the glass. “We’ll get out here,” he said, “at the hotel.”

The cab driver looked at him with mild surprise but braked the car to a stop.
Mason flipped him a fifty cent piece, and the two men walked into the lobby of
the cheap hotel.

“How about the parlor?” asked Locke.

“Suits me,” said Mason.

They walked across the lobby, took the elevator to the mezzanine floor,
walked past the manicurist’s room, and sat down in chairs that faced each
other, with a smoking stand in between.

“All right,” said Locke, “you’re Perry Mason, an attorney. Youre representing
somebody, and you want something. Shoot!”

Mason said: “I want something kept out of your paper.”

“Lots of people do,” said Locke. “What do you want out?”

Mason said: “Well, let’s discuss procedure first. Are you willing to talk a
straight money proposition?”

Locke shook his head emphatically.

“We’re not a blackmailing sheet,” he said. “We sometimes extend favors to
our advertisers.”

“Oh, that’s it, is it?” said Mason.

“That’s it,” said Locke.

“What would I advertise?” asked Mason.

Locke shrugged his shoulders. “We don’t care,” he said, “you don’t need to
advertise anything, if you don’t want to. We sell you the space. That’s all.”

“I see,” said Mason.

“Okay. What is it you want?”

“There was a murder at the Beechwood Inn last night. That is, there was a
shooting. I don’t know whether it was a murder or not. I understand that the
man who was shot was trying to hold up the joint.”

Frank Locke turned his dispassionate milk-chocolate eyes upon the attorney.

“Well?” he asked.

Mason continued: “I understand there’s some mystery about the thing. That
is, the District Attorney is going to make quite an investigation.”

Locke said: “You still haven'’t told me anything.”

“I'm telling you,” said Mason.

“Okay. Go ahead.”

“Somebody told me,” continued Mason, “that the list of witnesses that was
handed to the District Attorney might not be complete.”

Locke stared at him.

“Who do you represent?” he asked.

“A possible advertiser in your paper,” said Mason.

)



“All right. Go on. Let’s hear the rest of it,” Locke invited.

“You know the rest of it,” said Mason.

“Even if I did, I wouldn’t admit it,” Locke replied. “I don’t do anything except
sell advertising space. You've got to come out in the open. You’re the one that
comes all the way. I don’t budge an inch.”

“Okay,” Mason said. “As an advertiser in your paper, I wouldn’t like to see it
mix into that murder too closely. That is, I wouldn’t like to have it mention the
name of any witness who might have been there, but whose name wasn’t
included on the list which was given to the District Attorney. I would
particularly dislike to see your paper come out with the name of some
prominent witness whose name had been omitted from that list, and ask why
he was not summoned as a witness and questioned. And, still speaking as an
advertiser, I would dislike very much to see any comment made in any way
about this witness having a companion with him, or any surmises as to the
identity of that companion. Now then, how much is advertising space going to
cost me?”

“Well,” said Locke, “if you’re going to dictate the policies of the paper, you’ll
have to take quite a bit of advertising. It would have to be handled under a
contract. I would draw up an advertising contract with you, and agree to sell
you the space over a period of time. The agreement would contain a clause for
liquidated damages in the event you broke the contract. Then, if you didn’t
want to take all the advertising, you could pay over the sum of liquidated
damages.”

Perry Mason said: “I could pay over that sum just as soon as I broke the
contract?”

“Sure,” said Locke.

“And I could break the contract just as soon as it was drawn up, eh?”

“No,” said Locke. “We wouldn’t like that. You’d have to wait a day or two.”

“There’d be no action taken while I was waiting, of course,” said Mason.

“Of course.”

Mason took out a cigarette case, fished out a cigarette with his long, capable
fingers, lit it, and surveyed Locke with eyes that were cold and uncordial.

“All right,” he said. “I've said everything I came to say. Now I'm listening.”

Locke got up from his chair and took several paces up and down the floor.
His head was thrust forward, and his chocolate colored eyes blinked rapidly.

“I've got to think this thing over,” he said.

Mason took out his watch and looked at it. “All right, you’ve got ten minutes
to do your thinking in.”

“No, no,” said Locke. “It’s going to take a little while to think it over.”

“No, it isn’t,” said Mason.

“I say it is.”

“You've got ten minutes,” insisted Mason.

“You’re the one that came to me,” said Locke. “I didn’t come to you.”

Mason said: “Don’t be foolish. Remember that I'm representing a client.
You've got to make a proposition to me, and I've got to see that it’s transmitted
to my client. And it isn’t going to be easy to get in touch with that client.”

Locke raised his eyebrows. “Like that, eh?” he said.

“Like that,” said Mason.

Locke said: “Well, maybe I could think it over in ten minutes. But I've got to
call the office.”



“Okay,” said Mason. “Go ahead and call your office. I'll wait right here.”

Locke went at once to the elevator and went down to the main floor. Mason
strolled to the railing of the mezzanine and watched him cross the lobby. Locke
did not go to the telephone booths, but left the hotel.

Mason went to the elevators, pressed the button, went down to the lobby,
straight through the door, and crossed the street. He stood in a doorway,
smoking and watching the buildings across the street.

After three or four minutes, Locke came out of a drug store and walked into
the hotel.

Mason crossed the street, entered the hotel a few steps behind Locke, and
followed him until he came abreast of the telephone booths. Then Mason
stepped into one of the telephone booths, left the door open, thrust out his head
and called: “Oh, Locke.”

Locke whirled, his chocolate brown eyes suddenly wide with alarm, and
stared at Mason.

“Got to thinking,” explained Mason, “that I'd better telephone and see if I
could get in touch with my client. So that I could give you an immediate
answer. But I can’t get a call through. Nobody answers. I'm waiting to get a
nickel back.”

Locke nodded. His eyes were still suspicious.

“Let the nickel go,” he said. “Our time’s worth more than that.”

Mason said: “Maybe yours is,” and stepped back to the telephone. He jiggled
the receiver two or three times, then shrugged his shoulders with an
exclamation of disgust, and left the telephone booth. The two men rode together
in the elevator to the mezzanine floor, and returned to the chairs they had
occupied.

“Well?” said Mason.

“I've been thinking the thing over,” said Frank Locke, and hesitated.

Mason commented, dryly: “Well, I presumed that you had.”

“You know,” said Locke, “the situation that you've brought up, without
mentioning any names, might have a very important political angle.”

“Again,” said Mason, “still without mentioning any names, it might not. But
there’s no use you and me sitting here trying to kid each other like a couple of
horse traders. What’s your price?”

“The advertising contract,” said Locke, “would have to have a proviso that in
the event it was breached, a payment of twenty thousand dollars would be
made as liquidated damages.”

“You’re crazy!” exclaimed Mason.

Frank Locke shrugged his shoulders. “You’re the one that wanted to buy the
advertising,” he said. “I don’t know as I'm anxious to sell it to you.”

Mason got to his feet. “You don’t act as though you wanted to sell anything,”
he remarked. He walked to the elevator and Locke followed him.

“Maybe you’ll want to buy some advertising again sometime,” Locke said.
“Our rates are somewhat elastic, you know.”

“Meaning that they’re going down?” queried Mason.

“Meaning that they may go up, in this case.”

“Oh,” said Mason, shortly.

He paused abruptly, and whirled, staring at Locke with cold, hostile eyes.

“Listen,” he said. “I know what I'm up against. And I'm telling you right now
that you can’t get away with it.”



“Can’t get away with what?” said Locke.

“You know damned well what you can’t get away with,” said Mason. “By God!
You fellows have run a blackmailing sheet here and made people eat out of your
hands long enough. I'm telling you right now where you head in!”

Locke regained something of his composure, and shrugged his shoulders.

“I've had fellows try to tell me that before,” he said.

“l didn’t say I was trying to tell you,” said Mason. “I said I was telling you.”

“And I heard you,” said Locke. “There’s no need of raising your voice.”

“Okay,” said Mason. “Just so you know what I mean. By God! I'm starting
after you fellows right now.”

Locke smiled. “Very well. In the meantime, would you mind pressing the
elevator button, or else get out of the way, so that I can press it.”

Mason turned and pressed the button. They rode down in silence, walked
across the lobby.

When they reached the street, Locke smiled.

“Well,” he said, his brown eyes staring at Perry Mason, “there’s no hard
feelings.”

Perry Mason turned his back.

“The hell there ain’t,” he said.

Chapter 3

Perry Mason sat in his automobile, and lit a cigarette from the butt of the one
he had just smoked. His face was set in lines of patient concentration, his eyes
glittered. He seemed like some pugilist seated in his corner, waiting for the gong
to ring. Yet there was no expression of nervousness upon his face. The only
thing which indicated strain was the fact that he had been lighting cigarettes,
one after the other, for more than an hour.

Directly across the street was the building in which Spicy Bits had its
editorial offices.

Mason was half way through the last cigarette in the package, when Frank
Locke came out of the building.

Locke walked with a furtive manner, glancing about him mechanically, with
eyes that didn’t seem to be looking for anything in particular, but were peering,
purely as a matter of habit. His appearance was that of a fox who has been
prowling until after daylight and is caught slinking back to his lair by the rays
of the early sun.

Perry Mason flipped away the cigarette and pressed his foot on the starter.
The light coupe slid away from the curb and into the stream of traffic.

Locke turned to the right at the corner and hailed a taxicab. Mason trailed
the cab closely until traffic thinned slightly, when he dropped farther behind.

Frank Locke got out in the middle of the block, paid off the cab, and went
down an areaway where he knocked on the door. A panel slid back; then the
door opened. Mason could see a man bow and smile. Locke walked in and the
man slammed the door shut.

Perry Mason parked his car half a block away, took out a fresh package of
cigarettes, broke the cellophane, and started smoking again.



Frank Locke was in the speakeasy for three quarters of an hour. Then he
came out, looked quickly about him, and walked to the corner. The alcohol had
given him a certain air of assurance, and caused him to throw his shoulders
back slightly.

Perry Mason watched while Locke found a cruising cab, and climbed in.
Mason trailed along behind the cab until Locke discharged it in front of a hotel.
Then he parked his car, went into the hotel lobby, and looked cautiously
around him. There was no sign of Locke.

Mason looked the lobby over. The place was a commercial type of hotel,
catering to salesmen and conventions. There was a line of telephone booths,
with an operator stationed at a desk. Quite a few people were in the lobby.

Perry Mason moved slowly and cautiously about, looking the people over.
Then he walked over to the desk.

“Can you tell me,” he asked the clerk, “whether or not Frank Locke has a
room here?”

The clerk ran his finger down the card index system, and said, “We have a
John Lock.”

“No,” said Mason, “this is Frank Locke.”

“He’s not with us. Sorry,” said the clerk.

“That’s all right,” said Mason, turning away.

He crossed the lobby to the dining room and looked in there. There were a
few people eating at the tables but Locke was not among them. There was a
barber shop in the basement, and Mason went down the stairs and peered in
through the glass partition.

Locke was in the third chair from the end, his face covered with hot towels.
Mason recognized him by the tweed suit, and tan shoes.

Mason nodded and went back up the stairs to the lobby. He crossed to the
girl at the telephone desk.

“All the booth calls are handled through you?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Okay. I can show you how to pick up twenty dollars pretty easy.”

She stared at him, and asked, “Are you kidding me?”

Mason shook his head. “Listen,” he said, “I want to get a number, and that’s
all.”

“How do you mean?”

“Just this,” he said, “I'm going to put through a call for a man. He probably
won’t take the call right away, but will come up here to get it later on. He’s in
the barber shop now. After he talks with me, he’s going to call a number. I want
to know what that number is.”

“But,” said the girl, “suppose he doesn’t put the call through here?”

“In that case,” Mason told her, “you’ve done the best you can, and you get the
twenty bucks anyway.”

“I'm not supposed to give out information about those things,” the girl
protested.

“That’s why you’re getting twenty bucks for it,” Mason said smiling. “That,
and listening in on the call.”

“Oh, I couldn’t listen in on a call, and tell you what was said.”

“You don’t have to. I'll tell you what’s said. All I want you to do is check up
on it, so as to make sure that the number I get is the number I want.”



She hesitated, looked furtively about her as though fearful that some one
might know what they were talking about, merely from a casual inspection.

Perry Mason took out two ten dollar bills from his pocket, folded them, and
twisted them quietly.

The eyes of the girl dropped to the bills, and remained there. “Okay,” she
said, at length.

Mason passed over the twenty dollars.

“The man’s name,” he told her, “is Locke. I'll call in in about two minutes,
and have him paged. Now the conversation will be this. Locke will call a party
and ask if it’s all right to pay four hundred dollars for information about the
name of a woman. The party will tell him it’s all right.”

The girl nodded her head, slowly.

“Do incoming calls come in through you?” asked Mason.

“No,” she said, “not unless you ask for station thirteen.”

“All right, I'll ask for station thirteen.”

He grinned at her, and went out.

He found a drug store in the next block which had a public telephone. He
called the number of the hotel, and asked for station thirteen.

“Okay,” he said, when he heard the girl’s voice. “I'm calling for Frank Locke.
Have him paged and be sure that you tell him to come to your station for the
call. He probably won’t come now, but I'll hold the line. He’s in the barber shop.
But don’t tell the bellboy that I said he was. Simply tell him to look in the
barber shop.”

“I getcha,” said the girl.

He held the line for some two minutes, and then the girl’s voice said, “He said
to leave your number, and he’d call you back.”

“That’s fine,” said Mason, “the number is Harrison 23850. But tell the bellboy
to be sure that he goes to your station to get the call.”

“Sure, don’t worry about that.”

“All right,” said Mason, “tell him to ask for Mr. Smith at that number.”

“Any initials?”

“No, just Smith, and the number. That’s all.”

“Okay,” she said. “I gotcha.”

Mason hung up.

He waited approximately ten minutes, and then the telephone rang.

He answered it in a high-pitched, querulous voice, and heard Locke’s voice
speaking cautiously at the other end of the wire.

“Listen,” said Mason, using the high-pitched voice, “let’s not have any
misunderstanding about this. You’re Frank Locke from Spicy Bits?’

“Yes,” said Locke. “Who are you, and how did you know where to reach me?”

“I got into the office about two minutes after you’d left, and they told me that
I could reach you in a speakeasy out on Webster Street, or later on, here in the
hotel.”

“How the devil did they know that?” asked Locke.

“I don’t know,” said Mason. “That’s what they told me. That’s all.”

“Well, what was it you wanted?”

“Listen,” said Mason, “I know you don’t want to talk business over the
telephone. But this has got to be handled fast. You folks aren’t in business for
your health. I know that, the same as everybody else does. And I ain’t in
business for my health either.”



“Listen,” Locke’s voice was cautious. “I don’t know who you are, but you’d
better come and see me personally. How far are you from the hotel here?”

Mason said, “I'm nowheres near the hotel. Now listen, I can give you
something that’s valuable to you. I won’t give it out over the telephone, and, if
you don’t want it, I've got another market for the information. All I want to
know is whether or not you’re interested. Would you like to find out the name of
the woman that was with Harrison Burke last night?”

There was silence over the telephone for some four or five seconds.

“We’re a publication that deals with spicy bits of information about
prominent people,” said Locke, “and we’re always glad to receive any
information that is news.”

“Nix on that hooey,” said Mason. “You know what happened. And I know
what happened. A list was made up, and Harrison Burke’s name wasn’t on that
list. Neither was the name of the woman who was with him. Now, is it worth a
thousand dollars to you to have absolute proof who that woman was?”

“No,” said Locke, firmly and decisively.

“Well, that’s all right,” said Mason hastily. “Is it worth five hundred to you?”

“No.”

“Well,” insisted Mason, putting a whining note in his voice, “I tell you what I'll
do. I'll let you have it for four hundred dollars. And that’s absolutely bottom
price. I've got another market that’s offering three hundred and fifty. I've gone
to a lot of trouble getting you located, and it’s going to take four hundred for
you to sit in.”

“Four hundred is a lot of money.”

“The information I've got,” said Mason, “is a lot of information.”

“You’d have to give me something besides the information,” said Locke. “I'd
want something we could use as proof if we ran into a libel suit.”

“Sure,” said Mason, “you give me the four hundred dollars when I give you
the proof.”

Locke was silent for a few seconds. Then he said, “Well, I'll have to think it
over a little while. I'll call you back and let you know.”

“I'll wait here at this number,” Mason said. “You call me back here,” and
hung up.

He sat on a stool at the ice cream counter and drank a glass of plain
carbonated water, without haste and without showing any emotion. His eyes
were thoughtful, but his manner was calm.

At the end of six or seven minutes the telephone rang again, and Mason
answered it. “Smith talking,” he whined.

Locke’s voice came over the wire. “Yes, we’d be willing to pay that price
provided we could get the proof.”

“Okay,” said Mason, “you be in your office tomorrow morning, and I'll get in
touch with you there. But don’t back out on me now, because I’'m turning down
this three hundred and fifty dollar offer.”

“Listen, I'd like to see you tonight and get the thing cleaned up right now.”
There was a certain quaver of excitement in Locke’s voice.

“You can’t do that,” Mason told him. “I could give you the information
tonight, but I can’t give you the proofs until tomorrow.”

“Well,” insisted Locke, “you could give me the information tonight, and then
I’'d pay you when you brought in the proofs tomorrow.”

Mason gave a mocking laugh. “Now I'll tell one,” he said.



Locke said, irritably: “Oh, well, have it your own way.”

Mason chuckled. “Thanks,” he said, “I think I will,” and hung up the receiver.

He walked back to his automobile and sat in it for almost twenty minutes. At
the end of that time, Frank Locke came out of the hotel, accompanied by a
young woman. He had been shaved and massaged until his skin showed a trace
of red under its sallow brown. He had the smugly complacent air of a man of
the world, who rather enjoys knowing his way about.

The young woman with him was not over twenty-one or two, if one could
judge by her face. She had a well curved figure, which was displayed to
advantage; a perfectly expressionless face; expensive garments and just the
faintest suggestion of too much make-up about her. She was beautiful in a
certain full blown manner.

Perry Mason waited until they had taken a taxi, then he went into the hotel,
and walked over to the telephone desk.

The girl looked up with anxious eyes, put a surreptitious hand to the front of
her waist, and pulled out a piece of paper.

On the piece of paper had been scribbled a telephone number: Freyburg
629803.

Perry Mason nodded to her and slipped the piece of paper in his pocket.

“Was that the conversation—that line about paying for information?” he
asked.

“I can’t divulge what went over the line.”

“l know,” said Mason, “but you’d tell me if that wasn’t the conversation,
wouldn’t you?”

“Maybe,” she said.

“All right, then, are you telling me anything?”

“No!”

“That’s all I wanted to know,” he told her, and grinned.

Chapter 4

Perry Mason walked into the Detective Bureau at Police Headquarters.

“Drumm in here?” he asked.

One of the men nodded, and jerked a thumb toward an inner door.

Perry Mason walked in.

“Sidney Drumm,” he said to one of the men who was sitting on the corner of
a desk, smoking. Some one raised his voice, and yelled: “Oh, Drumm, come on
out.”

A door opened, and Sidney Drumm looked around until he saw Perry Mason,
then grinned.

“Hello, Perry,” he said.

He was a tall, thin man, with high cheek bones, and washed-out eyes. He
would have looked more natural with a green eye-shade on his forehead, a pen
behind his ear, keeping a set of books on a high stool, than in the Detective
Bureau at Police Headquarters, which was, perhaps, why he made such a good
detective.

Mason jerked his head and said, “I think I've got something, Sidney.”

“Okay,” said Drumm, “be right with you.”



Mason nodded and walked out into the corridor. Sidney Drumm joined him
in about five minutes.

“Shoot,” he said.

“I'm chasing down a witness in something that may be of value to you,”
Mason said to the detective. “I don’t know yet just where it’s going to lead. Right
now, I'm working for a client, and I want to get the low down on a telephone
number.”

“What telephone number?”

“Freyburg 629803,” said Mason. “If it’s the party I think it is, he’ll be as wise
as a treeful of owls, and we can’t pull any of this wrong number business on
him. I think it’s probably an unlisted number. You've got to get it right from the
records of the telephone company, and I have an idea you’d better do it
personally.”

Drumm said: “Gee, guy, you've got a crust!”

Perry Mason looked hurt.

“I told you I was working for a client,” he said, “there’s twenty-five bucks in it
for you. I thought you’d be willing to take a run down to the telephone company
for twenty-five bucks.”

Drumm grinned.

“Why the hell didn’t you say so in the first place?” he said. “Wait till [ get my
hat. We go down in your car or in mine?”

“Better take both,” Mason said. “You go in yours, and I'll go in mine. I may
not be coming back this way.”

“Okay,” the detective said. “I'll meet you down there.”

Mason went out, got in his machine, and drove to the main office of the
telephone company. Drumm, in a police car, was there ahead of him.

“l got to figuring,” said Drumm, “that it might be better if you didn’t go up
there with me when I got the dope. So I've been up and got it for you.”

“What is it?”

“George C. Belter,” Drumm told him. “And the address is 556 Elmwood. You
were right about its being an unlisted number. It’s supposed to be airtight.
Information can’t even give out the number, let alone any information about it.
So forget where you got it.”

“Sure,” agreed Mason, pulling two tens and a five from his pocket.

Drumm’s fingers closed over the money.

“Baby,” he said, “these look good after that poker game I was in last night.
Come around again some time when you’ve got another client like this one.”

“I may have this client for some time,” Mason observed.

“That’ll be fine,” Drumm said.

Mason got in his car. His face was grim as he stepped on the starter and sent
the machine speeding out toward Elmwood Drive.

Elmwood Drive was in the more exclusive residential district of the city.
Houses, set well back from the street, were fronted with bits of lawn, and the
grounds were ornamented with well-kept hedges and trees. Mason slid his car
to a stop before five hundred and fifty-six. It was a pretentious house,
occupying the top of a small knoll. There were no other houses within some two
hundred feet on either side, and the knoll had been landscaped to set off the
magnificence of the house.

Mason didn’t drive his car into the driveway, but parked it in the street, and
went on foot to the front door. A light was burning on the porch. The evening



was hot, and myriad insects clustered about the light, beating their wings
against the big globe of frosted glass which surrounded the incandescent.

When he had rung the second time, the door was opened by a butler in
livery. Perry Mason took one of his cards from his pocket, and handed it to the
butler.

“Mr. Belter,” he said, “wasn’t expecting me, but he’ll see me.”

The butler glanced at the card, and stood to one side.

“Very good, sir. Will you come in, sir?”

Perry Mason walked into a reception room, and the butler indicated a chair.
Mason could hear him climbing stairs. Then he heard voices from an upper
floor, and the sound of the butler’s feet coming down the stairs again.

The butler stepped into the room, and said: “I beg your pardon, but Mr.
Belter doesn’t seem to know you. Could you tell me what it was you wanted to
see him about?”

Mason looked at the man’s eyes, and said, shortly, “No.”

The butler waited a moment, thinking that Mason might add to the comment,
then, as nothing was said, turned and went back up the stairs. This time he
was gone three or four minutes. When he returned, his face was wooden.

“Please step this way,” he said. “Mr. Belter will see you.”

Mason followed the man up the stairs and into a sitting room which was
evidently one of a suite which opened from the hallway, taking up an entire
wing of the house. The room was furnished with an eye to comfort and none for
style. The chairs were massive and comfortable. No attempt had been made to
follow any particular scheme of decoration, and the room radiated a
masculinity which was untempered by feminine taste.

A door to an inner room swung open, and a big man stood on the threshold.

Perry Mason had a chance to look past this man, into the room from which
he had emerged. It was a room fitted up as a study with book cases lining the
walls, a massive desk and swivel chair in one corner, and, beyond that, a
glimpse of a tiled bathroom.

The man stepped into the room and pulled the door closed behind him.

He was a huge bulk of a man with a face that was fat and pasty. There were
puffs under his eyes. His chest was deep and his shoulders very broad. His hips
were narrow, and Mason had the impression that the legs were probably thin. It
was the eyes that commanded attention. They were hard as diamonds and
utterly cold.

For a second or two the man stood near the door, staring at Mason. Then he
walked forward, and his gait strengthened the impression that his legs were
taxed to capacity to carry about the great weight of his torso.

Mason surmised that the man was somewhere in the late forties, and there
was that in his manner which indicated he was completely cruel and ruthless
in his dealings.

Standing, Mason was a good four inches shorter than this man, although his
shoulders were as broad.

“Mr. Belter?” he asked.

The man nodded, planted his feet wide apart, and stared at Mason.

“What do you want?” he snapped.

Mason said, “I'm sorry to come to your house, but I wanted to talk over a
matter of business.”

“What about?”



“About a certain story that Spicy Bits threatens to publish. I don’t want it
published.”

The diamond-hard eyes never so much as changed expression. They stared
fixedly at Perry Mason.

“Why come here about it?” asked Belter.

“Because I think you’re the one that I want to see.”

“Well, I'm not.”

“I think you are.”

“I'm not. Don’t know anything at all about Spicy Bits. I've read the sheet once
in a while. It’s a dirty, blackmailing rag, if you ask me.”

Mason’s eyes became hard. His body seemed to lean forward slightly from the
hips.

“All right,” he said. “I'm not asking you, I'm telling you.”

“Telling me what?” Belter asked.

“Telling you that I'm an attorney, and I'm representing a client that Spicy Bits
is trying to blackmail, and I don’t like the set-up. I'm telling you that I don’t
intend to pay the price that’s demanded, and I'm telling you further that I don’t
intend to pay a damned cent. I'm not going to buy any advertising in your
sheet, and your sheet isn’t going to publish the story about my client. Get that,
and get it straight!”

Belter sneered. “It serves me right,” he said, “for seeing the first shyster
ambulance chaser that comes pounding at the door. I should have had the
butler kick you out. You’re either drunk or crazy. Or both. Personally, I have an
idea it’s both. Now are you going to get out, or shall I call the police?”

“I"ll get out,” Mason said, “when [ finish what I was saying. You've kept in the
background in this thing, and had Locke for your goat to stand out in front and
take it. You've sat back and raked in the cash. You've received dividends out of
blackmail. All right. Here’s where you get an assessment.”

Belter stood staring at Mason, saying nothing.

“l don’t know whether you know who I am, or whether you know what I
want,” Mason went on, “but you can find out pretty quick by getting in touch
with Locke. I'm telling you that if Spicy Bits publishes anything about my client,
I'll rip off the mask of the man who owns the damned rag! Do you get that?”

“All right,” Belter remarked. “You've made your threat. Now I'll make mine. I
don’t know who you are, and I don’t give a damn. Maybe your reputation is
sufficiently spotless so that you can afford to go around and make threats.
Then again, maybe it isn’t. Perhaps you’d better watch some of your own fences
before you start throwing mud over other people’s.”

Mason nodded curtly. “Of course, I expected that,” he said.

“Well,” Belter said, “you won’t be disappointed then. But don’t think that’s an
admission that I'm mixed up with Spicy Bits. I don’t know a damned thing
about it. And I don’t want to. Now get out!”

Mason turned and walked through the door.

The butler was on the threshold. He spoke to Belter.

“I beg your pardon, sir, but your wife wants very much to see you before she
goes out, and she’s just leaving.”

Belter walked toward the door. “All right,” he said. “Take a good look at this
man, Digley. If you ever see him on the place again, throw him off. Call a cop if
you have to.”

Mason turned and stared at the butler.



“Better call two cops, Digley,” he observed. “You might need ’em.”

He walked down the stairs, conscious of the fact that the other two men were
descending immediately behind him. As he reached the lower hallway, a woman
glided out from a corner near the door.

“l hope I didn’t interrupt you, George,” she said, “but...”

Her eyes met those of Perry Mason.

She was the woman who had called on Mason at his office, and given the
name of Eva Griffin.

Her face drained of color. The blue eyes became dark with sudden panic.
Then, by an effort, she controlled the expression of her face, and the blue eyes
enlarged to that wide-eyed stare of baby innocence which she had practiced
when she had been in the office with Mason.

Mason’s face showed nothing whatever. He stared at the woman with eyes
that were perfectly calm and serene.

“Well?” asked Belter. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing,” she said, and her voice sounded thin and frightened. “I just didn’t
know you were busy. I'm sorry I disturbed you.”

Belter said, “Don’t mind him. He’s just a shyster who got in under false
pretenses—and is leaving in a hurry.”

Mason whirled on his heel.

“Listen, you,” he said, “I’'m going to tell you...”

The butler grabbed his arm. “This way, sir,” he said.

Mason’s powerful shoulders swung in a pivot that was like the swing of a golf
professional. The butler was hurled across the hallway and slammed against
the wall with force that jarred the pictures on their hangings. Perry Mason
strode directly to the massive form of George Belter.

“l decided to give you a break,” he said, “and now I've changed my mind. You
publish a word about my client, or about me in your sheet, and you’ll go to jail
for the next twenty years. D’you hear?”

The diamond-hard eyes stared at him with the uncordial glitter of a snake’s
eyes staring into the face of a man armed with a club. George Belter’s right
hand was in his coat pocket.

“It’s a good thing,” he said, “that you stopped right when you did. Make a
move to lay a hand on me, and I'll blow your heart out! I've got witnesses to
show it’s self-defense, and I don’t know but what it would be a good thing to do
anyway.”

“Don’t bother,” Mason said, evenly, “you can’t stop me that way. There are
others who know what I know, and know where I am and why.”

Belter’s lip curled.

“The trouble with you is,” he said, “that you keep singing the same tune.
You've already played that game for all that it’s worth. If you think that I'm
afraid of anything that a cheap, blackmailing ambulance chaser can try to pin
on me, you're mistaken. I'm telling you to get out, for the last time!”

Mason turned on his heel. “All right. I'm getting out. I've said all I've got to
say.”

George Belter’s sarcastic comment reached his ears as he gained the door.

“At least twice,” said Belter. “Some of it you’ve said three times.”



Chapter 5

Eva Belter sat in Perry Mason’s private office, and sobbed quietly into a
handkerchief.

Perry Mason sat behind the desk with his coat off, and watched her with
wary eyes and an entire absence of sympathy.

“You shouldn’t have done it,” she said, between sniffs.

“How was I supposed to know that?” asked Perry Mason.

“He’s utterly ruthless,” she said.

Mason nodded his head.

“I'm pretty ruthless myself,” he observed.

“Why didn’t you put the ad in the Examiner?”

“They wanted too much money. They seemed to think I was going to play
Santa Claus.”

“They knew it was important,” she wailed. “There’s a lot at stake.”

Mason said nothing.

The woman sobbed silently for a moment, then raised her eyes, and stared in
mute anguish at Perry Mason.

“You should never have threatened him,” she said. “You should never have
come to the house. You can’t do anything with him by threats. Whenever he
gets in a corner, he always fights his way out. He never asks for quarter, and he
never gives any.”

“Well, what’s he going to do about it?” asked Mason.

“He’ll ruin you,” she sobbed. “He’ll find every lawsuit that you've got, and
accuse you of jury bribing, of suborning perjury, and of unprofessional
conduct. He’ll hound you out of the city.”

“The minute he puts anything about me in his paper,” said Mason, grimly,
“I'll sue him for libel, and I'll keep on bringing a suit every time he mentions my
name.”

She shook her head with tears on her cheeks.

“You can’t do that,” she said, “He’s too smart. He’s got lawyers who tell him
just what he can do, and just what he can’t do. He’ll get around behind your
back, and frighten the judges who are sitting on your cases. He’ll make the
judges give adverse decisions. He’ll keep under cover and fight you at every turn
of the road.”

Perry Mason drummed on the edge of his desk. “Baloney,” he said.

“Oh, why,” she wailed, “did you come out there? Why didn’t you simply put
an ad in the paper?”

Mason got to his feet.

“Now look here,” he said. “I've heard enough of this. | went out there because
I thought it was good business to go out there. That damned paper tried to hold
me up, and [ won’t be held up by anybody. Your husband may be ruthless, but
I'm pretty ruthless myself. I've never asked for quarter yet. And I won’t give
any.”

He paused to stare down at her accusingly. “If you'd been frank with me
when you came in here this thing wouldn’t have happened. You had to go and
lie about the whole business, and that’s the thing that’s responsible for the
present mess. It rests on your shoulders, not on mine.”
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“Don’t be cross with me, Mr. Mason,” she pleaded. “You’re all I've got to
depend on now. It’s an awful mess, and you'’ve got to see me through.”

He sat down once more and said, “Don’t lie to me then.”

She looked down at her knees, adjusted the hem of her dress over her
stocking, and plaited little folds in the garment with the tips of her gloved
fingers.

“What shall we do?” she asked.

“One of the first things we’ll do,” he said, “is to begin at the beginning, and
come clean.”

“But you know all there is to know.”

“All right then,” said Mason, “tell me what I know, so that I can check up.”

She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“Go ahead,” said Mason, “spill it. Tell me the whole business.”

Her voice was thin and helpless. She continued to fold the cloth of the skirt
over the top of her crossed legs. She did not look at him as she talked.

“Nobody,” she said, “ever knew George Belter’s connection with Spicy Bits. He
kept it so much under cover that nobody ever suspected. Nobody at the office
knew, except Frank Locke. And George could control Locke. He’s got something
terrible on him. I don’t know just what it is. Maybe it’s a murder.

“Anyway, none of our friends have ever suspected. They all think that George
makes his money out of playing the stock market. I married George Belter
seven months ago. I am his second wife. I guess I was fascinated by him and
his money, but we’ve never got along well together. The last two months our
relations have been strained. I was going to sue him for divorce. I think he
knew it.”

She paused to stare at Perry Mason, and saw no sympathy in his eyes.

“l was friendly with Harrison Burke,” she went on. “I met him about two
months ago. It was just a friendship. Nothing more. We were out together, and
that murder took place. Of course, if Harrison Burke had to divulge my name, it
would have ruined his career politically, because George would have sued me
and named him as correspondent right away. I simply had to hush it up.”

“Maybe your husband would never have found out,” suggested Mason. “The
District Attorney is a gentleman. Burke could have disclosed the facts to the
District Attorney, and the District Attorney wouldn’t have called you unless you
had seen something that made your testimony absolutely necessary.”

“You don’t understand how they work,” she told him. “I don’t know all of it
myself. But they've got spies everywhere. They buy pieces of information and
run down odds and ends of gossip. Whenever a man gets prominent enough to
attract attention, they go to a lot of trouble to get all the information they can
about him. Harrison Burke is prominent politically, and he’s coming up for re-
election. They don’t like him, and Burke knows it. I heard my husband
telephoning to Frank Locke, and I knew that they were on the trail of the
information. That was why I came to you. I wanted to buy them off before they
had any idea of who it was that was with him.”

“If your friendship with Burke was innocent,” said Mason, “why don’t you go
to your husband and tell him what the situation is? After all, he’d be dragging
his own name through the dust.”

She shook her head, vehemently.

“You don’t know anything at all about it,” she warned. “You simply don’t
understand my husband’s character. You showed that in the way you handled



him last night. He’s savage and heartless. He’s a fighter. What’s more, he is
money-mad. He knows that if I bring suit for divorce, I will probably get some
alimony and a lot of money for attorneys’ fees, and suit money. All that he
wants is to get something on me. If he could get something on me, and at the
same time drag Harrison Burke’s name through the courts, it would be a
wonderful break for him.”

Perry Mason frowned thoughtfully. “There’s something funny about that high
price they fixed,” he remarked. “It seems to me that it’s too high for political
blackmail. Do you suppose that your husband or Frank Locke suspects who it
is they’re after?”

“No,” she said firmly.

There was a moment of silence.

“Well,” said Mason, “what do we do? Do we pay their price?”

“There won’t be any price any more. George will call off all negotiations. He'll
go ahead and fight. He figures that he can’t afford to give in to you. If he does,
he thinks that you’ll hound him to death. That’s the way he is, and that’s the
way he thinks everybody else is. He simply can’t give in to anybody. It isn’t in
his nature, that’s all.”

Mason nodded, grimly. “All right, if he wants to fight, I'm perfectly willing to
go to the mat with him. One of the first things I'll do will be to file suit against
Spicy Bits the first time they mention my name, and I'll take the deposition of
Frank Locke and force him to disclose who actually owns that paper. Or else I'll
have him prosecuted for perjury. There are a lot of people who would like to see
that sheet put where it belongs.”

“Oh, you don’t understand,” she told him, speaking rapidly. “You don’t
understand the way they fight. You don’t understand George. It would take a
long while for you to get a libel suit to trial. He’ll work fast. And then, you've got
to remember that I'm your client. I'm the one you’re supposed to protect. Long
before any of that happens, I'll be ruined. They’ll go after that Harrison Burke
business hammer and tongs now.”

Mason drummed on his desk again, and then said, “Look here. You’ve hinted
at some information your husband has that holds Frank Locke in line. Now I
have an idea that you know what that information is. Suppose you give it to
me, and I'll see if [ can’t crack a whip over Frank Locke.”

Her face was white as she looked at him.

“Do you know what you’re saying?” she said. “Do you know what you are
doing? Do you know what you’re getting into? They’ll kill you! It wouldn’t be the
first time. They've got affiliations in the underworld with gangsters and
gunmen.”

Mason held her eyes with his.

“What,” he insisted, “do you know about Frank Locke?”

She shuddered and dropped her eyes. After an interval, she said, in a tired
tone: “Nothing.”

Mason said, impatiently: “Every time you come here you lie to me. You’re one
of those baby-faced little liars that always gets by by deceit. Just because you’re
beautiful, you've managed to get by with it. You've deceived every man that ever
loved you, every man you ever loved. Now you’re in trouble, and you’re
deceiving me.”

She stared at him with blazing indignation, either natural or assumed.

“You've no right to talk to me that way!”



“The hell I haven’t,” said Mason, grimly.

They stared at each other for a second or two.

“It was something down South,” she said, meekly.

“What was?”

“The trouble that Locke got into. I don’t know what it was. I don’t know where
it was. I only know it was some trouble, and that it was down South
somewhere. It was some trouble over a woman. That is, that’s the way it
started. I don’t know how it finished. It may have been a murder. I don’t know. I
know it’s something, and I know it’s something that George holds over him all
the time. That’s the only way George ever deals with anybody. He gets
something on them and holds it over them, and makes them do just as he
wants.”

Mason stared at her, and said, “That’s the way he handles you.”

“That’s the way he tries to.”

“Was that the way he made you marry him?” asked Mason.

“I don’t know,” she said. “No.”

He laughed grimly.

“Well,” she said, “what difference does it make?”

“Maybe not any. Maybe a lot. I want some more money.” She opened her
purse.

“l haven’t got much more,” she said. “I can give you three hundred dollars.”

Mason shook his head.

“You've got a checking account,” he said. “I've got to have more money. I'm
going to have some expenses in this thing. I'm fighting for myself now as well as
for you.”

“I can’t give you a check. I don’t have any checking account. He won’t let me.
That’s another way that he keeps people under his control, through money. I
have to get money from him in cash, or get it some other way.”

“What other way?” asked Mason.

She said nothing. She drew out a roll of bills from the purse. “There’s five
hundred dollars here, and it’s every cent I've got.”

“All right,” said Mason. “Keep twenty-five and give me the rest.”

He pressed a button in the side of the desk. The door to the outer office
framed the inquiring features of Della Street.

“Make another receipt,” said Mason, “to this woman. Make it the same way
you made the other one, with reference to a ledger page. This is for four
hundred and seventy-five dollars, and it’s on account.”

Eva Belter passed the money over to Mason. He took it and gave it to Della
Street.

The two women maintained toward each other that air of aloof hostility which
characterizes two dogs walking stiff-legged, one around the other.

Della Street held her chin high, as she took the money, and returned to the
outer office.

“She’ll give you a receipt,” said Perry Mason, “as you go out. How about
getting in touch with you?”

She said, quickly enough: “That’s all right. Ring the house. Ask for my maid
and tell her that you’re the cleaner. Tell her you can’t find the dress I inquired
about. I'll explain to her, and she’ll pass the message on to me. Then I'll call
you.”

Mason laughed.



“You've got that down pat,” he said. “You must have used it often.”

She looked up at him, and her blue eyes set in a wide stare of tearful
innocence.

“I'm sure,” she said, “I don’t know what you mean.”

Mason pushed back his swivel chair, got to his feet, and walked around the
desk.

“In the future,” he told her, “you can save yourself the trouble of putting on
that baby stare with me if you want to. I think we understand each other pretty
well. You’re in a jam and I'm trying to get you out.”

She got to her feet slowly, looked into his eyes, and suddenly put her hands
on his shoulders.

“Somehow,” she said, “you inspire me with confidence. You’re the only man I
ever knew who could stand up to my husband. I feel as though I could cling to
you and you’d protect me.”

She tilted back her face so that her lips were close to his, and her eyes were
staring into his. Her body was quite close to his.

He took her elbow in his long, strong fingers and turned her away from him.

“I'll protect you,” he said, “just as long as you pay cash.”

She squirmed around so that she was facing him again.

“Don’t you ever think of anything except money?” she asked.

“Not in this game.”

“You’re all I've got to depend on,” she wailed. “Everything in the world. You’re
all that stands between me and utter ruin.”

“That,” he said coolly, “is my business. It’s what I'm here for.”

As he talked, he had been walking with her toward the door of the outer
office. As he put his right hand on the knob, she twisted around so that she
was free of his grip.

“Very well,” she said, “and thank you.”

Her tone was formal, almost frigid. She walked through the office door and
into the outer office.

Perry Mason closed the door behind her. He went to his desk, picked up the
telephone and when he heard Della Street’s voice, said, “Give me an outside
line, Della.”

He gave the number of Drake’s Detective Bureau, asked for Paul Drake, and
got him on the line.

“Listen, Paul,” he said, “this is Perry. I've got a job for you. You've got to
handle it quickly. Frank Locke, down at Spicy Bits, is a devil with the women.
He’s got a jane over at the Wheelright Hotel that he’s running around with. She
lives there. He drops into the barber shop once in a while and gets himself all
prettied up before he takes her out on a date. He came from the South some
place. I don’t know just where. And he was mixed up in something when he left
there. Frank Locke probably isn’t his real name. I want you to put enough men
on him to find out what it’s all about, and do it quick. How much is it going to
set me back?”

“Two hundred dollars,” said Paul Drake’s voice. “And another two hundred
dollars at the end of the week, if I work on it that long.”

“l don’t think I can pass this on to my client,” said Mason.

“Make it three twenty-five in all, then, and use me right if you find you can
put it in on the expense account later.”

“Okay,” said Mason. “Get started.”
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“Wait a minute. I was just going to call you anyway. I see a big Lincoln is
parked down here in front of the building, with a chauffeur sitting at the wheel.
[ have a hunch that it’s the same car that your mysterious lady friend used for
a get-away the other day. Do you want me to chase it down? I took the license
number as [ came up.”

“No,” said Mason. “That’s okay. I've got her tagged. Forget about her and
start in on this Locke business.”

“All right,” said Drake, and hung up.

Perry Mason dropped the receiver into place.

Della Street stood in the doorway.

“She gone?” asked Mason.

Della Street nodded.

“That woman’s going to make you trouble,” she said.

“You told me that before,” said Mason.

“All right, 'm telling it to you again.”

“Why?” said Mason.

“l don’t like the way she looks,” said Della Street. “And I don’t like the way
she acts toward a working girl. She’s got that snobby complex.”

“Lots of people are like that, Della.”

“l know, but she’s different. She doesn’t know what honesty means. She loves
trickery. She’d turn on you in a second if it would be to her advantage.”

Perry Mason’s face was thoughtful.

“It wouldn’t be to her advantage,” he remarked, his voice preoccupied.

Della Street stared at him for a moment, then softly closed the door and left
him alone.

Chapter 6

Harrison Burke was a tall man who cultivated an air of distinction. His
record in Congress had been mediocre, but he had identified himself as “The
Friend of the People” by sponsoring legislation which a clique of politicians
pushed through the house, knowing that it would never pass the upper body,
or, if it did, that it would be promptly vetoed by the President.

He was planning his campaign for the Senate by adroitly seeking to interest
the more substantial class of citizens and impress them with the fact that he
was, at heart, conservative. He was trying to do this without in any way
sacrificing his following among the common people, or his reputation as being a
friend of the people.

He looked at Perry Mason, his eyes shrewd, and appraising, and remarked:
“But I don’t understand what you’re driving at.”

“All right,” Mason said, “if I've got to hand it to you straight from the
shoulder, I'm talking about the night of the Beechwood stick-up, and your
presence in the Inn with a married woman.”

Harrison Burke winced as though he had been struck a blow. He took a deep
breath that was a gasp, then deliberately set his face in lines that he doubtless
thought were wooden.



“l think,” he said in his deep, booming voice, “that you have been
misinformed. And inasmuch as I am exceedingly busy this afternoon, I will have
to ask you to excuse me.”

Perry Mason’s expression was a mixture of disgust and resentment. Then he
took a step toward the politician’s desk and stared down at the man’s face.

“You’re in a jam,” he said, slowly, “and the quicker you get done pulling that
line of hooey, the quicker we can talk about getting out of it.”

“But,” protested Burke, “I don’t know anything about you. You haven’t any
credentials, or anything.”

“This is a case,” Mason answered, “where you don’t need any credentials
except knowledge. I've got the knowledge. I'm representing the woman who was
with you on that occasion. Spicy Bits is going to publish the whole thing and
demand that you be taken before the Coroner’s Jury and the Grand Jury and
made to tell what you know, and who was with you.”

Harrison Burke’s face turned a sickly gray. He leaned forward on his desk as
though he wanted support for his arms and shoulders.

“What?” he asked.

“You heard what I said.”

“But,” said Burke, “I never knew. She never told me. That is, this is the first I
knew about it. I'm sure there must be some mistake.”

“All right,” said Mason. “Guess again. There isn’t any mistake.”

“How does it happen that I hear of this through you?”

“Because,” said Mason, “the lady probably doesn’t want to go near you. She’s
got herself to think about, and she’s trying to work her way out of it. I'm doing
the best I can, and it takes money. She’s probably not the kind that would call
on you for a campaign contribution. I am.”

“You want money?” asked Burke.

“What the hell did you think I wanted?”

Harrison Burke seemed to be getting the full significance of his predicament
in a series of waves which penetrated his consciousness, one at a time.

“My God!” he said. “It would ruin me!”

Perry Mason said nothing.

“Spicy Bits can be bought off,” continued the politician. “I don’t know just
how they work it. It’s some kind of a deal by which you buy advertising space
and then don’t live up to the contract. They have a clause in there for liquidated
damages, I understand. You’re a lawyer. You should know about that. And you
should know how to handle it.”

“Spicy Bits can’t be bought off now,” said Mason. “In the first place they
wanted too much money. And in the second place, they’re out for blood now.
It’s a question of no quarter given, and no quarter asked.”

Harrison Burke drew himself up. “My dear man,” he said, “I think you are
entirely mistaken. I see no reason why the paper should adopt that attitude.”

Mason grinned at him, “You don’t?”

“Certainly not,” said Burke.

“Well, it happens that the power behind the throne in that paper, the man
who really owns it, is George C. Belter. And the woman you were out with is his
wife, who was contemplating suing him for divorce. Think that over.”

Burke’s face was the color of putty.

“That’s impossible,” he said. “Belter wouldn’t be mixed up in anything like
that. He’s a gentleman.”



“He may be a gentleman, but he owns the sheet,” said Mason.

“Oh, but he couldn’t!” protested Burke.

“Well, he does,” Mason repeated. “I'm giving you the information. Take it or
leave it. It’s not my funeral. It’s yours. If you get out of this, it’ll be because you
play your cards right and have some good advice. I'm ready to give you the
advice.”

Harrison Burke twisted his fingers together. “Exactly what is it that you
want?” he asked.

Mason said, “There’s only one way I know of to break that gang, and that’s to
fight it with fire. They’re blackmailers, and I'm going to do some blackmailing
myself. I've got some information that I'm trying to chase down. It’s costing
money. The woman is out of money, and I don’t intend to finance it myself.

“Every time the hour hand on that clock makes a circle, it means that I've
put in more of my time, and that other people have put in more of their time.
Expenses keep running up. As I see it, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t be
called on to do your share.”

Harrison Burke blinked. “How much do you think it will cost?” he inquired,
cautiously.

“l want fifteen hundred dollars now, and if I get you out of it, it’s going to cost
you more.”

Burke wet his lips with the tip of his tongue. “I'll have to think it over,” he
said. “If I'm going to raise any money, I'll have to make some arrangements to
get it. You come back tomorrow morning, and I'll let you know.”

“This thing is moving fast,” Mason told him. “Therell be a lot of water go
under the bridge between now and tomorrow morning.”

“Come back in two hours, then,” said Burke.

Mason looked at the man and said, “All right. Listen, here’s what you’re
planning to do. You’re going to look me up. I'll tell you in advance what you’ll
find. You'll find that I'm a lawyer that has specialized in trial work, and in a lot
of criminal work. Every fellow in this practice cultivates some sort of a specialty.
I'm a specialist on getting people out of trouble. They come to me when they’re
in all sorts of trouble, and I work them out. Most of my cases never come to
court.

“If you look me up through some family lawyer or some corporation lawyer,
he’ll probably tell you that I'm a shyster. If you look me up through some chap
in the District Attorney’s office, he’ll tell you that I'm a dangerous antagonist
but he doesn’t know very much about me. If you look me up through a bank
you won’t find out a damned thing.”

Burke opened his mouth to speak, then thought better of it and was silent.

“Now maybe that information will cut down the amount of time you’re going
to take to look me up,” went on Mason. “If you call up Eva Belter, she’ll
probably be sore because I came to you. She wants to handle it all by herself.
Or else she’s never thought of you. I don’t know which. If you call her up, ask
for her maid and leave some message with the maid about a dress or
something. Then she’ll call you back.”

Harrison Burke looked surprised.

“How did you know that?” he asked.

“That’s the way she gets her messages,’
dress. What’s yours?”

“About the delivery of shoes,” Harrison Burke blurted.

)

said Mason. “Mine’s to tell about a



“It’s a good system,” Mason said, “providing she doesn’t get her wearing
apparel mixed. And I'm not so sure about her maid.”

Burke’s reserve seemed to have melted.

“The maid,” he said, “doesn’t know anything. She simply delivers the
message. Eva keeps the code. I didn’t know that she had any one else who used
that sort of a code.”

Perry Mason laughed.

“Be your age,” he said.

“As a matter of fact,” said Harrison Burke, with dignity, “Mrs. Belter called
me on the telephone not over an hour ago. She said that she was in serious
difficulties and had to raise a thousand dollars at once. She wanted me to help
her. She didn’t say what the money was for.”

Mason whistled.

“Well,” he said, “that makes it different. I was afraid she wasn’t going to make
you kick in. I don’t care how you come through, but I think you should help
carry the load. I'm working for you just as much as I am for her, and it’s a fight
that’s running into money.”

Burke nodded. “Come back in half an hour,” he said, “and I'll let you know.”

Mason moved toward the door. “All right,” he remarked, “make it half an
hour then. And you’d better get the money in cash. Because you won’t want to
have any checks going through your bank account, in case there should be any
publicity about what I'm doing or whom I’'m representing.”

Burke pushed back his chair, and made a politician’s tentative motion of
extending his hand. Perry Mason did not see the hand, or, if he did, he did not
bother to acknowledge it, but strode toward the door.

“Half an hour,” he said, on the threshold, and slammed the door behind him.

As he put his hand on the door catch of his automobile, a man tapped him
on the shoulder.

Mason turned.

The man was a heavy-set individual with impudent eyes.

“I want an interview, Mr. Mason,” he said.

“Interview?” said Mason. “Who the hell are you?”

“I'm Crandall,” said the man. “A reporter for Spicy Bits. We’re interested in
the doings of prominent people, Mr. Mason. And I’d like an interview with you
as to what you discussed with Harrison Burke.”

Slowly, deliberately, Perry Mason took his hand from the automobile door
catch, turned around on his heel, and surveyed the man.

“So,” he said, “that’s the kind of tactics you folks are going to use, is it?”

Crandall continued to stare with his impudent eyes.

“Don’t get hard,” he said, “because it won’t buy you anything.”

“The hell it won’t,” said Perry Mason. He measured the distance, and
slammed a straight left full into the grinning mouth. Crandall’s head shot back.
He staggered for two steps, then went down like a sack of meal.

Passing pedestrians paused to stare, and collected in a little group.

Mason paid no attention to them, but turned, jerked open the door of his
machine, got in, slammed the door shut, stepped on the starter, and pushed
the car out into traffic.

From a nearby drug store, he called Harrison Burke’s office.

When he had Burke on the line, he said, “Mason talking, Burke. Better not
go out. And better get somebody to act as a bodyguard. The paper we talked



about has got a couple of strong arm men sticking around, ready to muscle into
your business in any way that’ll do the most damage. When you get that money
for me, send it over to my office by messenger. Get somebody you can trust and
don’t tell them what’s in the package. Put it in a sealed envelope, as though it
might be papers.”

Harrison Burke started to say something.

Perry Mason savagely slammed the receiver on the hook, strode out of the
telephone booth and into his car.

Chapter 7

A storm was whipping up from the southeast. Slow, leaden clouds drifted
across the night sky, and bombarded the ground with great mushrooms of
spattering water.

Wind was tugging at the corners of the apartment house where Perry Mason
lived. A window was open only about half an inch at the bottom, but enough
wind came through that opening to billow the curtains and keep them flapping.

Mason sat up in bed and groped for the telephone in the dark. He found the
instrument, put it to his ear and said, “Hello.”

The voice of Eva Belter sounded swift and panic-stricken over the wire.

“Thank God I've got you! Get in your car and come at once! This is Eva
Belter.”

Perry Mason was still sleepy.

“Come where?” he said. “What’s the matter?”

“Something awful has happened,” she said. “Don’t come to the house. I'm not
there.”

“Where are you?”

“I'm down at a drug store on Griswold Avenue. Drive out the Avenue and
you'll see the lights in the drug store. I'll be standing in front of it.”

Perry Mason was getting his faculties together.

“Listen,” he said, “I've answered night calls before, where people have been
trying to take me for a ride. Let’s make sure that there isn’t anything phony
about this.”

She screamed at him over the telephone.

“Oh, don’t be so damned cautious! Come out here at once. I tell you I'm in
serious trouble. You can recognize my voice all right.”

Mason said calmly, “Yes. I know all that. What was the name you gave me
the first time you came to the office?”

“Griffin!” she shrieked.

“Okay,” said Mason. “Coming out.”

He climbed into his clothes, slipped a revolver in his hip pocket, pulled on a
raincoat, and a cap which came down low over his forehead, switched out the
lights, and left the apartment. His car was in the garage, and he nursed it into
action; moved out into the rain before the motor was fully warmed.

The car spat and back-fired as he turned the corner. Mason kept the choke
out and stepped on the gas. Rain whipped against the windshield. Little geysers
of water mushroomed up from the pavement where the big drops splashed
down were turned to brilliance by the illumination of his headlights.



Mason ignored the possibility of any other traffic on the road as he swept
past the intersections with increasing speed. He turned to the right on Griswold
Avenue, and ran for a mile and a half before he slowed down and commenced to
look for lights.

He saw her standing in front of a drug store. She had on a coat and no hat,
and was heedless of the rain, which had soaked her hair thoroughly. Her eyes
were wide and scared.

Perry Mason swung into the curb and brought the car to a stop.

“I thought you’d never get here,” she said, as he opened the door for her.

She climbed in, and Perry saw that she wore an evening gown, satin shoes,
and a man’s coat. She was soaking wet and water trickled down to the
floorboards of the car.

“What’s the trouble?” Perry Mason asked.

She stared at him with her white, wet face, and said, “Drive out to the house,
quick!”

“What’s the trouble?” he repeated.

“My husband’s been murdered,” she wailed.

Mason snapped on the dome light in the car.

“Don’t do that!” she said.

He looked at her face. “Tell me about it,” he said, calmly.

“Will you get this car started?”

“Not until I know the facts,” he replied, almost casually.

“We've got to get there before the police do.”

“Why have we?”

“Because we've got to.”

Mason shook his head. “No,” he said, “we’re not going to talk to the police
until I know exactly what happened.”

“Oh,” she said, “it was terrible!”

“Who killed him?”

“l don’t know.”

“Well, what do you know?”

“Will you turn off that damned light?” she snapped.

“After you've finished telling me what happened,” he persisted.

“What do you want it on for?”

“The better to see you with, my dear,” he said, but there was no humor in his
voice. His manner was grim.

She sighed wearily. “I don’t know what happened. I think it was somebody
that he’d been blackmailing. I could hear their voices from the upper floor. They
were very angry. I went to the stairs to listen.”

“Could you hear what was being said?”

“No,” she said, “just words and the tone. I could hear that they were cursing.
Every once in a while there would be a word. My husband was using that cold,
sarcastic tone that he gets when he’s fighting mad. The other man had his voice
raised, but he wasn’t shouting. He was interrupting my husband every once in
a while.”

“Then what happened?”

“Then I crept up the stairs because I wanted to hear what was being said.”
She paused, catching her breath.

“All right,” pressed Mason, “go on. What happened then?”

“And then,” she said, “I heard the shot and the sound of a falling body.”



“Just the one shot?”

“Just the one shot, and the sound of the body falling. Oh, it was terrible! It
jarred the house.”

“All right,” said Mason. “Go on from there. Then what did you do?”

“Then,” she said, “I turned and ran. I was afraid.”

“Where did you run?”

“To my room.”

“Did anybody see you?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Then what did you do?”

“I waited there a minute.”

“Did you hear anything?”

“Yes, I heard the man who had fired the shot run down the stairs and out of
the house.”

“All right,” Mason said insistently, “then what happened?”

“Then,” she said, “I decided that I must go and see George and see what
could be done for him. I went up to his study. He was in there. He’d been taking
a bath, and had thrown a bathrobe around himself. He was lying there—dead.”

“Lying where?” pressed Mason, remorselessly.

“Oh, don’t make me be so specific,” she snapped. “I can’t tell you. It was
some place near the bathroom. He’d just come out of his bath. He must have
been standing in the bathroom door when this argument took place.”

“How do you know he was dead?”

“I could tell by looking at him. That is, I think he was dead. Oh, I'm not sure.
Please come out and help me. If he isn’t dead, it’s all right. There won’t be any
trouble. If he is, we’re all of us in a hell of a mess.”

“Why?”

“Because everything’s going to come out. Don’t you see? Frank Locke knows
all about Harrison Burke, and he’ll naturally think that Harrison Burke killed
him. That will make Burke mention my name, and then anything may happen.
Suspicion may even shift to me.”

Mason said, “Oh, forget it. Locke knows about Burke all right. But Locke is
nothing but a lightweight and a figurehead. As soon as he loses your husband
as a prop, he won’t be able to stand up. Don’t think for a minute that Harrison
Burke was the only man who had it in for your husband.”

“No,” she insisted, “but Harrison Burke had the motive, more so than any of
the others. The others didn’t know who ran the paper. Harrison Burke knew.
You told him.”

“So he told you that, eh?” said Mason.

“Yes, he told me that. What did you have to go to him for?”

“Because,” said Mason, grimly, “I wasn’t going to take him for a free ride. He
was getting a lot of service, and I intended to make him pay for it. [ wasn’t going
to have you put up all the money.”

“Don’t you think,” she said, “that that was something for me to decide?”

“No.”

She bit her lip, started to say something, then changed her mind.

“All right,” he said. “Now listen and get this straight. If he’s dead there’s going
to be a lot of investigation. You've got to keep your nerve. Have you any idea
who it was that was in that house?”



“No,” she said, “not to be sure; just what I could gather from the tone of the
man’s voice.”

“All right,” he told her. “That’s something. You said you couldn’t hear what
was being said?”

“l couldn’t,” she said, slowly, “but I could hear the sound of their voices. I
could recognize the tones. I heard my husband’s voice, and then this other
man’s voice.”

“Had you ever heard that other voice before?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know who it was?”

“Yes.”

“Well, don’t be so damned mysterious,” he said. “Who was it? I'm your
lawyer. You've got to tell me.”

She turned and faced him. “You know who it was,” she said.

“l know?”

“Yes.”

“Look here, one of us is crazy. How would I know who it was?”

“Because,” she said, slowly, “it was you!”

His eyes became cold, hard and steady.

“Me?”

“Yes, you! Oh, I didn’t want to telll I wasn’t going to let you think I knew. I
was going to protect your secret! But you wormed it out of me. But [ won'’t tell
any one else, never, never, never! It’s just a secret that you and I share.”

He stared at her with his lips tightening. “So that’s the kind of a playmate
you are, eh?”

She met his eyes and nodded, slowly.

“Yes, Mr. Mason, I'm the sort you can trust. I'm never going to betray you.”

He sucked in a deep breath, then sighed.

“Oh, hell,” he said, “what’s the use!”

There was a moment of silence. Then Perry Mason asked, in a voice that was
entirely without expression: “Did you hear a car drive away—afterwards?”

She hesitated a moment, and then said: “Yes, I think I did, but the storm was
making a lot of racket up there with the trees rubbing against the house and
everything. But I think I heard a motor.”

“Now listen,” he told her. “You’re nervous and you’re unstrung. But if you'’re
going to face a bunch of detectives and start talking that way, you’re just going
to get yourself into trouble. You’d either better have a complete breakdown and
get a physician who will refuse to let any one talk with you, or else you’d better
get your story licked into shape. Now you either heard a motor or you didn’t
hear one. Did you, or didn’t you?”

“Yes,” she said, defiantly, “I heard one.”

“Okay,” he said. “That’s better. Now, how many people are in the house?”

“What do you mean?”

“Servants and everybody,” he said. “Just who’s there. I want to know
everybody that’s in that house.”

“Well,” she said, “there’s Digley, the butler.”

“Yes,” said Mason, “I met him. I know all about him. Who else? Who is the
housekeeper?”

“A Mrs. Veitch,” she said, “and she has her daughter staying with her now.
The daughter is there for a few days.”



“All right, how about the men? Let’s check up on the men. Just Digley, the
butler?”

“No,” she said, “there’s Carl Griffin.”

“Griffin, eh?”

She flushed. “Yes.”

“That accounts for the fact that you used the name Griffin when you came to
call on me the first time?”

“No, it doesn’t. I just used the first name that came into my mind. Don’t say
anything like that.”

He grinned. “I didn’t say anything like that. You’re the one that said it.”

She rushed into rapid conversation.

“Carl Griffin is my husband’s nephew. He’s very seldom home at night. He’s
pretty wild, I guess. He leads a pretty gay life. They say he comes in drunk a
good deal of the time. I don’t know about that. But I know that he’s very close
to my husband. George comes as near having affection for Carl as he does for
any living mortal. You must know that my husband is a queer man. He doesn’t
really love any one. He wants to own and possess, to dominate and crush, but
he can’t love. He hasn’t any close friends and he’s completely self-sufficient.”

“Yes,” said Mason, “I know all that stuff. It isn’t your husband’s character
that I'm interested in. Tell me some more about this Carl Griffin. Was he there
tonight?”

“No,” she said, “he went out early in the evening. In fact, I don’t think he was
there for dinner. It seems to me that he went out to the golf club and played golf
this afternoon. When did it start to rain?”

“Around six o’clock, I think,” said Mason. “Why?”

“Yes,” she said, “that’s the way I remember it. It was pleasant this afternoon,
and Carl was playing golf. Then I think George said that he had telephoned he
was going to stay out at the golf club for dinner and wouldn’t be in until late.”

“You’re sure he hadn’t come in?” asked Mason.

“Certain.”

“You’re sure that it wasn’t his voice that you heard up there in the room?”

She hesitated for a moment.

“No,” she said, “it was yours.”

Mason muttered an exclamation of annoyance.

“That is,” she said hastily, “it sounded like yours. It was a man who talked
just like you. He had that same quiet way of dominating a conversation. He
could raise his voice, and yet make it seem quiet and controlled, just like you,
but I'll never mention that to any one, never in the world! They could torture
me, but I wouldn’t mention your name.”

She widened her blue eyes by an effort, and stared full into his face with that
look of studied innocence.

Perry Mason stared at her, then shrugged his shoulders. “All right,” he said,
“we’ll talk about that later. In the meantime you've got to get yourself together.
Now were your husband and this other man quarreling about you?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I don’t know!” she said. “Can’t you understand that I don’t
know what they were talking about? I only know that I must go back there.
What will happen if somebody else should discover the body and I should be
gone?”



Mason said, “That’s all right, but you’ve waited this long, and a minute or
two isn’t going to make any great difference now. There’s one thing I want to
know before we go.”

“What is it?”

He reached over and took her face and turned it until the light from the globe
in the top of the car was shining full on her face. Then he said, slowly, “Was it
Harrison Burke that was up in the room with him when that shot was fired?”

She gasped. “My God, no!”

“Was Harrison Burke out there tonight?”

“No.”

“Did he call you up tonight or this afternoon?”

“No,” she said, “I don’t know anything about Harrison Burke. I haven’t seen
him or heard from him since that night at the Beechwood Inn, and I don’t want
to. He has done nothing but bring trouble into my life.”

Mason said, grimly: “Then, how did it happen that you knew that I had told
him of your husband’s connection with Spicy Bits?”

She dropped her eyes from his, tried to shake her head free of his hands.

“Go on,” he said, remorselessly, “answer the question. Did he tell you that
when he was out there tonight?”

“No,” she muttered in a subdued voice. “He told me that when he telephoned
me this afternoon.”

“Then he did call up this afternoon, eh?”

“Yes.”

“How soon after I had been at his office, do you know?”

“I think it was right after.”

“Before he had sent me some money by messenger?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that before? Why did you say that you hadn’t heard
from him?”

“I forgot,” she said. “I did tell you earlier that he’d called up. If I had wanted
to lie to you, I wouldn’t have told you at first that I'd heard from him.”

“Oh, yes, you would,” said Mason. “You told me then because you didn’t
think there was any possibility that I would suspect him of having been in that
room with your husband when the shot was fired.”

“That’s not so,” she said.

He nodded his head slowly.

“You’re just a little liar,” he said, judicially and dispassionately. “You can’t
tell the truth. You don’t play fair with anybody, not even yourself. You'’re lying
to me right now. You know who that man was that was in the room.”

She shook her head. “No, no, no, no,” she said. “Won’t you understand, I
don’t know who it was? I think it was you! That was why I didn’t call you from
the house. I ran down to this drug store to call you. It’s almost a mile.”

“Why did you do that?”

“Because,” she said, “I wanted to give you time to get home. Don’t you see? I
wanted to be able to say that I called you and found you at your apartment, if I
should be asked. It would have been awful to have called and found that you
were out, after I recognized your voice.”

“You didn’t recognize my voice,” he said quietly.

“I thought I did,” she said demurely.



Mason said, “There’s no thinking about it. I've been in bed for the last two or
three hours, but I couldn’t prove any alibi. If the police thought I'd been to the
house I’'d have the devil of a time trying to square myself. You've figured that all
out.”

She looked up at him and suddenly flung her arms around his neck.

“Oh, Perry,” she said, “please don’t look at me that way. Of course, I'm not
going to tell on you. You're in this thing just as deep as I am. You did what you
did to save me. We’re in it together. I'm going to stand by you, and you’re going
to stand by me.”

He pushed her away and put his fingers on her wet arm, until she had
released her hold. Then he turned her face once more until he could look in her
eyes.

“We’re not in this thing a damned bit,” he said. “You’re my client, and I'm
sticking by you. That’s all. You understand that?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Whose coat is that you’re wearing?”

“Carl’s. I found it in the corridor. I started out first in the rain, and then
realized I would get soak