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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making

  available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we

  are obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent

  of digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
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  Chapter One




  Perry Mason extended his hand for the oblong business card which Della Street was carrying as she entered the lawyer’s private office.




  “Who is it, Della?”




  “Robert Caddo.”




  Perry Mason studied the card, then smiled. “LONELY LOVERS PUBLICATIONS, INC.,” he

  read. “And what seems to be Mr. Caddo’s troubles, Della?”




  She said laughingly, “They are what he described as ‘complications’ arising from an ad which he has been running.”




  She handed Mason a copy of a cheaply printed magazine entitled Lonely Hearts Are Calling.




  “It looks like a cheap edition of a mail-order catalogue,” Mason said.




  “That’s what it is.”




  Mason raised his eyebrows.




  “At any rate, that’s almost what it is,” Della qualified. “You see, there are stories in the front part, and then in the back there are classified ads, and there

  is a blank on the back inside cover that can be torn along the perforated lines and turned into a mailing envelope with a message folded on the inside.”




  Mason nodded.




  “I gather from Mr. Caddo that all such messages received at the office, properly addressed, will be forwarded to the advertiser to whose box they are addressed.”




  “Very interesting,” Mason said.




  “For instance,” Della went on, opening the magazine at random, “here’s Box Number 256. Would you perhaps like to communicate with Box 256, Mr. Mason? All you have to do

  is to tear off the back cover, cut it along the perforated lines, write your message, then fold it, place a seal on it, and deliver it by any means you may select to the office of Lonely Lovers

  Publications, Inc.”




  “Tell me more about Box 256,” Mason grinned. “I think we’re going to enjoy Mr. Caddo.”




  Della Street read the classified ad:




   




  

    

      Refined woman of forty, with rural background, wishes to contact man who is fond of animals.


    


  




  Mason threw back his head and laughed. Then suddenly he quit laughing.




  “What’s the matter, Chief?”




  “After all,” Mason said, “it’s ludicrous and yet it’s tragic. An unmarried woman of forty, with rural background, finds herself in the city with no friends. She

  probably has a cat or two. And she . . . What does Caddo look like?”




  “He’s about thirty-eight, high cheekbones, big ears, large blue eyes, partially bald, big Adam’s apple, tall, has big feet, and sits rigidly erect in the chair. He won’t

  lean back and relax. He makes me nervous just watching him.”




  “And his trouble?”




  “He said he could only tell me that it was due to peculiar complications which he’d have to explain to you personally.”




  “Let’s have a look at him,” Mason said.




  Della Street said, “Don’t throw the magazine away. Big-hearted Gertie out at the switchboard is all worked up about it. She wants to write letters to all of them and cheer ’em

  up.”




  Mason thumbed through the pages of the magazine, musing half to himself.




  “Looks like a racket,” he muttered. “Take this first story—‘A Kiss in the Dark,’ by Arthur Ansell Ashland—‘Never Too Late for Cupid,’ by

  George Cartright Dawson. . . . Let’s have a look at our friend Caddo, Della. He may be someone we want to take apart.”




  Della Street nodded, slipped back through the door into the outer office, and returned with a man who was tall in a gangling, loose-jointed way, with a static, vacuous grin seeming to betoken a

  continuous attempt to placate and mollify a world which somehow kept him on the defensive.




  “Good morning, Mr. Caddo,” Mason said.




  “You’re Perry Mason, the lawyer?”




  Mason nodded.




  Caddo’s thick, sinewy fingers squeezed the lawyer’s hand. “I’m mighty glad to meet you, Mr. Mason.”




  “Sit down,” Mason invited. “My secretary says you’re publishing this magazine.” He indicated the magazine on the desk.




  Caddo’s head nodded in eager assent. “That’s right, Mr. Mason, that’s very true.”




  The light from the window glinted on the smooth, shiny expanse of his high forehead as he bowed. The big ears seemed to dominate the face. One almost looked for them to flap in accord, much as

  the reflex wagging of a dog’s tail helps to communicate his emotions.




  “Just what is the object of the magazine?” Mason asked.




  “It’s a means of communication, a means by which lonely people are brought together, Mr. Mason.”




  “It has a newsstand circulation?”




  “Not exactly. It’s sold through certain outlets. And then I have a small subscription list. You see, Mr. Mason, nothing is quite as cruel and impersonal as the solitude of a big

  city.”




  “I believe the theme has been the subject of poetic expression,” Mason said dryly.




  Caddo flashed him a quick glance from his big eyes, then grinned vaguely. “Yes, I suppose so.”




  “We were talking about the magazine,” Mason prompted.




  “Well, you see, this has the sort of stories that appeal to people who are hungry for companionship, people who are alone in the city, alone in life. We cater largely to women who have

  arrived at an age when they are afraid love may be about to pass them by permanently, an age of loneliness, an age of panic.”




  And Caddo’s head once more embarked upon a series of regular, rhythmic nods, as though some inner clockwork mechanism had started him mechanically agreeing with himself.




  Mason opened the magazine, said, “Your stories seem rather romantic, at least the titles.”




  “They are.”




  Mason skimmed through the story entitled “A Kiss in the Dark.”




  “Don’t read that stuff,” Caddo said.




  “I just wanted to see what sort of stories you were publishing. Who’s Arthur Ansell Ashland? I can’t remember ever having heard of him.”




  “Oh, you wouldn’t ever have heard of anyone whose stuff appears in my magazine, Mr. Mason.”




  “Why not?”




  Caddo coughed deprecatingly. “Occasionally one finds it necessary, almost imperative, in fact, to do considerable detail work in order to be certain that there will be an ample supply of

  stories carrying out the general theme of the magazine.”




  “You mean you write them yourself?” Mason asked.




  “Arthur Ansell Ashland is a house name,” Caddo admitted modestly.




  “What do you mean by that?”




  “The magazine owns the name. We can publish anything we want to under the name of that author, using that by-line as a tag.”




  “Who wrote this story?”




  Caddo’s big teeth showed in a grin. “I did,” he said, and once more started nodding a steady rhythm of affirmation.




  “And how about this next one, by George Cartright Dawson?”




  The nodding continued without the slightest change in tempo.




  “You mean you wrote that one too?”




  “That’s right, Mr. Mason.”




  Mason watched the light glinting from the high forehead as the head continued to nod.




  “And the next story?” he asked.




  There was no slightest change in the tempo of the nodding.




  “For the love of Mike,” Mason said, “do you write the whole magazine?”




  “Usually. Sometimes I find a story I can buy at my regular space rates of one-quarter of a cent a word.”




  “All right,” Mason said crisply. “What are your troubles?”




  “My troubles!” Caddo exclaimed. “I have them by the thousand! I . . . Oh, you mean why did I come to see you?”




  “That’s right.”




  Caddo opened the magazine which Della Street had placed on Mason’s desk. With a practiced hand, he thumbed the pages and stopped at Ad 96. “Here we have it in a nutshell,” he

  said.




  He passed the ad across to Mason.




  Mason read:




   




  

    

      I am a girl of twenty-three, with good face and figure. I am the type the wolves all say should be in Hollywood, although Hollywood doesn’t seem to think so. I am an heiress with a

      comfortable fortune coming to me. I am tired of the people who know who I am and are quite obviously making love to me for my money. I would like very much to form a new circle of

      acquaintances. Will some personable young man between the ages of 23 and 40 write to tell me he knows how I feel. Also, when you write, tell me something about your background. Enclose a

      picture if possible. Communicate with me at Box 96, care of this magazine.


    


  




  Mason frowned.




  “What’s the matter?” Caddo asked.




  “Quite obviously this is a fake,” Mason said acidly. “No intelligent heiress would even read your magazine. A good-looking heiress would be far too busy and far too intelligent

  to waste her time reading such tripe, let alone sending in an advertisement for you to publish. This is the cheapest type of exploitation.”




  “Oh, I’m so sorry,” Caddo said.




  “You should be.”




  “I mean I’m sorry that you can’t understand.”




  “I think I do understand. I would say that this ad was the result of a collaboration by Arthur Ansell Ashland and George Cartright Dawson.”




  “No! No! No, Mr. Mason! Please don’t,” Caddo said, holding an uplifted hand with the palm toward Mason, as though he were a traffic cop restraining an impatient pedestrian.




  “You mean you didn’t write that yourself?”




  “No, definitely not.”




  “Then you had someone do it,” Mason charged.




  “But Mr. Mason, really I didn’t. That’s what I came to see you about.”




  “All right, tell me about it.”




  The lawyer’s cynical eyes, boring into his, caused Caddo to shift uneasily. “I wish you would believe me, Mr. Mason.”




  “Give me the facts.”




  “In this business, you understand, as in any other business, once a person blazes a trail there are others who will follow it—in other words, I have imitators, and these imitators

  are my bitter rivals.”




  “Go ahead.”




  “One of these imitators has complained to the authorities that I am boosting the circulation of my magazine by resorting to false advertising.”




  “What do the authorities say?”




  “They’ve advised me either to withdraw this issue from circulation or prove to them that the ad is genuine. And I can’t do either.”




  “Why not?”




  “In the first place, this is not really a magazine, in the usual sense of the word. It’s sort of a pamphlet. We print a large number and keep them in circulation until they’re

  sold out or until the freshness has so worn off that our advertising returns cease. To call in all the magazines and print others would be out of the question. Oh, I suppose it could be

  done, but it would be expensive and annoying and would necessitate a lot of work.”




  “If the ad is genuine, why can’t you prove it’s genuine?”




  Caddo stroked his big jaw with long, powerful fingers. “Now there’s the rub,” he said.




  “Meaning no pun, I take it,” Mason observed with a swift glance at Della Street.




  “I beg your pardon?”




  “Nothing. Go on.”




  “Well,” Caddo said, still rubbing his chin, “perhaps I’d better explain to you a little something about how we work, Mr. Mason.”




  “Go ahead.”




  “The only way a reader can communicate with one of the persons who has seen fit to insert an ad in my magazine is by purchasing a copy of the magazine at twenty-five cents, writing a

  message on the back page, and seeing that that page reaches the office of the magazine, properly addressed to the box with which he wishes to communicate. We then take the responsibility of seeing

  that the message is placed in the proper box. That’s all. If the message is sent to us through the mail it’s done by the subscriber at his own risk. In fact, we suggest that it be

  delivered personally, but if a subscriber lives out of town, of course, he usually has to mail his message.”




  “Go ahead.”




  “Now, a person who wants a pen-pal will be quite apt to communicate with several different advertisers. In other words, a person will often write ten or fifteen letters.”




  “All at the expense of buying a magazine for each letter at twenty-five cents a copy?”




  “That’s right.”




  “And then what?”




  “He will probably receive an answer to every letter he writes.”




  “So that he then ceases to be lonely and therefore ceases to be a customer.”




  Caddo smiled. “It hardly works out that way.”




  “No?”




  “No. A person who is truly lonely,” Caddo said, “is very apt to be so because of some facet of his own character, not because of his environment. In other words, Mr. Mason, you

  take a mixer, a person who is going to be popular, and put him down in a strange city where he doesn’t know a soul, and within a couple of weeks he’ll have quite a circle of friends. Of

  course, with a woman it’s a little more difficult, but they always manage some way. Now, the people who use my columns are, for the most part, mature people, who have something within

  themselves that keeps them from mixing, from making friends. A normal girl is married by the time she’s thirty. One who passes that age, still unmarried, and not from choice, is quite apt to

  have a personality that will doom her to a solitary life. In other words, she has erected a barrier between herself and her emotions, between herself and the world; yet she’s yearning to have

  someone smash that barrier. She herself lacks the power to remove it.




  “Anyhow, without going into a lot of details about the psychology of lonely people—and I can assure you, Mr. Mason, I’ve made quite a study of that psychology—the fact

  remains that my customers are, as nearly as I can tell, more or less steady. For instance, we’ll take the case of a hypothetical Miss X. Miss X is perhaps a spinster of forty-two or

  forty-three. She is wistful, lonely and essentially romantic. There are, however, certain mental inhibitions which keep her from letting herself go, so that only in the privacy of her own mind does

  she have these romantically gregarious thoughts.




  “She’s probably been someone’s old-maid aunt who has perhaps lived with her married sister, helped take care of the children until the children grew up, and then found either

  that her welcome was wearing thin or that she was being used more and more as a servant. So she starts out for herself and she’s completely lost. While she lived with her married sister she

  had a vicarious sort of life, a man around the house, children to care for, a feeling she was doing something. When she struck out for herself, she became an isolated piece of flotsam on a sea of

  cold faces.”




  “You certainly talk the way Arthur Ansell Ashland writes,” Mason interpolated, “but go on with your story.”




  “Someone tells our hypothetical Miss X about my magazine,” Caddo continued. “She puts an ad in, a very diffident ad, using the same old clichés about an unmarried woman

  of refinement, in the thirties, wishing to correspond with some gentleman whom she will find congenial.




  “Now, the gentleman she has in mind is an ideal that exists only in her own mind. He certainly isn’t going to be one who is answering the ads in my magazine.”




  “What about the men who answer the ads?”




  “There aren’t as many of the men as there are women. There really aren’t enough to go around. Of course, we get lots of answers, but some of them are from practical jokers.

  It’s quite the thing for pranksters to buy copies of the magazine, write that they’re lonely widowers with large fortunes and good automobiles and things of that sort, and build up a

  correspondence with some of these women, simply for the purpose of a practical joke. It is, of course, cruel.”




  “But each letter nets you twenty-five cents.”




  Caddo nodded and said, without enthusiasm, “However, I would like to have the practice discontinued. It’s cruel and it’s bad for my business, but there’s nothing I can do

  about it.”




  “Tell me something about the men who aren’t practical jokers,” Mason said.




  “The men are mostly crusty old bachelors who are in love with the dream of a childhood sweetheart who is dead or married to someone else. There are, of course, a sprinkling of glib-tongued

  adventurers who are interested only in the small savings the women may have put by for a rainy day. In short, Mr. Mason, the men who advertise are all too frequently somewhat spurious. There is,

  however, one class, and that’s the green-as-grass young swains from the country who are awkward, diffident, and shy. They want to get acquainted and don’t know just how to go about

  it.”




  “And they all build circulation.”




  “It all helps.”




  “So eventually your hypothetical Miss X will come back to put other ads in your pamphlet?”




  “That’s right. I hold her as a steady reader by the stories I run, stories that deal with women who have been misunderstood, who finally meet and marry a man who would be able to

  sweep a movie queen off her feet.”




  “And you charge for those ads?”




  “Oh, yes.”




  “How much?”




  “Ten cents a word, and that includes box rental.”




  “You seem to have quite a few of these ads.”




  “The business is profitable; in fact, lucrative, quite lucrative!”




  “Publication is at irregular intervals, you say?”




  “Yes, depending on the number of ads that come in, the return on the ads, and our stock.”




  “Why can’t you find out who this heiress is, if she’s genuine?”




  “Everyone who puts an ad in the magazine is given a number, and that number represents the box in which messages are placed. These are something like the boxes in a post office. Each one

  is opened with a key. An advertiser is charged for the ad. Then the box is given to that advertiser for a period of thirty days, with a renewal for sixty or ninety days on the payment of an

  additional fee. Any person who has the key has access to the box during the period for which the rental is paid. After the rental has expired, the box is closed and the person can either make new

  arrangements with the office or surrender the box. Letters to out-of-town advertisers, of course, go by mail.




  “Now, in the case of this mysterious woman who placed the ad in the paper, the situation is somewhat complicated. As soon as I realized that it was necessary for me to communicate with

  her, I wrote a letter to her stating the facts of the case and asking her to give me some evidence of her identity and the sincerity of her ad.”




  Caddo fished in his pocket and said, “I received rather a sharp letter in reply.”




  He handed this letter over to Mason.




  It read:




   




  

    

      Dear Sir:




      I placed an ad with you in good faith. I paid for it and I rented a box for thirty days. I am receiving replies. I chose to make my contacts in this way because I preferred to remain

      anonymous. I see no reason why I should sacrifice my privacy for your convenience. I can assure you that every statement contained in the ad is true and on that score you have nothing to worry

      about.


    


  




  The letter was signed simply: “Miss Box 96.”




  “But she comes to the box for replies?” Mason asked.




  “She does not. She sends a tight-lipped, hatchet-faced woman who certainly knows her way around.”




  “You’re certain this isn’t the one who is posing as the heiress?”




  “I think not. I tried to follow her on two occasions. I suppose I was rather amateurish. She certainly told me that I was. She stopped both times, until I had no alternative but to saunter

  up to her immediate vicinity. Then she gave me a veritable tongue-lashing, told me that I was falling all over my feet. She said she had, in times past, been shadowed by experts and that I was

  hopelessly inept. It was a blistering bawl-out!”




  “How about writing mash letters in answer to her ad?” Mason asked.




  “I’ve tried that. The woman seems absolutely uncanny in her ability to spot a phony letter. I have written a dozen different letters, telling her how much I wanted to meet a young

  woman of her type, that the fact she was an heiress meant nothing to me. I was interested only in her charming personality.”




  “And what happened?”




  “I got no answers.”




  “I take it this young woman is getting quite a lot of letters?”




  “Letters!” Caddo exclaimed, moving his hand in a sweeping gesture. “The box is simply jammed with letters! Replies are pouring in.”




  “And as far as you know, she treats them all the same?”




  “Yes. If my own experience is any criterion, she isn’t answering any letters.”




  “Then why did she put the ad in the magazine?”




  “That is something I simply can’t explain. But she definitely isn’t answering letters. I’ve sent her over a dozen.”




  “What do you want me to do?” Mason asked.




  “Get me off the spot with these authorities who are demanding that I either produce the woman or recall the magazine.”




  Mason thought for a minute and said, “It would probably be cheaper for you to recall the magazine.”




  “I don’t want to do it unless I have to. It’s expensive and . . .”




  “It would be less expensive than coming to me.”




  “It would also be an admission of guilt,” Caddo said, “and there’s another angle. Suppose this woman is a real heiress? I’ve made an agreement to publish her ad. I

  recall the magazine. She sues me. Then what?”




  Mason said, “Bring me up a dozen copies of your magazine and a check for five hundred dollars. I’ll see what I can do. It will take a little detective work.”




  “I’d want some sort of guarantee,” Caddo said, his eyes narrowing.




  “What do you mean?”




  “I’d want you to guarantee me something in return for the five hundred dollars.”




  “That’s right,” Mason grinned. “I’ll guarantee to give you a receipt for the money and I’ll guarantee to give you an itemized account of the money that is

  spent for detective services. And if, as I rather suspect, you’re trying to use me as a cat’s-paw to front for you on a come-on scheme you’ve adopted to increase your circulation,

  I’ll send you a bill for five thousand dollars and see that you pay it!”




  Caddo stroked his chin. “That’s putting it rather crudely.”




  “I tried to put it that way.”




  “Please believe me, Mr. Mason! I’m in good faith. . . . Why did you want the magazines?”




  “I just want to look them over,” Mason said.




  Caddo smiled. “You have one magazine,” he said, “and, in case your idea was to bait this heiress by writing letters, I have here a large number of back pages, torn from the

  magazine, which you can use at your convenience.”




  And Caddo opened his brief case and took out some two dozen back covers which had been cut from the magazines.




  “Give Miss Street your check for five hundred dollars,” Mason said, “and I’ll see what can be done.”




  Caddo sighed and took out his checkbook. “You’re right,” he said, “it’s going to prove expensive.”




  When he had gone, Mason picked up the magazine, thumbed through it. “Listen to this,” he said to Della Street, and read aloud from the story by Arthur Ansell Ashland:




   




  

    

      “Once more Dorothy stood before the mirror where she had so frequently surveyed herself. Now there had been a magic transformation. The face that looked back at her was no longer wan,

      drab, lined with care. Love had waved its wand and the reflected features were those of a transformed woman, mature, to be sure, but radiant, feminine, in every way desirable.




      “Another reflection formed behind the face in the mirror, the face of George Crisholm who had quietly entered the room and was now standing behind her.




      “ ‘My darling’ he exclaimed. ‘Don’t waste your sweet beauty on that cold glass. Turn and look at me.’




      “She turned, and strong arms crushed her in an embrace. Hot, eager lips were searching the pent-up recesses of her soul, releasing floods of desire that were all the more potent for

      having been so long denied.”


    


  




  Della Street whistled.




  Mason said, “In a way, the thing is a crime. In another way, it probably brings solace to lonely hearts. If our friend Mr. Caddo is on the square we’ll play ball. If he

  isn’t—God help him.”




  





  




  Chapter Two




  Perry Mason continued to thumb through the magazine, pausing occasionally to read other bits aloud to Della Street. Abruptly he closed the magazine and dropped it on his desk.

  “Della,” he said, “we are now about to compose a love letter.”




  Della Street, nodding, held her pencil poised over a shorthand book.




  “We’ll block it out in rough form on the typewriter,” Mason said. “Then I’ll copy it in pen and ink on the back page of the magazine and send it to the magazine

  office to be put in the box.”




  Della smiled. “One would say that the surroundings were hardly conducive to a letter of passion.”




  Mason said thoughtfully, “I’m not at all satisfied that she wants a letter of passion.”




  “What does she want?”




  “Let’s consider that question, Della. It’s highly pertinent. She has advertised in a lonely-hearts magazine. She announces that she is an heiress. She says she is fed up with

  the class of people she has been meeting. Observe, Della, that quite obviously the woman is not lonely. She only wants a change.”




  “Don’t you suppose she has it by this time?”




  “That’s a chance we have to take,” Mason said. “But after all, she’s only human and she’s going to read the letters that come in. If we can work out something

  that catches her fancy, we’ll get a reply.”




  “Robert Caddo’s letters didn’t rate a reply.”




  Mason said, “We’re going to profit by his mistakes. Caddo must have gone about it in the wrong way.”




  “His reply sounded all right to me.”




  Mason shook his head. “Observe that in every one of his replies he stressed the fact that he wasn’t after her for her money.”




  “What’s wrong with that?” Della asked. “Surely a girl would hardly be flattered by a man who wrote and said, ‘Dear Miss Box 96: I am interested in you because you

  are an heiress.’ ”




  “I’m not so certain,” Mason said musingly.




  “Why, Chief, what do you mean? Certainly she . . .”




  “She took particular pains to mention that she was an heiress,” Mason interrupted. “If she didn’t want people to take that into consideration, why did she set it

  forth?”




  Della Street frowned and said thoughtfully, “Yes, of course, she did mention that she was an heiress, but that was just to arouse interest.”




  “Then a man who wrote her that he was not interested in her because she was an heiress branded himself at once as being a damn hypocrite.”




  “Yes, I suppose so.”




  Mason said, “Let’s try her with two letters. We’ll start with this one:




   




  

    

      “ ‘Dear Miss Box 96:




      “ ‘I am a poor young man, and since you are an heiress I don’t suppose there is any possibility that you would be interested in me. But, nevertheless, I am writing to tell

      you that I would like to meet you and would do anything to get your friendship. I think we have some things in common.’ ”


    


  




  “That’s all of it?” Della Street asked.




  “That’s all of it.”




  “Why, what a vague letter!”




  “Exactly,” Mason said. “I want it vague. I think perhaps Caddo’s letters didn’t get to first base because he was too specific.




  “Let’s suppose, Della, that this heiress is playing a pretty shrewd game. Perhaps she isn’t lonely at all. Perhaps she just wants to contact someone whom she can use for some

  particular purpose.”




  “What purpose?”




  “I don’t know. We’ll have to find that out.”




  “Then why not use more regular channels, if that were the case?”




  “Because she’s not interested in the sort of person she’d get through regular channels. Remember, Caddo said some of his readers were young men, chaps who came mostly from the

  country.”




  “Young men from the country know plenty these days,” Della Street said.




  “Most of them do,” Mason admitted, “but there are some who are young and impressionable and haven’t been around too much. Suppose, for instance, our heiress is really

  trying to get hold of someone who is green as grass?”




  “I would say there wasn’t much chance,” Della Street said.




  “I’m not so certain. Let’s try her with this sort of a letter:




   




  

    

      “ ‘Dear Miss Box 96:




      “ ‘An heiress, gee! I’ve always wanted to meet an heiress. I haven’t been in the city very long and I guess I’ve got no business writing you, but, golly, I

      certainly would like to meet up with a real, honest-to-goodness heiress, just to see what she looks like. I’m good and strong and husky and can handle just about any kind of farm work

      there is. I know a little something about cattle and am not afraid to pitch right in. Maybe if you’d like to meet a man like me, you could give me a break.’ ”


    


  




  Della Street said, “You don’t tell her what you look like, how old you are, or anything about yourself.”




  “That’s right,” Mason said.




  “A woman who is looking for a boy friend would want to know those things first off,” Della suggested.




  Mason nodded. “I’m acting on the assumption she isn’t looking for a boy friend, but is looking for something else.”




  “What else?”




  “I’m darned if I know.”




  “What names do you want to use on the letters?”




  Mason said, “The second one is easy. I’ll sign it ‘Irvin B. Green.’ The initials, you’ll notice, make it read I B Green.”




  “And the first one?”




  Mason grinned. “The first one will have been written by a man named Black. We’ll see what color she wants, black or green. Tell you what to do, Della. We’ll need two different

  types of handwriting. Go down the hall to Paul Drake’s office and get Paul to write out the one to be signed by Mr. Black and I’ll write the one by Mr. Green. Paul Drake keeps a couple

  of post-office boxes that he can use for mail when he doesn’t want to give a business address. Assign one of those box numbers to Black and the other one to Green. Then see that the letters

  go to Caddo’s office.”




  “Do you want Caddo to know that these are your letters?”




  Mason shook his head. “Let them be handled in the usual routine manner. From now on the less Caddo knows about what I’m doing, the better I’ll like it. We’ll give him a

  report on results, not on the means we use to get those results.”




  





  




  Chapter Three




  Paul Drake tapped on the door of Mason’s private office, a loud knock followed by four quick, gentle knocks, then two more loud knocks.




  “That’s Drake’s code knock,” Mason said to Della Street. “Let him in, Della.”




  Della Street unlocked the corridor door and the tall detective grinned fraternally at her. “Hi, Della, what’s new?”




  “Whatever you have in your hand,” Della Street said, smiling at the letter Drake was holding.




  Drake moved on in, nodded to the lawyer, “Well, Perry, we got an answer.”




  “An answer to what?” Mason asked, looking up from the brief he was studying.




  “Remember the letters you had me mail day before yesterday?”




  “Oh, those. Who got the answer?”




  “Mr. Green got the answer,” Drake said. “Mr. Black seems to have drawn a blank.”




  Mason narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. “Now, that’s something!” he said. “She’s looking for someone who’s green as grass, an impressionable, gullible young

  chap. Let’s see what she says.”




  Mason took the letter Paul Drake handed him, slit open the envelope, shook out a sheet of paper that had the crested initials MM. He raised the paper to his nostrils, caught the scent of

  perfume, grinned, and said, “The heiress speaks.”




  “What does she say?” Della Street asked. “I’m burning with curiosity.”




  Mason read the letter aloud:




   




  

    

      “Dear Mr. Green:




      “I was so thrilled to receive your letter. I only wish I could tell you how much it has meant to me to hear from a man like you.




      “I get so bored with the playboy type with whom I am forced to spend so much of my time that a letter like yours is like a breath of fresh country air in a stuffy room.




      “I gather that you are big and strong and young and are from the country, that you haven’t been in the city long, and that you have but few friends. Am I right?




      “Perhaps if you would go to the Union Depot and stand at the desk marked ‘Information’ between six o’clock and six-fifteen tonight, I might be able to get away and

      meet you. Don’t be too disappointed if I can’t make it, because I’m going to have to try to break a date, but I can promise you that I will try to be there.




      “You might wear a white carnation in your right lapel so I can recognize you.




      “And if I can possibly make it, I’ll come up and speak to you. Don’t be too surprised to see just an ordinary looking girl. After all, heiresses are no different from other

      people except that they have money.




      “Until tonight, then.




      “Yours, MM.”
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