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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
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  Foreword




  Gertrude Stein once sagely wrote ‘A rose is a rose is a rose’.




  To date no one has ever contradicted this statement.




  In the field of legal medicine, however, when someone remarks ‘A coroner is a coroner is a coroner’, there is an immediate chorus of discord.




  Actually there are coroners and coroners and it is a far cry from the politically adept mortician in the small community who elects to run for the office of coroner and public administrator to

  my friend, Dr Nicholas J. Chetta, the coroner of the Parish of Orleans, who has done such a splendid job of making New Orleans a bright spot in the field of legal medicine.




  All of which goes to prove that no matter what title a man may be given, the sort of job he does depends upon his vision, his determination and his capabilities.




  Dr Chetta realizes that the ultimate function of the autopsy is to protect the living. The cause of death in any obscure case may be of the greatest importance not only to surviving relatives

  but to society.




  In New Orleans, due to the fact that Coroner Chetta is ex officio city physician, he has been able to bring about reforms that have helped legitimate law enforcement and have checked

  abuses in the field.




  For instance, Dr Chetta has placed a resident doctor on duty at the central police lock-up to examine all persons arrested, establish drunkenness or sobriety when persons are arrested and to

  supervise the welfare of the jail inmates.




  Under Dr Chetta, the parish has modernized and revitalized the coroner’s office. Duly accredited pathologists now perform autopsies, and necessary pathological techniques are used in order

  to bring the coroner’s office up to date as an aid to law-enforcement agencies in determining causes of death.




  A photography department has been installed which is equipped for both colour and black-and-white slides as well as prints. Autopsy findings are expedited through adequate inquiry by a special

  investigator.




  A coroner’s commission composed of doctors, lawyers and medical-school representatives serves in an advisory capacity.      




  Those who have had experience with law enforcement know the importance of determining with speed and accuracy the real cause of death, and it is my hope that my many millions of readers will

  come to understand something of the importance of legal medicine. It has a day-to-day impact upon their lives, their safety and the safety of their loved ones.




  And so it gives me pleasure to dedicate this book to




   




  My friend,




   




  NICHOLAS M. CHETTA, M.D.




  Coroner and ex officio physician




  of the Parish of Orleans




   




  ERLE STANLEY GARDNER










  Chapter One




  George Anclitas looked at Ellen Robb with the shrewd appraisal of a cattle buyer inspecting a shipment of beef. ‘Black stockings,’ he said.




  Ellen nodded.




  ‘Long black stockings, way up,’ George said, making a gesture which included the hips.




  ‘Leotards,’ Slim Marcus added parenthetically.




  ‘I don’t care what you call ’em,’ George said. ‘I want the black shiny ones that are tight and go way, way up.’




  ‘That’s the stuff,’ Slim said. ‘Leotards.’




  ‘And the skirt,’ George went on, eying Ellen appraisingly, ‘about half-way down to the knees with a little bit of white apron. You know, that thing about the size of a pocket

  handkerchief with a lot of lace on it that you tie on.’




  ‘Tonight’s the night?’ Slim asked.




  ‘Tonight we take him,’ George said.




  ‘All of it?’




  ‘Why stop half-way?’




  ‘Now, he likes you,’ George went on to Ellen. ‘He can’t take his eyes off you when you’re in your working clothes. Every time after you finish a number, grab the

  tray and come on in. Always walk on the side of the table where he can see you and keep his attention distracted, except when I give you the signal.’




  ‘Now, don’t forget that signal,’ Slim said. ‘George takes his right hand and rubs it along his head, sort of smoothing back his hair.’




  George raised a well-manicured hand to black, wavy hair and illustrated the signal.




  ‘Now, when you get that signal,’ Slim explained, ‘you come right over to the table, but come up behind him. Now, get this. If he’s only got two pair or three of a kind,

  you say, “You want a cigarette, Mr Ellis?” Remember, whenever you say “you”, that means three of a kind or less. Now, if you stand back and say impersonally, “Cigars,

  cigarettes,” that means a full house, and if you say “Cigars or cigarettes” twice, that means the full house is higher than jacks. If you just say it once, it means it’s

  below jacks – three tens and a pair of something, or three nines and a pair of something.’




  ‘And,’ George went on, ‘if he’s got better than a full house, if he’s got a straight flush or four of a kind, you reverse the order and say —’




  Ellen Robb spoke for the first time. ‘No,’ she said.




  Both men looked up at her incredulously.




  ‘I’m not going to do it, George. I’ll sing and I’ll show my legs but I’m not going to help you cheat Helman Ellis or anyone else.’




  ‘The hell you aren’t!’ George said. ‘Don’t forget this is a job you’ve got here, sister. I’m running this joint. You do like I tell you. What’s

  the matter? You falling for that guy?’ Then after a moment he added, less roughly, ‘It’s only if I give you the signal, Ellen. I don’t think we’ll have to do it. I

  think we’ve got this sucker staked out cold. But he likes you. He likes to look you over. That’s one of the reasons he hangs around. We’ve been fattening him up, letting him lose

  a little, then letting him win a little, then letting him lose some more. We know just about how he plays. But there’ll be a couple of other fellows in the game tonight and that may make it a

  little more difficult to size up his play.’




  ‘I’m not going to do it,’ Ellen Robb repeated.




  ‘Well, I’ll be damned!’ Slim said.




  George pushed back his chair and got to his feet, his features dark with rage. Then he took a deep breath and smiled. ‘All right, girlie,’ he said, ‘go get dressed. If you

  don’t want to, you don’t have to. Just go ahead with your singing. Just forget all the signals. We’ll play it straight across the table, right on the up and up, won’t we,

  Slim?’




  Slim seemed bewildered by this abrupt change of manner. ‘Well,’ he said . . . ‘yes, I guess so . . . sure, if that’s the way you want it, George. We can take

  him.’




  ‘Sure, we can,’ George said. ‘Forget it, Ellen. Go get your things on. Remember, black stockings.’




  Ellen Robb glided from the room. Slim Marcus watched her hips until the green curtains had settled into place behind her retreating figure.




  ‘Nice scenery,’ George said. ‘But it’s strictly for customers. Sucker bait.’




  ‘What the hell’s the idea?’ Slim asked. ‘I thought you were going to give her the works, tell her to follow orders or else.’




  Anclitas shook his head. ‘It would have been the or else,’ he said. ‘That dame has a mind of her own.’




  ‘So what?’ Marcus asked. ‘Who’s running the place?’




  ‘We are,’ George said, ‘but we tie the can to her, take five grand from Ellis tonight and then she’d go to Ellis’s wife and tell her the game was rigged. You

  know what’ll happen then.’




  ‘Keep talking,’ Slim said.




  ‘The minute she refused to ride along,’ George Anclitas explained, ‘she was done as far as I’m concerned. But there’s no reason to be rude about it. When I get rid

  of ’em I get rid of ’em right.’




  ‘What are you going to do?’ Slim asked.




  ‘Frame her,’ George said, his face darkening. ‘Frame her for stealing and kick her the hell out. Tell her if she ever shows her face in these parts again, she’ll be

  thrown in the can. I’ll give her enough money for a bus ticket to Arizona and tell her if she isn’t out of the state within twenty-four hours, I’ll prosecute.




  ‘She knows too much now. We have to discredit her. Remember that other broad we framed? She’s still in.’




  ‘Think we can take him without signals?’ Slim asked.




  ‘Sure we can take him,’ George said. ‘We’ve done it before, haven’t we?’




  Slim nodded.




  ‘Well, then, quit worryin’.’




  ‘I ain’t worryin’. I just want to be sure.’




  ‘In our game, that’s worryin’,’ George said.










  Chapter Two




  Della Street, Perry Mason’s confidential secretary, stood in the doorway between the lawyer’s private office and the passage leading to the reception-room. An

  amused smile tilted the corners of her mouth.




  At length, Mason, sensing her immobility, looked up from the volume he was studying.




  ‘You have always said,’ Della Street observed archly, ‘that you didn’t like cases involving figures.’




  ‘And that’s right,’ Mason observed emphatically. ‘I want cases involving drama, cases where there’s a chance to study human emotions. I don’t want to stand up

  at a blackboard in front of a jury and add and subtract, multiply and divide.’




  ‘We now have a case waiting in the outer office,’ Della Street said, ‘involving a figure, rather a fancy figure I might add.’




  Mason shook his head. ‘We’re booked solid, Della. You know I don’t like routine. I . . .’ Something in her manner caused a delayed reaction in Mason’s mind.

  ‘What did you say the case involved?’




  ‘A fancy figure.’




  Mason pushed the book back. ‘Now, by any chance, young woman,’ he said sternly, ‘is this an animate figure?’




  ‘Very animate,’ Della Street said.




  Mason grinned. ‘You mean it undulates?’




  ‘Well,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘it sways.’




  ‘Smoothly?’




  ‘Seductively.’




  ‘The age?’




  ‘Twenty-four, twenty-five, twenty-six.’




  ‘And the figure?’




  ‘Superb.’




  ‘The name?’




  ‘Ellen Robb, formerly a photographic model. Now a singer in a night club, doubling as a vendor of cigars and cigarettes.’




  ‘Show her in,’ Mason said.




  ‘It will be some show,’ Della Street warned. ‘She’s garbed.’




  ‘Most women are,’ Mason said and then added, ‘when they visit offices.’




  ‘This,’ Della Street said, ‘will be different.’




  Mason placed the fingers of his left hand on his right wrist, consulted his wrist watch. ‘Pulse a hundred and twenty-eight,’ he said. ‘Respiration rapid and shallow. How much

  more suspense, Della? Now that you’ve aroused my interest to this extent, what are we waiting for?’




  ‘What was the pulse?’ she asked.




  ‘A hundred and twenty-eight.’




  ‘In exactly five seconds,’ Della Street said, ‘take it again, and if it hasn’t reached a hundred and eighty, you can cut my salary.’




  She vanished momentarily, to return with Ellen Robb.




  Mason glanced quizzically at the determined young woman, who was wearing a long, plaid coat.




  ‘Miss Robb, Mr Mason,’ Della Street said, and then to Ellen, ‘If you’ll slip off your coat so Mr Mason can see what you showed me, he will . . .’




  Ellen Robb opened the coat. Della Street’s hands at the collar of the coat pulled it back and slipped it off the girl’s shoulders.




  Ellen Robb stood gracefully and without the least self-consciousness. She was clad in a tight-fitting sweater, a skirt which terminated some six inches above the knees, and black leotards. A

  small diamond-shaped apron, about the size of a pocket handkerchief, adorned with a border of delicate lace, was tied around her waist.




  Despite himself, Mason’s eyes widened.




  ‘Miss Robb,’ Della Street explained, ‘won a bathing-beauty contest which included a trip to Hollywood, a screen test and a certain amount of resulting publicity.’




  ‘The screen test?’ Mason asked.




  Ellen Robb smiled and said, ‘It was part of the publicity. I never heard anything from it again. I sometimes doubt if there was film in the camera.’




  ‘The trip to California?’




  ‘That was real,’ she said. ‘I had to wait to travel when the plane had some extra seats. However, it was nice,’ and then she added, ‘while it lasted.’




  ‘When did it quit lasting?’




  ‘About six months ago.’




  ‘And you’ve been doing?’




  ‘Various things.’




  ‘The last,’ Della Street said, ‘was being employed as a cigarette girl and novelty singer at a place in Rowena.’




  ‘Rowena,’ Mason said frowningly, ‘that’s the small town where —’




  ‘Where gambling which doesn’t conflict with the state law is authorized by city ordinance,’ Della Street said. ‘The place is just big enough to get incorporated. It pays

  its municipal expenses from the gambling and nicking the unwary tourist who goes through the eighteen blocks of restricted speed limit faster than the law allows.’




  ‘The police force,’ Ellen Robb said with a smile, ‘consists of one man. When he’s at the east end of the town, he makes it a rule to issue at lease one citation on his

  westbound trip. People who are going east are immune if they go tearing on through. On the other hand, when the city’s police force is at the west end of town, people going east had better

  crawl along at a snail’s pace or they’ll have a citation.’




  ‘I take it the officer is exceedingly impartial,’ Mason said.




  ‘Completely impartial. He only gets one driver on every eastbound trip, one driver on every westbound trip. In an eighteen-block restricted district there’s not room for a much

  better average than that.’




  ‘I see you have a sense of humour,’ Mason said, ‘and now that Della has arranged the dramatic presentation of the principal figure in the case, why not sit down and tell me

  what’s bothering you?’




  Ellen Robb walked easily across the office, settled herself in the big leather chair, crossed her long legs and smiled at Perry Mason. ‘After all,’ she said, ‘I’m

  accustomed to being on display. I’ve had people looking me over so much I feel I could take a bath in a goldfish bowl at the corner of Seventh and Broadway without the least trace of

  self-consciousness – but that doesn’t prevent me from being good and mad, Mr Mason.’




  ‘And what are you good and mad about?’ the lawyer asked.




  She said, ‘Five months ago I got a job with George Anclitas. He’s running a place in Rowena, a little night club with a room in back where there are legalized games.’




  ‘And your employment terminated when?’




  ‘Last night, and very abruptly.’




  ‘What happened?’




  ‘George and his right-hand man and crony, Slim Marcus, were —’




  ‘Slim?’ Mason asked.




  ‘His name is Wilton Winslow Marcus, everyone calls him Slim.’




  ‘Go ahead,’ Mason said, noticing that Della Street was making notes of the names.




  ‘They wanted me to do some crooked work. They wanted me to look at the hands of a sucker and signal what he was holding.’




  ‘And you did?’




  ‘I did not.’




  ‘So what happened?’




  ‘I should have known better,’ she said. ‘George is dangerous. He has a terrific temper and he was furious. Then all of a sudden he took a long breath and smiled that oily,

  suave smile of his, and told me it was all right, that he’d handle the game without my help.’




  ‘And he did?’




  ‘I don’t know. I didn’t last long enough to find out.’




  ‘What happened – to you, I mean?’ Mason asked.




  ‘George told me the cashier had become ill and had to leave. I was to take over the cash register and let some of my singing numbers go. Well, there was a hundred-and-twenty-dollar

  shortage.’




  ‘While you were in charge?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘A real shortage or —’




  ‘A real shortage. The cash simply didn’t balance.’




  ‘What happened to it?’




  ‘Frankly, I don’t know, Mr Mason. I think George did a little sleight of hand on me when he inventoried the cash with me at the time I took over. George is very swift and very clever

  with his hands. He can deal from the bottom of the deck or deal seconds, and it’s almost impossible to catch him at it. I think that when he counted the cash in the cash register with me at

  the time I took over, he used his sleight of hand. All I know is that when I came to balance up, there was a shortage of a hundred and twenty dollars.’




  ‘Who found it?’




  ‘I found it.’




  ‘And what did you do?’




  ‘I communicated immediately with him. I told him about it; that is, I told one of the waitresses to tell him. He was in this game.’




  ‘And what happened?’




  ‘He fired me. I had about a hundred dollars coming in back wages. He handed me forty dollars and told me that was enough to get out of town on and if I wasn’t across the state line

  within twenty-four hours, he’d have a warrant issued for me. He called me a thief and everything else in the —’




  ‘Anyone present?’ Mason asked.




  ‘Quite a few people in the place could hear him,’ she said. ‘He wasn’t particularly quiet about it.’




  ‘Know any of their names?’




  ‘A couple. Sadie Bradford was there.’




  ‘Who is she?’




  ‘One of the girls who does all-around work. Sometimes she acts as attendant in the powder-room, sometimes she’s a hat-check girl, sometimes she works in the motel office.’




  ‘There’s a motel?’ Mason asked.




  ‘Yes. George and Slim own two whole city blocks. They have a motel with a swimming pool, a trout pool, a night club and bar, and a sort of casino.




  ‘Some of the construction is modern, some of it is rambling old-fashioned buildings. The night club, for instance, started out as an old barn. George modernized it, put on an addition,

  kept the barnlike atmosphere and called the place “The Big Barn”.’




  ‘This Sadie Bradford,’ Mason said, ‘heard him call you a thief?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Would she be a witness?’




  ‘I don’t know. Her bread and butter might be at stake.’




  ‘What happened after he called you a thief and told you to get out of the state?’ Mason asked.




  ‘I wanted to go to my locker to get my street clothes, and he told me whatever was in the locker might be evidence, that he thought I had money secreted there. He handed me my coat and

  told me to get started.’




  ‘A rather spectacular way of discharging help,’ Mason said.




  ‘He did it,’ she said, ‘for a purpose.’




  ‘To get even with you?’




  ‘That was only part of it. They’d been playing poker for the last few weeks with this man, Helly Ellis – his first name is Helman – Helly is his nickname.’




  ‘And I take it this Helman Ellis was the man they wanted you to signal about.’




  ‘That’s right. Last night they were ready to really take him to the cleaners and, of course, George was afraid that if I told what he had asked me to do, it might make trouble

  – so he chose this method of getting me discredited, firing me under a cloud, giving me just enough money to get out of town. He said he’d have my things packed up, put in a suitcase

  and sent to me at the Greyhound Bus Depot at Phoenix, Arizona. They’d be there in my name. I could call for them there.’




  ‘And when he cleans out your locker?’ Mason asked.




  She met his eyes steadily. ‘You don’t know George,’ she said. ‘I do. When he cleans out my locker, he’ll have some witnesses with him and they’ll find a wad

  of bills.’




  ‘This was the first time you’d ever been in charge of the cash register?’




  ‘No, I’d had charge before.’




  ‘Were there other shortages?’




  ‘I think there were,’ she said, ‘but not in the cash register. I had heard George complaining that some nights the receipts dropped way down although business was good. He

  intimated that someone had been knocking down – only ringing up a part of the sales. He threatened to get private detectives on the job and said everybody was going to have a lie-detector

  test.’




  ‘I take it he hasn’t won any popularity contests with the help,’ Mason said.




  ‘Not recently,’ Ellen Robb said dryly.




  ‘And somebody has been knocking down on him?’ Mason asked.




  ‘He seems to think so, and I would assume he probably is right.’




  ‘Could that person or those persons have tampered with your cash register?’




  She shook her head. ‘Most of the knocking down that is done,’ she said, ‘is done at the bar. People who buy drinks at the bar pay cash, and if the bar is very busy and the

  bartender takes in four or five payments at once, he can ring up varying amounts in the cash register and there is no one to check on him. For instance, let us suppose one man has a cocktail which

  is seventy-five cents or a dollar. Another man has a drink which is sixty cents. Another person has bought drinks for three or four, and his bill is two dollars and eighty-five cents.




  ‘By timing things just right a good bartender can be preoccupied at just the right moment so that every glass gets empty at about the same time. That makes for a rush of business and a lot

  of payments being made all at once.




  ‘So then the bartender picks up all the money, goes over to the cash register and starts ringing up sales of varying amounts.




  ‘If the bartender is good at mental arithmetic, he can add up the figures in his mind and ring up an amount that is exactly two dollars short of the real amount. Then he gives each

  customer his exact change. Various amounts have been leaping into sight on the cash register, staying there for just a moment only to be superseded by another amount. Nobody can tell for certain

  what check is being rung up. If the bartender sees someone paying attention to the cash register, he is scrupulously accurate in ringing up the amounts, but if people are talking and not paying too

  much attention, he’ll knock down a couple of dollars and no one is any the wiser. He’ll do that perhaps ten to twenty times in an evening.’




  ‘Were you doing any of this work at the bar?’




  ‘Not last night. I was handling the main cash register. I had the only key to it while I was on duty – at least, it was supposed to be the only key. I would sit there on the stool,

  and people would come to check out the amounts due at their tables. I’d take in the money and give out the change.’




  ‘Was there any reason why you couldn’t have knocked down if you had wanted to?’ Mason asked.




  ‘There’s more of a check on the main cash register. The waitresses issue dinner checks and keep a carbon copy which has to be filed when they go off shift. Theoretically the cash

  register should show a total income equal to the exact total amount of checks issued by the waitresses. But there are lots of ways of beating that game.’




  ‘How?’ Mason asked.




  ‘Walks, for one.’




  ‘Walks?’ Mason asked.




  ‘A customer pays his bill directly at the cash register,’ she said. ‘The amount of the bill is two dollars and eighty-five cents. He gives you a twenty-dollar bill. You pretend

  to be very much interested in the addition on the check, then apparently something goes wrong with the key on the cash register. You concentrate on that. Eventually you ring up two dollars and

  eighty-five cents; still without apparently paying too much attention to him, you hand him fifteen cents, then give him two one-dollar bills, then hand him a five, then look back at the cash

  register for a minute. Nine times out of ten the man will pocket the change and walk away. If he starts to pocket the change and then stops suddenly, or if he still waits there, you take out two

  additional fives and give it to him with a smile, then start looking back at the cash register again.’




  ‘You seem to know all the tricks,’ Mason said thoughtfully.




  ‘I’ve heard some of them,’ she said.




  ‘And you sing?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Let’s hear,’ Mason said.




  She tilted back her head, sang a few bars of a popular song, then stopped and said, ‘My throat’s always a little thick in the morning – I love to sing – I like melody,

  always have, but singing in rooms filled with stale tobacco smoke is hard on the throat.’




  Mason nodded, studied the young woman’s face.




  ‘You’ve had ups and down?’ he asked.




  ‘Mostly downs,’ she said, ‘but I’m in there fighting. I think I’ll go back to modelling. I can get by doing that – only there’s no future in

  it.’




  ‘How does George Anclitas stand in Rowena?’ Mason asked.




  ‘It depends on whom you ask. He owns the justice of the peace and he has something on Miles Overton, the chief of police. As far as official circles are concerned, George stands ace high.

  Some of the citizens don’t like him but they all kowtow to him. He’s powerful.’




  ‘I think,’ Mason said, ‘we’re going to interrupt a somewhat busy day to call on George Anclitas. You don’t happen to know his telephone number, do you?’




  ‘Rowena 6-9481.’




  Mason nodded to Della Street. ‘Get George on the phone, Della. Let’s see what he has to say.’




  A few moments later Della Street, who had been busy at the dial of the telephone, nodded to Perry Mason.




  Mason picked up the receiver. ‘George Anclitas?’ he asked.




  ‘Sure,’ the voice at the other end of the line said. ‘Who are you? What do you want?’




  ‘I’m Perry Mason. I’m a lawyer.’




  ‘All right. What does a lawyer want with George?’




  ‘I want to talk with you.’




  ‘What about?’




  ‘About an employee.’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘Ellen Robb, a singer.’




  ‘That tramp. What about her?’




  ‘I’m coming out to see you,’ Mason said, ‘It will take me about half an hour to get there. Miss Robb will be with me. I want all of her personal possessions, I want all

  of the money that she has coming to her, and I’ll talk with you about the rest of it.’




  ‘All right,’ George said. ‘Now I’ll tell you something. You bring Ellen Robb out here, and she gets arrested quick. If she wants to spend the next sixty days in the

  clink, this is the place for her. Tell her I’ve got the reception committee all ready.’




  ‘Very well,’ Mason said, ‘and since you’re planning a reception committee, you might go to the bank and draw out ten thousand dollars.’




  ‘Ten thousand dollars! What are you talking about?’




  ‘I am about to file suit on her behalf for defamation of character, for slanderous remarks and false accusation. If you have ten thousand dollars available in cash, I might advise Miss

  Robb to make a cash settlement rather than go to court.’




  ‘What the hell you talking about?’ Anclitas shouted into the telephone.




  ‘About the business I have with you,’ Mason said, and hung up.




  The lawyer looked across the desk at Ellen Robb’s startled eyes. ‘Want to put on your coat and go?’ he asked.




  She took a deep breath. ‘No one has ever talked to George Anclitas like that. I want very much to put on my coat and go.’




  Mason nodded to Della Street. ‘Bring a notebook, Della.’










  Chapter Three




  The Big Barn in Rowena was a two-storey frame building, the front of which had been made to resemble the entrance to a barn. Double barn doors were half open. A recessed

  partition in the back of the doors, which was not over two feet deep but to which the ends of bales of straw had been fastened, created the impression of a huge barn crammed with baled hay.




  A motel was operated in connection with the other activities, and a sign at the road blazoned TROUT FISHING POOL. RODS, REELS RENTED, FISH BAIT SOLD. NO LICENSE

  NECESSARY.




  Perry Mason parked his car, assisted Della Street and Ellen Robb to the kerb, then walked across to open the door to the night club.




  After the bright sunlight of the sidewalks, the interior seemed to be encased in thick gloom. Figures moved around in the shadows.




  A man’s voice, ‘I’m Miles Overton, the chief of police of Rowena. What are you folks doing here?’




  Ellen Robb gave a little gasp.




  ‘Where’s George Anclitas?’ Mason asked.




  ‘Here I am.’




  George Anclitas pushed his way belligerently forward, his deep-set eyes glittering with hostility at Perry Mason.




  Mason’s eyes rapidly adjusted themselves to the dim light.




  ‘I’m Perry Mason. I’m an attorney,’ he said. ‘I’m representing Ellen Robb. You threw her out of here last night without giving her a chance to get her things.

  The first thing we want is to get to her locker and get her belongings.’




  ‘All right, all right,’ George said ‘You want to go to the locker. The chief of police is here. He’ll search the locker.’




  ‘Not without a warrant he won’t.’




  ‘That’s what you think,’ the chief said. ‘When she opens that door I take a look. George Anclitas owns this place. He’s given me permission to search any part of it

  I want.’




  ‘The locker is the property of my client,’ Mason said.




  ‘She got a deed to it?’ George asked.




  ‘It was designated as a place where she could store her things,’ Mason said.




  ‘While she was working here. She isn’t working here any more. I want to take a look in there. I want to see what’s in there. I’ll bet you I’ll find some of the

  money that’s been missing from the cash register.’




  ‘You mean,’ Mason said, ‘that she would have taken the money from the cash register last night, then gone to her locker, unlocked the locker, opened the door, put the money in

  there, then closed and locked the door again?’




  ‘Where else would she have put it?’ George asked.




  Mason regarded his client with twinkling eyes. ‘There,’ he said, ‘you have a point.’




  ‘You’re damned right I got a point,’ George said.




  ‘And you don’t have a key to the locker?’ Mason asked.




  ‘Why should I have a key?’




  ‘I thought perhaps you might have a master key that would open all of the lockers.’




  ‘Well, think again.’




  ‘You can’t get in this locker?’




  ‘Of course not. I gave her the key. She’s got it in her purse, that little purse she keeps down in the front of her sweater. I saw her put it there.’




  ‘And you have been unable to open her locker?’ Mason asked.




  ‘Of course. Sure, that’s right. How could I get in? She’s got the key.’




  ‘Then,’ Mason said, ‘how did you expect to get her things out and send them by bus to Phoenix, Arizona?’




  George hesitated only a moment, then said, ‘I was going to get a locksmith.’




  The police chief said, ‘Don’t talk with him, George. He’s just trying to get admissions from you.’




  ‘First,’ Mason said, ‘I’m going to get my client’s things. I’m warning you that any attempt to search her things without a warrant will be considered an

  illegal invasion of my client’s rights. I’m also demanding an apology from Mr Anclitas because of remarks he has made suggesting that my client is less than honest. Such an apology will

  not be accepted as compensation by my client, but we are suggesting that it be made in order to mitigate damages.’




  George started to say something, but the chief of police said, ‘Take it easy, George. Where’s Jebley?’




  ‘That’s what I want to know,’ Anclitas said angrily. ‘I told my attorney to be here. This tramp is going to show up with an attorney, I’m going to have an attorney.

  I —’




  The door opened. For a moment the light from the sidewalk poured in, silhouetting a thick neck, a pair of football player’s shoulders and a shock of curly hair. Then the door closed and

  the silhouette resolved itself into a man of around thirty-seven with dark-rimmed spectacles, a toothy grin and hard, appraising eyes.




  ‘This,’ George Anclitas announced, ‘is Jebley Alton, the city attorney here at Rowena. The city attorney job isn’t full time. He takes private clients. I’m

  one.’




  George turned to the attorney. ‘Jeb,’ he said, ‘this man is Mason. He says he’s a lawyer and —’




  Anclitas was interrupted by Alton’s exclamation. ‘Perry Mason!’ he exclaimed.




  Mason nodded.




  Alton’s hand shot forward. ‘Well, my gosh,’ he said, ‘am I glad to meet you! I’ve seen you around the Hall of Justice a couple of times and I’ve followed

  some of your cases.’




  Alton’s fingers closed around Mason’s hand.




  ‘All right, never mind the brotherly love stuff,’ George said. ‘This guy Mason is representing this woman who’s trying to blackmail me and —’




  ‘Easy, George, easy,’ Alton warned. ‘Take it easy, will you?’




  ‘What do you mean, take it easy? I’m telling you.’




  Alton said, ‘This is Perry Mason, one of the most famous criminal lawyers in the country.’




  ‘So what?’ Anclitas said. ‘He’s representing a broad who’s trying to blackmail me. She claims I accused her of being dishonest.’




  ‘Oh, George wouldn’t have done that,’ Alton said, smiling at Mason. And then turning to Della Street, bowing, and swinging around to face Ellen Robb, ‘Well, well,’

  he said, ‘it’s the cigar and cigarette girl.’




  ‘That’s the one,’ George said.




  ‘What’s the one?’




  ‘The one who’s making the trouble. Ellen Robb, here.’




  The chief of police said, ‘There’s been a programme of pilfering going on in the place. George has run up against a whole series of shortages. He’s asked me to make an

  investigation.’




  Alton’s eyes swept over the chief of police with sceptical appraisal. ‘The law of searches and seizures is rather technical, Chief,’ Alton said easily. ‘Several decisions

  of the Supreme Court in California and the Supreme Court of the United States haven’t simplified matters any. I’ll take charge here.’
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