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  Chapter One




  The girl walked past the secretary who held the door open, and surveyed the law office with eyes that showed just a trace of panic.




  The secretary gently closed the door and the girl selected an old-fashioned, high-backed, black leather chair. She sat down in it, crossed her legs, pulled her skirt down over her knees, and sat

  facing the door. After a moment, she pulled the skirt up for an inch or two, taking some pains to get just the effect she wanted. Then she leaned back so that her spun-gold hair showed to advantage

  against the shiny black leather of the big chair.




  She looked pathetic and helpless as she sat in the big office, dwarfed by the huge proportions of the leather chair. And yet there was something about her which gave the impression of having

  deliberately brought about that effect. There was a hint of feline efficiency in the care with which she had placed herself, in the very perfection of her helplessness.




  Judged by any standard, she was beautiful. Her hair was silken, her eyes large and dark, the cheekbones high, lips full and well formed. She was small, yet perfectly proportioned, and well

  groomed. Yet there was a studied immobility of expression; an effect of complete detachment as though she had surrounded herself with a protective wall.




  The door from an inner office opened and Perry Mason walked into the room. He paused when he had advanced two steps from the door, surveying the girl with patient eyes that seemed to take in

  every detail of her appearance. She bore the scrutiny without change of position or expression.




  “You’re Mr. Mason?” she asked.




  Mason didn’t answer until he had walked around behind the flat-top desk and dropped into the swivel chair.




  Perry Mason gave the impression of bigness; not the bigness of fat, but the bigness of strength. He was broad-shouldered and rugged-faced, and his eyes were steady and patient. Frequently those

  eyes changed expression, but the face never changed its expression of rugged patience. Yet there was nothing meek about the man. He was a fighter, a fighter who could, perhaps, patiently bide his

  time for delivering a knock-out blow, but who would, when the time came, remorselessly deliver that blow with the force of a mental battering ram.




  “Yes,” he said, “I’m Perry Mason, What can I do for you?”




  The dark eyes studied him warily.




  “I,” said the girl, “am Fran Celane.”




  “Fran?” he asked, raising his voice.




  “Short for Frances,” she said.




  “All right,” said Perry Mason, “what can I do for you, Miss Celane?”




  The dark eyes remained fastened on his face, but the girl’s forefinger went exploring around the arm of the chair, picking at irregularities in the leather. There was something in the

  probing gesture which seemed an unconscious reflection of her mental attitude.




  “I wanted to find out about a will,” she said.




  There was no change of expression in Perry Mason’s steady, patient eyes.




  “I don’t go in much for wills,” he told her. “I’m a trial lawyer. I specialize in the trial of cases, preferably before juries. Twelve men in a

  box—that’s my specialty. I’m afraid I can’t help you much on wills.”




  “But,” she told him, “this will probably be a trial.”




  He continued to watch her with the emotionless scrutiny of his calm eyes.




  “A will contest?” he asked.




  “No,” she said, “not exactly a contest. I want to know something about a trust provision.”




  “Well,” he said with gentle insistence, “suppose you tell me exactly what it is you want to know.”




  “A party dies,” she said, “and leaves a will containing a clause by which a beneficiary under the will . . .”




  “That’ll do,” said Perry Mason, “don’t try that line. This is a matter that you’re interested in?”




  “Yes,”




  “Very well then,” he said, “give me the facts, and quit beating about the bush.”




  “It’s my father’s will,” she said. “His name was Carl Celane. I’m an only child.”




  “That’s better,” he told her.




  “There’s a lot of money coming to me under that will, something over a million dollars.”




  Perry Mason showed interest.




  “And you think there’ll be a trial over it?” he asked.




  “I don’t know,” she said. “I hope not.”




  “Well, go ahead,” said the lawyer.




  “He didn’t leave the money to me outright,” she said. “He left it in a trust.”




  “Who’s the trustee?” asked Mason.




  “My uncle, Edward Norton.”




  “All right,” he said, “go on.”




  “There’s a provision in the will that if I should marry before I’m twenty-five, my uncle has the right, at his option, to give me five thousand dollars from the trust fund, and

  to turn the balance over to charitable institutions.”




  “How old are you now?” asked Mason.




  “Twenty-three.”




  “When did your father die?”




  “Two years ago.”




  “The will’s been probated then, and the property distributed?”




  “Yes,” she said.




  “All right,” he told her, speaking rapidly now, “if the provision in regard to the trust was carried through in the decree of distribution, and there was no appeal from that

  decree, there can be no collateral attack, except under exceptional circumstances.”




  Her restless finger picked at the arm of the chair, and the nail made little noises as it dug into the leather.




  “That’s what I wanted to ask you about,” she said.




  “All right,” said Mason, “go ahead and ask me.”




  “Under the will,” she said, “my uncle controls the trust moneys. He can invest them any way he wants, and he can give me whatever money he thinks I should have. When I’m

  twenty-seven he’s to give me the principal if he thinks that the possession of such a large sum of money won’t spoil my life. Otherwise, he’s to buy me an annuity of five hundred

  dollars a month for life, and give the balance to charity.”




  “Rather an unusual trust provision,” said Perry Mason, tonelessly.




  “My father,” she said, “was rather an unusual man, and was just a little bit wild.”




  “All right,” said Mason. “What’s the trouble?”




  “I want to get married,” she said, and, for the first time her eyes dropped from his.




  “Have you spoken to your uncle about it?”




  “No.”




  “Does he know that you want to get married?”




  “I don’t think so.”




  “Why not wait until you’re twenty-five?”




  “No,” she said, raising her eyes again, “I want to get married now.”




  “As I understand your interpretation of the will,” ventured Perry Mason cautiously, “there’s complete discretion vested in your uncle?”




  “That’s right.”




  “Well, don’t you think that the first thing to do would be to sound him out and see how he would feel about your marriage?”




  “No,” she said shortly, clipping the word out explosively.




  “Bad blood between you and your uncle?” he asked.




  “No,” she said.




  “You see him frequently?”




  “Every day.”




  “Do you talk with him about the will?”




  “Never.”




  “You go to see him on other business then?”




  “No. I live in the house with him.”




  “I see,” said Perry Mason, speaking in that calm expressionless voice. “Your uncle is intrusted with a whole lot of money, and given a discretion which is rather unusual. I

  take it that he’s under bond?”




  “Oh yes,” she said, “he’s under bond. As far as that’s concerned, the trust fund is perfectly safe. My uncle, is meticulously careful—too careful. That is,

  he’s too methodical in everything he does.”




  “Does he have money of his own?” asked the lawyer.




  “Lots of it,” she said.




  “Well,” said Mason, with just a trace of impatience, “what do you want me to do?”




  “I want you,” she said, “to fix it so I can get married.”




  He stared at her for several seconds in silent, meditative appraisal.




  “Have you got a copy of the will or of the decree of distribution?” he asked at length.




  She shook her head.




  “Do I need one?” she asked.




  The lawyer nodded.




  “I can’t very well give you an interpretation of a legal document until I’ve seen the document.”




  “But I told you exactly what it said.”




  “You gave me your version of what it said. There may be a great deal of difference.”




  She spoke swiftly, impatiently. “I understand that conditions in a will which prevent a person from marrying can be set aside.”




  “That’s not correct,” he told her. “Generally speaking, a condition by which a party is prevented from marrying is considered against public policy and void, but

  that’s subject to certain qualifications, particularly in the case of trusts of the type which are known as ‘spendthrift’ trusts. Apparently the trust which was created under your

  father’s will was one of this nature.




  “Moreover, you note that there is no restriction upon marriage after you have reached the age of twenty-five. As a matter of fact, your uncle seems to be given a wide discretion in the

  matter, and the provisions of the will as you have given them to me merely indicate the circumstances under which he is to exercise his discretion.”




  She seemed suddenly to have lost her protective poise. Her voice rose. “Well, I’ve heard a lot about you,” she said. “They say that some lawyers tell people what they can

  do and what they can’t do, but that you always fix things so a person can do what he wants to.”




  Mason smiled, the smile of wisdom garnered from bitter experience, of knowledge amassed from the confidences of thousands of clients.




  “Perhaps,” he said, “that’s partially true. A man can nearly always think his way out of any situation in which he finds himself. It’s merely a paraphrase of the

  old saying that where there’s a will there’s a way.”




  “Well,” she told him, “there’s a will in this case. I want the way.”




  “Whom do you want to marry?” he asked abruptly.




  The eyes did not waver, but stared steadily at him in dark appraisal.




  “Rob Gleason,” she said.




  “Does your uncle know him?”




  “Yes.”




  “Does he approve of him?”




  “No.”




  “You love him?”




  “Yes.”




  “He knows of this provision in the will?”




  Her eyes lowered.




  “I think perhaps he does now. But he didn’t,” she said.




  “What do you mean he didn’t?” asked the lawyer.




  There could be no question now that her eyes were avoiding his.




  “Just an expression,” she said, “I didn’t mean anything by it.”




  Perry Mason studied her intently for a few minutes.




  “And I take it you want to marry him very much.”




  She looked at him then, and said in a voice that was vibrant with feeling: “Mr. Mason, don’t make any mistake about it. I am going to marry Rob Gleason. You can take that as

  being final. You have got to find some way by which I can do it. That’s all! I’m leaving that end of it up to you. I’m putting myself in your hands. I am going to get

  married.”




  He started to say something, then paused to study her carefully before he spoke.




  “Well,” he said, “you seem to know pretty much what you want.”




  “I do,” she flared.




  “Suppose then, you come back at this time tomorrow morning. In the meantime I will have looked up the court records.”




  She shook her head.




  “Tomorrow morning,” she protested, “is too long. Can’t you do it this afternoon?”




  Perry Mason’s patient eyes dwelt steadily on her face.




  “Perhaps,” he said. “Will four o’clock suit you?”




  She nodded.




  “Very well,” he told her, getting to his feet. “Come back then. You can leave your name and address with my secretary in the outer office.”




  “I’ve already done that,” she told him, arising from the chair and smoothing the line of her skirt. “I’ll be back at four.”




  She didn’t look back as she walked across the office, opened the door and swept out into the outer room.




  Perry Mason sat at his desk, narrowing his eyes in thoughtful appraisal, as he watched the door through which the young woman had gone.




  After a moment he extended a sturdy forefinger, and jabbed a button on the side of his desk.




  A young man with unruly hair, and a face that seemed pathetically eager, popped his head through the doorway leading from a law library, then entered the room.




  “Frank,” said Perry Mason, “go up to the court house and find the papers in the Celane Estate. A Frances Celane was given property amounting to more than a million dollars in

  trust. The name of the trustee is Edward Norton. Check the decree of distribution, and also the will. Make copies of the trust provisions, then get back here as soon as you can.”




  The boy blinked his eyes swiftly, twice.




  “Celane?” he asked.




  “Yes,” said Mason. “Carl Celane.”




  “And Norton?”




  “Yes, Edward Norton,” said Mason.




  “Thank you,” said the boy. He turned abruptly, crossed the office with nervous, self-conscious haste, as though painfully aware of the gaze of Perry Mason, and plunged into the outer

  office.




  Perry Mason rang for his secretary.




  Della Street, his secretary, was about twenty-seven years old. Her manner radiated assurance and efficiency. She pushed open the door from the outer office.




  “You rang?” she asked.




  “Yes,” he told her, “come in.”




  She stepped into the office and closed the door gently behind her.




  “Let’s check our impressions,” he said, “about that girl.”




  “How do you mean?” she asked.




  He stared at her moodily.




  “I think,” he said, “that I put the words in your mouth. You said she looked trapped or sulky. Now I am wondering which it was.”




  “Does it make a lot of difference?” asked Della Street.




  “I think it does,” he told her. “In your impressions you are usually right and you had a chance to see her when she wasn’t posing. She started to pose as soon as she came

  into my office.”




  “Yes,” said Della Street, “she’s the type that would be good at posing.”




  “She sat down in the chair,” he told her, “and figured just how to hold her head, just how to cross her knees and arrange her skirt, just what kind of an expression to put on

  her face.”




  “Did she tell you the truth?” asked Della Street.




  “None of them tell the truth the first time,” he told her, “at least the women don’t. That’s why I want to know just what kind of an impression she made on you. Did

  she look trapped, or did she look sulky?”




  Della Street spoke thoughtfully, as though weighing her words carefully.




  “She looked both trapped and sulky,” she said, “as though she got caught in some kind of a trap and had turned sulky.”




  “Are you sure,” he asked, “that it wasn’t panic?”




  “How do you mean?” she wanted to know.




  “Lots of people,” he said, “try to put on a poker face when they are in a panic and when they try to put on a poker face they look sulky.”




  “And you think she was in a panic?” asked Della Street.




  “Yes,” he said, slowly. “I think she was in a panic. I think she’s a self-willed little devil who nearly always gets her own way and who has an ungovernable temper. I

  think she’s caught in some sort of a trap and is trying to get out. When we know her better we’ll find out more about her temper.”




  “A hell-cat?” asked Della Street.




  He twisted his lips in a smile.




  “Lets call her a hell-kitten,” he said.










  Chapter Two




  Della Street pushed open the door of Perry Mason’s private office. There was something almost surreptitious in her demeanor as she slipped through the door and carefully

  closed it behind her.




  Perry Mason was seated at his desk. His eyes squinted carefully.




  “Why the secrecy?” he asked.




  She advanced a step or two into the room and looked at him, then turned to glance at the door and make certain that it was closed.




  “There’s a man in the outer office who gives his name as Robert Gleason.”




  “What does he want?” asked Perry Mason.




  “He wants information about Miss Celane.”




  “The one who has just been here?”




  “Yes.”




  “You didn’t tell him she had just been here?”




  “Certainly not.”




  “What did he say?”




  “He said that he wanted to see you. I asked him what the nature of his business was and he said it was about a client of yours. I told him that he would have to give me the name of the client and tell me something of the nature of the business. He said that it was about Miss. Celane and he was very anxious to see you about her.”




  “All right,” Mason said, “what did you tell him?”




  “I told him that I wasn’t familiar with the names of your clients; that he would have to be more specific concerning his business. He’s frightfully excited.”




  “What’s he excited about?” asked Mason. “The girl, his business, or what?”




  “I don’t know. He’s excited and nervous.”




  Mason squared his shoulders as though reaching a sudden decision.




  “Send him in,” he said, “I want to talk with him.”




  She nodded and turned, holding the door open.




  “You may come in,” she said.




  There was the rustle of motion. A man came into the room who radiated restlessness. He was a thin man with a very pointed nose and large ears. He walked with nervous jerky steps. He was in the

  late twenties or early thirties.




  “You’re Mason, the lawyer?” he asked, his voice quick with impatience.




  Perry Mason surveyed him with patient eyes peering out from under heavy eyebrows.




  “Sit down,” he said.




  His visitor hesitated, then sat down on the edge of one of the straight-backed chairs.




  “Now, what did you want?” asked Perry Mason.




  “I want to find out whether Frances Celane called on you today.”




  Perry Mason’s face was patiently appraising.




  “This is a law office and not an information bureau, Mr. Gleason,” he said.




  Gleason jumped nervously to his feet, made three swift strides to the window, stood against the light for a moment, then whirled to stare at the lawyer.




  His eyes were dark and smouldering. He seemed to be fighting some overpowering emotion.




  “Never mind the wisecracks,” he said. “I’ve got to know whether or not Fran Celane was here talking with you.”




  Perry Mason’s voice did not change its expression in the least. The other man’s impatience dropped from his calm manner as easily as butter slips from a hot knife.




  “Let’s not have any misunderstanding about this,” said Perry Mason. “You’re talking about a Miss Frances Celane?”




  “Yes,”




  “Do you know Miss Celane personally?”




  “Of course I do.”




  Perry Mason made a frank, disarming gesture with his right hand as though the entire matter were dismissed as of no importance.




  “That simplifies it,” he said.




  “What does?” asked Gleason, suspiciously.




  “The fact that you know Miss Celane,” said Perry Mason. “Under the circumstances, all you have to do is to ask her if she has consulted me. If she has not, there will be no

  necessity for you to return. If she has and doesn’t want you to know it, she will doubtless find some way of concealing the fact. If she has consulted me and doesn’t care if you know

  the fact, she will tell you.”




  He got to his feet and smiled at his visitor as though the interview were terminated.




  Robert Gleason remained standing by the window. His face showed that he was laboring under a great strain.




  “You can’t talk that way to me,” he said.




  “But,” explained Mason, patiently, “I have already talked that way to you.”




  “But you can’t do it.”




  “Why not?”




  “It would be all right to talk that way to a stranger,” he said, “but I’m not a stranger. I’m close to Fran Celane. I’ve got a right to know. She’s

  being blackmailed, and I want to know what you propose to do about it.”




  Perry Mason raised his eyebrows in polite interrogation.




  “Who is being blackmailed?” he asked. “And by whom?”




  Gleason made an impatient gesture.




  “What’s the use of all that hooey?” he asked. “I know she was here, and you know she was here. You know she’s being blackmailed, and I want to know what you propose

  to do about it.”




  “I think,” said Mason, “that under the circumstances I’m going to ask you to step out of the office. You see, when I asked you to come in, I thought that you had some

  matter of legal business to take up with me. As it happens, I am rather busy today, and I really haven’t time to discuss with you the only matter which seems to interest you.”




  Gleason kept his position.




  “At least,” he said, “you can tell me who is doing the blackmailing. That’s all I want to know. If you’ll give me that information I’ll arrange to take

  care of it myself.”




  The lawyer walked to the door, standing there very efficient and gravely dignified.




  “Good-by, Mr. Gleason,” he said. “I’m sorry that I can be of no assistance to you.”




  “That’s final?” asked Gleason, his lips twisting with emotion, until he seemed to be snarling.




  “That’s all,” said Perry Mason, in a tone of finality.




  “Very well,” said Gleason, and strode across the room and through the door without another word.




  Perry Mason closed the door gently, hooked his thumbs in the armholes of his vest, dropped his head forward and started pacing the floor.




  After a few moments, he went to his desk, and took out the typewritten paper containing the copy of the clause in the will of Carl Celane, setting forth the terms of the trust to Frances

  Celane.




  He was still studying this typewritten document when Della Street opened the door once more.




  “Miss Celane,” she said.




  Mason looked at her speculatively for a moment, then beckoned to her.




  She interpreted the gesture, and stepped fully into the room, pulling the door closed behind her.




  “Did Gleason go out of the office as soon as he left here?” he asked.




  “Yes,” she said, “in just about nothing flat. He acted as though he was trying to win a walking race.”




  “And Miss Celane just came in?”




  “Yes.”




  “You don’t think they met in the elevator?”




  Della Street pursed her lips thoughtfully.




  “They might have, Chief,” she said, “but I don’t think they did.”




  “How does Miss Celane seem?” he asked. “Excited?”




  “No,” she said, “cool as a cucumber, and she’s trying to look her best when she comes in. She took out her compact and is making her face all pretty. She’s got her

  hair arranged just so.”




  “All right,” said Mason, “send her in.”




  The secretary opened the door. “Come in, Miss Celane,” she said.




  As Frances Celane walked into the room, the secretary slipped out through the door, and noiselessly closed it behind her.




  “Sit down,” said Perry Mason.




  Frances Celane walked over to the same leather chair which she had occupied earlier in the day, sat down, crossed her knees and regarded the attorney from limpid black eyes in wordless

  interrogation.




  “A Robert Gleason called on me a few minutes ago,” said Mason, “and insisted on my telling him whether or not you had been here.”




  “Rob’s so impulsive,” she said.




  “You know him then?”




  “Yes, of course.”




  “Did you tell him you were going here?” he asked.




  “I mentioned your name to him,” she said. “Did you tell him that I had been here?”




  “Certainly not. I told him to get in touch with you if he wanted to ask any questions about your affairs.”




  She smiled faintly.




  “Rob Gleason wouldn’t appreciate your talking to him like that,” she said.




  “He didn’t,” Mason told her.




  “I’ll see him,” she said, “and tell him.”




  “Gleason,” went on the attorney, “said that you were being blackmailed.”




  For just a fraction of a second there was a look of startled terror in the eyes of the young woman. Then she regarded the attorney with a placid and impassive face.




  “Rob is so impulsive,” she said, for the second time.




  Mason waited for her to tell him more if she wished to take advantage of the opportunity, but she sat calmly placid, waiting.




  Mason turned to the papers on his desk.




  “I have copies of the trust provisions of the will, and the decree of distribution,” he said. “I also find that there have been annual accounts submitted by the trustee.

  I’m afraid that I can’t give you very much hope, Miss Celane, as far as the decree of distribution itself is concerned. The administration of the trust seems to be largely

  discretionary.




  “You see, even if I should be able to get the provision in regard to marriage set aside, as being in violation of public policy, we would still be confronted with the fact that the

  distribution of the trust estate remains largely in the discretion of the trustee. I am afraid that your uncle would consider our attack upon the will in the light of an interference with the

  wishes of your father, and with his authority as trustee. Even if we should win our point in court, he would have it in his discretion to nullify our victory.”




  She took the blow without flinching, and said, after a moment: “That’s what I was afraid of.”




  “There is another peculiar provision in the trust,” said Mason, “to the effect that the discretion vested in the trustee is a personal discretion, due to the confidence which

  your father had in his judgment. The will and decree of distribution provide that in the event the trust should terminate because of the death, inability or refusal on the part of the trustee to

  continue to act, that then and in such event, the entire trust fund is to be vested in you unconditionally.”




  “Yes,” she said, “I know that.”




  “There is therefore,” said Mason, “some possibility that your uncle might be placed in a position where he could no longer act to advantage. In other words, we might

  make some legal attack upon his capacity to act as trustee—perhaps show a commingling of trust funds with his own accounts, or something of that sort. It’s rather sketchy, and I’m

  mentioning it to you simply because it seems to be the only possible plan of campaign open to us.”




  She smiled at him and said: “You don’t know my uncle.”




  “Just what do you mean by that?” asked Mason.




  “I mean,” she said, “that my uncle is meticulously careful, and is so obstinate that no power on earth can swerve him from anything he wants to do, or decides that he

  doesn’t want to do. He is entirely self-sufficient.”




  For the first time during the interview, there was some feeling in her voice—a certain bitterness which colored her tone, though her eyes remained calm.




  “Have you any suggestions?” asked Mason, watching her closely.




  “Yes,” she said, “I think that something might be done through Arthur Crinston.”




  “And who,” asked Perry Mason, “is Arthur Crinston?”




  “Arthur Crinston,” she said, “is my uncle’s partner. They are engaged in business together, buying, selling and mortgaging real estate, and buying and selling stocks and

  bonds. Arthur Crinston has more influence with Uncle than any other living person.”




  “And how does he feel toward you?” asked Mason.




  “Very kindly,” she said, and smiled as she said it.




  “Would there be any chance,” asked Mason, slowly, “that Crinston could persuade your uncle to give up the administration of the trust and let you have the entire trust

  fund?”




  “There’s always a chance of anything,” she said, abruptly, getting to her feet. “I’m going to have Mr. Crinston come in and see you.”




  “Sometime tomorrow?” asked Mason.




  “Sometime this afternoon,” she said.




  He regarded his watch. “It’s twenty minutes past four. I close the office at five. Of course I could wait a few minutes.”




  “He’ll be here at quarter of five,” she said.




  “Do you want to telephone from here?” he asked.




  “No, it won’t be necessary.”




  “What,” asked Perry Mason, snapping the question at her without warning, as she stood in the doorway of the office, “did Rob Gleason mean when he said that you were being

  blackmailed?”




  She regarded him with wide, tranquil eyes.




  “I’m sure,” she said, “I haven’t the faintest idea,”—and closed the door.










  Chapter Three




  Arthur Crinston was forty-five, broad shouldered, and affable. He strode across Mason’s private office, with his hand outstretched, and said in a booming voice of ready

  cordiality:




  “Mighty glad to meet you, Mr. Mason. Fran told me that I must come in right away, so I dropped everything to run up.”




  Perry Mason shook hands and surveyed Crinston with his steady, appraising stare.




  “Sit down,” he said.




  Arthur Crinston dropped into the same black leather chair which Frances Celane had occupied, fished a cigar from his pocket, scraped a match across the sole of his shoe, lit the cigar and

  grinned through the smoke at the lawyer.




  “Wants to get married pretty badly, doesn’t she?” he said.




  “You know about that?” asked Perry Mason.




  “Sure,” said Crinston heartily, “I know everything about Fran. In fact, she’s nearer being my niece than Edward’s niece. That is, we get along together and

  understand each other.”




  “Do you think,” asked Mason, “that anything could be done by a talk with Edward Norton?”




  “Talk by whom?” asked Crinston.




  “By you,” Mason suggested.




  Crinston shook his head.




  “By Miss Celane then?” ventured Mason.




  Again Crinston shook his head.




  “No,” he said, “there’s only one person who could talk with Norton and do any good.”




  “And who is that?” asked Mason.




  “You,” said Crinston emphatically.




  The lawyer’s face did not change expression, only his eyes betrayed surprise. “From all I can hear of Mr. Norton’s character,” he said, “I would think my

  interference would be exactly the thing that he would resent.”




  “No it wouldn’t,” said Crinston. “Edward Norton is a peculiar chap. He doesn’t want any sentiment to influence his business judgment. He’s perfectly

  cold-blooded. He’d be far more apt to listen to you making him a purely business and legal proposition, than to either Fran or myself, who would have to talk with him on the ground of

  sentiment.”




  “You’ll pardon me,” said Perry Mason, “but that hardly seems logical.”




  “It doesn’t make any difference how it seems,” said Crinston, grinning, “and I don’t know as it makes any difference whether it’s logical or not. It’s a

  fact. It’s just the character of the man. You’d have to see Norton and talk with him in order to appreciate it.”




  Della Street opened the door from the outer office. “The young lady who was here this afternoon is on the telephone and would like to speak with you,” she said.




  Mason nodded and picked up the French telephone on his desk.




  “Hello,” he said.




  He heard Miss Celane’s voice speaking rapidly.




  “Did Mr. Crinston come there?”




  “Yes. He’s here now.”




  “What does he say?”




  “He suggests that I should interview your uncle.”




  “Well, will you please do so then?”




  “You think I should?”




  “If Arthur Crinston thinks so, yes.”




  “Very well. Sometime tomorrow?”




  “No. Please do it tonight.”




  Mason frowned. “On a matter of this importance,” he said, “I’d prefer to take some time to figure out the best method of approach.”




  “Oh that’s all right,” said the girl. “Arthur Crinston will tell you just what to say. I’ll make an appointment with my uncle for eight thirty this evening.

  I’ll pick you up at your office and drive you out there. I’ll meet you at eight o’clock. Will that be all right?”




  “Hold the line a moment please,” Mason said, and turned to Arthur Crinston.




  “Miss Celane is on the line and thinks I should see her uncle this evening. She says she’ll make an appointment.”




  “That’s fine,” boomed Crinston, “a splendid idea. I don’t know of anything that could be better.”




  Mason said into the receiver: “Very well, Miss Celane. I’ll meet you at my office at eight o’clock, and you can drive me out.”




  He hung up the telephone and stared thoughtfully at Crinston.




  “There’s something strange about this affair,” he commented. “There seems to be a frantic haste on the part of everyone concerned.”




  Arthur Crinston laughed.




  “You don’t know Fran Celane very well,” he said.




  “She seems to be a very calm and very poised young lady,” Mason remarked tonelessly.




  Crinston took the cigar out of his mouth to laugh explosively.




  “You should be enough of a judge of human nature, Mason,” he boomed, “to know that you can’t tell a damned thing about these modern young ladies from the way they appear.

  Don’t ever let her get her temper up. When she gets mad she’s a hell-cat.”




  Mason regarded his visitor unsmilingly.




  “Indeed,” he said, in that same toneless voice.




  “I didn’t mean any offense,” Crinston said, “but you certainly have missed it on Fran Celane. That girl is just plain dynamite.




  “Now, I’ll tell you what I’ll do. If you’re going to see Norton tonight, I’ll run out a little bit in advance of your appointment, and try and soften him up a

  trifle. He’s a peculiar chap. You’ll understand when you see him. He’s all cold-blooded business efficiency.”




  “Will Miss Celane have any difficulty making an appointment for this evening?” asked Mason, watching Crinston shrewdly.




  “Oh no,” said Crinston, “he’s one of these fellows who likes to work nights. He has a regular office fixed up in the house, and he likes to do a lot of night work. He

  makes most of his appointments for afternoons and evenings.”




  He pulled himself to his feet, strode across to the attorney, and extended his hand.




  “Mighty glad I met you,” he said, “and I’ll see if I can soften up Edward Norton a bit before you talk to him.”




  “Have you any suggestions,” asked Mason, “as to the line of argument I should use with him?”




  “None at all,” said Crinston, “except that I would advise you not to make any particular plan of approach. You’ll find that Edward Norton is very much of a law

  unto himself.”




  When Crinston had left, Mason paced back and forth for a few moments, then opened the door of his office, and stepped out into the outer room.




  His private office was in the corner of a suite of offices which included two reception rooms, a law library, a stenographic room, and two private offices.




  Perry Mason employed a typist, Della Street, combination stenographer and secretary, and Frank Everly, a young lawyer who was getting practical experience in Mason’s office.




  Perry Mason strode across the office to the law library, opened the door and nodded to Frank Everly.




  “Frank” he said, “I want you to do something for me, and do it quickly.”




  Everly pushed back a calf-skin book which he had been reading, and got to his feet.




  “Yes sir,” he said.




  “I think,” said Perry Mason, “that a certain Robert Gleason has married a certain Frances Celane. I don’t know just when the marriage took place, but probably it was

  several weeks ago. They’ve tried to cover it up. You’ve got to chase through the licenses to find what you want. Ring up some clerk in the license bureau, arrange to have him wait over

  after hours. They’ll be closing in a few minutes, and you’ve got to work quickly.”




  “Yes, Chief,” said Everly, “when I get the information where do I reach you?”




  “When you get the information,” said Mason, “write out whatever you find, seal it in an envelope, mark it personal and confidential, and put it under the blotter on the desk in

  my private office.”




  “Okay, Chief,” said Everly, and started for the telephone.




  Mason walked back to his private office, hooked his thumbs through the armholes of his vest, and started slowly and rhythmically pacing the floor.










  Chapter Four




  Fran Celane drove the big Packard roadster with a deft touch on the wheel, and skilled foot on the throttle.




  When she had sat in the huge leather chair at the lawyer’s office, she had seemed small, frail and helpless. Now that suggestion of helplessness had gone from her. The hint of the feline

  power in her nature was more pronounced. Her handling of the car was swiftly savage as she sent it hurtling through openings in traffic, coming to abrupt stops when the traffic lights were against

  her, leaping into almost instant speed as she got clear signals. Her face still held a pouting, sulky expression.




  Seated at her side, Perry Mason studied her with eyes that were intent in watchful speculation.




  The girl topped a hill, turned to a winding driveway in a scenic subdivision, and nodded her head in a gesture of indication.




  “There’s the place,” she said, “down at the foot of the hill.”




  Mason looked down the winding road to the big house which showed as a blaze of light.




  “Regular mansion,” he said.




  “Yes,” she answered curtly.




  “Many servants?” he asked.




  “Quite a few: gardener, housekeeper, butler, chauffeur, and secretary.”




  “Would you call the secretary a servant?” asked Mason, watching her profile with mild amusement.




  “I would,” she snapped.




  “Evidently you don’t like him,” Mason remarked.




  She paid no attention to the comment, but swung the car around a curve at sufficient speed to bring a scream of protest from the tires.




  “Incidentally,” went on Perry Mason, “if you’re feeling particularly savage about something, and want to take it out on the car, I’d prefer you let me get out. I

  have to move around in order to make my living. I couldn’t gesture very emphatically to a jury with an arm in a sling.”




  She said: “That’s all right. You might have both legs gone,” and screamed the car into the next turn with an increased speed.




  Mason reached over and shut off the ignition.




  “We won’t have any more of that,” he said.




  She slammed a foot on the brake, turned to him with eyes that were blazing with wrath.




  “Don’t you dare to touch this car when I’m driving it!” she stormed. “Do you hear me, don’t you dare!”




  Perry Mason’s tone was almost casual.




  “Don’t try to show off to me,” he said, “by risking both of our lives. It isn’t at all necessary.”




  “I’m not showing off to you,” she blazed. “I don’t give a damn what you think. I don’t want to be late for our appointment. If we’re as much as

  five minutes late, we’re all through. He won’t see us at all.”




  “I can do you a great deal more good,” said Mason, “if I get there in one piece.”




  She had braked the car from high speed to a dead stop. Now she took her hands from the wheel as she turned to the lawyer with blazing eyes.




  “I’m driving this car,” she said, “and I don’t want you to interfere with me!”




  Suddenly she smiled. “Forgive me,” she said impulsively, “I was wrong and I’m acting like a spoiled child. I guess I was in a hurry, that’s all.”




  Mason remarked complacently: “That’s all right, but you have got a temper, haven’t you?”




  “Of course I have,” she said. “I thought you knew that.”




  “I didn’t,” he said, “until Crinston told me.”




  “Did he tell you?”




  “Yes.”




  “He shouldn’t have.”




  “And my secretary,” he went on, calmly, “told me you were sulky. I thought at first she might have been right. But she wasn’t. You’re not sulky, you’re just

  in a panic, that’s all. You look sulky when you’re frightened.”




  She whirled to face him with half parted lips and startled eyes. Then, wordlessly, she turned back to the road and started the car. Her lips were pressed into a thin line of determined

  silence.
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