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  Chapter One


  TWO PERSONS IN THE CITY HAD THE NUMBER OF PERRY Masons private, unlisted telephone. One was Della Street, Masons
  secretary, and the other Paul Drake, head of the Drake Detective Agency.


  It was early in March, a blustery night with rain pelting at intervals against the windows. Wind howled around the cornices and fought its way through the narrow openings in the windows to
  billow the lace curtains of Masons apartment into weird shapes which alternately blossomed into white ghosts, collapsed, and dropped limply back against the casements.


  Mason fought off the heavy lethargy of that deep sleep which comes during the first part of the night, to grope for the ringing telephone.


  The instrument momentarily eluded his sleep-deadened fingers.


  Masons right hand found the chain which dangled from the light over his bed. At the same time, his left, reaching for the telephone, became entangled with the cord and knocked the
  instrument to the floor.


  Now thoroughly awake, he retrieved the telephone, placed the receiver to his ear, and said, My gosh, Della, why dont you go to bed at a decent hour?


  A mans voice said, Mr. Mason?


  Surprised, Mason said, Yes. Who is it?


  The voice said crisply, You are talking with Cash.


  Mason sat up in bed, bolstering himself against the pillow. Thats nice, he said. Hows Carry?


  For a moment the voice was puzzled. Carrie? it asked. I dont know to whom you refer.


  Come, come, Mason said amiably. If youre Cash, you must know Carry.


  Oh, a pun, the voice said with the offended dignity of a man who has no sense of humor. I didnt understand at first.


  What, Mason asked, do you want?


  I want to come to your office.


  And I, Mason said, want to stay in bed.


  The man at the other end of the line said, carefully clipping his words, I have two one-thousand-dollar bills in my wallet, Mr. Mason. If you will come to your office and accept the
  employment I have to offer, I will give you those two one-thousand-dollar bills as a retainer. I will also arrange for a further payment of ten thousand dollars whenever you are called upon to take
  any action in my behalf.


  Murder? Mason asked.


  The voice hesitated for a moment, then said, No.


  Let me have your full name.


  Im sorry. Thats impossible.


  Mason said irritably, It only costs ten cents to put through a telephone call and talk big money. Before I go to the office I want to know with whom Im dealing.


  After a moments hesitation, the voice said, This is John L. Cragmore.


  Where do you live?


  5619 Union Drive.


  Mason said, Okay. Itll take me twenty minutes to get there. Can you be there by that time?


  Yes, the man said, and added courteously, Thank you for coming, Mr. Mason, and hung up the telephone.


  Mason scrambled out of bed, closed the windows, and picked up the telephone directory. There was no Cragmore listed at the address given on Union Drive.


  Mason dialed the number of the Drake Detective Agency. A night operative said in a bored monotone, Drake Detective Agency.


  Mason talking, the lawyer said crisply. I have an appointment in twenty minutes at my office. The man will probably drive up in a car. Put an operative at each end of the
  block. Check the license numbers of any cars that park anywhere in the block. Get all the dope you can, and have it ready when I call. Ill drop in at your place just before I go to my
  office.


  Mason hung up the telephone, stripped off his pajamas, and hurriedly pulled on his clothes, noticing as he dressed that his wrist watch gave the hour as ten minutes past midnight. He ran a comb
  through the tangled mass of hair, struggled into a raincoat, gave a hasty look about the apartment, and paused to telephone the night clerk to have the hotel garage deliver his car. He switched off
  the lights, pulled the door shut, and rang for the elevator.


  The Negro elevator boy looked at him curiously. Rainin powful hard, Mista Mason.


  Cats and dogs? Mason asked.


  The boy flashed white teeth. No, suh. Ducks and drakes. You goin out some place, suh?


  There is, Mason announced, no rest for the wicked.


  The boy rolled his eyes. Meanin yous wicked? he asked.


  No, Mason said with a grin, as the elevator slid to a smooth stop at the lobby floor. My clients are.


  He greeted the night clerk on duty at the desk, said, You got my message through to the garage man?


  Yes, Mr. Mason. Your car will be waiting. Pretty wild night.


  Mason nodded absently, tossed his key to the desk, and strode across to the stairway which led to the garage, the skirts of his raincoat kicked about by the long strides of his legs. The clerk
  watched him curiously, the extent of his interest shown by the manner in which he weighed Masons key in his hand before placing it in the proper receptacle.


  The lawyer acknowledged the greeting of the garage man, slid in behind the wheel of his big coupe, and sent it roaring up the spiral ramp of the garage. As he left the shelter of the garage, the
  wind swooped down upon him. Sheeted rain beat solidly on the body of the car, streamed down the windshield. Mason turned on the windshield wiper, shifted cautiously into second, and eased the
  wheels through the curb-high flood at the gutter.


  The headlights reflected back from miniature geysers of water mushrooming up from the pavement ahead. Mason eased the car into high gear and settled down to the chore of driving through the
  rain-swept, all but deserted streets.


  He noticed that there were no cars parked in the block in front of his office building. Over in the parking station, where Mason rented a regular stall, were two of the nondescript cars of the
  Drake Detective Agency, and no others. He parked and locked his automobile, and stepped out into the storm. Rain beat against his face, cascaded in rivulets from his raincoat, spattered against his
  ankles. Mason, who detested umbrellas, shoved his hands down deep into the pockets of his raincoat, lowered his head against the force of the storm, and sloshed through the puddles which had
  collected in the parking place, to push against the swinging door in the lighted lobby of his office building.


  Streaks of moisture which seemed fresh indicated that others were there ahead of him. He paused at the elevator, rang the night bell which summoned the janitor, and waited for a full minute
  before the sleepy-eyed Swede, who had charge of the basement and night elevators, brought a cage up to the lobby floor.


  Some rain, the janitor said, and yawned.


  Mason crossed over to look at the register which persons entering the building at night must sign. Anyone for me, Ole? he asked.


  Not yet, the janitor said. Maybe she rain so much they dont come on schedule.


  Someone down from Drakes office a few minutes ago? Mason asked.


  Yah.


  Still out? Mason inquired.


  No. He comes back oop.


  No one else been in in the meantime?


  No.


  The janitor missed the floor by six inches with the elevator, and Mason said, Thats good enough, Ole.


  The sliding doors rolled smoothly back, and Mason stepped out into the semi-darkness of the long corridor. He walked rapidly to where the corridor made a T, but in place of turning left to his
  own office, turned right toward the oblong of illumination which marked the frosted glass door of the Drake Detective Agency. He pushed open this door and crossed a small waiting room just large
  enough to accommodate an open bench and two straight-back chairs.


  Behind an arch-shaped, grilled window marked Information, the night switchboard operator looked up, nodded, and pressed the button which released the catch on the swinging
  door.


  Near a radiator, an undersized man was trying to dry the bottoms of his trousers. A soggy felt hat and a glistening raincoat hung on a rack near the radiator.


  Hello, Curly, Mason said. Did you give up?


  Give up, the operative asked, looking ruefully down at his wet shoes. What do you mean, give up?


  Ole says no one came up.


  Yeah, the operative said. What Ole doesnt know would fill a book.


  Then someone came in?


  Yeah. Two of em.


  How did they get up?


  The man, Curly said, pulled out a key ring, unlocked the door of one of the elevators, switched on the lights, and whisked himself and the woman up here just as neat as a
  pin. By the time I got up, the cage was there with the door locked and the lights out.


  Did Ole notice it? Mason asked, interested.


  No. He was too sleepy. Hes having a hard time keeping his eyes open.


  Then theres a man and a woman on this floor?


  Uh huh.


  How long ago?


  Theyve been waiting about five minutes. Gosh, I wish youd pick clear nights for your shadowing jobs. I felt like a guy trapped in a sunken submarine.


  Where did you pick them up?


  They came in a car. The man was driving. He dropped the woman in front of the lobby. Then he drove on and turned the corner. I figured he was parking the car, so I took it easy, tailed
  him into the building, and up to this floor.


  How about the automobile?


  I got the license number and checked on the registration. Its owned by Robert Peltham of 3212 Oceanic. I checked up on him in the telephone directory. Hes listed as an
  architect.


  Mason thoughtfully took a cigarette case from his pocket, scraped a match on the side of the radiator, and began smoking. How about the girl?


  Theres something funny about her, Curly said. I call her a girl. I dont know. She was a jane. Thats all I know. Shes all bundled up in a big
  black raincoat. She walks like her shoes were two sizes too big for her feet, and she kept a newspaper over her face.


  A newspaper? Mason asked.


  Uh huh. When she got out of the car, she put a newspaper up over her head as though to protect her hat, but I noticed she had the newspaper held over her face when they went up in the
  elevator. And thats the last Ive seen of them.


  Theyre on this floor?


  The cage is.


  Mason said, Find out all you can about Peltham.


  Im working on it, Curly said. Got an operative on the job now. Do you want me to report at your office?


  No, Mason said. Ill get in touch with you. In about fifteen minutes youd better come in my office and get a drink of whiskeyunless Paul keeps a bottle
  in his desk.


  Thanks a lot, Mr. Mason. Ill be in.


  Mason said, Ill do better than that. Ill put the bottle on a desk in the entrance room, and leave the door unlocked.


  Gee, thatll be swell. Thanks.


  Masons heels pounded echoes from the silent walls as he marched down the corridor toward the end of the passage where he had his office.


  He saw no one, heard no sound save the pound of his own footfalls. He unlocked the door of the reception office, left it unlatched, and walked on into his private office. He opened the drawer of
  his desk, found a pint of whiskey, and was just placing it on the desk used by the information clerk when the door opened and a thinnish man in the late thirties said, Mr. Mason, I
  presume?


  Mason nodded.


  Im Peltham.


  Mason raised his eyebrows. I thought the name was Cragmore, he said.


  It was, Peltham observed dryly, but several things have caused me to change it.


  May I ask what those things are? Mason asked.


  Peltham smiled, a frosty gesture of the lips. To begin with, he said, I was followed from the time I parked my car. It was cleverly donebut I was followed just the
  same. I notice that the office of the Drake Detective Agency is on this floor. After you came up in the elevator, you went down to that office and were there for some five minutes. I notice that
  you are now placing a bottle of whiskey on your desk where it can be picked up. Under the circumstances, Mr. Mason, well abandon our little subterfuge. The name is Peltham, and we
  wont bother beating around the bush. Youve won the first trick rather neatlybut dont overbid your hand.


  Mason said, Come in, and indicated the door to his private office. Youre alone? he asked.


  You know Im not.


  Whos the woman, Mason asked; that is, does she enter into the case?


  Well talk about that.


  Mason indicated a chair, slipped out of his raincoat, shook drops from the brim of his hat, and settled back in the big swivel chair behind the desk.


  His visitor gravely took out a wallet. I suppose, Mr. Mason, he said, extracting two one-thousand-dollar bills, that when I said Id pay you two thousand dollars for
  taking this case, you hardly expected to see the color of my money so soon.


  He didnt hand Mason the two one-thousand-dollar bills, but held them in his hand as though just ready to place them on the edge of Masons desk.


  What, Mason asked, is the case?


  There isnt any.


  Mason raised his eyebrows.


  I, Peltham said, am in trouble.


  You are?


  Yes.


  Exactly what is it?


  Peltham said, I dont want you to bother about that. I have my own ways of handling those things. What I want you to do is to protect her.


  From what? Mason asked.


  From everything.


  And who is she?


  Peltham said, First I want to know whether youll accept the employment.


  Id have to know more about it, Mason told him.


  What, for instance?


  Exactly what you think is going to happenwhat you want her protected against.


  Peltham lowered his eyes to study the carpet for several thoughtful seconds.


  Shes here, Mason said. Why not bring her in?


  Peltham raised his eyes to Mason. Understand this, Mr. Mason, he said. No one must ever know the identity of this woman.


  Why?


  Its dynamite.


  What do you mean?


  Simply that if it was known this woman had any connection with me, it would raise the very devil all around. It would bring about the very situation Im trying to avoid.


  What, Mason asked, is she to you?


  Peltham said steadily, Shes everything to me.


  Do I understand you want me to represent some woman, but Im not to know who she is?


  Exactly.


  Mason laughed. Good Lord, man! You seem entirely sober and in possession of your senses.


  I am.


  But youre asking the impossible. I cant represent a client unless I know who she is.


  Peltham got up from the chair. He walked gravely across to the exit door which led from Masons private office to the corridor. He said, Pardon me, Mr. Mason, if I seem to take a
  liberty. He clicked back the spring lock on the door and stepped out into the corridor. Mason could hear low-voiced conversation, and a few moments later the door opened and Peltham ushered
  a woman into the room.


  She was garbed in a dark raincoat, buttoned up around the throat, which stretched almost to the ground and concealed all of her figure. It was a voluminous coat either cut for a person several
  sizes larger or else it had originally been a part of a mans wardrobe. She wore a small, close-fitting hat which nestled well down on her head. The upper part of her face was concealed by a
  mask, through which sparkling dark eyes held a twinkle that was almost a glitter.


  Come in, dear, and sit down, Peltham said.


  The woman walked calmly across the office to seat herself in the chair opposite the lawyer. Her chin, the tip of her nose, and the full-bodied crimson lips indicated youth, but there was nothing
  else about her to give a clue to her age or appearance. She sat motionless in the chair, her hands concealed in black gloves. She did not cross her knees, but sat with her feet flat on the floor.
  Those feet were encased in galoshes which were evidently a size too large.


  Good evening, Mason said.


  She might not have heard him. Her eyesdark, glittering, and restlessstared through the eyeholes in the mask.


  Mason quite evidently began to enjoy the bizarre situation. Outside the dark windows of the office, wind-driven rain pelted against the glass, lending a semblance of fitting background to the
  situation.


  Peltham was the one person in the office who seemed to see nothing unusual in the conference. He once more took from his pocket a pin-seal wallet. From it he took a bank note. This, Mr.
  Mason, he said, is a ten-thousand-dollar bill. Perhaps you would care to examine it to see that it is genuine.


  He passed the bill across to the lawyer who looked it over and silently handed it back.


  Have you a pair of scissors, dear? Peltham asked.


  The woman wordlessly opened a black purse and took out a pair of curved manicure scissors. She handed these to Peltham who took them and walked over to Masons desk. He held the bill in
  his left hand, the scissors in his right.


  With the careful touch of a man whose hands are trained to do exactly what he wants them to do, he cut the bill in two pieces by a series of curved segments.


  With the last snip of the small scissors, a piece of the bill representing about one-third of its area fluttered to Masons desk.


  Peltham returned the scissors to the masked woman. He held the two sections of the ten-thousand-dollar bill so that Mason could see they fitted perfectly, then he presented the larger portion of
  the bill to the woman, and dropped the smaller portion on top of the two one-thousand-dollar bills, which he shoved across the desk to Mason.


  There you are, he said. I dont want a receipt. Your words good. Youll never know this womans identity unless it becomes necessary for you to know
  it in order to protect her interests. At that time, shell give you the rest of this ten-thousand-dollar bill. That will be her introduction. You can paste the two halves together, take it
  down to your bank, and deposit it. In that way, your fee will be guaranteed, and therell be no chance of an impostor imposing on you.


  Suppose someone else should get that other half of the bill?


  No one will.


  Mason looked across at the woman. You understand what Mr. Peltham is asking of me? he asked.


  She nodded.


  I take it that you knew what he had in mind when he came here?


  Again she nodded.


  And youre satisfied to have me accept employment under those conditions?


  Again there was a nod.


  Mason straightened in his chair, turned to Peltham, and said, All right. Sit down. Lets get down to brass tacks. . . . You want me to represent this woman. I dont know who
  she is. Perhaps tomorrow morning someone will walk in and ask me to take a case. Ill accept the employment. Later on, this woman will announce that shes the adverse party in that
  case, and hand me the rest of this ten-thousand-dollar bill. Id then find myself retained on both sides of the same case.


  I think that explains my position. I cant do it. What you ask is impossible. Im interested, but I cant do it.


  Peltham raised his left hand to his head. The tips of his fingers massaged the left temple. He was silent for an interval. All right, he said at length. Heres how
  well get around that. Youre free to take any case except one that involves matters in which I am apparently directly or indirectly interested. If such a case should come to your
  office, you will get my permission before you accept the employment.


  How can I get that permission? Mason asked. In other words, how can I get in touch with you? Will you be instantly available?


  Again Peltham rubbed his temple for several seconds of thoughtful deliberation. Then he said, No.


  All right, Mason said impatiently. That leaves us right back where we started.


  No, it doesnt. Theres another way.


  What is it?


  You can put an ad in the Contractors Journal in the personal column. You will address it simply to P, and sign it with the single initial, M. You will
  ask in that ad if there is any objection to your accepting employment on behalf of the person calling on you.


  That, Mason said, wouldnt be fair to my other clients. Clients dont care to have their names broadcast in the personal columns of a newspaper.


  Dont mention that person by name, Peltham said. Take the telephone directory, list the number of the page, the column, and the position of the name in that column.
  For instance, if its a person on page 1000 of the telephone directory, the fourth name down from the top in the third column, you will simply say, If I accept employment for 1000-3-4,
  would I be in danger of handling a case against you?


  And youll answer it?


  If I dont answer it within forty-eight hours, Peltham said, you may consider yourself free to accept the employment.


  And how, Mason asked, will I know about your affairs? I take it, you have somewhat diversified business interests. I may not know . . .


  Peltham interrupted. For the first time, there was in his voice evidence of mental tension. Youll know by tomorrow, he said, that is, if you read the
  newspapers.


  Mason said, Its goofy. It doesnt make sense.


  Peltham indicated the two thousand dollars on the desk. Theres two thousand dollars, he said. That money is paid over to you with no questions asked. I dont
  want a receipt. Ill take your word. Ninety-nine chances out of a hundred you wont have to turn a finger. That money will be velvet. But if you should become active on behalf of this
  woman, you will then automatically receive the additional ten thousand dollars.


  Mason said, with finality, Ill take you up on that proposition on one condition.


  Whats the condition?


  That Ill use my best efforts to be fair. Ill act in the highest good faith. If I make a mistake, and find myself involved, I have the right to return the two thousand
  dollars and wipe the matter off the books as effectively as though wed never had this conversation.


  Peltham glanced inquiringly at the masked woman.


  She shook her head vigorously.


  Mason said, Thats my proposition. Take it or leave it.


  Peltham looked about him at the walls of the office. His eyes fastened on the door to the law library. Could we, he asked, go in there for a moment?


  Go right ahead, Mason said, and then added, Are you afraid to have me hear this womans voice?


  It was Peltham who started to answer the question, but the vigorous nodding of the womans head gave Mason his answer.


  The lawyer laughed. Go ahead, he said. After all, its your show. Im just sitting in the wings.


  In a twelve-thousand-dollar seat, Peltham said with some feeling. Its bank night as far as youre concerned, Mr. Mason, and youve won the
  jackpot.


  Mason indicated the door of the law library with a gesture. Go ahead, he said. Im going to be back in bed within thirty minutes. You have my proposition. Take it or
  leave it.


  Peltham crossed over to her chair. Come, dear, he said.


  She arose with some reluctance. He cupped his hand under her elbow, and they walked across the office, her raincoat rustling as she walked.


  The galoshes gave her a somewhat awkward gait. The raincoat, hanging loosely from her shoulders, gave no indication of the contours of her figure, but there was something in her gait which
  showed that she was young and lithe.


  Mason pinched out his cigarette, tilted back in the chair, crossed his ankles on the corner of the desk, and waited.


  They were back in less than three minutes. Your proposition is accepted, Peltham said. I only ask that you use the highest good faith.


  Ill do the best I can, Mason said, and thats all I can promise.


  For a moment, it seemed that Peltham was about to put more cards on the table. His face twisted with expression as he leaned forward across Masons desk. Look here, he said,
  in a voice harsh with emotionand then caught himself.


  Mason waited.


  Peltham took a deep breath. Mr. Mason, he said, I wouldnt do this if it werent absolutely necessary. For two hours now, Ive been racking my brain trying
  to find some method of accomplishing what I want to accomplish without undoing everything in the process. If it were ever surmised by anyone that this woman and I had any connection, it would . . .
  it would . . . it would be absolutely ruinous to all concerned. I must keep her out of that at any costno matter what it costs. Do you understand?


  I cant understand the necessity for all this hodgepodge, Mason said. After all, you could afford to be frank with me. I dont betray the secrets of my clients.
  I respect them. If this young woman wants to take off her mask and . . .


  Thats impossible, Peltham snapped. Ive worked out the only scheme which will give us all protection.


  You dont trust me? Mason asked.


  Suppose, Peltham countered, that you happened to have information which the police considered vital evidence. Would you be justified in withholding it?


  Id protect the interests of a client, Mason said. Im a lawyer. A clients communications are confidential.


  Pelthams voice was determined. No, he said shortly. This is the only way.


  Mason looked at him curiously. You evidently have made elaborate preparations for this interview.


  What do you mean?


  The elevator for instance.


  Peltham dismissed the matter with a gesture. Whenever I do anything, he said, I lay my plans carefully and well in advance. I have watched your career with interest. Months
  ago I decided that if I ever needed a lawyer, Id call on you. It may interest you to know, Mr. Mason, that I drew the plans for this building when it was constructedand that at the
  present time, I own a controlling stock interest in it. Come, dear.


  She arose and silently started for the exit door.


  Mason, thinking perhaps he could surprise her into letting him hear her voice, called banteringly, Good night, Miss Mysterious.


  She turned. He saw her lips tremble in a nervous smile. She made him a slight curtsy, and wordlessly left the office.


  Mason pocketed the two one-thousand-dollar bills. He looked at the fragment of the ten-thousand-dollar bill, and chuckled. Walking over to the safe, he spun the combination, opened the door,
  unlocked the drawer, opened it, held his hand over it for a moment, and then noisily closed the drawer and clanged the door of the safe shut. He snapped the bolt home, and twisted the
  combination.


  But the fragment of the ten-thousand-dollar bill had not been dropped into the drawer of the safe. Instead he had unobtrusively slipped it into his trousers pocket.


  He walked over to the hat tree, put on his wet hat, got into his raincoat, looked out into the outer office, and made certain that the bottle of whiskey he had placed on the desk was no longer
  there. He locked the door of the reception room and switched out the lights. He returned to his private office and went to the exit door. As he had surmised, Peltham had left this door unlocked,
  the spring lock being held back with a catch.


  Mason dropped the catch, releasing the lock, switched out the lights, and went out into the echoing corridor.


  He noticed that the locked, dark elevator was still on the seventh floor. He rang the elevator bell, and after a few moments, the janitor came shooting upward in the cage.


  Mason indicated the dark elevator. One of your elevators stalled on this floor? he asked.


  The janitor stepped out of the cage to stare at the elevator. Ay be a son of a gun, he said in an astounded voice which seemed to Mason to be thoroughly genuine.


  Mason entered the lighted elevator. Okay, Ole, he said. Lets go.
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