   The Case of the Lucky Charm

Perry Mason whistled a sprightly tune as he got out of the elevator on the 9th floor of the Brent Building and headed down the hall to his office.  It was going to be a great day.  Della Street had been gone on vacation for two weeks to visit her cousin in St. Louis and would be setting foot back in Los Angeles at eleven or so from the connecting flight in Las Vegas.  He had wanted to go to the airport to meet her but was due in court and would have to just wait till lunch when she was supposed to meet him at Clay's.  With a smile in his heart he opened his door and hailed Gertie who was sitting behind her desk, an unsual expression on her face made her big eyes even larger.  "Morning Gertie," he waved as he started through the door to Della's office.  

      Gertie was shaking she was so upset, "Oh Mr. Mason... it's just so awful."

      Mason was used to Gertie's flighty personality.  She got so upset when she found out Eddie Fisher left Debbie Reynolds she had to go home for the afternoon so he imagined it was something that trivial.  Normally Della dealt with Gertie's obsessions.  He paused, "Let me guess, you're wondering how Desi is going to get along without Lucy again?"

      She shook her head, wondered if she should be the one to say anything but then blurted it out, "No, the plan crash.  No one survived."

      "Oh," he mouthed and started back to his thinking.  He had gotten all the way to his desk, sat down, and glanced at Della's empty chair when he realized what Gertie had said.  He started to yell for his receptionist but she had followed; the look on her face so open and revealing that he didn't have to have all the details.  "When?"

      "About half an hour ago.  They said that right after take off the plane just went out of control.  No one survived.  What do I do Mr. Mason?  I just can't believe that Miss Street's gone and won't be back..."

      Perry stopped any sane thought.  His mind was so numb he could barely feel the desk chair arms clutched in his white knuckled grasp.  Gertie tried to speak to him again, but he apparently looked so dreadful that she rushed out the private door and down the hall to the Drake Detective Agency.  If anyone could talk to Mason, Paul Drake could.  Perry was still sitting holding onto the chair arms for dear life when Paul ran into the room.  He took one look at his friend and ordered, "Get him a drink Gertie."

     Drake shook Perry to try to get him out of the state he was in, "Perry, snap out of it.  Tell me what happened?"

      "I don't know," Mason managed with a shaky breath. "Gertie says there was a plane crash."

      "What flight was Della supposed to be on?" Drake asked wanting to be sure before he panicked.  

      "Uh... flight... I don't know.  It was the 11 am flight from St. Louis.  I think she... Della had a note somewhere about the times," he fumbled around at his desk dazedly.  

      Drake rushed out to Della's desk to rifle through it looking for anything as Gertie hurried in with the stiff drink of bourbon to set in front of Mason.  Drake hollered, "Gertie, what was Della's flight number?"

      "Flight 242," the receptionist recalled.  

      "And the flight that went down?" Drake asked dreading the answer.

      "Flight 242... oh Mr. Drake it's just awful..." she sobbed.

      Drake grabbed her by the upper arm, "Listen, you pull yourself together. I don't care how you do it but you're gonna have to run the office right now.  I need all the information you can get me--call the airport, get passenger lists, the whole thing.  Can you do that?"

      The blonde nodded trying to suck up the tears that were spilling down her cheeks.  

      Paul went back to Perry who had at least changed positions.  He had his elbows rested on the desk, head resting on his palms.  The bourbon sat untouched.  Drake could hear the shaky sounds of breathing.  "I've got Gertie finding out everything.  Come on, you need to drink this," Paul urged and pushed the tumbler forward.  

      Perry shook his head, "I can't go into court full of bourbon... I gotta go into court.  Paul, Della's not... she can't be... I need her here, not gone forever." 

      Drake was at a loss.  He had no idea how to help.  He tried to remember what Perry had done when his wife got killed.  Perry'd sent Della to talk to him.  The sudden reality that one of the closest friends he had was gone hit him hard like a punch in the gut.  Mason's watery blue eyes met Drake's and all hope of remaining indestructible left the building.  The attorney leaned into the desk for support but felt like he was tumbling and just as out of control as the tears that were pouring down his cheeks.  

      Time flew or stopped, which he wasn't certain but Paul's voice tried to talk to him through a long tunnel, "Perry, do you want Jackson to go into court today?"

      Mason shook his head.  Jackson was a good research and go to man but he was insecure in a court setting.  He lacked the bulldog tenacity Mason had and the ability to think fast on his feet when given new evidence.  Jackson liked it all spelled out in black and white and rehearsed before he said it.  Mason rarely used notes.  Fred Marin was reliant on Perry Mason, the great Perry Mason, to get him off for first degree murder.  “You could ask for a continuance,” Drake tried again. 


Mason shook his head, “No, no, no…  What would I say:  your honor I can’t be in court today because I’m unable to control my grief at losing my… losing Della.  I can’t do that.”


“Why not?” Drake pressed.  “Perry, Burger’ll understand, hell he’d probably suggest it for himself.”


“I can’t show weakness in front of a jury.  It’s sudden death for a case,” Perry replied weakly.  It was true.  He always had to control his emotions to sway the jury to his thinking.  On occasion Burger’s temper had gotten the worst of the situation and had caused a hiccup in his prosecution that had given the defense an edge.  


“That’s precisely why you need to ask for a continuance.  You can’t go like this,” Paul insisted.  


Mason nodded.  Paul was right, but on the other hand he was right.  Somewhere in time Della Street would have told him that the reason Mason was so exhausted after a case was because he threw body and soul into every one of them and fought tooth and nail to get his clients a fair trial.  That’s what he’d have to do.  He’d have to summon something of that soul to do his client justice.  It was just so hard, the hardest thing he’d have to do to fathom never seeing her, hearing her voice, feeling her touch… If he could just have something of hers forever…  He looked up, a sense of purpose in his eyes again.  He started opening the desk drawers and the console behind his desk, nothing.  Getting up he strode into Della’s office and jerked open the drawers, file cabinets…  Paul followed him, “What are you doing?”


Mason didn’t say anything, just kept going through the office like a thief.  Della’d left a coat in the closet in case it rained and he tore through the pockets.  He found a linen handkerchief monogrammed DS with the scent she wore on it.  He breathed in deeply, allowed the scent to bring an image to his mind of the most beautiful woman in the world to him.  How many times had she come to him in real life and now would only be in his dreams and his real life would be a nightmare.  The perfume calmed him, gave him a center, and his mind began to clear:  he had one fact about Fred Marin that the prosecution hadn’t brought up yet.  Everything would hinge on that.  He focused on that fact. He had to get Fred Marin off.  He had to shove everything else out of his mind to get it done.  Tenderly he folded the now damp handkerchief and put it in his inside pocket.  She’d be with him like she always was and always would be.  

It was full dark out by the time Mason drug himself back to the office.  It was nearly seven o’clock and no one else was left in the office.  If Perry’d have cared he would have noticed the overflowing trash can next to Gertie’s switchboard.  She’d gone through three boxes of tissue while trying to keep the office going but she’d managed to do it.  Vases of condolence flowers had started to come in and were sitting about. He went straight through to his office, tossed the briefcase on the couch where it bounced onto the floor, papers strewn without care.  Mason sat wearily at his desk.  Fred Marin was a free man.  He’d pulled every trick in his hat.  At one point Perry lost track of what he was doing, as if he’d left his own body and some spirit had taken over.  But that spirit had done everything brilliantly, and now Mason had nothing to keep his mind from grieving again.  He should go home, he thought.  But the effort it would take to get up, walk to the door, and leave was so great he couldn’t even consider managing it.  Pulling the handkerchief out of his inner pocket he let the scent lull him to some form of calm again and laid his head down on the desk from sheer exhaustion.  Within moments he was asleep.

“Perry.”  


He moaned, the voice continued to torture him, “Perry… are you ill?”

He was being shaken and he assumed it was Paul or someone else.  Annoyed he growled as he looked up, “Leave me alone.”  


Della Street cocked her head, “Oh that’s fine, I figured you’d be happy to see me since I was seven hours late getting home, but if you’re not…”


Mason grabbed her hand.  It was solid.  He pinched himself.  It hurt.  There was a wild look in his eye, “You… where have you been?”

Della was confused, “St. Louis.”


He shook his head, “No, no, where have you been today, all day?”


She sighed, “I missed the plane connection in Las Vegas and had to take the train to get here.  I know I should have called but I had ten minutes to get from the airport to the train depot before the train left and just didn’t have time.  I didn’t even get to claim my luggage before I left.  I just hope…”


She had to stop talking because her mouth was busy being kissed, hard and long.  His grip threatened to bend her in two and she protested a little at the tight squeeze.  He buried his face in her hair, “Della… don’t ever leave me…”


“Perry, what is this?” she asked deciding she might start demanding an explanation.  


He looked down at her, tears of relief were pouring down his face.  She started to get scared at the sight, “Perry, what’s wrong?”


“Absolutely nothing now.  Gertie told me the flight you were supposed to be on went down, no one survived.”


“Then all day you’ve believed I’ve been dead?” she realized.  But Gertie wasn’t always the font of accurate information, “Did the plane crash?”


“Yes, Paul checked everything out.  As far as we knew you were gone forever…” Perry said and took Della’s face in his hands to stare deep into her eyes, he started to sob.  

She wrapped her arms around him, hugged him hard, “But I’m not gone, I’m here, and I’m fine.”  
“Thank God.  I’ve never been so lost in my life.  The only way I made it in court was to have a piece of you with me.”

“A piece of me?” she asked.  It sounded so gruesome, and she was half-afraid to say, “You didn’t have Paul go out and get some chunk of person from the crash did you?”

“No, this,” he chuckled.  It was so totally absurd now that he could laugh about it.  He handed her the handkerchief.  “I don’t think I could have handled being in public without it.”

Della could feel how scared he’d been.  She’d never seen him like this before.  She sighed a little shakily, not because he was scared but that she suddenly realized how close she’d come to dying.  It was a little heady and she leaned into him for support.  He held onto her grateful to just touch her again.  “It’s hard to believe all those people… there were a couple of kids on the flight.  I saw them when we were waiting in line.  They were just little dolls,” she started to cry at the idea and Mason kissed her cheek. 
“I thought you missed the flight?” Mason asked, confused.  

She nodded, “I had a long layover—three hours—and after I checked my bags in I decided to sort of look around, see what Vegas had to offer in the morning.  I had gone to a casino that was only a few minutes away by taxi and did a little gambling, enjoyed the atmosphere, and then got to the airport in plenty of time to get on the flight.  I was sitting there when I realized I had lost that charm bracelet you’d gotten me and I went to look for it.  I left messages at the lost and found and remembered that I had gotten caught on something at the casino and figured that was probably where it came off.  I thought I had time to actually go and check but I forgot about the trains.  The taxi was sitting at the tracks and a train going through when I saw the plane go overhead.  I knew there was no use trying to catch another one before six in the afternoon so I had the taxi drop me off at the train station.  I got there just in time to get a seat.  I suppose if I’d tried to fly out I’d have heard about the crash and called to tell you I was fine, but on the train I didn’t hear anything.  Couldn’t have called if I had.”  
“Did you find your bracelet?” Mason asked.  

“Mm-hmm, it was at the casino.  The clasp is broken but I can get it repaired.  I guess it’s my lucky charm now,” she mused thinking that losing it saved her life.  

Mason shook his head, “No, it’s my lucky charm.  It brought you back to me after all.” 


Della laid her head on his chest, it had been a tiring trip and both of them were exhausted.  “You want to take the corpse to dinner?”


Perry laughed and then realized, “We’d better make a few phone calls first.  I’m sure Gertie’s told half of Los Angeles you’re dead and there’s Paul… he’ll have to know or he’ll faint dead away seeing you sitting here.”


Della went over to the phone, dialed an outside line and waited for someone to pick up the line.  Paul’s voice sounded strained, like he had a sinus cold, “Drake Detective Agency, Paul Drake speaking.”

“Paul Drake, this is the Perry Mason Law Office, Della Street speaking...” she stopped as she heard the receiver being dropped.  Running steps in the hallway prompted Mason to jerk open the private door in time to have Paul Drake skid through and grin widely, “Della?”  


“In the flesh,” she smiled and laughed as he whirled her around the office shoes flying off in the rush.  


“Where have you been?” he finally managed when he set her down. 


“Some detective…  I missed the flight, took the train in,” she reported succinctly.  


Paul was so happy he was practically delirious, “Let’s go celebrate, biggest party, on me.  Anything your heart desires darlin’.  Just as long as you’re with us and don’t ever leave ever, ever again.”  


“Was Perry that hard to get along with?” she asked amazed. 


“Who was talking about Perry?  I was talking about me.  He’s not the only one who loves you, you know,” the tall silver-haired detective revealed.    


“You two know how to make a girl feel good.  We’d better call Gertie.  It’ll take half an hour to get her convinced I’m still alive and then I’ll spend the rest of the night having the time of my life,” Della joked and dialed the receptionist.  

Perry whispered, “My lucky charm.” 


Paul hadn’t quite heard him, “What?”


Mason laughed, looked down at the bit of cloth he’d used to hold onto his sanity and tucked it into his pocket.  “Just realizing how very lucky I am, how lucky we both are.”  


