The Case of the Scarlet Lady (1949)

Perry Mason tried not to stare.  Della normally wore fashionable clothes that accentuated her personality to a tee.  But lately she’d chosen dark grays, browns, and plain ordinary black.  While always classic, they just didn’t match his idea of the bright and vivacious Della Street.  Perry stopped working, turned in his chair so that he could watch her work at her desk across the room.  She’d changed her hair as well, it looked more… subdued.  Finally, he had to ask, “Della, did someone die?” 


“No,” she answered and went back to her work.  


“I thought that the time for wearing plain clothing was over now that the war ended,” he commented. 


Della glanced over at him, “No, I mean, I just decided to wear… business clothes.”

“Business?  You look like an undertaker’s secretary,” Mason declared.  “Just last week you had that new red suit.  You looked stunning in it.”


“Thank you for the compliment but I decided that red was not a good color for a serious legal secretary,” she informed.  


Mason squinted at her, picked a cigarette out of the box and lit it, “Okay, give, who told you red wasn’t your color?”


“No one,” she replied and realizing she wasn’t going to get any work done until she explained she sighed and turned away from her typewriter to look at him, “Judge Fenwick liked it very much.”


Perry nearly choked on the cigarette smoke, “He’s nearly 80 years old.” 


“He’s still got eyes hasn’t he?”


“Well yeah, but surely just because a judge pays you a compliment wouldn’t make you take to sack cloth and ashes.  What else?”


“After you lost the case one of the female jurists came up to me, asked me about the suit.  She said she just couldn’t take her eyes off it,” she explained but Mason still stared at her blankly.  “Don’t you see?  If she was paying attention to me it meant she wasn’t paying attention to you, and you lost the case because of me,” she reasoned.    


Mason got up, went over to lean across Della Street’s desk, tipped her chin up, “Della, we lost the case because I screwed up.  What you wore only made it a more pleasurable experience for everyone watching.”

“But chief…”


“Chief pays your salary, chief wants you to look as beautiful as possible so you can dazzle them when we go to court, and chief wants you to wear the red suit,” when she started to protest he continued, “Think of it this way: we want to look confident and innocent in court.  If you dress like that and I’m in a dark suit and the client is in a dark suit we’ll look like a troupe of guilty people.  When you wear bright colors, snazzy suits, and pretty dresses it gives the impression that you haven’t a care in the world and your boss is so confident that his client is not guilty of whatever he’s accused of.  Don’t you see, you don’t just sit at the defense table taking notes.  You’re a vital part of the defense itself.”  

“I suppose when you put it that way...” she conceded and suddenly chuckled.  


“What?”


Della stopped laughing long enough to say, “I just saw you in the most delightful pink suit with a lavender tie…”  


Mason shook his head, “I wouldn’t be caught dead in a pink suit—maybe the lavender tie, but not a pink suit.”


“Then I guess I’ll have to wear the pink suit,” Della said.  


“Mmm, yes, pink would be good,” Mason agreed and let one hand pull her closer so that he could capture her lips with his.  When they parted Della reminded, “This is an office Mr. Mason.  Some amount of decorum has to be preserved.”


Mason glanced at the clock, “It’s five o’clock.” 


“We’re open till six,” she said. 


“It’s Friday,” he tried.


“We’re open half day Saturday,” she countered. 


He sighed, “Della, sometimes you just don’t seem to get it at all.  I want to close up shop so I can have a time with my favorite girl and you just want to work.”


She shook her head, “I never said I wanted to work.  I was just pointing out the facts.  There is another fact that you should know.”


“Oh?” he asked liking the sound of it.


“Paul Drake is gone for the entire weekend and you have no appointments scheduled for tomorrow,” she relayed. 


“Then sitting around down here would be rather pointless wouldn’t it?”


Della nodded, “Mm-hmm.  In fact, I would say it would be a waste of time and money.  However, if you would like to take me to dinner, then I can change into that lovely red suit you admired so much and you can wine and dine and…”


“Keep you blissfully occupied on your days off,” Mason finished.  


Her eyes crinkled up when she grinned and he loved it so.  “You hurry across the street and change.  I’ll lock up here.  Oh, and you might want to take the briefcase with you.”


“Why?” she asked confused.  


“To pack a few extra things in, so you don’t have to go back to your room in the middle of the night,” he suggested with a wink.  

Della caught it, thought it utterly brilliant, “Mr. Mason you do have a diabolical mind.”

“I read it in a book,” he admitted.  “It was about this lawyer who had a devoted and loyal secretary who was just crazy about him… and he about her.” 

“Hmm, one of those art imitates life stories,” Della smiled.  

“Yeah, only this art,” Mason said and ran his index finger along her cheek and tapped her lightly on the nose, “Isn’t going to end just when it’s getting good.”  

