The Case of the Valentine’s Verdict


“Perry Mason’s office,” Della Street answered.  Her pleasant smile turned brilliant, “Penny, how are you dear?  Perry, of course, just a second.” 


Della put the line on hold and walked into Mason’s office.  He was deeply engrossed in a thick law volume and didn’t bother looking up.  “Perry, Penny’s on the phone and she sounds odd.”


That brought Mason’s head up, “Odd?  You mean upset or angry?”

“No, well, maybe, anyway, she’s on line 2.”


He nodded and picked up the line, “Penny, good to hear from you.”


Della watched his face squint up in consternation and he said, “Penny, wait up and I’ll get Della in here with her pad.”


Street hurried toward the desk and pulled out a steno pad from the side drawer.  Mason turned the speakerphone on so they could both hear,  “It’s like this.  Out of the blue I get this letter from the Burns, Fitch, and Pelting law firm out in Philadelphia regarding Pamela.  They say they’re intending to file papers objecting to the adoption and name change.  Paul told me to call you immediately and see what we could do.”

“We’ll need you to fax a copy of that letter to us and I’m sure we’ll be able to come to some understanding.  Paul told us that your former husband’s parents wanted nothing to do with Pamela,” Mason recalled noting that Della nodded as well as she wrote down the conversation. 

“They didn’t.  They even put it in writing at the time.  I don’t know why they want anything to do with her now,” Penny said frustrated.  

“Do you have a copy of that letter, the one stating they wished nothing to do with Pamela?” Mason asked. 


“If I don’t Paul would.  It’d be in his files for the case,” she answered.  On Mason’s end of the line Della snorted but kept to herself.  She knew Paul’s filing system and it’d be a miracle if it were found intact.   


“We’ll need a copy of that as well,” Mason said.  


Penny’s voice sounded relieved but she was still upset, “I knew something would go wrong.  I just had this feeling.  We’ve made such a fuss over Pamela becoming Paul’s and now…”


“Penny,” Perry interrupted.  He glanced at Della for support but knew she was behind him 120%, “Whatever happens, for whatever reason, it doesn’t matter.  Paul loves Pamela, she loves him, and we don’t care what her last name is.  She’s our granddaughter and that’s that.  This is just a legal proceeding, and in reality it’s not worth the paper it’s printed on.  Stop worrying.  We’ll take care of everything.  And we’ll see you the thirteenth of February.” 


“All right, we’ll see you then, and Pamela is so excited to see you two she can hardly wait,” Penny added her outlook much sunnier than when she called.  


Della perked up, “And we can’t wait to see her and you two as well.”  


The call ended and Mason was troubled.  Della shrugged, sensed Perry was concerned, “What’s bothering you?”

“I’m not sure.  There’s no legal way the Malloy’s could take Pamela from her mother.  Perhaps Wade’s parents decided that they did want to be in her life.  If they have we haven’t got the right to deny them visitation rights,” Perry pointed out.  

Della looked at him with a mixed expression and he continued, “If I tried to tell you that you weren’t welcome to see her, how would you feel?”


She shrugged, “I’d probably have to hit someone, and since you’re the closest…”


“Precisely…”  


Mason and Street waited anxiously at the airport.  “What time is it?” Della asked. 


“Two minutes later than the last time you asked,” Mason grouched.  The flight was late and the seats were uncomfortable so he’d opted to stand.  He was getting tired of standing.  


“Think she’ll remember us?” Della asked. 


“I have a feeling all I have to do is say horsey and she’ll remember right enough.  Besides she’s got our pictures plastered all over her bedroom,” Mason chuckled.  


“Still…” Della doubted.  A high pitched cry from across the airport quashed any further doubts, “Grandma, Grandpa!!!” 


Pamela ran the distance to waiting arms.  Penny and Paul drug the carry on luggage behind them.  “Thank God we’re here,” Paul breathed.  

“Turbulence?” Della asked half afraid.  She was scared of flying no matter how often she had to get on a plane.  


“No, every five minutes: Are we there yet?  Are we there yet?  Will Grandma and Grandpa know what I look like?  I’m not in the same clothes as last time…”


Perry pulled Pamela up to hug her tightly.  His beard tickled and she tried to get away but he leaned in closer.  She giggled delightedly.  “I’d know you anywhere, you can’t fool me one bit.” 

“Do you mind if we get going?” Penny asked an unusual tone in her voice.  


Della could see she wasn’t feeling well, “Did you get airsick?” 


The redhead sighed, “I think a little.”


The luggage hadn’t even begun to come out the claim chute and Della said, “Perry, why don’t Penny and I go ahead with Pamela and you two pick up the luggage.” 


Before Perry or Paul could object, Della took Pamela away from Mason and headed off.  Perry looked at Paul, “What’s that about?”


Paul squinted as his wife and aunt walked away, “I think she’s more upset over this whole deal than she let’s on.”  


Perry shook his head, “But why?  I know you both had your hearts set on making Pamela officially your daughter but it doesn’t really matter does it?”

“No, I keep telling her that.  My feelings aren’t affected in the slightest.  So she’s Pamela Malloy, it’s just a name,” Paul insisted and Perry clapped him on the back with a wink.  

Della waited till the taxi had left them at the penthouse before pressing Penny, “You really don’t look well.  Why don’t you go lie down?”


Penny shook her head, “I’ll be all right.  I just don’t know what to do.  I mean, I know what to do.  I just don’t know when to do it.”


Della was confused, “Do you want a drink?  There’s a new bottle of wine…”


“No, I can’t have anything to drink,” Penny objected quickly and a strange light in her eyes wasn’t missed by Della Street.  


“Penny, I’m going to make an educated, hopefully wonderful, guess.  Are you pregnant?” 


Penny shrugged, “Yes and no.  I mean, I think so.  I’m 90% sure.  I took a couple of home tests and they were contradictory so I went to the doctor yesterday.  The blood tests won’t be ready till later this afternoon.  I gave them your number.  Is that okay?”


“That’s fine.  And since that number goes directly to my suite, I’ll set the ringer so no one will pick it up accidentally.  The machine’ll pick it up.”


“Perfect.  I just… this whole thing is either a nightmare or a dream come true.  I don’t want to get Paul’s hopes up, again, only to be wrong.  He keeps insisting it doesn’t matter, but I just feel like when he looks at Pamela he sees another man’s child.  I know this is so stupid…”  she said holding her arms tight around her.  

Della nodded, “Yes it is.  Of course he’s going to acknowledge that Pamela’s not his flesh and blood.  Any DNA test would prove that.  But the way Paul was raised, the way Perry and I and his father and grandparents taught him, it’s not the blood that matters as long as there is abundant love and affection.  I’m glad we trained him right.  And if you are pregnant, he will love that baby no more and no less than he loves Pamela.  Please, stop worrying.  You’re only going to make yourself sick from anxiety.  And no matter what happens at the hearing tomorrow, we love you.”  

Penny nodded, a few tears starting to come through.  Della hugged her, “Now, how about a nice, big glass of milk?”


“And cookies?  I’ve really been craving cookies and a pickle…”  


She chuckled, pointed at the kitchen, “The refrigerator is yours.”


Pamela was looking out the rooftop balcony plate glass doors that lined the dining area.  “What’s that?”


She pointed at a large structure that was covered with tarps.  Della played dumb, “I don’t know.  Something Grandpa’s been working on.”  


It seemed acceptable to the little girl and she dropped the topic for now.  


The men arrived half an hour later.  “They lost the bag with Pamela’s clothes in it,” Paul groaned. 


“I told him to forget it, we had so many clothes I had to give up my closet,” Perry told them.  


“I hope they still fit, but if they don’t I know where there are more…” Della replied hopefully.  


Pamela grabbed Mason’s hand and led him to the windows, “What’s that?”


“That, baby girl, is a surprise.  And it’s not ready yet, but if you help me it will be.  Can you do that?” he asked very seriously.  


She nodded and they went out to the tarp.  Paul and Penny watched as Mason told Pamela to tug on one side while he unhooked the other end.  The tarp fell to the roof floor to reveal a deluxe playhouse where the sauna had stood.  In fact, the sauna had been incorporated into the structure.  Pamela’s Castle was written in bright colors above the door.  An intricate mural with delicate fairies, gnomes, and assorted other mythical creatures sprawled across the entire outside to give it a story book quality.  A ladder led up to a tower above the old sauna and a slide wrapped around the building to the roof.  

Penny was astonished, “That is gorgeous.  I’ve never seen one so… so…” 


“Over the top?” Paul added.  Perry and Della never did anything half way.  He remembered wanting to work on his pitching as a kid and Perry managing to get him a session with Stan Musial who was in California for a visit.  


“Beautiful.  Where did you get it?”


“It’s a Mason-Street original.  Perry came up with the design, and I did all the artwork,” Della declared proudly.  

“You painted that?” Penny was incredulous.  Was there nothing these people couldn’t do?  


“Not out there.  I made him bring the main frame in and I worked on it in the living room.  He had to put it together in the cold.  But he wanted to make sure it was done before you got here,” Della explained. 


“I didn’t know you could draw, paint like that,” Penny said. 


“I spent a lot of my ‘free’ time doodling in the office and in court.  Judges aren’t the punctual people they’re supposed to be on TV.  I’ve been told I’m good,” Della answered.  

Paul grinned, “She’s been told she’s great.  But she’d rather stick with the chicken scratches and a typewriter than become a serious artist.” 


“Serious?  I love doing it.  If I had to do it to make a living I’d probably end up hating it.  Shall we go out and take a look at the newest indulgence?”


While they were out going through a heated playhouse, complete with electricity and running water, Della’s private phone rang.  The message light was blinking furiously when the group was forced in by the cold—all but Perry and Pamela.  He was attending a tea party and couldn’t come in at that time.  Della noticed it as she put up her sweater and she went out to tell Penny, “Honey didn’t you say you wanted to check on something?”


“Huh?”


“The phone… something about needing to make a call…” 


“Oh, yeah, it’ll just be a second.”  


Paul hugged Della from behind, “You’re the best you know that?  I’ve never been able to tell you how much you mean to me, but maybe one day…”


Della turned to look at him, tears in her eyes, “You gave me a present on Christmas, the best present anyone could ever give me.  That’s all you had to tell me.  Come to think of it, I got a present about 43 years ago the day you were born.  You’ll stay through your birthday?”


“If we can.  Sometimes work doesn’t care about birthdays.”    


She’d have to accept that.  


Eventually Mason and Pamela came in and Perry started supper.  Penny laughed, “You know, except that popcorn I’ve never seen you cook anything Della.”


“And you don’t want her to,” Paul teased.  


“All right, I can burn toast with the best of them and I tear a mean lettuce leaf, but I am not the all-talented, perfect person some people think I am,” she defended.  

Mason winked at her, “Perfect for me.”  He leaned across the bar counter to kiss her.  “And she can cook, she just chooses not to because she likes to see me in an apron.” 


“Oh yes, it’s so sexy…” she growled and kissed him again.  


“Uh, should we leave the room?” Paul asked thinking it might get a little risqué for the public.  


“No.  We’ll contain our passions.” 


Later over a bottle of wine and seltzer, Perry decided to ask more about the Malloy’s, “From what I’ve understood you’ve never met Wade’s parents is this true?”


“Right, Wade is from Philadelphia but we met when he was stationed at Fort Dix.  We married and moved from base to base until we ended up out here in California,” Penny explained as she sipped her seltzer water.  

“Do you know why they became estranged?” Della asked as she sat on the floor at the coffee table with Pamela drawing pictures so the girl could color them in.  


“Not really.  I think his parents are, not wealthy, but they’re not poor.  They have money to do things with but had to work for it.  Once Wade said something about how when we had kids he’d never make them try to be something they weren’t.  I think his parents wanted him to be anything loftier than an army sergeant.  He was supposed to go to West Point but something happened and it all got screwed up.  I tried to ask Wade about things but he’d get all sulky and just wouldn’t answer.  But Pamela came along and he started saying how now he had something his parents could be proud of.  Then he was killed before he could actually do anything about it.  That’s really all I know,” Penny said apologetically. 

Mason sniffed.  It wasn’t much to go on.  But they really didn’t know anything more than the Malloy’s were filing to block the adoption.  “Paul, you spoke to the Malloy’s personally?”

“Yeah, they were typical middle class nothing special about them.  Wade was their second son, the oldest I think.  There’s a daughter as well. That’s all I really know.”  


“We’ll just have to wait till tomorrow to find out precisely what they want,” Perry said uneasily.  He didn’t like going into court blind even if a life wasn’t at stake.  Pamela scurried over from the coffee table to bring Perry a picture.  Della had drawn a bird and Pamela had added the bright purple crayon, “For you.”

She got a hug in return.  “I’ll put this one up at the office,” he decided and set it aside so he could pull the little girl to sit on his lap.  He looked at the time.  It was well past her bedtime, “How about letting grandpa tell you a bedtime story?”


She shook her head.  She wasn’t sleepy a bit.  Penny interjected, “Come on, you need to take a bath and get dressed for bed and then Grandpa can tell you a story.” 


This didn’t set well with the child and she thought about it a second, “I want Grandma to give me a bath.” 


Della chuckled at the negotiation, “I guess Grandma gives her a bath.  Want to help me with it though to make sure I do it right?”


Penny followed Della into the bedroom to get the baby’s clothes.  While the water was running and they couldn’t be heard Della asked, “So are you going to keep me in suspense or are you going to tell me what the call said?”


Penny was mysterious, “I hope you and Perry won’t regret agreeing to be grandparents.  It might get a little hectic come July or so.” 


“July?” Della asked.  If the baby was due in July it meant Penny was pregnant before Thanksgiving.  


“I had a suspicion, but I didn’t say anything to anyone because I didn’t want it to look like Paul was marrying me out of some sense of nobility.  Now, I just have to figure out how to tell him and when.  Should I wait until after the hearing or just blurt it out?” she asked stripping the clothes off the little girl and laying them aside.  

Della held her hands up, “That’s something you should decide alone.  Personally I think the sooner the better because I’ll not be able to keep a secret that big from Perry for long.  He has his ways of wheedling things out of me.”


It was late in the Mason household, nearly morning, but only half the house was asleep.  Della Street padded into Mason’s study to find him reading as usual.  He rarely had an entire night’s sleep.  More times than not they would go to bed together but she woke up alone, his side of the bed cold and untouched for hours.  She laid her hands on his shoulders and leaned in to say softly in his ear, “Come back to bed.”

He shook his head, “Not tired.  Something about this just doesn’t sit right.  Why would they put a halt to the adoption but not attempt any other communication?  They could have just as easily phoned Penny afterwards to set up a meeting somewhere other than a judge’s chambers.  I have this feeling when we find out why we’re not going to like it.”  

“Then we don’t like it.  Like you said, they can’t stop us from seeing Pamela and they can’t take Pamela away from Penny.  Now come to bed,” Della asked again.  


Mason reached around Della’s waist to pull her toward him, “Why don’t you stay up with me for a change?”


“A change?  You forget the woman who practically lived in the office with you for years…”


He looked up at her, the blue eyes sparkled in the light, “I could never forget that woman.”  


He moved the desk chair so that he could take her hand and she moved to sit on his lap.  She leaned against him, resting her head on his.  He kissed her collarbone, nuzzled her neck, and she chuckled, “Want to know a secret?”


“You want me to come back to bed?” Mason hinted and let his hands run across the smooth satin pajama.  

“Yes, but that’s not the secret,” she said and chuckled a little at the tickling sensation from Mason’s hands.  She squirmed to pretend to get away from him.  He locked his grip around her waist.  “Tell me already or I’ll have to get rough.”


She laughed, “Oh you’re such a rough grandpa.  I hope you like hearing that, because when the new baby gets here…”

“New baby!” Mason fairly shouted and she clamped a hand across his mouth, “Shhh! Penny’s not told Paul yet.  She wants to wait till after the hearing but I couldn’t keep it from you any longer.”  


Mason buried his face in her shoulder, “You want to know another secret?”


“What?”


“I’m too excited to go to bed now.  At least not to sleep,” he intimated with a low growl.  


Della shrugged, “Well, come to think of it, I’m too excited to sleep too.  I guess we could sit up and play a game of chess?”


Mason shook his head, “If that’s what you think I think of when I get excited, you are gravely mistaken.”  


Della pushed herself up off Mason’s lap and with a seductive wiggle straightened the pajamas in place.  He took her held out hand and let her lead him back to bed.  

Penny straightened Pamela’s dress.  It was the one Della had bought her when she was there at Christmas, the emerald green velvet brought out the red hair and glittering green eyes.  Pamela was getting antsy though.  She wanted to play not sit nicely.  The judge’s chambers were getting smaller as the time wore on.  The Malloy’s and their counsel were late.  

Perry sat trying not to fume.  His knee was beginning to bother him however and he shifted with an ouch.  Della noted it and without taking her eyes off her paperwork pulled a pill bottle out of the briefcase near her feet.  She handed it to him and said, “Two.”


“Yes dear,” he replied with a frustrated sigh.  He’d really given his knee a workout lately between erecting Pamela’s playhouse, chasing her around the penthouse, and dealing with his wife’s passions.  He chuckled at the memories and poured a glass of water to down the pills with.  


Just as the judge was beginning to get impatient, the courtroom doors opened.  A slim but grey haired man entered trailing a couple and a teenaged girl.  “I beg your honor’s pardon,” he began, “Our flight was late and we were delayed in traffic.”


Judge Scott Pierson wasn’t swayed by the excuse, “You are counsel for the defense?”


“Yes your honor.  This is Mr. and Mrs. Warren Malloy,” the attorney said.  

“Then since everyone seems to be in court we’ll get to the task at hand.  This is a hearing to grant adoption and subsequent name change of Miss Pamela Anne-Marie Malloy.  However, a petition filed by Mr. Warren Malloy’s counsel wishes to block this adoption.  Is this correct?”

“Yes, sir,” the defending attorney replied.  


“I will now hear reasons from both sides on the issue.  Mr. Perry Mason for the plaintiff.”


Mason stood with a wince and leaned against the table, “Your honor, Paul Drake wishes to formally and legally adopt the daughter of his wife Penny Malloy Drake.” 



The judge nodded.  Mason had done his part.  It was the other guys turn for a moment, “Mr…”

“Barton Fitch your honor.  The Malloy’s feel that it would be in the child’s best interests if she not be formally adopted or her name changed to that of her stepfather.”  


Paul Drake bristled at the term, but said nothing as he sat behind Perry and Della.  

Perry took a turn, “Your honor, the Malloy’s were notified January of last year of the existence of their granddaughter.  We have an affidavit to the affect that they wished to have no part in her upbringing.  There has been no communication between the Malloy’s and their former daughter-in-law and other than the letter sent from their attorney, there has been no attempt at communication.  If they now wish to recant the affidavit and be granted some type of visitation privileges, we have no objection to the matter.  In fact, we would welcome that.”


The lawyer for the Malloy’s answered, “We do not wish to be granted any visitation rights your honor.  My clients do not wish to have contact with the child.”  


Della gave Perry an odd look that was echoed throughout the courtroom.  The judge found this exceptionally odd and called the lawyer on it, “Then Mr. Finch, why are they objecting to her adoption?”


“There is a trust left by Wade Malloy for his daughter.  It is a sizeable amount.  The Malloy’s feel that Mr. Drake who wishes to adopt Pamela and become her legal guardian, will take advantage of that situation.  They have had Mr. Drake investigated and finds that he is a frequently out of work private detective, without a steady income, and certainly enough of an opportunist…” 

Della’d heard plenty in over forty years but this one was enough to even make Perry shake his head.  Paul was speechless, which was actually a good thing because his mouth would no doubt have gotten him in trouble.  But Perry let it be known he was not a happy man, “Your honor, my client will concede that being a private detective is not a steady paying proposition, however the intimation that he has taken a wife and wishes to adopt a child for mere monetary gain is… ludicrous.  My client wishes to adopt his wife’s daughter, not her trust fund.  I can assure you that if the Malloy’s sole interest in the child is to ensure her money is kept safe we can arrange for a third party, completely uninterested, to manage the trust with the proviso that no one besides Pamela Anne-Marie Malloy Drake have access to the money.”  


The Fitch attorney looked back at the Malloy’s.  He seemed to be waiting for their okay.  Della took the time to get a hard look at them.  Warren Malloy was a careworn man but she could see where he had been a powerful, handsome man in his youth.  Mrs. Malloy had a pinched, hard expression.   Neither of them even glanced at Pamela who was being so very good at the moment.  Della turned to give her a loving smile.  At 29 months the little girl wasn’t really aware the whole thing was about her and for that Della was happy.  Pamela scooted forward in her seat, hugged Della around the neck, and said loud enough to be heard through the room, “I love you Grandma.”


Perry inwardly crowed but remained stony in his expression.  Della shushed her with tears starting to pool in her eyes.   The Malloy’s conferred with Mr. Fitch and he turned to the judge, “If an appropriate third party can be agreed upon they will drop their objection to the adoption.”  

The judge seemed satisfied with that, “Then if there are no further objections I hereby grant formal adoption of Pamela Anne-Marie Malloy to Paul Drake, jr.  And I further grant her name be legally changed from Malloy to Drake.  Counsels will confer regarding the trust fund at their own convenience.”  


The gavel came down and Paul was so elated he grabbed Pamela up and hugged her tight, “Baby, you’re all mine.”  


Perry turned to Fitch, “My associate will set up an appointment with you and the Malloy’s.”

Della was busy trying to reach the Malloy’s who were getting ready to leave.  She didn’t even know what the mother’s name was, “Don’t you even want to meet Pamela?  She’s such a little doll.”  


Eyes cold as ice met Della’s warm hazel ones.  Mrs. Malloy spoke, “Why would I want to meet a child I never wanted anything to do with?  We’ve gotten what we came for.  Please speak to Mr. Fitch on any further matters.”  


Della was speechless and watched as the three Malloy’s left.  Before she could go back to start packing up, the young girl that had been with the Malloy’s returned.  She hurried up to Della and handed her a piece of paper but said nothing.  Her eyes were the same shade as Pamela’s.  She grabbed something from under the seat she’d been sitting in and left quickly.  Della looked at the paper.  It was a message with a phone number and a name: Jinnelle Malloy, please call me before we leave for home.  


Della handed the note to Penny and shrugged.  Penny tucked the note in her pocket.  Paul was busy giving Pamela so many kisses she was starting to get fussy.  “Stop agitating her,” Penny said although she was so happy she didn’t really care.  “You do that just to get her to squeal.”


“Of course I do, I gotta pester my little girl.  She’s the only one I’ve got,” he declared happily. 

Della and Penny exchanged glances and Penny said, “Well, she’s not the only one you’ve got.” 


“Well I wouldn’t exactly call you my little girl,” Paul answered not getting the gist.  

“I dunno, might be a boy.  Don’t know yet,” she answered with a teasing expression and a pat on her midsection.  


It took the great detective nearly an entire minute to figure out what she was getting at, “A baby?”


Perry chuckled sarcastically, “Did it suddenly get brighter in here?”  


“A baby?  How…?” Drake spluttered incredulously. 


Perry shook his head, “I knew I should have had that talk with him before they got married…”

Della snorted.  “Wouldn’t have done any good,” she said under her breath.  


“A baby… Pamela you’re gonna be a big sister.  Won’t that be fun?” Drake asked.  “A baby… it’s almost too much to take in.”


Perry clapped him on the back, “Then I know the perfect way to take it all in.  We go back to the penthouse and I prepare the best meal any of you have ever put to your lips.”


Ken Malansky congratulated Penny when he found out the news.  “I guess we’ll have to make room at the office for more pictures,” he joked. 


“If we don’t have room, we’ll get a bigger office,” Perry shot back as he worked on chopping vegetables. 
Beside him Della Street just did what she normally did, stayed out of his way but kept the dirty dishes from piling up, and serving drinks.  She was in the middle of pouring the champagne when the doorbell rang.       “That’s probably Janice,” she declared and hurried out to answer the door.
  When she opened it the girl who had handed Della the slip of paper stood at the door.  She swallowed, “I know I asked to have you call but I was afraid you wouldn’t and I couldn’t leave Denver the way things are.”


Della welcomed her into the main room, “Please come in.  We’re all gathered in the kitchen.  Are you Wade’s….?”


“Little sister,” she supplied.  


Jinnelle followed Della into the gourmet kitchen.  She was half afraid of how they’d react.  “This is Jinnelle Malloy, Wade’s little sister,” Della introduced.  


Jinnelle smiled and tried to appear braver than she felt.  “Did you mean it when you said you would welcome contact with Wade’s family?”


Penny nodded, “Of course.  That’s the reason I hired Paul to find your family.  I wanted… want her to know her relatives.” 


Jinnelle nodded, “I want to keep in contact with Pamela and you if that’s all right.  Wade was the only part of my childhood that I want to remember.  He was fifteen years older than me and our mother died when I was five.  The woman you saw with my father is our stepmother.  She’s the one who doesn’t want anything to do with Pamela, not father and not me.  It’s just that she’s got father so… brainwashed that everyone is after his money…  That money for Pamela was left by our mother Sandra.  Stephanie has nothing to do with it.  I can’t believe she even intimated that you might…”


Paul gave her a sideways hug, “I’ve been called far worse than a frequently out of work private detective and by my own family here.” 


He gave a meaningful glance at Perry who almost took him to task but didn’t.  Instead he put the skewered kabobs on the grill to cook, “Jinnelle, we have enough for a small army, please stay.”


“No, I’d better not,” she decided.  


“Will you be in trouble for being here?” Della asked with concern.  


“No, they won’t miss me a bit.  I could be left here for good and they’d not remember me unless I called and asked for money.”


“Then stay, after all you’ve not met Pamela formally, and you’ve got her eyes,” Perry complimented and it made her smile.  


“Yes, she’ll be tickled to meet you,” Penny said and held out her hand to her former sister-in-law.  “Come on, I think we’ll have lots to talk about.”



After supper and a nice visit with Jinnelle, Pamela was put to bed and the rest of the group settled down in the large conversation area in the main room.  Penny had asked to see some of the old photo albums the last time they were there but Della had to go find them in storage and it had taken a while to get through all the boxes.  They were scattered about for everyone to browse through.  “Who’s this, he looks familiar?” Paul asked and positioned the album so Della could look, “That was Arthur Tragg, head of homicide back oh, until 1965 or so when he died.  He always liked to send you candy canes for Christmas.”  

Paul realized then who he was, “Oh… I remember now.  He’d give me a penny every time he saw me too.  Nice man.”


“He could be.  He was also a damned fine detective,” Perry admitted.  


Penny peeked over her husband’s shoulder at more of the pictures.  There was a newspaper clipping of Perry and Della apparently stopping in mid-stride and looking at each other before going into court.  There was a definite air about them.  Penny tapped it, “That’s what I want to know.”


“What?” Della asked and pushed the reading glasses back up on her nose.  She’d put them on to try to decipher some of her faded handwriting.  

At times she couldn’t even read her own shorthand.  Mason couldn’t help but kid her about it. 


“You two, when did you realize you’d fallen in love with each other?” she asked slyly.  


Mason harrumphed, “Objection, assumption.  I’ve never stated I fell in love with Della.”  

The younger ones couldn’t believe that and Penny shook her head, “Don’t give me that.  That picture right there tells the tale.  Come on, it’s Valentine’s Day, tell us a love story.”  

Della and Perry looked at each other.  Perry nudged her, “You first.” 


She shrugged, “I don’t know if I can pinpoint an actual date or not.  I was attracted to Perry from the minute I saw him, but… I guess it would have to have been in court.  He’s always been a force in front of a judge and jury but when he was about forty years younger with that head of dark brown wavy hair that made his eyes pierce through any pretense, a girl couldn’t help but fall for him.  I remember one particular case…” 

THEN (1948)


The humidity was staggering.  A major storm front was moving in and it made Southern California even more miserable than usual.  It had to be at least 90 degrees in the court even with the windows open and Della wished she had one of the spectator fans to try to rouse a bit of breeze.  She could see the sweat trickle down Mason’s neck into his collar but he would not wipe it away with a handkerchief like the prosecuting attorney.  He considered it a weakness to show discomfort, even if it was shared with the whole group.  Della had learned to adopt the same stance but kept calmly blowing up into her bangs to try to keep from melting all over the table.  The only luxury Perry allowed was to take a sip of ice water from the carafe that was sweating just as profusely as he was.  


That day Della had to pay full attention to the case and she watched Mason prowl like a tightly caged cat as he went from the stand to the defense table where she would quietly place the key points of his defense for him to refer to.  Her timing was so fluid that it made Mason appear even more imperious in his cases.  They made a perfect team.  

Dark clouds roiled outside and she could see violent streaks of lightning in the distance.  The wind began to shift and a barely cooler breeze teased her hair and rustled the papers on the defense table.  Mason’s voice filled the room like a great booming drum beating relentlessly on the man on the witness stand.  The distant rumble of thunder only aided in the static electricity in the air.  Finally the man started to show signs of weakness and Della knew it wouldn’t be much longer.  Mason kept at him, demanding he answer question after question in riveter like fashion, his fist pounding like a gavel on the rail.  The tension in the air was thick and Della watched breathlessly as Mason came in for the kill and as if he had orchestrated it all, a bolt of lightning hit so closely to the courthouse that the deafening clap of thunder shook the walls and a picture fell crashing to the floor.  The lights flickered but the intensity in Mason’s eyes was so bright they fairly glowed and the witness fell apart, “All right, all right!  So what if I hit her?  She deserved it after the way she treated me.”  

“Then you hit Delores Clay, your blow caused her to strike her head on the mantel, and your blow was the one that eventually ended her life!” Mason shouted.  The air in the court burst like a balloon and outside rain began pouring down as hard as the tears streamed down the witness’ face.  


Della was mesmerized.  Perry stood there like some god of justice armed with lightning bolts and thunder and the fury of the wrongfully accused.  His point proved he turned back to the defense table and met her wide-eyed expression.  He smiled enough to let her know he was on top of the world and with a wink waited for his client to be released from custody.  

NOW


Della shrugged, “And that’s how it was.  He was something else…”


“Was?” Mason asked.  


She nudged him, “Is…”

Ken nodded, “I particularly like the whole god of justice imagery there.  Maybe we should have Perry pose in a toga with a lightning bolt and a law book to use as a logo for the firm.”


“Maybe some junior lawyers need to learn that with age comes dignity and the wisdom not to bite the hand that feeds you,” Mason threatened.  


Della laughed, “Actually I already did that.  Turn the page a few… there it is.”


Della had sketched the young god Perry Mason replete with toga, a law book, a gavel, and a bolt of lightning as a sash on a chunk of a paper napkin.  It was a bit cartoonish but then she’d done it while she waited for Perry to meet her at Clay’s for lunch one day.  Mason just shook his head.  She’d shown him some of her ‘doodles’ but had never shown him that one.  


“All right, we’ve heard Della’s version, so when did you fall in love with her?” Paul probed.  


“As I said before, I don’t recall falling in love with Della.  I do recall falling in love with a chicken,” he answered with a tease. 

Della groaned, “Oh no, Perry not that story.”


“Tit for tat dear, you put me in a toga, so I’ll tell them about Della Street, chief chicken…” he joked.  


THEN (1948) 


Perry Mason glanced at his watch as the judge called for noon adjournment.  Della Street should be in Royse within half an hour.  He’d meet her out front with a bag of sandwiches and they could eat before going back into court.  She was scheduled to testify in the afternoon session to the whereabouts of their client.  She had been dining with Mason when they were contacted by the accused and could give testimony to that fact when the police determined the murder was carried out at the same time.  But she had to get various documents ready first and she had stayed in L.A.  He’d left his car with her so she wouldn’t have to try to catch a bus.  

Della Street was enjoying the mid-morning drive to Royse.  She had put the convertible top down and was speeding along, making good time.  She’d get there in plenty of time to eat lunch and stretch her legs before getting stuck back sitting behind a desk.  She flew past a road sign that said Royse—8 miles.  She glanced at her watch, 11:50, perfect timing.  Court would be out at noon.  Pushing her foot further down on the gas pedal the car started losing power.  She barely got it to chug up the hill before it came to a strangled stop.  Putting on the emergency brake to make sure it didn’t roll backwards, she got out.  The gas gauge read a quarter of a tank left but it sure acted like it was either out of fuel or it had a clogged fuel line.  She checked her watch: 11:59.  Deciding that standing around looking wouldn’t do any good she grabbed her purse and the briefcase and started walking.  Hopefully she’d be able to flag someone down on their way into town but so far she hadn’t seen too many people on that road.  

After twenty minutes of solid hoofing and still five miles from town she wished she’d worn a better choice of shoes.  She’d already twisted her ankle in the gravel three times.  She could hear a car coming around a blind curve and started to move to the soft shoulder.  It was too soft however and as the car flew past her she went tumbling down the grade into a muddy ditch.  The passing car hadn’t even seen her.  Thoroughly disgusted, Della wanted to scream, but held off.  The briefcase had been thrown clear of the mud and for that she was thankful.  It wasn’t waterproof.  Picking herself up, she grabbed the case, clambered up the grade and got back on the road.  Sopping wet from head to toe, she looked at her watch: 12:35.  She was going to be late, and if she went into court looking like she did she’d be sent to jail for contempt.  

“Paul, did Della leave on time?” Mason asked over the public phone in the courthouse.  He had to be in court in five minutes and Della was nowhere to be found.  He was past concerned.  


“Yeah, she left at nine why?” the detective answered through a mouthful of food.  


“She’s not made it yet.  I hope she’s not been in an accident.”


“You want me to start that way?” Paul asked. 


Mason took a drag off the cigarette, thought a second and kept looking out at the street in hopes that she would just appear, “Yeah you better.”


He hung up and sighed.  He was worried.  Della had proven as dependable as a finely tuned watch and this wasn’t like her at all.  He could do without her testimony and the papers were replaceable but Della was one of a kind and he didn’t know what to do except go back to court to wait for Paul to show up.  


She tried to be inconspicuous but had a feeling that most people hadn’t ever seen a woman covered in mud and feathers from the poultry truck she had to ride in the rest of the way to town.  With as much dignity as she could muster she walked into the courthouse, head held high, but moving at a slightly faster speed than she usually did in heels.  Perry would be at courtroom #2 and that was upstairs which meant she had to stay out in the open even longer.  She hurried up the stairs, kept close to the shadows from the afternoon sun, and prayed there would be a security guard out front that she could send in to Mason with a message.  No such luck.  There was no ladies room on the second floor so she couldn’t even wash the mud out of her hair.  


Perry Mason was at a loss.  He was about to ask for a continuance so he could figure out what happened to Della when the judge’s reaction to the door opening made him turn.  Someone that looked like Della Street, dirty and slightly drowned with feathers sticking out of her hair, stood at the back of the room.  


“What is this?” the judge demanded, “Young lady how dare you come into this court in that condition!”  


Mason sighed in relief and smiled at her, “Your honor, this is my secretary Miss Street.  Apparently there has been an accident.  She doesn’t normally come into court in this condition.”  


“Then go ahead and see what she wants so she can go clean up,” the judge growled.  It was all highly irregular.  


“If the court please, Miss Street was the witness I was waiting for.  May I call her to the stand or do you wish her to clean up first?” he asked. 


The judge shrugged and was about to tell him to put her on the stand but after one look at Della Street’s bedraggled figure he allowed a little sympathy to sway his decision, “Let her get as cleaned up as possible.  Bailiff, ask my secretary to meet her in the ladies lounge on the first floor.  Do you have any other witnesses you wish to call while she’s gone?”


Mason shifted, “Not at this time your honor.”


“Then we’ll take a thirty minute recess,” he declared and banged the gavel.  


Mason rushed Street out of the court room taking the briefcase from her as he did so, “What happened?”


“Your car broke down on me eight miles outside town.  I started walking and after I fell down an embankment into a muddy ditch I got a ride into town on the back of a poultry truck,” she said succinctly.  Mason couldn’t help but smile at the dirt streaked beautiful face and laughed at her.  “Sure you think it’s funny,” she fumed. 

“No, well, yes I think it’s funny, but I’m not laughing at you, believe me.  I was so worried when you didn’t show up on time that I’m more relieved than anything,” he explained.  They got to the bottom of the stairs and Mason waited till she went in the bathroom before he went back to court shaking his head at the sight.   

Paul Drake hurried up the steps to the hotel room Perry was staying at.  He’d found Mason’s car sitting alongside the road, Della’s things gone, and high heeled footprints leading off toward town.  He checked the engine, there was nothing wrong except it needed gas and he went to town to get Mason and a gas can.  Drake knocked on the door and Perry opened the door with a shushing motion.  He let Drake in.  The room was nothing special but stretched out in the chair was Della Street, asleep, dressed in a way too large plaid shirt and a pair of pants that she could fit into one leg all at once.  Drake recognized them as Mason’s and raised his eyebrows.  Perry gave him a warning look and motioned the detective back out into the hallway.  “Well at least you found her but why is she in your clothes?”
“Because they are clean and dry and hers aren’t.  She had a time getting into town. Paul you should have seen her when she walked into court today.  She was covered from head to toe in mud, soaked to the skin, and had feathers all over.  I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful in my life,” Mason admitted.  
“Beautiful?  Sounds like a mess to me,” Paul said as they headed downstairs to his car.  

“Oh she was a mess all right.  Paul, I’ve been looking for someone like her all my life.  Any other girl would have hidden in the ladies room if they were caught out in public even half as messed up as she was let alone go into court, any other girl wouldn’t have bothered to try to get to court in the first place, and any other girl…”

“Wouldn’t have caught Perry Mason’s eye,” Drake finished.  

“Precisely.”  

NOW

“…so that’s how it was.  In fact, if you look through that book you’ll find,” he instructed and Paul flipped through the photo album.  “There it is.  We couldn’t resist taking a picture when we got back.”

Della screwed her nose up, “You would take a picture of me in that get up.”  

“I think you look cute,” Mason teased, “Just like you do now.”
He rubbed his nose on her cheek which made her chuckle low in her throat.  


The clock began chiming midnight and as much as he hated to admit it, Perry was ready to head to bed.  He slapped his knees, “Well, you kids can stay up, but I think I need to get some sleep.”  

Della agreed, “I’d better go too.  Ken, will you be all right to drive or do you want to stay here?”


Malansky shook his head as he got up to leave, “I’m fine.  I’ll see you in the morning.”


Penny and Paul were soon left to themselves but neither were really ready for bed.  Paul hadn’t had a chance to talk to Penny alone since he’d found out he was going to be a father.  Paul dimmed the lights and essentially the fireplace gave out the only light.  Penny started straightening the mess in the living room.  He pulled her to him from behind, “Hey, don’t do that.”


“But I don’t want Della to think I’m a lousy housekeeper,” she argued. 


“She won’t.  She loves you, you know,” Paul said.  “But then she always did have a soft spot for pretty girls and anyone who made me happy.”


Penny chuckled softly.  For a time they stood that way, enjoying the flames and the quiet.  “You know when the baby gets here we won’t have all this leisurely time,” Penny remarked.  


Paul nibbled at her shoulder, “Then maybe we should take advantage of it.”  


Penny turned in his arms, “I can’t help but wonder…”


“Wonder what?” Paul asked his lips traveling to her jaw. 


“About Perry and Della, they’ve been together all these years but they didn’t have any kids, not of their own anyway.  Why not?”


Paul shrugged, “Give them time, they just did get married after all.”


“Well, being married doesn’t have anything to do with it.  I guess they just didn’t want kids to get in the way of their careers,” Penny decided. 


Paul thought a second, “I wouldn’t put it that way.  They know how much it takes to raise a kid, and honestly, I can’t see either of them slowing down more than five minutes to have a kid let alone raise it.  I spent nearly every free weekend and holiday, summer vacation, and school break with them because wherever dad was, they were there too.  I don’t know how many times Della had to take me home early cause a case came up.  Even when it was supposed to be a Paul only weekend, dad was itching to get back to work.  A kid of their own would have meant someone would have given up what they loved doing the most.  You’ve never seen Perry when he’s on a real case.  He’s more a bulldog than man.  He knows the answer is out there and he’ll do anything to find it.  No expense is too great, no law is impervious.  Dad would complain, but you could see the light in his eyes, the hunt was on.  Dad was the bloodhound of the three.”


Penny snorted, “Well, if Perry was a bulldog, and your dad a bloodhound, what was Della?”


Paul thought a minute.  What breed of dog could possibly be everything Della was?  He finally decided, “I think my analogy falls apart when it comes to Della.  Actually she would be more a cat, a gorgeous long haired cat, probably white as snow with glittering green eyes.  She watches, observes, stays in the background so that most of the time you don’t notice she’s even in the room, that is until you step the wrong way.  Then you find out she’s a cat with claws.  She’s protective, loyal, and once you’ve gotten into her heart she’ll fight tooth and nail for you no matter what.  I know I’ve certainly given her enough grief in my life.”


He stopped talking as if he recalled something and Penny sensed it, “What?”


“Just, something I did when I was a kid.  I was at that age when you don’t want to be hugged or kissed anymore by anyone let alone an aunt.  I remember shoving her away from me once and yelling at her when she did that and dad hauled me off in another room.  I thought he was going to hit me.  Instead he took a deep breath and said: “Never do that to Della ever again.  You’re the only baby she’s going to get to raise.”  Not sure what he meant.  I do know I felt really bad for a long time and couldn’t meet her eyes for days.  And I guess she got the message because she didn’t come near me either.  Finally, I couldn’t stand it anymore and ran to her.  I don’t know who was crying harder, me or her.  She promised she’d try to remember that I was too old to be hugged from then on, but I’ve always made sure to hug her first when I see her.”

Penny smiled at the memory, “I’ll try to remember that too.  I just can’t fathom how lucky I am.  I was so happy when you asked me to marry you and to adopt Pamela but I think I’m even happier now.  Jinnelle and I had a long talk.  She told me so many things about Wade’s father and stepmother.  I couldn’t have stood it if they’d treated Pamela the way they acted in court today.  I saw how Della and Perry were in court and I know I’ll never have to worry about her or this baby or any others we might have.  They’ll always be surrounded by love and strong, positive role models.”  

“Yep, I told you I had connections lady.  After all you paid for my detective skills and I fully intend to deliver.” 


Penny kissed him, “Oh, you’ve delivered all right.”


“Don’t I get a tip?” he asked. 


“Mmm-hmm,” she answered, “Make sure the doors are locked so we won’t be disturbed.  I think we can come up with some other detective work for you to do…”


Della cried, Pamela cried, Penny cried, Perry sniffed, and Paul just tried to herd everyone onto the plane heading for California.  “You’ll come for Easter?” Penny asked as they got farther and farther apart.  


“Of course,” Della replied without consulting Perry but he was nodding at the same time.  


“Come on, we’ve got to get on the plane,” Paul insisted and waved at Perry and Della before disappearing beyond the security door.  


Della glanced up at Perry, tears starting to pour down her cheeks, “I miss them already.”



Perry took his wife’s hand, squeezed it, “I know you do.  We’ll see them for Easter and that’s only a month and a half away.  Meanwhile, we have work to do.”


Della sighed, wiped a stray tear from her face, “I’m sure we’ve got half a dozen calls already this morning.”


“Mmm, probably,” Perry mused.  They made their way through the airport and out into the parking lot to Perry’s car.  He waited till she was buckled in before handing her a thick real estate magazine.  She looked at it, “What’s this?”


“Thought we might buy a little place, big enough for me and you and a couple grandkids and a dog and a pony,” he replied. 


“But Perry, this is for real estate in California not Colorado, you picked up the wrong one.”


“Nope, I got the right one,” he insisted.  At Della’s bewildered look he explained, “Della, we only came for the skiing remember?  Don’t you think it’s time we go home?” 


Della had to unbuckle herself so she could hug Mason tight around the neck.  She was crying again, but these were happy tears, “I’ve been praying for the day we’d go back.”


Mason regarded her with a frown, “But you’ve never said one thing.  All you had to do was say, “Perry, I want to go home to L. A.”  You’ve never done that.”


“Maybe, because up until Christmas, wherever you were was home.  I never wanted to live anywhere else, be anywhere else, do anything else than be by your side.  But I’ve got a granddaughter now and a grandbaby on the way and I don’t want to be so far away I can’t help out or have to schedule time to be with them.  I’ve laid awake at night trying to figure out how to tell you.  It’ll mean having to move Ken from Denver, but I don’t suppose he’ll mind…” she mused.


“Nope, we go alone.  I think it’s time we let the kids take over.  Della I’ve been practicing law for nearly fifty years and you’ve been with me almost every step of the way.  I think it’s time we just say goodbye to court rooms, trials, dead bodies, all that law stuff and become what we were meant to be from the beginning: happy together.  Ken can have the office lock, stock, and barrel.  Janice is so much like you it’s scary and strange as it might seem the murder rate has not gone down just because we’ve been on the job.  In fact, I think it’s gone up.  We might be doing the world a greater service by retiring than by staying in business,” he smiled happily.  It hadn’t been as difficult as some would have thought for him to just give up the office, but like Della he felt like he had far greater things to do than to always be an attorney at law.       
    


