The Case of the Carefree Coronary: Change of Heart

Hamilton Burger sat as a spectator at the coroner’s inquest for Jack B. David intent on the evidence.  Mason had just finished asking the medical examiner Dr. Shulby whether or not there were certain drugs that could induce a coronary without being detected when the door opened and Della Street came in, a harried look on her face.  Burger had to look twice.  Was she crying?  She called out in a desperate stage whisper, “Perry!” before wiping tears from her cheeks.  Mason left his seat to go to her and turned to the coroner, “Excuse us Mr. Coroner.”


In all the years that Hamilton Burger had known Della Street he had never seen her so upset, not even when she herself was accused of being an accessory to murder, and he strained to hear, “Dr. Hartland…Paul…heart attack…dying.”  As Perry held her close to him her sobs muffled in his shoulder, Burger moved to stand at Mason’s elbow, “Perry, I don’t mean to pry but did she say Paul was dying?”


“Mr. Mason,” the coroner insisted.  


Mason turned to Burger, the haunted look on his face was all Burger needed to know.  The alarm bell in Burger’s mind went off.  Paul Drake was Mason’s right hand man, virile and athletic, and not what he would consider a coronary case.  A gut feeling made him ask, “Perry, does this have something to do with the inquest?”


Mason was busy trying to calm Della enough that he could focus on something.  He nodded quickly and Hamilton stepped in, “Mr. Coroner, an emergency has arisen and Mr. Mason needs to leave the inquest.  I suggest a recess at this point until it can be resolved.”  

Della looked at the weathered district attorney with appreciative, tear filled eyes.  The coroner could see something dire was going on, “It is nearly lunch, so let’s try to be back around two.”  


Burger gripped her shoulder, “I’ll have a squad car take you to the hospital.”


“Hamilton…” Perry said not knowing how to word his appreciation.


“Later.  And Perry, let me in on this one will you?” Burger asked.  Mason nodded and escorted Della out the doors.  


Perry gripped Della’s arm as tight as he could, so tight he was afraid he’d hurt her but she didn’t squawk or protest.  She just sobbed and leaned on his shoulder for support.  Mason whispered, “He’ll be all right.  He’s strong.  He’s a fighter you know that.”  


Della nodded and wanted to believe so badly, but something about this case, that cardsyn tonic, scared her.  Perry hadn’t had first hand experience with it like she had.  Maybe it did cause Paul to have a heart attack.  What if she hadn’t been as healthy as she was?  The thought made her take a deep breath and hold it.  Mason looked into her distraught face, thought for a moment that she had some knowledge that he didn’t, “What?”


“Just, Perry, that tonic, if it had done to me what it did to Paul… I could be dying… dead.”


Mason shriveled up inside at the thought.  He shook his head, “It can’t be the tonic.  You felt fine afterwards.  Why would the tonic react differently with Paul than it did with you unless…” 


His mind was whirring as they rode up the elevator to the ICU ward.  Paul had been put in a private room and as they approached the nurse’s station Dr. Hartland came out to check a chart.  Mason called, “Dr. Hartland, how’s Paul?”

 “Yes, it’s a good thing you got here.  He’s not doing well right now,” Hartland said as sympathetically as possible.  


Della’s voice shook as she spoke, “Can we see him?”


“Yes, but only one at a time to make sure he’s not disturbed and only for a few minutes.”


Mason turned to Della, “You go first Della.”


She shook her head, “No, I want to freshen up first.  I don’t want him to see me crying.  You go first and let me get myself together.”  


He hated to leave her standing there but had no choice and followed Dr. Hartland into the room.  Della went to the ladies room just down the hall and one look in the mirror made her start to cry even more.  She had to get hold of herself and ran some cool water on a paper towel to hold to her eyes and mouth.  She breathed the cool mist deeply and it helped calm her down.  Feeling more composed she grabbed some toilet paper to blow her nose and once again looked in the mirror.  Paul’s eternal compliment, “Hello beautiful” echoed in her head and she said aloud, “I don’t feel so beautiful.”  She could feel tears starting to come back but she shook them off.  She’d better not spend too long away from Paul’s room.  Perry’d be out any minute.  

She had just gotten back when Perry came out.  His face was stony but not completely without hope.  “He’s still weak, still unconscious, but he’s holding on.”


Della was adamant, “I don’t care, I’d like to wait here… until we’re sure Paul’s all right.” 

There was an odd light in Perry’s eyes, but he didn’t dare think of saying no, “Of course, you wait here.”  


Perry took a taxi back to the justice building to find Hamilton Burger waiting for him, “How’s Paul?”


“Bad, but not so far gone there’s no hope,” Mason reported.  


“Perry, come with me a minute.  Let’s talk and give you a chance to get composed before the lunch recess is over.”  



Mason realized they had almost half an hour before the inquest would be back in session and he accepted Burger’s invitation.  They went into the district attorney’s office.  “How’s Della doing?” he asked and offered Perry a fresh cup of coffee and the cigarette box. Mason took the cigarette but declined the coffee.  


“She’s a trooper.  She’s staying with Paul until we get more word,” Mason said, took a drag from the cigarette and then let it slowly burn down between his fingers.  


“All right Perry, you want to tell me what’s going on?  Paul’s no heart attack waiting to happen.  You know that and I know that.  Paul was undercover for you wasn’t he?  He was trying to find out information to support your theory that Jack David was perfectly healthy before he died.”  


Mason warred with himself, decided if there was ever a time to use the district attorney for his cause it was now, “He was working on that angle.  He went to work for a construction company as Rod Steele.  He was given a backdated insurance policy from Safe-Line and instructions to get to the contacts for the coronary cases.  According to Della, he called in saying he had made contact and was following their instructions.  That’s all she knows until Dr. Hartland called saying he was brought in with a heart attack.  Truth is he’d been poisoned, and Paul was just conscious enough to say he’d been poisoned when he collapsed.  Dr. Hartland admits that if they’d have treated him the same way they’d treated Jack David he’d be dead now.”  


Burger’s mind was working along the same lines as Mason.  “There’s definitely something afoot, do you have any leads on the contacts?”

“No.  Paul knew that but didn’t stay on the phone long enough to tell Della.  If he was just conscious…”  Mason fussed.  


“Do you have a plan?”


“First I need to subpoena a few people…”  


As soon as Jerry Ormond virtually admitted to his poisoning Jack David and attempted poisoning of ‘Rod Steele’, Mason was on the move.  He didn’t want to waste time with Safe-Line insurance company and didn’t want to be besieged by the media.  Hamilton Burger could answer all the questions for now and he was thankful that the D.A. stepped up and took the initial media barrage allowing him to quietly pack his briefcase and grab Della Street’s hand to hurry into the hall. “We’ll grab lunch at the hospital,” Perry said as they disappeared into the elevator.  

By the time they ate and got back to the ICU ward, Paul’s condition had been upgraded from critical to serious and the oxygen tank was lifted.  He was still on an IV drip and unconscious but there was color in his cheeks and his breathing was steady and stable.  Della and Perry were both allowed in at the same time and Della pulled a chair up next to the bed while Perry stood behind her.  She leaned forward to lay a hand across his cheek.  He groaned slightly and turned his head a little.  Della choked up, “Oh Paul…” 

Perry placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.  The three of them were so close, more than friends, more than siblings even, it was impossible to describe the feelings.  Mason relied so totally on both of them it was as if they were three parts of a whole.  Without one or the other for long and he was lost.  A horrific vision of Della lying in that bed came to him and his grip tightened as if he were afraid.  She turned to look at him, “What?”


Mason shook his head but the fear was clearly in his eyes.  “I did something foolish; I’ll never do it again.”  


Della was confused, “What was foolish?”


“Sending you to see Dr. Cordair,” he said.  “I put your life in danger to prove a point.”


“But it was the poison not the tonic that got Paul,” she argued. 


“That’s not the point.  I had to go for broke.  I had to prove my point.  In order to do that I sent you into a potentially dangerous situation,” he admitted.  


Della put her hand over his, “Perry, if I’d had any qualms I’d have said so.”


“And I would have insisted you do it anyway.  I always have to push until something gives.  Well something very nearly gave and it would have been the end,” he lamented. 


She got up, took his hands in hers to hold close to her chest, “But it wasn’t.  Paul’s getting better.  I’m fine, I’ve never felt better, and you’ve uncovered an insurance fraud scheme.  Isn’t that worth the risks?”

Mason closed his eyes a second while he thought, opened them to look into her eyes, “Not when it means everything in the world to me.  I have a right to put my own life on the line but not yours, not his, not anyone else’s and not for any cause no matter how worthy.  Justice can prevail without putting innocent people in harm’s way.” 


Della smiled a little wearily, “I don’t know if I’d call us innocent…”


She leaned up to kiss him tenderly.  It didn’t change his feelings but he did brighten a little.  He returned the kiss a little more forcefully and held Della tight against him.  No, he would never ask her to do something that could potentially put her life in danger again.  


“Can’t a man get any peace on his deathbed?” came Paul Drake’s hoarse voice from the bed.  

Della and Perry beamed at him.  This time Della let Perry sit in the chair and she stood behind.   Perry gripped Drake’s shoulder, “You’ll outlive us all Paul.”  

He snorted and decided that wasn’t a good idea, “Man, what all did they have me hooked up to?”


“You were on oxygen for a while,” Della said.  “Practically at death’s door but you didn’t knock.”


“And as usual, you forgot the key,” Mason joked half-heartedly.  


“And without beautiful to open it, why bother,” Drake finished.  


Della laughed through her tears and Mason clasped his friend’s hand tightly.  The three remained like that till Drake drifted back off to sleep a few minutes later a peaceful smile on his face in the company of his two best friends.  
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