A Very Perry Christmas


Della Street was busy putting the last touches on the document she had to get out before she could close the office down for the holidays.  It was nearly four o’clock on Christmas Eve and she had to get everything notarized before she could mail it and head home to wait for Perry.  He and Ken were in Las Vegas for a deposition but were expected in by seven.  In that time she’d have the presents wrapped and dinner on the table.  She’d have done it earlier but Perry kept nosing around to find what she’d bought him so she kept it somewhere he’d never look—the office safe.  Just as she was about to shut down the lights the phone rang and she waited till the answering machine picked up to decide whether she wanted to take the call.  Mason’s rumble filled the air, “Della, damn… I’ll try to catch you at home but if I can’t we’ve got a problem...”  

Della cut off the message, “What is it Perry?”


“Cancelled flight, fog bank coming in.  Next one out that has seats is at ten.  It’ll be midnight at least before we can get in,” he said apologetically.  He sounded tired.  Dinner was shot.  They’d planned on the three having dinner on Christmas Eve together before Ken headed off to Vail for a long skiing weekend.  “Ken’s flight out was at 1 in the morning and he’s afraid…”


“That he’ll miss it if he waits.  Let me talk to him,” Della said and waited for Perry and Ken to trade places, “Ken, you go to Vail from Vegas, don’t worry about Christmas here.  I’ll see you when you get back.”


“But you’ve been planning this for a month now,” the associate recalled.  


“And you’ve had that date since Labor Day.  Just think of it as an extended Christmas cause you won’t get my present till you get back.”  


“You’re really not upset?” Ken asked the relief in his voice.


“No, go have a good time and try not to break anything like Perry,” she teased.  The younger man laughed and before he handed the phone to Perry said, “Merry Christmas Della, I’ll call when I get to Vail.”


“You’d better, Merry Christmas too,” Della answered feeling a little let down but it was unavoidable.  


Perry came back on the line, “I’m gonna get off here, see if I can find some other way to get out of Vegas.  I’ll let you know if anything changes.  Are you going straight home?”

“No, I have to get this stuff notarized and in the mail and need to run a few other errands but I should be home in about two hours,” she decided.  


“Fine.  I’ll call you there, and Della… wish you were here,” he rumbled softly which meant too many people were around for him to say it too loudly.  


“Then we wouldn’t have to worry about you getting home would we?” she replied.  “I’ll see you when I see you.  And Perry, be good.”  


“Yes dear,” he chuckled and the line went dead.  


Della sighed disappointedly but decided there was nothing to do about it and locked the office up.  


The penthouse apartment that Della shared with Mason allowed both to live together but separately as they had all their lives.  Gone were the days when they went out of their way to live completely apart.  Each had a private living suite and bedroom with a deluxe bath but they shared the public rooms and had a spacious rooftop garden with Jacuzzi and Swedish sauna.  The view of Denver was magnificent and Della liked to think of it as her slice of heaven on Earth.  But she had to admit that when Perry wasn’t there she’d rather be in the office or wherever he was instead of heaven alone.  Still there were things to do before Perry got home.  She’d hoped to have a ‘family’ evening with Ken since Paul couldn’t make it and planned on trimming the huge balsam that sat naked in the middle of the floor.  Now it looked like if it was going to be done she’d have to do it alone.  But it could wait.  She’d have plenty of time to waste waiting till midnight or later so she decided to take a relaxing dip in the Jacuzzi.  Pouring a glass of her favorite wine she undressed and pulled on the plush robe Perry had brought back from Paris the last time he’d been there.  She set the timer so it’d wake her up in case she fell asleep—last thing she needed was to become a frostbitten prune from being out in the frigid air for hours.  Della slipped into the warm bubbling water and leaned against the padded neck rest.  The evening weather forecast came over the radio: “Tonight’s low will be 22 with clear and brilliant skies throughout.  According to our Rudolph Radar the entire country has the green light for perfect flying weather.  No delays for Santa tonight…”  Della thought about that for a second.  If it was clear across the country why was the flight delayed?  Or was it?  Grabbing the towel she shivered as the cold air hit the bare flesh and pulled the robe over the goose bumps.  She called the reservations desk, “Yes, I’m inquiring into the 5:45 flight from Las Vegas.  Was that cancelled or delayed?  No, early you say… thank you.  Yes, you have a happy holiday too.”  

Perry and his tricks… well this is one trick he’d not pull.  She glanced at the clock and realized she’d have to come up with something fast if she was going to get him first.  She dressed hurriedly and her mind whirled as she did… what would really get him.  He expected her to be sitting at home waiting.  What if she wasn’t?  She could go out for the evening and not come home until midnight.  But where would she go?  “No, that won’t work,” she muttered as she pulled the sweater over her head.   “What won’t work?” a familiar voice said as strong arms wrapped around her, her head still in the neck of the sweater.  She jerked the collar down, “Perry Mason I ought to…”


The hint of dimples always melted her.  His kiss was long and promising.  He let her go, “You ought to what?”

“Why did you tell me you were going to be delayed?” she said. 


“Because if I’d told you we were going to be early you’d have run around like a chicken with your head cut off getting things done and wouldn’t be nearly as relaxed as you are now.  Been in the tub?” he asked noting the damp hair.  


“Jacuzzi.  If it hadn’t been for the reindeer report I’d have never suspected a thing.  In fact you’d have surprised me out there instead of in here.”


“Why did you get out?  I could have joined you,” Mason teased.    


“Because I wasn’t going to let you surprise me,” she answered frustrated that she didn’t get something planned faster.  


“Did I?”


“No,” she was defiant but happy, “but I am glad.  It’s just not home without you here.  So did Ken go ahead to Vail or was he in on this too?”


“Why don’t you go ask him?” Mason said.

Della smacked him playfully on the shoulder, “You’re teaching him very bad habits.  He should never lie to his elders.  Let me get dressed the rest of the way and I’ll be out.”

“What’s missing?” Mason asked noting she had on a top, a bottom, and shoes. 

“This is supposed to be Christmas dinner not bring the bag lady to supper,” she commented apparently referring to her lack of makeup.  

A voice from the main room rang out, “Hey, we’re starved out here… where’s the food?” 

Della’s face lit up and Mason noted all thoughts of make up flew out of her head.  She practically ran into the other room, “Pud!”
Paul should have known she’d call him by her pet name but he’d forgotten and the young lady that was with him looked at him, “Pud?”

“Uh, my initials,” he said quickly since he had his hands full of his aunt Della.  

Della Street took his face in her hands, “I ought to skin you alive.  You said you couldn’t come at all.”

“Blame Perry not me.  He wanted to surprise you.  And I guess I did too.  Della Street this is Penny Malloy.  Penny, this is as close to my mother as you’re going to get.”

Della smiled at Penny, “Hello, I mean Merry Christmas.”

Penny, hair red as flame and hazel-eyed, smiled back in relief.  She was awfully nervous for some reason.  She’d heard so much about both Perry and Della and she got to know Perry a little on the drive from the airport, but Della was another matter, “Merry Christmas.”  

Perry leaned close to Paul, “As your godfather I suggest you tell her now and get it over with.”

Paul nodded, stepped forward, took Penny’s left hand and poked the diamond ring at Della, “She said yes.”

Della fairly squealed in delight and hugged Penny tightly.  She caught a glimpse of Perry’s twinkling eyes and pointed at him, “You!  You knew the whole time!”

Mason held his hands up in defense, “No I did not.  I knew nothing about it until I met them at the airport. I knew he was bringing someone.  I swear that’s all I knew.”

Della didn’t believe him and advanced till she had Perry cornered against the back of the sofa.  “What else haven’t you told me, or do you expect to sleep in this apartment tonight?”

He flinched, “There’s a little kid in the hall.”  

She was confused, “What?” 

Paul laughed, “Penny has a daughter.  Ken’s waiting out in the hall with her…  Man Perry she’s got your number.”

“Always has,” Mason said and before Street could realize what was going on he gave her a quick peck on the forehead.  It distracted her enough to let him get away from her. 
Penny went to get her daughter while Paul laughed at the whole scene.  “Now I know who taught you to break them down on the stand.  You were ready to confess to murder just to get away from her.”  

Penny’s daughter was as red haired as she was but had emerald green eyes and a splay of freckles across the nose that made her absolutely adorable.  She was perhaps two and a half and wasn’t sure what to make of the whole thing.  Della tugged on her foot as it dangled at her mother’s hip, “Hello honey.”

“Della Street this is Pamela,” Paul introduced.  “Pamela, do you remember what you were supposed to say?”

 
She nodded and said quietly, “Hello boutiful.”


Della was delighted and managed to kiss the little girl’s cheek without much fuss, “Who’s calling who beautiful?”


“Paul spent the whole plane trip getting her to say that,” Penny said and asked.  “Did anyone bring the pink bag up?  I need to get her out of this hot outfit.” 

Ken Malansky chimed in, “It’s in the guest room—the door to the left.”  


“Okay,” Penny said, “We won’t be long.”


Perry waited till Penny was out of earshot, and pulled Paul into the kitchen with Della and Ken, “All right, you wanna help get me off the hook or am I going to be sleeping in the office tonight?”


Paul grinned sheepishly, “Well, here’s the fast track.  Penny’s husband was in the military and was killed on duty.  She wanted to try to find his parents to let them know that they had a granddaughter because Wade—her husband—and they had been estranged.  So she needed a detective…”


“Enter Paul Drake,” Street inserted. 


“Precisely.  That was in January.  I found them, found out they wanted nothing to do with her or the kid.  I could tell it really bothered Penny and I asked her out to dinner, sort of being a nice guy kinda thing.  Well, one dinner led to another and all of a sudden I’m going to get a wife and a little girl.  Sort of a two for one blue plate special…”


“Leave it to Paul to describe them like an entrée,” Mason grumbled.  


Della wasn’t going to let him off the hook though, “Paul, how in the world do you expect me to accept this situation?”


Malansky, Drake, and Mason looked at her in astonishment.  She was the last person Paul would think would object to him getting married.  He stammered, “But you acted so happy a few minutes ago…”


“It’s not that.  Penny’s lovely, but you’ve brought a baby in the house and I don’t have a single thing for her.  You could have told me to have a toy or game or something for her under the tree.  I can’t give her one of Perry’s old shoes.  What’s she to think?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Drake assured.  Della started to protest, but he stopped her, “I said don’t worry about it.  She’s got a ton of toys, she’ll have presents, she’ll not be neglected believe me.  I just want you to get to know them and like them and love them cause you’re gonna be stuck with them.”


“Oh I love them already,” Perry assured.  He was itching to play with Pamela and he knew just what to do first.  “Ken, come help me with something.”


Malansky and Mason went out through the kitchen to the main room, and Perry explained as they went, “We need to go down to storage.  I think I know where it is.”

“What?”

“You’ll see.  I hope it still fits…”  


Out of the confines of the winter clothes, Pamela discovered that running around the Mason-Street penthouse was more fun than a day at the park.  She sat perched on Paul Drake’s shoulders as they worked on trimming the tree.  They were up to icicles.  “Put more over there,” Penny instructed and pointed at the bare spot on one side.  The little girl took the metallic strands and half flung them at the branch.  


Della brought out the cups of eggnog, “Where’s Perry and Ken?”


“They disappeared half an hour ago.  Probably someone got murdered in the lobby and they had to run off and bail them out,” Paul answered half- serious.  
Penny poked him, “That’s awful.”


Della shrugged, “But more than likely true.  That man finds more dead bodies than the police…” 


Ken Malansky came in.  He wasn’t wearing a coat so they couldn’t have gone outside, but Perry wasn’t with him.  Della’s nose twitched.  Something was up.  She handed Ken a cup and leaned close, “Where’s trouble?”


“You’ll see,” the associate said with a barely contained look in his eye and took a sip of the well doused brew.  A loud voice in the hall cut through the air, “HO! HO! HO!”


The door swung open and only Perry Mason could possibly have filled the Santa suit.  He’d donned the old costume he used to wear to the hospital children’s ward parties in the storage room and Ken had helped him pack the bag full of the presents that had been kept there for safe keeping.  The utterly wide eyed look on Pamela’s face was priceless and Penny thought she might start crying but the little girl uttered an unbelieving, “Santa Claus?”


“I heard there’s a little girl named Pamela here, is that you?” Santa said and came close so she could look really good at him.  Perry had added glasses and extensions to his sideburns to make him look more like the jolly old elf.  He just hoped she didn’t decide to tug on the wrong part of the beard.  “I have to start my rounds early this year—too many good boys and girls to get to around the world.  If I let you have your presents early will you promise to be good all year long?”


The little red head bobbed up and down and Santa handed her a small package.   

Della handed Pamela a cookie, “I think Santa needs a treat if he’s starting out early.”

The girl held the cookie out.  Santa took it, bit into it, “Mm, good cookie.  Now not a word that you saw me, remember you’re supposed to be asleep.” 


“Pwomise,” she swore with one hand up in the air.  Santa put his finger to his nose and winked as he walked toward the door.  He left the bag he’d brought in the corner before leaving.  

Perry Mason could hear the commotion in the main room as he came through the service entrance.  It had been a fast trip to the basement to get out of the Santa suit and appear like he’d been down there the whole time.  He hefted a box with him as he came in, “What’s all the commotion?” 


Pamela ran at him, “Santa was here.  I gave him a cookie!” 


“He was?  Darn it, I’ve always wanted to meet him.  Did he leave you a present?”  Mason asked innocently.


“Uh-huh this one, and more over there,” she said and grabbed hold of his hand to lead him to see.  Paul Drake came over to take the box from Perry, “Thanks.”

Mason grinned at him, “My pleasure.”


Drake took a look in the box to see what Perry’d brought up, “Hey, this is my old train set…”


“Thought we’d try her out.  There should be enough room under the tree.”  

By the time dinner was served, Perry had Pamela sitting on his lap in the rocker next to the fire reading Christmas stories and Paul and Ken were crawling around on the floor with the electric train set trying to get it to run smoothly, “Why isn’t there any steam?  It had steam when I was kid.”

“That wasn’t steam,” Della commented with a laugh.  “Your dad put one of his lit cigarette butts on it to make it look like steam.”


Paul sat back in astonishment, “Oh man… that just ruins everything.  I thought it had been steam the whole time.”  


“Sorry,” she shrugged.  “Penny and I have the table set and if you delinquents would stop playing long enough to eat we’d appreciate it.” 


Paul waited till Pamela was down for the night to suggest opening a gift or two.  So while Ken opened his gifts before he went to Vail, Paul handed Della and Perry a sweater box apiece.  “These are from Penny and Pamela,” he said and went to curl up next to his fiancee to watch their reactions.  


Della sighed, “We didn’t know…”


“I said not to worry about it,” Paul reminded, “Just open the boxes.”  

Perry and Della started unwrapping.  Perry ripped the paper off in one smooth move but Della picked at the paper.  He clucked, “Come on, come on…”


“I want to save the paper.  It’s pretty,” Della said but Mason reached across and ripped hers as well, “Well, it was pretty.”  


Tissue paper revealed custom made sweatshirts, each saying the same thing: Ask Me About My Granddaughter.  Perry and Della both looked up at the same time, “Granddaughter?”

Penny took a deep breath before explaining to give her time to make sure she’d say everything right.  She’d been going over it in her head for a week.  “My parents died before Pamela was born.  Wade’s parents—her father—want nothing to do with her.  Paul is the only father she’s known since she was a year and a half old, and he says you two have been his parents since he was 17.  I know she’s not a real granddaughter, but I can’t imagine her not being able to call someone Grandma and Grandpa.  We’re asking if you’d like the job?” 


The awkward silence was only disturbed by Mason unbuttoning his sweater.  Della looked at him through tears, “What are you doing?”

“A proper grandfather has to have on a proper sweatshirt.  Put yours on—grandma,” he instructed.  

Della burst into tears and was so busy crying she couldn’t do anything beyond sob into the shirt.  Paul hugged Penny, “I told you they’d say yes.”  


“But she’s crying,” Penny said alarmed. 


Ken supplied the answer, “Della always cries when she’s happy.  And believe me, she’s happy.  You couldn’t have gotten them a better present.”


Paul and Ken locked eyes.  Both men knew that Perry and Della had an unending supply of love and affection for children and adults alike.  Both of them had been ‘taken’ in so to speak, Paul because he was their godson and Ken because he just needed an extra set of parents to look after him.  They had just been two of many over the years.  If any two people had deserved a houseful of kids, it had been them.  Now they’d have the family they’d denied themselves over the last forty years.  


“Perry,” Paul said getting back to something else he’d wanted to discuss, “When Penny and I get married I want to formally adopt Pamela.  Will you handle the details?”


“I’ll have the head of the firm dry her eyes on the documents,” he laughed and handed Della the box of Kleenex that sat on the side table, “That is if I can get Granny here to stop crying long enough to type it up.”


“Watch out Gramps,” she shot back defiantly but puddled up again.  Mason pulled her close.  The rest noted the catch in his voice and his eyes were misting up, “Della’s not the only one who cries when she’s happy.”  


“Good, cause we have another present,” Paul announced.  


“I don’t know if I can take much more,” Della complained, “First we get you two getting married, a granddaughter, what can possibly be any better?”

Drake shrugged, “Well, this isn’t as grand as the last one.  In fact, it’s kind of a downer, but since Ken’s got to leave in a couple of hours and I kind of wanted him to see this, I brought a movie I just know you two will love.”


He got out of the oversized chair he was sharing with Penny and opened up the entertainment cabinet.  “While I get this set up how about some popcorn or peanuts or something?”


Della was about to regain her composure and set the box aside to get up to make the popcorn.   Penny started to follow her but Mason stopped her, “Penny, come here.”


She went over to sit next to him where Della had been.  He took her hand and his blue eyes were so intense she was almost scared at what he was going to say, “I don’t know how to say this, except to say thank you…” words failed him and a tear trickled down into his beard.  She flung her arms around his neck, “You’re sure it’s all right?”


“Never doubt that Della and I have never been more honored by anyone.  And I hate to tell you this, but Pamela is going to be the most spoiled rotten granddaughter this world has ever seen…” he broke into a chuckle and she laughed with him.  


Ken came out with the drinks, “Buttered rums all around?”


“Sounds good,” Mason declared.  “Woman where are you?!” he thundered and was shushed by Paul and Penny… “Pamela’s asleep.”  



“Well if she wakes up her old grandpa will just tuck her back in,” he insisted proudly.  “Della?” 


She poked her head out of the kitchen, “It takes three minutes to pop popcorn.  I can’t make the microwave go any faster.”  


“Modern miracles.  We could have put it in a pan and had it half done by now in the fireplace.  So what is this movie about?”


Paul looked at the box it came in, “Says here it’s a romantic comedy.  I saw it and thought it might be something we’d like to watch.”


Ken peeked over at the box. It didn’t say anything except 1953 on it.  He caught Paul’s wink though and kept his counsel.  Della finally appeared with two large heaping bowls of popcorn and set them down so everyone could dig in.  “Sorry it took so long.  There was a line in the lobby.”


“Lights,” Paul requested and Perry shut the overhead lights off so the tree was the only thing illuminating the room except for the television.  


The disc loaded and a test screen came up for a few seconds.  The title screen came up:  Happy New Year 1953.  Della gasped.  She recognized it immediately. She’d drawn the title cards for the home movies Paul Drake, sr. always seemed to be making.  The opening shot was of a clock striking midnight and the next of Paul, sr. in a robe and beard with 1952 written on the sash across his chest while a nearly naked Paul, jr. aged 1 sat with a hat that said 1953 on it.  


“Paul, where did you get this?” Della asked.  


“When I cleaned out your attic at the old house I found this box of old 16 mm film.  I thought I’d better check it before I tossed it and I think I found some real gems.”  


A young Della Street turned to smile at the camera, mouthed, “Oh Paul…” and waved happily.  She toasted the air with the glass of champagne.  While she was distracted with the camera, a dark haired athletic man Ken almost didn’t recognize as Perry Mason snuck up behind her.  He pounced and even though there was no sound, the real life Della laughed as if on cue.  The look in their eyes was unmistakable.  Mason said something in her ear but it wasn’t completely caught on camera.  “What did you say?” Della asked. 


“Probably something about how beautiful you look.  I couldn’t take my eyes off you that night.  Haven’t been able to ever since,” he recalled sentimentally.


Della snuggled against him, the scenes of their distant past flashed by as if it were yesterday.  Paul, sr. looked so handsome and young, his hair still dark blonde and in the military cut he had when he got sent home from Korea the month before.   The year he was gone on active duty had been horrible.  She’d worried every day there’d be a messenger walk up the sidewalk to give them word he’d been killed, injured, or captured.  But he’d gotten by with barely a scrape and come home to a new son, a thriving business, and a future bright with possibilities.  Paul’s mother Frances held him while he waved at the camera.  “You know, I don’t remember what her voice sounded like,” the grown up infant said with regret.  It was not his fault she was killed in a car accident when he was five but he still felt like he should have remembered something as important as his mother’s voice.  


“I know it was hard on you to lose your mother,” Perry said.  “Your father was beside himself.  He didn’t know how to raise you and continue working the way he did.  I know you didn’t understand at the time why you had to go live with your grandparents, but maybe now with Pamela you can see he did the only thing he could think of to make sure you had a home like you deserved.  It wasn’t the ideal family but it was the only family he knew to give you.”   



“Oh I don’t know,” Paul mused.  “I think Dad did a pretty good job.  Between grandma and grandpa and Uncle Perry and Aunt Della I got raised.  Got in some scrapes, but I think I did all right.  Not too many kids get an extra mom and dad.  And I know I never told you this but that’s how I’ve felt about the two of you for a long time now.”  

Della sniffed and Perry hugged her, “Oh no, here come the waterworks again.”  


She smacked him, “You shut up.  It’s been an emotional evening for me.  I’m entitled to a few tears.”


“I guess you are,” Mason agreed and kissed her ear.  She laughed and then started to howl at the sight on the screen.  Paul had brought her and Frances grass skirts and bikini tops from Hawaii and they were modeling them for the camera.  Ken whistled, “Della you were one hot…”


“Watch it boy,” Mason threatened.  “But yes she was and still is.” 


Mason appeared on the screen with a set of bongo drums and a wide brimmed grass hat and the gaudiest print shirt they’d ever seen, even in black and white.  “I think I still have that shirt somewhere…”


“Nope, I swiped that years ago to wear to a surf party,” Paul admitted.  “Must have worked I got first prize for best imitation of a tourist.”  


“You stole my shirt?” Mason asked incredulously.

“Why do you care, not like you can still wear it,” Della commented and patted his side.  


“I could let you wear it,” he tried, “With that grass skirt you could sway a jury or two…”

Della groaned, “Oh please…  How much rum did you put in that drink you gave him?” 


Ken chuckled, “Not that much...”  


On screen, Perry and Della were lying snuggled together the way a hammock forces people to do.  Paul’s camera captured their youth and vitality in a way that a still picture couldn’t do.  The couple didn’t seem to notice Paul and they probably wouldn’t have cared if they had.  They spoke softly to each other.  Mason kissed her nose.  Della threw her head back to laugh, and he captured her lips with his.  It was a long, passionate kiss that spoke precisely what was in their hearts.  

“Ewww, that’s nasty,” Paul mocked with a laugh and waited for Perry or Della to say something, but when no comment came the three looked at the sofa where Perry had Della in a similar embrace as on screen.  

Ken noticed, “They haven’t changed much have they?”


“Not a bit,” Paul agreed and he squeezed Penny’s hand, “And forty years from now, I want to be just like them.”  
