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I
PROPPED MY FEET
on the coffee table and idly gazed out on my own private vista, that portion of the San Francisco night visible through an oversize plate glass window dominating one wall of my living room. On the first of each month I was sometimes acutely aware of the price I paid for the view, yet I never really regretted the extravagance. On a clear night, from the east slope of Telegraph Hill, any price seemed worthwhile.

It was eight twenty. She was twenty minutes late.

Perhaps, after all, she wouldn’t come. It had happened before: an anonymous phone call, arranging a fictitious appointment.

If she didn’t come by nine, I decided, I’d go to a movie. It was Friday night, after all. And even though I had nothing specially planned, it seemed a shame to—

The doorbell sounded, sharp and startling. Hastily I rose to my feet, crossed to the door and softly swung open the cover of the wide-angle scanner. I saw an oddly assorted couple standing in the dim light. The woman was middle-aged, plainly dressed, dumpy and dowdy. At her side stood a small, misshapen man whose head barely reached his companion’s shoulder. If the woman’s clothes were nondescript, the man’s clothes were almost flamboyantly stylish. As I opened the door I was wondering whether dwarfs habitually dressed in bold patterns, perhaps as a gesture of defiance.

The woman was the first to speak.

“Mr. Drake? Mr. Stephen Drake?” Her voice was low and quiet.

“Yes.” I stepped back, gesturing for them to enter. “You’re … ?”

Not replying, she walked into the room, followed by the misshapen man. Watching her, it seemed as if her manner had something of the European peasant’s stolid, suspicious self-sufficiency. Her face, too, had the flat planes and olive hue of the southern European.

After a brief, calm scrutiny of my living room, she turned to face me. Her eyes were dark; her gaze was speculative and calculating as she said, “My name is Mrs. Aidia Vennezio.” She paused, as if expecting some special reaction. She was watching me closely.

A little disconcerted by her opaquely appraising eyes, I bobbed my head in greeting.

“How do you do?” I replied, feeling faintly foolish. “Won’t you sit down?” I gestured to a nearby sofa.

“Thank you.” She nodded politely, and moved to the sofa. As she did, she also nodded to the dwarf and moved her head toward the door. Without a word the small man crossed the room and let himself out.

Surprised, I chose an armchair facing her.

Where had the dwarf gone? Would he be back? Irrelevantly, perhaps, I tried to remember whether I’d left the door on the latch.

I watched my guest settling herself on the sofa. She sat precisely in the center, with both hands holding her bulky black leather purse on her lap. She wore a coat made of heavy blue cloth. Her dress was a darker blue; her shoes were serviceable black. Her graying hair was pulled back in a bun. She seemed to be in her late forties or early fifties, and somehow she reminded me of a cleaning woman who’d worked hard, saved every penny and now sat with her life’s savings stuffed into her black leather handbag.

Yet there was something more to Mrs. Vennezio—something strangely inflexible and inscrutable.

And there was the dwarf, dismissed with a small, practiced nod.

I cleared my throat. “Would you like something to drink, Mrs. Vennezio? Coffee?”

She shook her head. Then, without preamble, she said abruptly, “You’re Mr. Drake the clairvoyant, aren’t you?”

I sighed, then nodded. The question always disconcerted me, no matter how it was put. I always had the feeling that most people thought of clairvoyant as synonymous with charlatan. Or faker. Or worse.

“I read about you.” She seemed to expect a reply, but I could think of none. Then, in the small silence that followed, she seemed to come to a decision. Her mouth tightened and her chin came up. Her voice hinted at a quiet defiance as she said:

“I’m Mrs. Dominic Vennezio. You’ve probably heard about my husband.”

“Dom—” I swallowed, looking at her with what I realized was transparent amazement. “Dominic
Vennezio
? The … the …” I groped for the word.

Her dark eyes never wavered as she answered, “The gangster. Yes.”

Vividly, I could still see the headlines:
Crime Czar Slain in Beach Hideaway
.
Dominic Vennezio Murdered in Secret Love Nest
.

Dominic Vennezio, the Syndicate’s man in California—the overlord of crime in Southern California—a member in good standing of organized crime’s ruling council. It had been less than a month since the murder. And now, in my own living room, the widow sat in her plain blue coat. Watching me. Waiting.

Did she want me to help her? It had been a gangland slaying. To find the murderer would mean a Mafia death sentence, beyond the slightest doubt.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Vennezio,” I said lamely. “I know it must’ve been a—a terrible shock for you. Your husband’s murder, I mean.”

She didn’t reply. There was something in her implacable silence that made me ill at ease. Or perhaps it was her dark, expressionless eyes, never leaving my own. I realized that I was shifting uncomfortably in my chair.

“You’re a crime reporter, too,” she said in the same abrupt voice. “Is that right?”

I nodded. “Yes. That’s how I got into—into clairvoyance in the first place. In looking into crimes, you see, I discovered that—”

“Then you know about Dominic,” she interrupted. “You probably even wrote about him, in the newspaper.”

“Well, yes, I have. But—”

“You know about the Outfit, then.”

“The Syndicate, you mean?”

She shrugged. “Call it whatever you want to. But you know what I mean.”

“Yes,” I answered in a low voice. “Yes, I know what you mean.”

“Good.” She nodded, as if satisfied. Then, deliberately, she said, “My husband wasn’t murdered by the Outfit, Mr. Drake. Everyone thinks so, but he wasn’t.”

“But …” I shrugged, then helplessly shook my head. There was nothing I could say. It was a certainty that Dominic Vennezio’s murderer would never be prosecuted in the normal course of events. Surely she didn’t expect me to find Vennezio’s murderer, turn him over to the police and then calmly wait for a bullet in the head.

“It wasn’t the Outfit,” she repeated. “I know it wasn’t.”

“That’s just your opinion, Mrs. Vennezio. I’m sure they wouldn’t admit it to you if they’d killed him. They’d probably be afraid you’d—”

“They aren’t afraid of anything,” she interrupted in a low, tight voice. “You’re a crime reporter. You know I’m right. If they aren’t afraid of the police, why should they be afraid of me?”

“Still, assuming they had him killed, you couldn’t expect them to admit it to you, could you? Any more than you’d expect them to admit it to the police—or to anyone else, for that matter. It doesn’t mean they’re foolish, just because they aren’t afraid.”

“They’d admit it to me,” she said doggedly.

“But why? Why would they admit it to you, when they wouldn’t admit it to anyone else? It’s not logical.”

“They’d admit it to me because they’ve been trying to make up their minds for two years whether to kill me. So, if they killed Dom, the first thing they’d do is tell me about it, as a warning. About half the time they kill someone, it’s a warning to someone else, too.” She said it matter-of-factly, as if discussing the tactics of an unscrupulous loan shark. Something about her monotonous, uninflected voice, with its trace of an old-country accent, gave a chilling weight to her words. There was a kind of stoic resignation in her manner, too—as if she didn’t really care whether they killed her or not.

“Do they know you’ve come to me, Mrs. Vennezio?” I asked.

“They know everything.”

“Let me put it differently, then, Do they
approve
of you coming to me?”

“If they didn’t approve, I wouldn’t be here. I’d be with Dom.”

“Yes, but that—that’s another assumption you’re making, Mrs. Vennezio. How can you be sure—absolutely sure—they know you’re here? They aren’t omnipotent you know. They have their contacts, I admit. But they’re not—”

“Reggie tells them.” She moved her head toward the plate glass window. “The one that came in with me. Reggie Fay. It’s his job.”

“Do you mean that it’s his responsibility to report everything you do to the Outfit?”

She nodded.

“But why?”

“I already told you: because they’ve been trying to decide whether to kill me or not. For two years, now.”

Feeling a sense of baffled frustration, I looked at her for a long moment before finally saying, “I’m sorry, Mrs. Vennezio, but none of this makes any sense to me. If we’re going to get anywhere, you’re going to have to tell me the whole story, from the beginning. Otherwise, there’s no point in our—”

“I moved out on Dominic just about two years ago,” she said in her expressionless voice. “He started playing around with another woman, and I moved out.”

“And Dominic Vennezio let you go?” I was surprised. The Syndicate’s first concern is for the probity of its leaders. The executives of organized crime live more proscribed lives than their counterparts in big business. Divorce, perhaps, was tolerated. But never a scandal.

“I wanted to leave him,” she said, “and I did. There wasn’t anything he could do about it.”

“But—”

“Before I did it, I first of all wrote down things I know. Things about Dominic. I made four copies and put two of them in two separate safe-deposit boxes and gave the other two to different lawyers. And I told Dom that if anything happened to me, those letters would go to four different people: the President, J. Edgar Hoover, the governor of California and the head of the California Crime Commission.”

I thought about it for a moment before saying, “From what I’ve heard of the Outfit, Mrs. Vennezio, I don’t think those four letters would’ve permanently stopped them if they really wanted you dead. Something like this happened several years ago, and they simply tortured the man until he told them where the incriminating material was hidden. Then the man turned up dead.”

“But Dominic would never’ve let them do that” she answered doggedly. “He wanted his freedom, all right. But not that bad. Besides, I never told anyone else about those letters. Only Dominic.”

“You just finished saying, though, that they knew everything. You also said they’ve been considering murdering you for two years. So they must have known.”

She thought about it, then indifferently shrugged my mere logic aside. “Maybe so. I was only talking about Dominic. But he’s not the only one, you know. The others, back East, they tell him what to do. Besides, the way I felt when I moved out, I didn’t care whether they killed me or not. Maybe Dominic did, but I didn’t.”

“Did he still have some feeling for you, then, when you moved out? Is that what you mean?”

“We were married thirty years and we had two kids. Even someone like Dominic, he don’t forget things like that.”
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