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I don’t like being fifty, and I don’t like thinking about death.


—HOWARD STERN, The Howard Stern Show,
WXRK radio, 1998
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He should be shot with shit ’til he’s dead and dirty.


—MARGARET GRACE MCCANN,
Jenna McCann’s grandmother





PROLOGUE


Vincent Hull lay on the floor, his gray pants and white boxers around his knees, right arm splayed out in front of him. His left arm curled under his body, as if protecting his privates. Everything about him was obscene, especially the fleshy buttocks exposed to the air. Jenna pulled off her jacket and bent down to where he lay on the left side of his face. She could see only one eye, that one unblinking. His famously long, almost shoulder-length, white hair looked slightly damp, as the poor man stared straight ahead at eternity.


Jenna sank backwards down into a chair next to the leather couch. Rigor mortis—she’d heard of it, possibly seen it on television, but didn’t really know what it entailed. Would he be stiff like that? Probably not yet. She looked at her watch; over an hour since Vincent Macklin Hull’s publicity person, Tasha, had telephoned her. She loosened one button on her blouse, undoing another. Clean, she was altogether clean and, of course, stone cold sober. She picked up one of the heavy cocktail glasses, pouring herself a stiff shot of vodka, careful to leave her lipstick on the rim. For a moment, she and the dead man communed in a sort of silent prayer. She touched his back, she touched his head and smoothed his hair. He was cool under her touch. This awful change between the living, breathing man he had once been to this lifeless pile of bones on the floor, it was horrible, much worse than seeing her grandmother in repose. She didn’t want to put herself beneath him, as had been her instructions. Why not just sit right here and tell her story to paramedics? Perhaps, though, that would raise even more questions, since what she was doing there would look suspicious. She poured herself another, shorter vodka shot and drank it quickly.


Beside the man now, she took off one of her shoes, then pulled the bottom of her blouse out from her waist, but she could put her task off no longer, as she knew time was part of her assignment. She tried to lift his arm, but it was too heavy and flopped back down again. Should she roll him over? Could she? He was maybe six foot four and at least two hundred pounds. For a moment, across her eyes flashed the many photos she had seen of him in life, at charity dinners, holding little children’s hands, clasping the rich and the famous with a grin. How would this particular image play if it were made public? But presumably, only the authorities would see it, thank god. She shoved him a bit, but he lay still. Finally she got at his head, her two legs akimbo above it and began to slide herself down under him. It was difficult, and only as she managed to get him to about her knees did she see liquid dripping out of his mouth.


As she pulled him up, that spit trickled down onto her breast. She grimaced and looked away from the pale face that loomed above her and continued wriggling. Her instructions had been to get his DNA all over her. The fact that there would be no semen, at least not in her, didn’t seem to be a problem as long as she smeared something else of his over her. But maybe there was—maybe he was still wet from his longings. He might have expired in the very act and then withdrawn. Horrible thought. Still, she continued to wriggle, legs wide apart now, skirt hiking up so that her thighs rubbed against the dead man’s pants. His head hung heavy and kept banging against her as she moved. She could smell, what? Liquor still on his breath, something metallic, and for a moment she thought she would gag.


But now she felt something else, his naked body. Though his arm and face were cold, he was hot still in the center, his penis against her leg, erect, heavy. Was this from just recent sex or from that thing called “angel lust,” when men die violently and end up hard as a rock? She turned her head and retched onto the floor. Most of the vodka came up, and then she began to cry. What the hell was she doing? She should get up and have another few drinks, start over with all this, but she could go no further. She did not want to feel this fifty-nine-year old dead body any closer to her or deeper into her.


She snaked her arm back to grab the telephone off the coffee table and pulled it down to her side. With great difficulty she punched in 911, but then hung up immediately. She had to have a script, some speech in mind that would sound authentic, and it wasn’t too hard to imagine what that might be. She decided to turn her face directly toward Hull and look into his eyes. They were still dark but fixed, a blank. Did they now look upon God or some nasty Hell? She began to cry, and then she howled and she screamed, amping up the hysteria, grabbing the phone again, wailing now in earnest. When the 911 operator answered, she shrieked into phone, “He’s dead, he’s dead! Help, come quickly! It must be a heart attack.” When she had calmed down enough to give the address and the name of the dead party, the operator asked to have it repeated twice. “Yes, it’s Vincent Hull. Come now!”


She shoved the phone away and lay quietly now underneath the man, his face so well known to her.





PART ONE


Early June, 1999
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Even presidents have private lives. It is time to stop the pursuit of personal destruction and the prying into private lives and get on with our national life.


—WILLIAM JEFFERSON CLINTON, statement from the White House following his Grand Jury testimony, August, 1998
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I want this room as shiny as two dogs’ balls under a bed.


—MARGARET GRACE MCCANN





ONE


Vincent Macklin Hull had been having an affair for close to a year with someone he should not have been. This struck him vividly, and he had been trying to sort his way out of it. Up until now, most of his romantic involvements had been short-lived adventures that he kept hidden in the most compulsive, meticulous way. For the absurd scandals of his fellows, he felt only contempt, and ruining his life for a woman did not figure in his playbook at all. This latest involvement, however, actually demanded his attention; it was getting out of hand. He didn’t know if he loved her or just occupied himself with overheated fantasy, but he spent more and more time with his mistress. Alas—time—there just wasn’t enough of it, nor of space, either psychic or real. He wanted to craft it, to remold it to his liking, but time fought back at him and resisted.


About his wife, he felt not so much guilty as annoyed. In the past, Sabine Hull had ignored various lapses, swimming along as she did in their mutually prosperous sea. During their fifteen-year marriage, Vince had provided her with four homes, each crafted in a restrained but opulent way: the townhouse in Manhattan, a weekend house in Water Mill on Mecox Bay, their Hawaiian island getaway on Lanai, to which they rarely went, and a ranch in Jackson Hole, Wyoming, their “hunting lodge nouveau,” as Sabine called it. Unfortunately, his current dalliance could prove expensive, and a huge cloud of absolute impossibility hovered over his head, as in not allowing himself to think about how bad things could get. Because of his age and wealth, he had counted on the benefactor role to smooth over any marital lapses on his part; he thought his wife would love him for all he’d given her, and she had for a time, but lately he had grown anxious. He could feel the molecules vibrating asymmetrically, as if a whole new world of energy pulled them apart.


Sabine came from a middle-class family with its roots in Villefranche on the Côte d’Azur, and when Vince Hull first met her sixteen years ago, she had been comely and funny. And younger, only twenty-seven at the time. In the early days, he had needed her, because he wanted to stonewall his own forty-three years. He had enjoyed her French coolness, her unflappable gentility, her European maturity, and with her swaggering bob of short dark hair, often in motion, she seemed always about to applaud some imaginary triumph; but now, at fifty-nine, he just felt older than the world. She too had changed.


Of late, she protested her treatment because Vincent didn’t sleep with her much any more, and he was longer and longer away from whatever house she occupied. For him this posed problems, as he wanted to be near his two daughters, but he did not want to make love to his wife, and so between the time issue and the love issue came a blockage of a most confusing sort. About her he had moved from passion to clarity to tolerance, poised for anything that might slip out of her voluble French mouth. She talked. A lot. She loved to talk, she had a ball talking, as if she could consume the world with words, and Vincent finally decided the French needed three words for every English one. Inevitably he had retired to a listening attitude, not wanting to have to respond. In the larger scheme of things, and this he knew, Hull was the kind of man who would have been bored with an uncomplicated, unchallenging personal life.


Vincent Macklin Hull came from a long line of seriously competent bastards. His celebrated grandfather Malcolm Erskine Hull, an engineer from Edinburgh, had discovered and worked copper mines in Chile, subsequently inventing several very useful drill bits, but in his spare time he cursed humans and kicked dogs. Vincent’s father, Myron Hull, had grown the business to include an array of drilling companies, along with pipeline manufacturers, all the while acquiring pipeline rights across several other Latin American countries, and while the family empire continued to expand depending on the whims and character of these men, it came to include serious money losers in the United States, among them three tabloid newspapers, two radio stations, a publishing company of scientific journals, even an amusement park, all to give work to a host of dull-witted relatives.


The first family home was in Chicago, currently occupied by his 102-year-old aunt, along with five caregivers. His father, two uncles, and yet another aunt had long ago owned lavish residences in New York, the hub of the Hull empire. All dead now, they still whispered in his ear random curses in the night. In 1962 Vince’s father announced to his beleaguered family, “I want to control the lines of talk, so I can control the national conversation,” and that had led him first to acquire NewsLink, a rival then to Time and Newsweek, but with more gossip and bigger, more vivid photographs. In his later years, he bought into telecom, his single most spectacular bet, but he remained an uncouth, loutish roustabout, despite his many donations to the world of culture. He badgered Vince relentlessly and got drunk on Saturday nights, often raising a hand against both son and wife.


As an only child, Vince hid himself away when the family battles raged, then tried to enlist the help of neighbors. In the worst incident, his father tried to strangle his mother, at least that’s how he heard it from the safety of his own bedroom. The twelve-year-old had opened the door to find his mother cowering on the floor, his father clasping her neck in one hand and holding a drink in the other. They had both stared up at him, momentarily lifted out of their battle, and he had backed out, terrified about what to do next. He had run to the kitchen, finding refuge in the broom closet.


Vincent was only too glad to see the mean old man go, and when he finally did “cark it,” his son was grateful right down to his soul, if he had a soul, relieved at the vast fortune the man had passed down, though it was a legacy accompanied by harrowing burdens. All through his youth, Vince had had both great regard for himself and a fair amount of self-loathing, yet for the failings of others he had no tolerance whatsoever, and this bled into his relationships at work. Still, as his current life stood, he could indulge any and all of his feelings from behind the protective wall of inherited money, only emerging to talk to his two girls’ schoolteachers or to his very sociable wife’s friends. When he got too upset, he went to the gun range downtown on 20th Street, or he bought things.


On this day in early June, he wanted to get home quickly to check out a present he had just given himself, a very big present. Pausing for a moment outside his townhouse at the corner of Fifth Avenue and 71st Street, one of the largest single-family residences in Manhattan, he hoped to find no member of his family at home, only the help, wanting privacy with his purchase. Sure enough, as he entered the foyer—and what a foyer, of carved stone and marble, inconspicuous little television screens scanning the four levels of the house—there stood a Mark Rothko painting from a series done in 1969. It leaned against a table across from the carpeted winding staircase that led up to the living room, and, wrapped in plastic and masking tape, it had the homey aspect of an ordinary package.


Vince was tempted to snip the tape apart but then thought better of it. Instead, he sat down on the last step of the stairs and simply stared at it. Through the filmy covering he glimpsed the feathery black wash that bled down onto the turbid, much larger gray rectangle that lay beneath. One of a group of works that seemed to explore successive levels of despair, Rothko must have painted it with the calm, sure knowledge that peace would be upon him whenever he too merged into the darkness, as he did one year later when he committed suicide. Vince wanted to savor the complexities of the object and its maker before he could even think of getting the housekeeper to deal with the plastic, but he couldn’t think very long because his eleven-year-old daughter burst through the front door, heaving her backpack onto a chair, grabbing her friend, as the two prepared to raid the kitchen.


“Daddy,” Amelia cried and ran to kiss him. The friend hung back, intimidated by the house and the truly enormous object propped up on the floor. “What’s that?” his daughter demanded.


“A new painting. Do you think you’ll like it?”


“How should I know? I can’t see it. Want us to pull off all that stuff around it?” The two girls giggled, then held hands, threatening to jump on it maybe, while Vincent still observed them from his seat on the steps.


“Absolutely not. It’s a present I’m waiting to open.”


“You’re silly.” She kissed him on the top of his head. “It’s not Christmas.”


“I want every day to be Christmas.”


“It’s summer. Can’t you tell? I’m going to sleep-away camp or maybe France, so you have to unwrap it before I go.”


“Of course I will.” The girls scampered off, leaving a trail of noise and laughter. Vince could hear their chatter as the refrigerator door opened, and in that moment he felt comforted. Despite the contempt he felt for all the toadies and sycophants in his life, such feelings conflicted with his very real neediness. He told himself that he craved privacy, but actually he wanted to be surrounded with people. He needed noise, action, family, phone calls, plans, purchases—the works.


By dinnertime two maids and a house manager had unwrapped the painting, but still it remained lounging against the table in the foyer. When she came home, Sabine Hull stopped in her tracks to look at the thing, displayed in all its glory. The size and the opaque bleakness of it, at least to her way of thinking, had her stunned. It was dull, it was dark, it was depressing. Where would they put it? There weren’t any more blank walls, even given how many walls they had.


In point of fact, the Hull mansion housed a priceless art collection, American and European works from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but Vince now preferred the moderns. In his younger days, he had wanted some validation by buying well-known, accepted names, but later on he bought whatever he wanted, and he wanted the greatness of experimentation, the lustful energy that cried out for incomprehension or annoyance, or some major emotion. The safety of chaste and charming pictures no longer attracted him, and this was surely his most important purchase as well as his most expensive.


At dinner Amelia and her friend, now revealed as “Thea,” huddled next to each other whispering and giggling, while Vince’s older daughter, Claire, a quiet, exotic blonde with almond-shaped blue eyes and a lot of hair, three years older than her sister, kept listening distractedly for the phone in the hall. “Why do you listen for your calls all the time, Claire? I don’t encourage people to call me at home.”


“You don’t encourage people at all, Dad.”


“I talk to people constantly.” His older daughter looked away, while her mother sipped her wine and picked up another piece of bread, buttering it carefully as she framed her words.


“What does this painting mean, Vincenzo?” She had started to use this mysterious nickname just recently, and to him it sounded demeaning, as if he were an Italian lounge singer. “Why did you buy it?”


“It’s magnificent. One year later the painter killed himself.”


“Charming.” She stuck her fork into another chunk of the beef stew before her. “It’s completely blank, just dark colors. Anyone could do that. I don’t see how it has any value whatsoever.”


Neither of the girls listened to what she said, and as her husband threw back his head, savoring a finely roasted potato, neither apparently did Vince, but after dinner he insisted his wife come with him to observe his magnificent purchase. As they stood before it, he put his arm around her shoulder, and she responded by touching his hand.


Vince said nothing but pointed to the center of the painting. “See how the dark and the light blur together, so beautiful, Japanese almost, a nightmare or a point of rest.”


“Yes, I do see that,” she said and held onto his arm. “Who’s the new girl?”


“Which girl?” No, he shouldn’t have said this.


“A girl from the office called today.”


“Probably just one more of these floater-types. Let’s see if she can figure anything out. They come, they go, and my executive assistant just keeps telling me to fire them.” But he wasn’t sure what to say, as he didn’t know which girl she referred to and was not prepared to learn more. Out of nowhere, suddenly, Vince murmured, “I need you,” and pulled her into his arms. She opened her beautiful mouth and kissed him, caught up in his embrace.





TWO


Today, on this muggy day in June, after a remarkable few weeks of floating incompetently through reception, advertising, subscriptions (the biggest demotion of all), then upwards into research, Jenna McCann occupied her desk at the center of an astonishing suite of offices, one of the most incredible in this opulent New York world. “Office”—the word did not do justice to Vincent Hull’s domain. How she had gotten here mystified no one more than herself. In her tiny hometown of Burton, Ohio, she was regarded as smart but clueless, mouthy, erratic, up for anything the wind blew her way, but lovely too, with mounds of light brown hair, beautiful white shoulders, sexy calves. She looked like a wellfed woman, curious but naïve, openly waiting, even asking for something to happen to her. After the death of her last living relative, her grandmother Margaret Grace McCann, her art history professor at Ohio University had interceded with someone who worked at a New York art gallery, who in turn was familiar with the fact that Vincent Hull lost assistants the way a fisherman loses bait. So, why not suggest this rootless twenty-something who had had one or two menial jobs, in possession of a fairly useless degree, not actively evil to anyone’s knowledge; why not recommend her for a job at Hull’s somewhat tacky magazine, NewsLink, and give her a shot at the big wide world? Up until now she had had very few helping hands.


Each day Jenna’s new job began the same way—opening up a bag full of colorful, misspelled cards, notes, and ragged clippings meant to insult or castigate her boss, Vincent Hull. These letter writers were the people who rarely could penetrate Hull’s private email address, although if they did, an IT guy dealt with them. No, these were the Luddites with pen and pencil, with old typewriters, even pinking shears, sometimes using cut-out letters like writers of ransom notes, and boy did they rave. Today’s batch contained worse, much worse, as she held up a thick piece of white paper onto which had been drawn a man dangling from a rope, with a swastika upon his chest. Misshapen legs, arms, and a large male member stuck out from the torso. “Eww,” she shouted over to Hull’s other assistant, his real one, the executive one, Jorge Garza, a nattily dressed fiftyish man with graying black hair, thick glasses, and a perpetual air of stern and deep thought. So far she knew nothing much about him except that he collected labels off the bottles of wine that he and his family drank, a family that consisted of his mother and a disabled brother.


Jorge came over to her desk to get a better look. “Shows a certain flair, I think, in the hatred department. What did you reply?”


“Dear Mr. —hmm, he only calls himself Sam. Dear Mr. Sam, Vincent Hull appreciates very much your interest in NewsLink and your views on its politics. He is committed to maintaining an open dialogue with his readers, and letters like yours keep that conversation open. Please do continue to let us know what you think.”


“Send it up to Security.”


“Okay, you’re right, but I’m just wondering what a little kindness might do for this guy.”


Jorge frowned. “We don’t do kindness here, but at least you spelled everything correctly.”


“I really can’t lie to save my soul.”


“Don’t worry, that’s a skill you’ll learn.” He certainly did not want to tell her how the most recent letter-writing girl had gotten fired when Hull actually read one of her replies and then stood before this very same desk shouting at top volume, “You can’t even fucking use a comma correctly. Your sentences just go on and on, typos, grammar errors. I sound unbelievably stupid. You sent this crap out under my signature? If I put a gun to your head, could you figure out the fucking spell-check key?” He had shouted into her ear and then actually picked up a pencil and poked her in the forehead with the sharp end. The woman had fainted on the spot, and only the resultant several weeks of heavy lawyering could get Hull out of the whole expensive business.


“Luxe, calme et volupté,” Jorge whispered into Jenna’s ear now. “You and I need to create that here because nobody else is going to do it; no one else cares, so it’s up to us. Luxury, peace, and—” but he didn’t want to say “exquisite pleasure” so instead, he said—“beauty, that’s what we’re going for. Some French poet, I forget his name, once described a room that way.”


“Baudelaire.”


“Holy god, at last someone who knows something! We’ve been a brain-free zone for quite a while.”


“Ohio University, major in art history, minor in French. I owe it all to them, but of course I do miss my last job at the internet start-up in Cuyahoga Falls. They were into porn.”


“Maybe you could’ve gotten stock and become a billionaire.”


“Not a fucking chance. Oops, no swearing around here, right?”


“Not by you and me, anyway.” As things stood now, Jorge didn’t want to burst her bubble about how thrilling this promotion from Ohio porn might seem. In fact, he wanted to clue her in on several upcoming difficulties, but didn’t quite know how to start. When Jenna’s phone bank lit up, he retreated to his desk across from hers on the opposite side of the foyer. Several feet behind them lurked Hull’s inner sanctum, an office that resembled a large living room, several times larger than the apartment Jenna shared with two roommates in Gramercy Park. To its left was the kitchen and behind that the executive dining room, a small but companionable space. To the right of Hull’s office, behind a perpetually closed door, resided a much smaller, “secret” office, entirely off limits except to those invited in.


The mystified girl stared down at the buttons on the telephone console before her, all of which, all twenty of them, appeared to link them to the known universe as it stood today. One was labeled “Janitor,” one “Executive Editor,” and another knob sported the word “Washington” ominously pasted beside it. Could “Washington” mean the President of the United States? This phone button? “Hey, I could scramble jets through NORAD. Let me think of people I can bomb.”


“Now, now, these are early days. Power must be used wisely.” Jorge folded a piece of copy paper into an airplane and lobbed it her way. No matter what the new girl said, she said it with a lilt, a bit of joy at the end of each sentence, and he began to feel better about his life.


A button lit up, and she punched one of the flashing lights on the magic machine, receiving only bits and pieces of someone shouting through a cell phone as if through shards of glass. “Yes, yes? Who’s there?” she cried, into the digital void apparently, because now she heard no sound at all. “Okay, if that was Mr. Hull, I’m totally fucked. Geez, sorry, my grandmother used to say I had no governor on my mouth, but I’ll work on it.”


“Don’t worry, probably not him. He’s been AWOL lately.” Jorge actually hoped the great one himself had finally decided to show up. Since late April, Hull had rarely come in to work. He could often not be found; instead he allowed Jorge to do every single thing for him. Not that this executive assistant hadn’t already had that function, but now the situation had deteriorated. Habitually his boss’s feet rarely touched pavement. Cars, bills, appointments, phone calls, taxes, gifts, children, dogs, doctors—Jorge had handled it all. If someone had ever asked him, he would have said, “I live his life.” And that he did. It was an odd sort of ventriloquism, but the man who takes up ownership of a big chunk of the world needs a stand-in, a dummy with a mouth talking but saying exactly what the ventriloquist wants that world to hear. At the present time, though, Jorge could no longer even find out what his lines were supposed to be. Constant accessibility: once upon a time his boss’s mantra, but for several months he’d gotten only the occasional email, followed perhaps by a late-night phone call. If only people knew that almost everything in Vincent Hull’s life originated with a bean-counting-type guy from Queens who lived with his agoraphobic brother and a mother with multiple health complaints. In another life he would have figured as the designated priest in the family.


Jenna’s phone bank lit up again. A gravelly male voice announced, “I’m coming in,” then hung up. Say what? Jenna held the phone out in front of herself and stared into its silent microphone.


“Okay, Jorge, that had to be him.”


“Deep voice, authoritative, like an SUV crushing dirt?” Jenna nodded, but Jorge looked grim, staring down at his watch. “Jesus, I wonder what’s going on? It’s so late in the day, almost five. Go check out his office and straighten things up in there. Maybe dust a bit.”


“I’ll make it ‘shiny as two dogs’ balls under a bed.’ That’s what my granny always said.” In shock, Jorge could find absolutely no reply.


Jenna ran into the kitchen, got two towels, and then went back through the foyer into Hull’s office, only the third time she had actually entered that room. To her art-history-trained eye, her so-far invisible boss inhabited an art museum. Chinese scroll paintings unspooled along mahogany walls, onyx statues with grimaces on their faces backed up against the four corners of a room that sported a marble desk the size of three dining tables. Colors were muted, deep green and brown, down even to the Persian rugs, all sumptuous, oozing importance and the luxury of a thousand choices. Outside of the Cleveland Museum, Jenna had never seen anything like this before, and it reemphasized the importance of the people who owned it, certainly of the man whose assistant she now was, no matter how temporarily. As she surveyed her surroundings and then the panoramic view from the windows, she could almost feel the rich man’s cultivation of his contemplative self. The phone didn’t even ring here; it lit up silently, to her eyes like a tiny bomb. Staring down at the flickering buttons, some coming on, others dying out, she hoped she had time to fix things up, though why was something of a mystery, as, according to Jorge, nothing ever got moved or touched except by Mr. Hull’s wishes.


Jenna swept over almost every art object with the soft towels, including the fat, laughing Buddhas, lining them up evenly on the shelves. Books that had crept out of place got pushed back. She glanced at a few titles and saw they all related to current events, mostly written by notables who had signed the first page. A little too intimate for her, this private contact; as if she were touching a part of the man himself. When she got to Hull’s desk, she found an antique silver frame that had fallen face down, and when she propped it up again saw a slender, dark-haired woman hugging two young girls in parkas, snow-capped mountains behind them. The family, no doubt, and she stopped a moment to see them better because they looked so happy. She closed the heavy office door behind her.


Before she could run out to primp, a skinny man with red spiky hair brushed straight skyward popped his head around the doorway. “Want some shrimp amandine?” It was only five thirty in the afternoon, but perhaps dinner started early in these parts.


“Hmm, I don’t know if I should.” Jenna was hungry and anxious, but she wanted to please Hull’s personal chef, mainly to score freebies she could take home. No gift too small in this, the dark-hearted city, so she took the plate and walked back to her desk, Chef Martin trailing behind.


Jorge smiled over at her. “You’ve got to watch Martin. He’ll have us all fat.”


“That is not true. My food is pure, no chemicals, no bad stuff, you will lose weight on it, I guarantee.” Martin retied his apron and straightened his bowtie while he spoke. His voice had a foreign ring to it, but Jenna couldn’t place the accent.


She rushed through the delicious concoction to finish before the great man arrived, and indeed within moments after wiping her mouth and putting on more lipstick, she heard heavy footsteps coming toward them. Jorge made a sweeping hand gesture that signaled, Sit up straight. Down through the hall, they heard people greeting Mr. Hull, subdued though these greetings were, and she couldn’t pick up any reply from him at all. Hurriedly she wiped her mouth again, but not before a very tall man strode through the door.


He didn’t look at her, didn’t look at Jorge either, and she only glimpsed an impressive profile. He went straight for his office, waving a hand in the air like the conductor of an orchestra. All Jenna had really seen was the back of him, his black leather jacket and his blue jeans.


She looked over at Jorge uncertainly, who mouthed, “Just wait.” Nervously she wiped her mouth again, afraid of stray amandine, and for a whole hour she fretted; no sound from Hull’s office, only the ominous little gleam of the phone lights. What should she do? Jorge always worked feverishly, but he barely looked up. At last Hull buzzed her—she knew at least that much about the system, and she picked up. “Come in here, please,” the man said in a low, slightly less harsh voice than the one she had heard before.


“Right away, sir.” To herself she made a face and then unaccountably threw her fingers up around her eyes like a pair of googly glasses, all the while shaking her head at Jorge, who laughed. Just then Vincent Hull popped his head out of the doorway, surveyed her for a moment, and waved her in.


The powerfully built, tall man bent down over a package covered with customs stamps and bound with canvas straps, which he was trying to wrestle open. Jenna thought maybe she should help him but was too frightened to advance, worse yet to retreat, and so she waited. The silence had just about gotten to her when Hull looked up and fixed his dark brown eyes upon her, what the Irish call “speaking eyes.” His face was square, with a prominent nose and a high forehead, and his white hair curled slightly around his ears. This was the only soft feature on a big man who looked more like a well-dressed lumberjack than someone who ran a significant chunk of the New York world. He surveyed her and cleared his throat. “Do you like food?”


“I eat it,” she said, a little too loudly, clasping her hands together to stop herself from fidgeting.


“Some women don’t eat. Watch them at parties, they’re figuring how not to actually ingest anything.” He grabbed a box cutter from a drawer in the desk and began slashing at the carton.


“Oh, that wouldn’t be my problem, as you can see.”


Now he smiled, and it was a broad grin that made her sure his laugh would be even better. He sat himself down cross-legged in front of the box and began to root around with his hands. Out fell heaps of white Styrofoam popcorn. “Jorge tells me you’re handling the letters well.”


“I don’t know, I mean they’re pretty disgusting. Umm, could I help you with that, sir?”


“No.” He pulled out the black walnut stock of a hunting rifle from the rubble of plastic and ran his hand along it. “This is part of a custom made Mauser 98,” he said, and she watched silently as he assembled the pieces, several engraved with silver tracery. “What’s the matter? Not used to guns in Manhattan? Or just guns period?”


“Not used to Manhattan with a gun in it.”


He pointed the amazing firearm toward the floor-to-ceiling window before them. “I could drop anyone or anything with this, and from a long distance.”


“‘When you’re dead, you’re dead, as dead as Kelsey’s nuts.’ That’s what my granny used to say. Nobody cares which gun shot you.” Hull let out a harsh laugh in Jenna’s direction and hugged the weapon to his wide chest. She forced herself to shut up. No chattering, another new mantra.


Certainly, she had never seen the makings of a gun quite like this, but she had seen guns. From her stepfather she knew deer rifles firsthand. He would spend hours cleaning his latest firearm from the Galco Army store, spreading all the components down onto the kitchen table, then working away with baby diapers and oil, while a grainy, bitter smell filled the house. This in order to take potshots at the rabbits and gophers out in the yard, one of whom he nicknamed Billy. He became obsessed with this one particularly elusive bunny, but he never hit anything whatsoever, though Jenna had lived in fear that he might.


“But you’re used to food, as you said.” Vincent Hull wiped his hand on his jeans and then stared at her again with those dusky eyes, and she knew he saw before him a non-New York kind of person. Plumper than her predecessors no doubt, with freckled skin, her hair bunched together imperfectly in a black barrette, today she wore a floaty yellow dress adorned with random daisies. It hugged her breasts, and Jenna could read the man’s blunt assessment, but didn’t move away from his concentrated look. After what seemed like forever, Hull cleared his throat. “I want you to take charge of the executive dining room. Jorge doesn’t have time, and it’s not rocket science, it’s food and people sitting at a table. You check in with Martin every morning, Jorge will give you the list of guests, and then you call and confirm each one. He’ll show you the menu. If there’s anything that looks disgusting, that’s where it’ll get tricky. You’ll have to handle that yourself.”


“That’s true.” Any controlled or witty language deserted her.


“He’s not an easy man.” Jenna stood there watching as he continued to work on the stock of the gun, massaging it with a soft cloth. “Besides, there’s not that much for you to do, and I’m not here as often as I should be.”


“That’s what I was told.” She was afraid to say too much, though felt certain that she already had, like a fool.


“Jorge told you that?”


“Was he not supposed to?”


Now Hull just stared at her. “Okay, check with Martin tomorrow and see what’s happening. He needs all the help he can get.” As she walked out of the room, she felt conscious of how her body moved and that he must be assessing the dimensions of her rear end.


Jenna had been in the great man’s office so long that, unusual for him, Jorge had stepped to the door to listen. When she finally reemerged, she almost ran right into him. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, but she brushed past him to flee what she considered the single most baffling interview she’d ever had.


“I must be insane, talking that way. I can’t believe he asked me to take charge of Martin. That’s your job, isn’t it?” She plopped down into her desk chair, fooling with her hair compulsively.


“Was my job, dear. I’m so happy. Never try to deal with a chef, just open your mouth and consume. Tell me, though, how did you get here?”


“By subway.”


“No, here in this office, at this time. You’re from Ohio, no?”


“Right, Burton, Ohio, but I have connections, or my art prof does. He thought I needed a change, and you know, ‘a change is as good as a rest.’” Jenna gazed up at him philosophically.


“It is?”


“According to Granny Mac.”


“My grandmother never said much except, ‘Shut the friggin’ door, you moron,’” but Jorge stopped himself from saying more, horrified at the cultural contrast between Queens and rural Ohio. Of necessity this young woman had to like him, because lately the mood in the Hull realm had turned even darker than usual, intensified, actually brought about by their leader himself, who, after years of being actively engaged, almost hyper-engaged, now occupied some mysterious psychological limbo. He refused to deal with the editors and writers at NewsLink, hid out at one of his far-flung residences for weeks at a time—even while his family remained in the city—and when he did come in, threatened bodily harm to his employees and then refused to acknowledge their existence, an unusual mode, since normally he charmed them to death or showered them with money after he had insulted them. It was ghastly, and Jorge had no playbook for this state of affairs. At the very least, he needed help. Jenna was the first decent candidate for a job that was both menial and important, and he could tell right away that gratitude was high on her list of virtues, as after the first interview she had thanked him at least five times and also sent him a handwritten card.





THREE


The next day Hull showed no signs of making an appearance, but Jorge shoved his personal schedule Jenna’s way. “Inscribed by the man himself,” he announced, as if it were a sacred document. Just a series of dates in big block handwriting. “You must have made a good impression.” Jorge patted her on the back. “Usually he communicates with a shout.”


“You don’t care for him?” She looked up at the neat little man in his black V-neck sweater and his blue-checked shirt, apparently so comfortable in this Hull world. He looked like a professor of something serious, maybe statistics, and she almost waited for the word “stochastic” to fly out of his lips. What was his age, forty, fifty?


“Liking isn’t really the issue with somebody like that. He’s the man, the one, he owns us, and we’re his little pawns. Is he a benevolent king? Uhh—no. Is he rational? Only sometimes. He wants big, and he gets big, but the bad that comes his way comes thick and fast and gets ugly fast too. You’ll see.”


“I don’t know if I want to.”


“Wanting isn’t allowed around here. Now get cracking. Here’s the list of writers invited for lunch, in-house people. Poor schmucks probably think the boss will show up.”


Jenna straightened her tight blue skirt assertively and peeked through the door into the kitchen, where she saw the chef turning a wooden spoon around in a saucepan. He started when he heard her, throwing the spoon up vertically and waving it at her like a flag. “It’s beautiful. Those crummy journos don’t deserve this. Half of them smoke! They can’t taste anything, their lungs are shot, and they can’t smell either, but their clothes smell, you betcha.” He scooped out a bit of sauce and held it toward her. Something touched her tongue that was thick, buttery, exquisite, with a hint of sherry. “Oh my god, I can’t stand it,” she moaned.


“Good, you’re my taster from now on. You appreciate Martin Riegel. You will be at the head of our unhappy band.” Martin had an airy, theatrical form of declamation, and it threw her off momentarily. “How many people are there today?”


She looked down at her list. “I think about ten, though according to Jorge several of them haven’t responded.”


“I must know, I must know now. Scallops wait for no man and certainly for none of the women around here.”


Jenna hit the phones immediately, this time with success, and when, hours later, the participants filed in, she tried to appear cheerful and upbeat, welcoming them like a hostess. To the dismay of a number of them, Hull never did show up, but still they seemed grateful to feed in his lair. Most barely noticed her, but one tousle-haired young man, “Inti,” he had announced when he first arrived, had casually asked about the identity of the expected guests. Was “Inti” his name or an object of some kind? In any case, she couldn’t remember any of the names, and somehow or other she had misplaced the list. Inti was handsome in a boyish, off-kilter way, blue-eyed with curly black hair, a slightly crooked nose, and an expansive smile, very much at home in this setting, in contrast to a number of the other writers, who seemed harried, on edge. Was there more for her to do? There had been no job description at all, just get them in and out and satisfied.


When the last invitee had trailed away, Jenna sank down into her chair with relief. “You note that most of them had no idea whether Mr. Hull would appear. Keep them in line, keep them wanting more, it’s a life technique. He should write a book on it.” So opined Jorge, in a sardonic, post-mortem mood. He perched on the side of her desk, quiet, concerned.


“You really worry about him, don’t you?”


“I do. He’s worth worrying about, despite all the bad stuff, or maybe because of it.”


The next several days produced more lunches and another bag of letters, and Jenna found herself overwhelmed with food and bad handwriting. She saw nothing of Hull but felt him to be a looming presence, both in Jorge’s occasional asides and in Martin’s fuming and fussing about what the great man might like to eat, should he ever actually eat with them or somewhere near them. She had had a few disasters, as when an assistant ran in and handed her a list to be stealthily given to one of the writers while he was in attendance at lunch. This turned out to be an overdue dry cleaning bill, so Jenna took the heat, nasty heat too, from the angry writer himself. “Are you trying to fucking ruin me?” he hissed into her ear after everyone else had filed out.


“I don’t even know you. Why would I be trying to do that? Your assistant gave me the note and said it was important.”


“When I am in that room, nothing is important. My mother could eat anthrax, my father could set himself on fire, but it makes no goddamned difference to me. Got that?”


“Of course. I’m sorry.” What was wrong with these people? Why should this man tie himself in knots over what happened in the dining room, since Hull hadn’t even been there to see the gaffe?


Later, standing at the coffee cart, Jenna puzzled over her new situation, thrust upon her, it seemed, as a result of her professor doing her a good turn. She had hardly had time to recover from her grandmother’s demise when now she found herself at the center of something that those who surrounded her gave great importance to, almost like life and death. Yet when she read NewsLink, she thought it just a slick summary of the news, lots of photos, almost every one embarrassing to the person caught in the act of whatever, the occasional gossip item with way too many column inches devoted to it, several features, almost all about state senators doing bad things, and quantities of sports. She sank down with her coffee into a chair in the hallway, though many passed her by, almost stepping on her. When the Inti guy again approached, she beamed. At last, someone she kind of knew. “Sort of a deer in headlights look you have about you, Miss McCann.” He sat down next to her. “I’m Inti, remember?”


“Of course I remember. Guess I’m still back in Ohio, thinking about my grandmother.”


“How is she?”


“She died six months ago.” Inti looked abashed, but she continued. “She was ninety-four, and her helper stopped the clocks at the hour of her death, opened the window to let her spirit escape, and covered the mirrors out of respect, the Irish way. Granny didn’t suffer, she just forgot to take a breath. That made me feel better.”


“I’m so sorry.” He’d just wanted coffee and to chat up a lovely girl, and now this.


“I will never forget how beautiful she looked in her coffin.” Amid shuffling feet and chattering all around the coffee cart, Jenna wanted to cry. “‘Inti,’ what kind of name is that?”


“The Inca sun god. I’m from Olympia, Washington, home of Evergreen College and innumerable hippies, among them my parents. Besides, they were desperate for sun, but they had to settle for me.”


“I never heard that name before.”


“No one else ever has either. How about I take you out to dinner Friday night? I’ll cheer you up.”


“Wonderful.” He looked promising, fashionable in a beige linen jacket and navy slacks, and he might be interesting, what with that name. Positively everyone else here wore a black T-shirt and jeans, the men that is. The women writers, of whom there weren’t many, wore dark pants with a tailored blouse and a black jacket. They never said much, always just seemed to rush around in consternation. Besides, anything was better than another strained evening with her two roommates, one a skinny, eccentric person named Vera, who claimed to be in interior design. Jenna understood that to be retail, as in selling strange lamps and couches in Soho. The other girl, Allyson, a chunky, athletic blonde, worked at Chase Manhattan bank and, according to her, shuffled millions of dollars about daily. Smoking endless numbers of cigarettes while holding a beer, she then shot the butts through the little opening in the cans. She was carrying on an affair with a sportswriter at The New York Post and spent hours on the phone with him explaining herself, brew and cigs in hand.


No news from Vincent Hull that day, so Jenna merely sat, opening up yet more letters, one containing a graying, mashed piece of chocolate, sent as a gift presumably, while Jorge answered phones and seemed to work on endless spreadsheets. So efficient, so competent he appeared, while she wondered how she’d managed this upward climb without having done much of anything. Despite the paltry salary, others considered her something of a higher-up, and after being here only one month. Extraordinary, undeserved, and she pondered her good fortune, swiveling her chair around toward the immense window that let her see down onto Fifth Avenue. The heat flickered in the air and caused ripples across the glass and steel of the buildings. It was a different kind of heat from what she knew in northeastern Ohio—that had been wet, like the sky sweating. Of the many things she hated about where she grew up, the weather loomed as her sworn enemy. Thank god she had gotten out, if only to land in this cauldron of blossoming, proliferating heat. According to her roommates, three more months of this weather, possibly four, loomed, and they moaned that there had been no spring at all.


Jenna looked at her watch: almost five. Jorge was still working. On this night, her roommates had included her in their usual dinner at the neighborhood burger joint, probably because they felt guilty, having given her only a fold-up couch in the living room, but this was Gramercy Park after all, a posh address, no matter the small, dingy apartment. “Hey there, girl,” Jorge called over to her. “You’ve got a new assignment.”


“I already know, managing Martin.”


“That’s an oxymoron if I ever heard one, or possibly just a moron. No, we—and I do mean the imperial we—need you to pick up this special brand of bath oil and take it to the Hull hotel suite at Sixty-first and Park Avenue.”
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