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      First Shot

      There she was.
      

      Smaller than he expected. Younger, too. But the primary shock was that she was human, a person just like him. Well, not just like him—there was the thirty-plus age difference to start—but flesh and blood, standing on a street in Baltimore, occupying
         the same latitude and longitude, breathing the same air. Look at her, sipping one of those enormous coffee drinks that all
         the young people seemed to carry now, as if the entire generation had been weaned too early and never recovered from the shock
         of it. He imagined a world of twenty-somethings, their mouths puckering around nothingness, lost without something to suck.
         Figuratively, not literally. Unlike most people, even allegedly educated ones, he used those words with absolute precision
         and prided himself on the fact, as he prided himself on all his usage, even in the sentences he formed in his head, the endless
         sentences, the commentary that never stopped, the running voice-over of his life. Which was funny, as he disdained voice-over
         in film, where it almost never worked.
      

      Yet even as the vision of a suckling nation took shape in his head, he knew it wasn’t his exclusively, that it had been influenced
         by something he had seen. Who? What? A small part of his brain wouldn’t rest until he pinned down this fleeting memory. He
         was as punctilious about the origins of his ideas as he was about the correctness of his speech.
      

      He liked young people, usually, thrived in their company, and they seemed to like him, too. Crabbed age and youth cannot live together—whoever wrote that line couldn’t have been more wrong. The young people he invited into his home, his life, had given him
         sustenance, enough so that he didn’t mind tolerating the inevitable rumors. Baltimore bachelor … lives by himself in that old house near the park … up to strange things with all that camera equipment.
            People swear he’s on the up-and-up, but who can tell? But those things were said by the neighbors who didn’t know him. When he selected the children, he got to know their parents
         first, went around to the houses, showed them what he did, explained his methods, provided personal references. It got so
         where parents were calling him, begging for a slot for little Johnny or Jill. Gently, tactfully, he would explain that his wasn’t just another after-school
         program, open to any child. It was up to him, and him alone, who would be admitted.
      

      Now that he had this one in his viewfinder—would he have chosen her, glimpsed her potential when she was eight or nine? Possibly,
         maybe. It was hard to know. Faces coarsened so much after adolescence. Personalities, more so. This one—she was probably sweet,
         once upon a time. Affection starved, the kind who crawled into your lap and cupped your cheeks with her baby-fat palms. Patted your face and stroked your hair and stared straight into
         your eyes with no sense of boundaries, much less the concept of personal space. He loved children when they were unself-conscious,
         but that phase was so swift, so fleeting, and he was left with the paradox of trying to teach them to be as they once were,
         to return to a time when they didn’t understand the concept of embarrassment, much less worry about what others thought. But
         it was the eternal struggle—once you realize you’re in Eden, you have to leave. He watched the teenage years approach with
         more anguish than any parent, knowing it marked the end.
      

      The lens was a powerful one, purchased years ago. He was no Luddite—there was much new technology on which he doted, and even
         more for which he yearned—but he could not sacrifice his old Pentax for a digital camera. Besides, the kind of SLR system
         he would need was out of reach. The Canon he had priced online was $2,500 at discount, and that was for the body alone. No,
         he would stick with his battered Pentax for now. Come to think of it—how old was this camera? It must be twenty-five, thirty
         years ago that he had taken the plunge at Cooper’s Camera Mart. A memory tickled his nose—what was that wonderful aroma that
         camera stores once had? Film, it must have been film, or the developing products, all outmoded now. Consider it—in his lifetime,
         just a little over a half century, he had gone from shooting photos with a Kodak automatic, the kind with a detachable wand
         of flashbulbs, to shooting movies that he could watch instantly at home, and if anyone thought that was inferior to trying
         to load an eel-slippery roll of film onto a reel, then they had his sympathy. No, he had no complaints about what technology
         had wrought. Technology was wonderful. If he had had more technology at his disposal, even fifteen years ago, then things
         might be very different now.
      

      Look up, look up, look up, he urged the image he had captured, and just like that, as if his wish were her command, she lifted her eyes from the paper in front of her, stopped sipping her drink,
         and stared into the distance. Such an open, innocent face, so guileless and genuine. So everything she wasn’t.
      

      Her mouth, free from the straw, puckered in lonely dismay, and he knew in that instant the image that had been tantalizing
         him—The Simpsons, the episode that had managed to parody The Great Escape and The Birds with just a few deft strokes. He had watched it with his young friends, pointing out the Hitchcock cameo, then screening
         the real movies for them so they could understand the larger context. (It was the only reason he agreed to watch the cartoon
         with them, in order to explain all its cinematic allusions.) They had loved both movies, although the explicit horror of killer
         birds had seemed to affect them far more than the true story behind the men who had escaped from Stalag Luft III, only to
         be executed upon their capture. He was ten years old when the movie came out—he saw it at the Hippodrome—and World War II,
         an experience shared by his father and uncles, loomed large in his imagination. Now he found himself surrounded by young people
         who thought Vietnam was ancient history. They had reeled when they learned he was old enough to have been in the draft. This
         one—she, too, considered him old, and therefore a person she was free to ignore. She probably didn’t even remember the Persian
         Gulf War. She might not know there was a war going on even now, given how insular she was. Insular and insolent.
      

      He watched the rosebud of her mouth return to the straw and decided that the image that had been teasing him, literally and
         figuratively, was Lolita. The movie version, of course. No heart-shaped sunglasses, but she didn’t need them, did she? You’ll be the death of me, he lamented, clicking the shutter. You’ll be the death of me.

      Literally and figuratively.

   
      
      PART ONE

      KISS KISS BANG BANG

      
      Fall came early to Mount Vernon this October—much to the neighborhood’s disgust. According to Mandy Stewart, vice president
            of the Mount Vernon Neighborhood Association, workers for Mann of Steel stripped leaves from the trees in order to create the late-autumn atmosphere required for the miniseries, which is being produced
            by Philip “Flip” Tumulty Jr.

      
      “They just came through in late September and ripped the leaves from the trees, then put up a few fake brown ones in their
            place,” Stewart told the Beacon-Light. “They stole our fall out from under us! And they’ve made parking a nightmare.”

      
      Steelworkers are equally peeved with Mann of Steel, which they say has shown a marked indifference to portraying the industry with accuracy. “These guys couldn’t find Sparrows Point on a map,” said Peter Bellamy of Local 9477. “They’re just
            using us for cheap laughs.”

      
      He said retired steelworkers are considering informational pickets at the series’ various locations around the city, but he
            disavowed any connection to the series of mishaps that have befallen the production, as detailed previously by the Beacon-Light.
      

      
      The Mary land Film Commission and the city’s film liaison both said they had received no complaints, insisting the production
            had been an exemplary, polite presence in the city. Tumulty, through his assistant, refused repeated requests for comment.

      
      Tumulty is the son of the Baltimore filmmaker Philip Tumulty Sr., who first attracted attention with lovingly detailed movies
            about Baltimore’s Highlandtown neighborhood in the 1960s and early 1970s, such as Pit Beef and The Last Pagoda. But he turned his attention to more conventional—and far more lucrative—Hollywood blockbusters, including The Beast, Piano Man, and Gunsmoke, the last a reworking of the long-running television show. The younger Tumulty, after a much-heralded independent film, written
            with childhood friend Ben Marcus, has worked exclusively in television.

      
      His latest project, Mann of Steel, has extended the city’s long run with Hollywood, which has been an almost constant presence in Baltimore over the last fifteen
            years. However, although this series centers on Bethlehem Steel and nineteenth-century Baltimore belle Betsy Patterson, Mary
            land almost lost the production to Philadelphia, which has more architecture dating from the early 1800s. Special tax incentives
            helped to lure the show to Mary land.

      
      Unlike previous productions, Mann of Steel has had a rocky relationship with the city from the start. Complaints from neighbors and steelworkers are only part of the problems
            they have faced. There have been a series of small fires set near some of the locations and rumors of bad behavior by up-and-coming
            actress Selene Waites, 20, who keeps popping up in local bars.

      
      “We are grateful to Baltimore and Mary land for all they’ve done to make this film possible,” said co–executive producer Charlotte
            MacKenzie when asked for comment. “We just wish others were grateful for the $25 million we’re spending, half of which will
            go directly into the local economy.”

      
      Community activist Stewart is not about to be mollified: “The economic benefits of film production are wildly exaggerated,
            based on the stars’ salaries, which may or may not be taxed by local authorities,” she said. “The bottom line is that Mann of Steel is a pain in the butt.”

      
      —THE BEACON-LIGHT, 
OCT. 15

      
   
      
      MONDAY


   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      The headphones were a mistake. She realized this only in hindsight, but then—what other vision is available to a person heading
         backward into the world?
      

      
      True, they were good old-fashioned headphones, which didn’t seal tightly to the ear, not earbuds, which she loathed on principle, the principle being that she was thirty-four going on seventy. Furthermore, she had dialed
         down the volume on her Sony Walkman—yes, a Sony Walkman, sturdy and battered and taxicab yellow, not a sleek little iPod in
         a more modern or electric shade. Still, for all her precautions, she could hear very little. And even Tess Monaghan would
         admit that it’s important to be attuned to the world when one is charging into it backward, gliding along the middle branch
         of the Patapsco in a scull and passing through channels that are seldom without traffic, even in the predawn hours.
      

      
      But Tess had painstakingly rationalized her way into trouble, which, she decided later, is pretty much how everyone gets into
         trouble, one small rationalization at a time. She wanted to row, yet she felt obligated to listen to her boyfriend on a local
         radio show, promoting the Oktoberfest lineup at her father’s bar. Besides, he planned to play some songs by Brave Combo, a
         nuclear polka band that Tess quite liked. She would row a path that was familiar to her, and trust the coxswains for the fours
         and eights to watch her back, a courtesy offered to all scullers.
      

      
      It did not occur to Tess to row a little later, or skip the workout altogether. The rowing season traditionally ended after
         Thanksgiving, a mere month away. She had to take advantage of every waning day, especially now that Baltimore was in its full
         autumnal glory. If aliens had landed in Baltimore on this particular October morning, they would have concluded that it was
         the most perfect city on the globe they were about to conquer, truly the Charm City it claimed to be. The trees were tinged
         with gold and scarlet, the breeze was light, the sky was slowly deepening into the kind of brilliant blue that reminded Tess
         that she once knew the word cerulean, if only because it had been on the vocabulary lists for the SATs.
      

      
      She set out for Fort McHenry, at the distant tip of Locust Point, rationalizing every stroke of the way: She knew the route
         so well, it was so early, the sun not even up. She had beaten the other rowers to the water, arriving in darkness and pushing
         off from the dock at first light. She wouldn’t wear the headphones on the way back. She just needed to hear Crow on WTMD,
         listen to him play a few snippets of Brave Combo, then she would turn off the Walkman and—
      

      
      That’s when the police boat, bullhorn blaring, crossed into her line of vision and came charging toward her. By the time she
         registered everything that was happening—the approaching boat, the screams and shouts coming from all directions, the fact that someone was very keen that she stop or change course—the motorboat
         had stopped, setting up an enormous, choppy wake that was going to hit her sideways. Tess, trying frantically to slow and
         steady her scull, had a bona fide moment of prescience. Granted, her vision extended only two or three seconds into the future,
         but it was uncannily exact: She was going to go ass over teakettle into the Patapsco, a body of water that even conquering
         aliens from a water-deprived planet would find less than desirable. She closed her eyes and shut her mouth as tightly as possible,
         grateful she had no cuts or scratches into which microbes could swim.
      

      
      At least the water held some leftover summer warmth. She broke the surface quickly, orienting herself by locating the star-shaped
         fort just to the north, then the wide channel into the bay to the east of the fort, toward which her vessel was now drifting.
         “Get my shell,” she spluttered to the police boat, whose occupants stared back at her, blank faced. “My shell! My scull! MY
         GODDAMN BOAT.” Comprehension dawning, the cops reached out and steadied her orphaned scull alongside the starboard side of
         their boat. Tess began to swim toward them, but a second motorboat cut her off.
      

      
      A man sat in the stern of this one, his face obscured by a baseball cap, his arms crossed over a fleece vest emblazoned with
         a curious logo, MANN OF STEEL. He continued to hug his arms close to his chest, a modern-day Washington crossing the Delaware, even as two young people
         put down their clipboards and reached out to Tess, boosting her into the boat.
      

      
      “Congratulations,” said the male of the pair. “You just ruined a shot that we’ve been trying to get for three days.”

      
      Tess glanced around, taking in everything her back had failed to see. This usually quiet strip around Fort McHenry was ringed
         with boats. There was an outer periphery of police launches, set up to protect an inner circle, which included this boat and another nearby, with what appeared to be a mounted camera and another
         fleece-jacketed man. There were people onshore, too, and some part of Tess’s mind registered that this was odd, given that
         Fort McHenry didn’t open its gates to the public until 9 A.M. Farther up the fort’s grassy slopes, she could see large white trailers and vans, some of them with blue writing that she
         could just make out: HADDAD’S RENTALS. She squeezed her ponytail and tried to wring some water from her T-shirt, but the standing man frowned, as if it were bad
         form to introduce water into a boat.
      

      
      “The sun’s up now,” said the young woman who had helped Tess into the boat, her tone dire, as if this daily fact of life,
         the sun rising, was the most horrible thing imaginable. “We lost all the rose tones you wanted.”
      

      
      The doubly stern man threw his Natty Boh cap down in the boat, revealing a headful of brown curls, at which he literally tore.
         He was younger than Tess had realized, not much older than she, no more than thirty-five. “Three days,” he said. “Three days
         of trying to get this shot and some stupid rower has to come along at the exact wrong moment—”
      

      
      “Tess Monaghan,” she said, offering a damp, sticky hand. He didn’t take it. “And I’m sorry about the accident, but you almost killed me.”
      

      
      “No offense,” said Natty Boh, “but that might have been cheaper for us in the long run.”

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Are you sure you want to wait for your clothes to go through the wash?” asked the girl from the boat, the brunette with the
         clipboard. “We could dress you from the underwear up with things in the wardrobe trailer. What are you? Size twelve? Fourteen?”
      

      
      Tess was seldom nonplussed, but she found this offer—and eerily on-target assessment of her size, which was usually a twelve,
         but had been known to flirt with fourteen after a Goldenberg Peanut Chew fling—disorienting to say the least. Surreal was an overused word in Tess’s experience, but it suited the events of the morning so far. Now that she was on land, her
         Hollywood rescuers were behaving more like captors, making sure she was never out of their sight. Were they worried about
         a lawsuit? She covered her confusion by bending down and toweling her hair, checking to see if it still carried a whiff of river water beneath the green apple scent of the shampoo. They had been kind enough to let her shower in one of the trailers,
         which they kept calling bangers, much to Tess’s confusion. Was the jargon some sort of sexual allusion? There also had been
         mention of a honey wagon and repeated offers to bring her something from craft ser vices, but she wasn’t sure what that meant.
         Macramé?
      

      
      “No, I’ll wait, if you don’t mind,” she said. “My Under Armour tights and jog bra will dry really fast, even on a low-heat
         cycle, and I don’t mind if the T-shirt is a little damp.”
      

      
      “Everything we have is clean,” the young woman said, her tone huffy, as if she were personally offended by Tess’s refusal of laundered-but-possibly-used
         underwear. “And we’d put you in modern clothes, from the present-day sequences, not the nineteenth-century stuff.” Again,
         that cool appraising look, unnerving in an otherwise sweet-faced young woman, not even twenty-five by Tess’s estimation. “You
         probably wouldn’t fit into those, anyway. They’re quite small.”
      

      
      Tess cinched the belt of the bathrobe they had loaned her. The garment was Pepto-Bismol pink and made of a fluffy chenille
         like material that seemed to expand the longer she wore it, so she felt quite lost and shapeless within it. Still, she did
         have a waist and a respectably solid body somewhere inside this pink mass.
      

      
      The man in the Natty Boh cap, who had been on his cell phone almost constantly since they arrived at the trailer—banger—suddenly barked: “Arrange for her clothes to go to the nearest coin laundry, Greer.” Then, to Tess, picking up a conversation
         that he had started perhaps twenty minutes earlier, during one of the lulls between phone calls: “You see the irony, right?
         During the Civil War, Francis Scott Key’s descendant was held as a prisoner here, in the very fort where Key was kept when
         he wrote ‘The Star-Spangled Banner.’ ”
      

      
      “Well, Key was on a British ship, stationed in the harbor. But I guess I—”

      
      “Key was on a ship?” He looked dubious. “Greer, check that out, will you? I think we have a reference to it in one-oh-three.
         We may have to save that with looping.”
      

      
      His girl Friday dutifully jotted some notes on her clipboard. “Should I use the Internet or—”

      
      “Just check it out. And do something about her clothes, okay?” Greer scurried away, even as Tess marveled at the man’s ability
         to switch from bossy-brittle to seductive-supplicant and back again without missing a beat. She wondered if he ever got confused,
         used the imperious tone on those he was trying to impress, then spoke beguilingly to those he meant to dominate. “On the boat
         or on the shore, it’s the larger irony that concerns me. ‘Everything connects,’ like it says in Howards End.”
      

      
      Tess didn’t have the heart to tell him that the epigraph for E. M. Forster’s novel was only connect. Everyone made mistakes. She just wished the man would stop trying so hard to impress her and perhaps do something
         as rudimentary as introduce himself.
      

      
      Mr. Natty Boh’s cell phone rang for what Tess estimated was the seventy-fifth time since they had left the boat. The ring
         tone was the brrrrrrring-brrrrrrring of an old-fashioned desk phone, something black and solid. It was a ring tone that Tess particularly hated, even more than
         the one on her friend Whitney’s phone, which played “Ride of the Valkyries.”
      

      
      “What? WHAT? You’re breaking up, let me go outside.”

      
      Greer returned as soon as her boss left. They seemed determined to keep an eye on Tess at all times, although they had let
         her shower alone. “I sent your clothes off with the P.A., Brad.”
      

      
      “P.A.?”

      
      “The production assistant from the boat. And I realized something—I know you.” The rounded O sound—knOOOOOOHw—marked her as a native Baltimorean, although one who seemed to be trying to control her os and keep her rs where they belonged.
      

      
      “I don’t think so,” Tess countered.
      

      
      “I’ve seen you,” she insisted, eyes narrowed until they almost disappeared in her apple-cheeked face. “You’ve been in the paper.”
      

      
      “Oh, well, who hasn’t? I’m sure you’ve ended up in the paper yourself, a time or two. Engagement announcement, perhaps?” The
         girl wore a simple, pear-shaped diamond on a gold band, and she reached for it instinctively at Tess’s mention, but not with
         the expected tenderness or pride. She twisted it, so the stone faced inward, the way a woman might wear a ring on public transportation,
         or in a dangerous neighborhood.
      

      
      Tess babbled on: “Like Andy Warhol said—in the future, everyone will be famous for fifteen minutes. Actually, he didn’t say it, he wrote that, in the notes on a gallery exhibit at the University of Maryland of all places. And most people get it
         wrong, refer to so-and-so’s fifteen minutes of fame, which isn’t the same, not at all….”
      

      
      She hoped her prattling might derail the woman’s chain of thought, but this Greer had a pointer’s fixity of purpose.

      
      “You weren’t in the paper in a normal way,” Greer said. “It was something odd, kind of notorious.”
      

      
      “One of my favorite Hitchcock films,” her boss said, returning to the trailer. “Written by Ben Hecht, with uncredited dialogue
         by Odets.”
      

      
      “No, she’s notorious.” Greer used her clipboard to indicate Tess. “She’s been in the paper.”
      

      
      “The local paper?” asked Mr. Natty Boh, suddenly all bright interest.

      
      “Yes,” Greer said.

      
      “No,” Tess said. “I mean, not really, not often. I started out as a reporter at the old Star, and I’ve worked for the Beacon-Light as a consultant, nothing more. Maybe that’s why she thinks I’ve been in the newspaper.”
      

      
      A lie, but an expedient one, one she assumed would dull the man’s interest. Besides, how could a Hollywood director, assuming he was that, care who had been mentioned in a Baltimore newspaper?
      

      
      But now he seemed even more focused on impressing her, extending his hand, something he hadn’t done even while she was treading
         water. “I’m Flip Tumulty.”
      

      
      “Oh, right, the son of—”

      
      At this near mention of his famous father, Flip’s features seemed to frost over, while Greer clutched her clipboard to her
         chest, as if to flatten the squeak of a gasp that escaped from her mouth. Tess was forced to correct her course for the second
         time that morning. “I had assumed you were the director on this project, but you’re a writer, right? Ben Hecht, Odets—those
         are the kinds of details a writer would know. Now that I think about it, I remember a Shouts and Murmur piece you wrote for
         the New Yorker a few years back. Very droll.”
      

      
      That puffed him up with pride. “I am a writer, but here I’m the executive producer. That’s how it works in television, the writer is the boss. And you’re a rower
         who reads the New Yorker?”
      

      
      Now it was Tess’s turn to be offended. “Rowing is my hobby, not my profession. Besides, rowers tend to be pretty intelligent.”

      
      “Really? I don’t recall that from my days at Brown.” Oh, how Tess hated that kind of ploy, this seemingly casual mention of
         an Ivy League education. Shouldn’t the son of Phil Tumulty be a little more confident? Or did having a famous father make
         him more insecure than the average person?
      

      
      “Well, Brown,” she said, trying to make it sound as if that school’s rowers were famously subpar.
      

      
      “What do you do, when you’re not rowing or consulting for newspapers?”

      
      It was a question that Tess had come to hate, because the answer prompted either a surfeit of curiosity or the same set of
         tired jokes, many of them centering on wordplay involving “female dick.” She hesitated, tempted to lie, but the opportunity
         was lost when Greer blurted out: “She’s a private investigator. That’s it. She shot a state senator who happened to be a killer, or something like that.”
      

      
      “Something like that,” Tess said, almost relieved to see how the details of her life continued to morph and mutate in the
         public imagination. She had shot a man, once. He wasn’t a politician. If he had been, she probably would have been less haunted
         by the experience.
      

      
      “Really?” Tumulty, who had been pacing restlessly, dropped in the makeup chair opposite Tess. “Do you do security work?”

      
      “Sometimes. Preventive stuff, advising people about their … vulnerabilities.” Tess, naked inside the expanding pink robe,
         became acutely aware of her own vulnerabilities and checked to make sure that the belt was cinched. But the tighter she pulled
         the belt, the more the cloth seemed to expand. She was turning into a pouf of cotton candy. Or—worse—one of those Hostess
         Sno Balls, with the dyed coconut frosting.
      

      
      “And you have an ongoing relationship with the local newspaper? Could you get them to back off us, cut us some slack?”

      
      Tess smiled with half her mouth. “The Beacon-Light’s sort of like one of my ex-boyfriends. We’re civil to each other, but I’m not in a position to ask for any favors right
         now.”
      

      
      “What about bodyguard work?”

      
      “What about it?”

      
      “Do you do it?”

      
      “I’ve had enough trouble safeguarding my own body over the years.” If she could have found her hands within the robe’s voluminous
         sleeves, she might have snaked the left one down to her knee, fingered the scar she always stroked when reminded of her own
         mortality.
      

      
      “Well, it wouldn’t be bodyguard work, per se. More like … babysitting.”

      
      “You can get a nice college student to do that for ten dollars an hour.”

      
      “Here’s the thing.” Tess was beginning to notice something odd about Flip: He paused during a conversation and allowed others
         to speak, but he didn’t necessarily hear anything that was said to him. Perhaps even his face-to-face exchanges were beset
         by the static and dropped words of a cell phone conversation. “We have this young actor, Selene Waites. Beautiful. And the
         real thing, as a talent, but very raw. Young, just twenty. She’s playing Betsy Patterson Bonaparte, one of the leads.”
      

      
      “You’re making a historical miniseries about Betsy Patterson?”

      
      “Not a miniseries—a short-order series, eight episodes that will be used midseason on Zylon, that new cable network. And Mann of Steel isn’t a biopic at all. It’s about a young steelworker who gets knocked unconscious at work, in present-day Baltimore, and
         wakes up in Betsy Patterson’s era. He knows just enough about history to realize that she’s going to make a terrible personal
         mistake, marrying Napoleon’s brother Jerome, but he’s not sure what will happen if he dissuades her, how it will affect the
         larger course of history, if at all. Meanwhile, he has to get back to the present, because there’s a key vote coming up for
         the union, and he’s a shop steward.”
      

      
      As he outlined his story, Tumulty spoke with the flushed, excited air of a little boy enchanted with his own ideas, preposterous
         as they seemed to Tess. It wasn’t the concept of time travel via head injury that seemed most problematic to Tess, but the
         idea of a story centered on a steelworker in twenty-first-century Baltimore. Hadn’t these guys driven past the ghost town
         that was Sparrows Point? Didn’t they know that Bethlehem Steel had been sold and scavenged for its parts, leaving its retirees
         without so much as medical benefits or adequate pensions?
      

      
      “Sounds like Quantum Leap meets Red Baker by way of The Dancing Cavalier,” she offered.
      

      
      “I know Quantum Leap,” Tumulty said, his manner stiff, as if she had insulted him. “This is nothing like that. The other things you mentioned …”
      

      
      He paused, and she realized that he would not admit not knowing something, but he would leave a space if she wanted to fill
         in the gaps in his knowledge.
      

      
      “Red Baker is one of the seminal works of Baltimore fiction. It’s about a laid-off steelworker. Back in the 80s.”
      

      
      Tumulty turned to the young woman. “Make a note on that, Greer. We might want to option it, if it’s available.”

      
      Greer promptly began to scribble on her clipboard. Short and a little top-heavy, she was a pretty girl, although she seemed
         to be playing down her looks. Her dark hair was slicked back in a tight, unbecoming ponytail, her clothes frumpier than they
         needed to be. She had lovely hands, though, with a perfect French manicure, a fitting showcase for the ring, which she had
         turned back around at some point.
      

      
      Tess asked: “You mean you’d make Red Baker, too?”
      

      
      “No, but we like to hold the options on similar projects, so they don’t beat us out of the gate.”

      
      “That seems a little … unsporting.”

      
      “Common practice. What’s the other one you mentioned?”

      
      “The Dancing Cavalier?” Tess could forgive Tumulty’s ignorance of literature, but shouldn’t this son of a famous director, born and bred in Los
         Angeles, recognize a reference to one of the greatest movie musicals ever made? “It’s the film within the film of Singin’ in the Rain. Remember? They salvage the footage from the disastrous attempt at a talkie and recast it as a musical in which a young man
         travels back in time.”
      

      
      “Right. Of course. Well, ours is much more meta. It’s sort of like what Sofia was going for.”
      

      
      “Sofia?”

      
      “Coppola. When she made Marie Antoinette. We’ve known each other since childhood, of course. I met her on vacations and summers up in Napa, with my dad.”
      

      
      “Of course.” My, don’t you like to have it both ways, at once denying and invoking your credentials as a second-generation Hollywood insider,
            while wearing a Natty Boh cap, as if you were a real Baltimore boy. Of course, a real Baltimore boy would know that National Bohemian had pulled up stakes long ago. Tourists could buy the gear
         at a Fells Point shop and see the mustachioed mascot winking from a neon sign in Brewers Hill, but the beer itself was brewed
         out of state. Tess actively boycotted it.
      

      
      “At any rate, even though she’s second on the call sheet, Selene has more than her share of downtime. And she gets … bored.
         Rather easily.”
      

      
      “She wasn’t there for pickup this morning,” Greer put in. Her face was bland, but Tess thought she caught a flicker of spiteful
         enjoyment in the timid voice.
      

      
      “What? Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

      
      “I just found out. I got a cell call that Selene had shown up in makeup. Two hours late, but she’s there.”

      
      “Where was she? How did she get to set if she missed her driver?”

      
      Greer raised one shoulder, a timid halfhearted shrug. “Taxi, I think. Meanwhile, there was another one of those … incidents.
         A trash can fire on Fort Avenue, which closed the street down when firefighters responded, which is part of the reason she
         was so late. Or so she said. Apparently, it didn’t occur to Selene that she could get out of the cab and walk the last block
         here.”
      

      
      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” He grabbed his phone from an interior pocket of his fleece vest even as it started to ring again. “I’m
         losing you, you’re breaking up,” he shouted as he ran from the trailer.
      

      
      “Tough gig,” Tess said.

      
      “Oh, he loves what he does.”

      
      “No, I mean for you, being his assistant.”
      

      
      “Are you kidding?” Greer’s eyes widened for once, and they turned out to be quite pretty, a vivid pale blue set off by dark
         lashes and brows. “I’m really lucky. I started off as an intern during the preproduction phase for the pilot, opening mail
         and doing other odd jobs, then got promoted to the writer’s office assistant when the network picked up the show. I jumped at the chance to be Mr. Tumulty’s assistant when the job opened up.”
      

      
      “What happened to his last assistant?”

      
      “She left. She was a local.” The latter said with great derision.

      
      “Aren’t you from here?”

      
      “How could you tell?” She seemed at once insulted and shocked.

      
      Tess considered what would be the kindest way to reply. “Because I am. Like knows like, right?”

      
      “Well, I may have been born here, but I’m not going to be stuck here,” Greer said.

      
      “What about—” Tess gestured at the ring.

      
      “Everything can be negotiated. That’s one of the first things I learned, working for Fli—Mr. Tumulty. If you know what you
         want, you can get it. The trick is you have to know what you want.” She gave Tess an appraising look, and it was disconcerting
         to see that calculated, pragmatic gaze in such a young face. “And I know that—”
      

      
      The door to the trailer opened, and Greer let the conversation drop.

      
      “Don’t you think you should check to see if Miss Monaghan’s clothes are ready?” Flip asked, and Greer rushed out before Tess
         could say that nothing, not even Under Armour, could possibly dry that fast. Scurried, actually. She reminded Tess of a mouse,
         one of the animated ones that had been so devoted to Cinderella. Tess had always wondered what was in it for the mice. Did
         they really think they were going to get to live in the palace once all was said and done?
      

      
      “I wanted a moment with you in private,” Flip said.
      

      
      Tess nodded. The monstrous pink bathrobe had now risen up to her jawline, so her chin disappeared for a moment, catching in
         the collar.
      

      
      “The thing about Selene—Greer doesn’t know this—only the other producers and I are aware of this, but … there was an incident
         when we returned here to film this summer. A suicide.”
      

      
      “Selene attempted suicide?”

      
      “No, no, no. It was a local man, Wilbur Grace, with no known connection to the production. He hung himself in his kitchen.
         Hung? Hanged?” Tess let Flip work out the grammatical possibilities for himself. “Hung,” he decided. “Police came to me, the
         other exec producer, Ben Marcus, and my unit production manager, Lottie MacKenzie. The man had some things in his possession,
         things that appeared to come from digging through the trash at the production office. He also had multiple photographs of
         Selene, taken during location shooting on the pilot, last winter.”
      

      
      “A stalker?”

      
      “Possibly. And a bit of a creep, based on some other things police found.”

      
      “Creep?”

      
      “Let’s just say he had an eye for the kiddies. As I said, no one knew him, and we hadn’t been aware of a problem. The problems
         started after he died. Small fires, set near our locations. A power outage, the result of someone vandalizing a transformer. Then there
         are the complaints from neighbors, who had been delighted to have us when the production was first announced. And now the
         steel-workers caterwauling. I’m not worried about Selene from a public relations standpoint. I’m worried that she’s vulnerable,
         when she’s out in public.”
      

      
      “But you just said the man was dead, a suicide.”

      
      “Right. Yet all this strangeness now.”

      
      “Maybe he’s haunting you.”
      

      
      Famously smart-alecky Flip Tumulty didn’t seem to enjoy flippancy in others.

      
      “We have an order to film eight episodes of Mann of Steel in Baltimore, budgeted for three point two million per ep. If we get a pickup for a full second season, we’ll be here almost
         forty weeks out of the year, pumping money into the local economy. But if these petty annoyances continue, we’re going to
         have to rethink our commitment to the city.”
      

      
      “But you want me to watch Selene, not your set?” Tess had an unerring instinct for when a story didn’t quite hang together,
         but she couldn’t pinpoint the logical flaw here, the missing link. She knew only that there was a lie lurking somewhere.
      

      
      “Yes. Because wherever we film, what ever happens, Selene is the linchpin, our star. She’ll make or break us.”

      
      “The show is called Mann of Steel.”
      

      
      Flip glanced around, as if to be sure there was no one else who could hear him. “The program was built around Johnny Tampa,
         originally.”
      

      
      He paused, as if waiting for Tess to squeal with excitement, but she could not bear to admit that she did know Johnny Tampa.
         She was, in fact, far more familiar than she wished with the entire cast of the long-ago teen nighttime soap opera The Boom Boom Room, in which Tampa had starred. In her defense, she had been an actual teenager when the show was in its heyday, which wasn’t
         true of Tampa, playing a high school senior with a receding hairline and crow’s-feet.
      

      
      “He must be pretty long in the tooth now.”

      
      “Only in his forties, and Tampa is actually a good actor,” Flip said. “Great comic timing. He worked with Ben and me on our
         first show, No Human Involved.” Again, there was a pause, as if waiting for a gasp of recognition, but Tess didn’t have to fake her ignorance this time.
         She remembered a terrific novel by that name, but not a television show.
      

      
      “It ran for only two seasons, and it never got the ratings it deserved, but the critics loved us. Loved. Ahead of its time,
         a one-camera show done with voice-over. And Johnny won an Emmy for his guest shot. He was our first choice to play Mann. Like
         I said, he’s really good. But Selene—Selene’s got all the heat since Baby Jane.”
      

      
      “A remake of the Bette Davis movie?”

      
      “No, this was really gritty, done in the style of Requiem for a Dream, about a fourteen-year-old prostitute. The studio that bought it at Sundance had decided it was a stinker and they dumped
         it in theaters on Memorial Day weekend last year, a sacrificial lamb opposite X-Men. It almost disappeared, but then she got nominated for a Golden Globe. Did you see it?”
      

      
      Tess decided not to volunteer that she had been part of the rabble flocking to X-Men with her boyfriend, instead of dutifully paying eight dollars to watch yet another young actress prove her Serious Thespian
         Chops by pretending to be a prostitute. The only cinematic cliché that bothered her more was high-spirited white guys, à la
         Ferris Bueller or the Blues Brothers, proving their innate soulfulness by inspiring black people to dance.
      

      
      “It’s in my Netflix queue,” she lied.

      
      “Well, she’s great in it. And she’s ours, for now. The future of this show depends far more on Selene Waites than it does
         on Johnny Tampa, and that’s all there is to it. I can’t risk having anything happen to her.”
      

      
      “I’m a one-woman agency. I don’t have the manpower—woman-power, if you will—to provide the kind of ser vices you want.”

      
      “We just need someone to be with her while she’s off set. When she’s filming, our security provides all the coverage we need.
         But away from work, she needs someone, and it has to be a woman.”
      

      
      “Why?”

      
      “Men are … helpless around Selene. Any male between eight and eighty, she can twist to her will.”

      
      “Including you?”

      
      Flip pulled out a wallet and showed Tess a photograph of what appeared to be Philip Tumulty III. Same brown curls, same puckish
         expression—and probably the same Freudian issues in a decade or so. “My son, just turned five. He’s back in Los Angeles with
         his mom. Now that he’s in school, they can’t travel to locations with me, although if we get a full order for Mann of Steel, we’ll move east. Which would be a godsend, having a chance to raise him some place other than Los Angeles. You know my dad?”
      

      
      Tess, remembering how upset Flip had been when she almost invoked his father’s name, shrugged vaguely to indicate that she
         might—possibly, maybe—have heard of someone named Phil Tumulty.
      

      
      “It’s okay. I know he’s the big man, that I can make television shows the rest of my life and win a hundred thirty-seven Emmys
         and probably never equal the two movies he made in the ’80s. Anyway, my dad is a great director and a brilliant writer. Was, before he started doing big-bud get crap. He wins on that score. But he was and is a shitty father, and I can beat him at
         that game. I’m not saying that I’m made of stone, that I can’t see how beautiful Selene is. I’m saying that I resist temptation
         for this little guy’s sake.”
      

      
      “That’s great,” Tess said, meaning it, but also wondering at his vehemence. Flip’s little speech carried the whiff of addiction,
         a junkie at his first 12-step meeting, saying the right things, but not yet feeling them. “I get that you need a woman. But
         I’m not the right woman for the job.”
      

      
      “We’ll see,” Flip said, putting his wallet away. His cell phone reprised its eerie imitation of a real phone, and he departed
         abruptly, leaving Tess alone for the first time. A sneeze overtook her, and Tess realized that the pink chenille had spread,
         like kudzu, almost to her nose. She hoped someone returned with her clothes before the bathrobe swallowed her completely.
         Killer Bathrobe—now that was a promising concept for a horror film. She would rather see that than a hundred Oscar-worthy films about beautiful
         underage prostitutes.
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