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Chapter 1

All worthy accounts begin with an acknowledgment of larger forces.  Consider this ancient river.  For innumerable lifetimes it has coursed deep into the heart of the continent.  The Rhine Valley has by now been shaped into an appealing combination, one of both great beauty and the fertility to match.  North of Frankfurt the inland side slopes up to unexpected peaks.  Though by most measures modest, the Taunus Mountains have been upon occasion a spot of some consequence.  Abutting the lowlands allows their unassuming height to command the heady view of real peaks.  Now protected for all immediate eternity by the Hoch-Taunus Nature Park, the region attracts skiers in winter, hikers come spring.


Follow the enchanting summit drive up from the valley and it winds through enough shady turns to leave one vaguely hypnotized.  Anybody on a scenic route through miles of dark forest would be unlikely to miss the august gates that appear without explanation at a turnout in the road.  The intricacy of their antique design brags that cost had been no worry, and was perhaps even the intent.  The elaborate wrought iron conveys both elegance and power, and has been studiously maintained the two-plus centuries since its construction.  Should the gates be left open, no reason not to proceed up the white pebble drive.  But this course continues on, stretching deeper into the woods, until one might well wonder what’s been signed up for.


There are burbling streams and squarish rocky piles, but it is the tenacity of the forest which overtakes the mood.  The deep green shade looks sunken and mysterious, as if the long driveway transects the borders of another world.  In fact ages ago the Romans recognized the unsettling breach of this ridge, and marked it a frontier of worthwhile civilization.  Outposts and fortifications were built along its spine to keep back the feral tribes infesting the far side.  In today’s tamed world, this shadowy apprehension is reduced to the mild thrill of conjecture.  What could it be waiting up ahead?


After a few miles the wide and even road turns onto a glorious arcade, where sun blooms in to illuminate the manicured grounds of the Hornburg.  A stately manor and former summer residence of German nobility, it was constructed in an age when the region was known as the Duchy of Nassau.  Gaze upon it as the eye is guided through a choreograph of delights, sculpted hedges and ancient trees lining a broad circular drive, all its symmetry centered by the expansive and inviting front steps.  The tasteful facade – painted yellow and edged in travertine – is noted for large mullioned windows and a strong horizontal capability.  It would be quite easy imagining the lost world that gave birth to this place.  At the moment though, any evocation of a gilded past is significantly inhibited by the large white tractor trailer parked beside the entrance.


Young men bustle in and out the imposing portico, oblivious to their surroundings as they ferry in a variety of bulky equipment.  The urgency of their pace is contrasted when a white taxi pulls up and the two in back remain seated for some time, just staring out at the venerable grounds.


When the driver popped the trunk, a young man got out and stretched.  A rangy blond, possessing that inexact collection of features commonly called all-American.  When the girl exited it was easy to see why they were together.  Their looks announced themselves with such presence, it would be hard for anything they might say or do to adequately follow up.  But if his was the conjuring of a midwest quarterback, hers was not so easy to label.  Unlike the inhabitants of other countries, very few in the U.S. have an indigenous, in this case American, lineage.  Their ethnicities reach back in lines of descent tracing the globe.  Hers seemed a compendium of a dozen different stops, a travelogue of the best contributions from each land her ancestors left.


She put on a wide-brimmed sunhat and took in the car.


“A Mercedes-Benz taxi, yes!”


The boyfriend waved some bills at the driver and gestured to their bags.  Her attention was distracted from the glories of the cab, and back out at the grounds.  “Be right in,” she called as he led the laden driver inside.


With a splash of abandon she pulled her sunhat and frisbeed it onto the lawn.  Contrary to expectation, this was ignored by the team that bustled in and out of the long white truck.  Nor did she notice them.  She didn’t even notice the dark sedan as it came in along the bending arcade.  For those who take note of such things, the BMW 750i changed from black to deepest blue as it crossed in and out of the shade.  It pulled up and the long-haired girl was only distracted from her revelries when a petite blond got out.  She was perhaps 35, and though not short for looks, they vied with a quick-eyed spark that made her seem more a whole person.


The two converged to greet each other.  “Julie Beth Pohlter,” and the older one extended a hand.


“Vanesse Masterson,” said the other, and their shake quickly condensed to a hug and the nervous laughter of excessive goodwill.  From here the two fell into a stream of exchange too fleeting to convey.  Cheerful, inquiring, sympathetic.  The ease only lagged when Vanesse confessed being so glad to be out of LA!


Julie Beth got solemn.  “You’ve got to be very careful in that town.  Everything counts.”


The boyfriend appeared from the shadows of the entrance.  “Chop chop there girlie.”


“That’s why I’m with Randy,” Vanesse said.  “He can see through anything.”  She started being drawn inexorably toward the door.  “Hey Julie Beth, you still dating Benjamin James?”


Her new friend made an inexact smile.  “Last I checked.”


Ms. Pohlter set about collecting her bags.  These she carried in herself as if the gesture were a point of enormous pride.  Vanesse’s wide-brimmed hat remained on the lawn, a tiny white island.  The hectic rhythm of unloading the semi continued.  Eventually the person in charge of all this commotion came scurrying outside holding a clipboard sheafed with papers.  A threadworn squirrel of a man, right down to his unruly blob of gray hair.  When he began to give instructions to everyone he passed, a delicate and British prepschool accent entirely recast his rumpled appearance.  With a pipe poking from the breastpocket of his battered jacket, he became almost professorial.  But it would be difficult to qualify that word, almost.  Over decades the gist of a man gets into the upholstery of his presence.  A traceless aroma that will then introduce him to every person he meets.  Suffice to say this fellow had none of the priggish effetery hinted at by his bookish guise.


He was named Billy Chivers, and among certain circles he was something of a legend.  Certainly he wasn’t being treated that way at the moment.  His longtime associate, a tall wiry guy named Stanislav Kaczmarek, was berating him for running this operation on the cheap.  Apparently a single tractor trailer’s worth of equipment would pose serious limitation to his well developed skills.  Dutifully Billy heard this out, then suggested Stanislav had got his ass on so tight he could use it to open everyone’s beer bottles.  Such observation is not known for resolving conflict, but both men then parted as if the issue were settled.


A lissome breeze swept Vanesse’s hat momentarily off the carpeted lawn.  It danced about before coming to rest beside a statue.  A naked warrior fighting back the fearless serpent.  For all its artistic merits, the piece hardly stood out.  In the lottery which eventually befalls such estates, the Hornburg had certainly won; it had been allowed to persist with a semblance of its original splendor.  Classic architecture is limited in the reactions it may suggest, in this case the building forever fixed in a grin of graceful affluence.  Perhaps the manse considered it an affront to have an artless metal box blocking view of its timeless facade.  But such speculation makes for a brief exchange, as there is never any way to know.  Structures are not people.  And people, even they remain all but inscrutable.


Although the manor is just a pup by European standards, a sense of history does pervade these grounds.  One might well imagine the lofty entrances, the brightly lacquered coach leafed with gold, strapped to a team of black and noble stallions.  Or what of those early limousines, the variety with an engine compartment three times the length of the cab.  Perhaps there’s not much to be gained from daydreams, but they can lure the imagination, and suggest at the unguessed in this life.


Nothing so colorful could describe the next arrival.  Another white taxi, this not even a Benz.  It pulled up to the stairs and out got a dark-haired man.  He too began to stretch, then paused at the immodest sight of his destination.


It’s odd, the skills some people are born with.  One may be gifted with numbers, composing mathematical fugues of pristine logic.  Another might use a rare sensitivity in the fingertips to earn a king’s ransom by simply throwing a little round ball.  The great gift Morgan Essex possessed was no less esoteric.  He had an odd ability to make anything look interesting.  The way he inhabited his face, his eyes, how ideas and emotion played through his eloquent body language, one could not help but watch the man, even were he merely reading a book.  Under other circumstance this might have been nothing more than a parlor trick.  A curious knack.  But for a man living in this visual age, an ability to always appear engaging, well it rewrote the course of his life.  Yes he was handsome, but that had only a little to do with it.  And while the man did aspire to be a real thespian, his skills were hardly decked in the rigors of Shakespearean craft.  What he knew, better than anyone, is the value of understatement.  It’s what you don’t reveal that reveals everything.  The fleeting pause.  The slight play of an eyebrow.  All the glancing emotions that inform the human drama, they spoke from Morgan with strange fluency.  To be an actor then was not really a matter of choice.  This had strong impact on all his thinking, and he’d by now become a big believer in fate.  That some things are meant to be, and if you keep an eye out, they can even be spotted coming on.


He took a pair of matching bags and headed in.  As a boy his singularity hardly mattered.  He learned of the world the way everyone else does.  But sometime after puberty the interaction of others became marked with a kind of deference.  So subtle it could only be noticed when compared to the simpler exchanges of childhood.  Peers gave in to him more, they were game to go along.  This ready consent undercut any satisfaction his good luck might have brought.  Oh sure for a while there it was all pretty easy, at least until the predictability became unsettling.  Friends could never really get enough of him.  His attention brought on them a desire for more.


This would for a teen be keys to the kingdom.  Not Morgan.  His adolescent introduction to the deeper levels of behavior was guided by a specific insight.  One that struck with such force it never really let go.  He saw how their compliance would and already had changed him.  He was growing toward the bright light of their approval like a plant.  One whose thorns and poisons were too readily accepted to ever evolve away.  And the specter of this fate, turning into an overindulged asshole, it truly scared the hell out of him.


Morgan was barely within the house when Billy Chivers came pottering over.  The way their greeting played out said yards about each man, and the familiarity they shared.


“Is the entire crew staying on the estate?” Morgan eventually asked.


“Just the principals.  And Stanislav of course.”


“How’s old sunshine?” he asked.


Billy’s voice had an element of storytime to it.  “Happy to be near home, I imagine.  It’s quite the invadable proximity from here.”


“God, are they all going to be just like him?”


“Another crew of acolytes.  I’ll tell you what though, his six little toadies can do the work of a whole bleedin’ crew.  This shoot ought to be a piece of cake.”


As they entered deeper into the house its elegance took Morgan.  A white marble floor was inlaid with a royal crest it would require an expert to explain.  Each side of the entrance hall offered broad access to rooms offering more opulence than all but a tiresome account would relay.  There was the wide sweep of stairs, carpeted with a red runner curving up to a balconied promenade, with staterooms of certain grace waiting down both wings.


“What is this place anyway?”


Billy went to the pocket of his blazer where once a pen had died, he removed his pipe.  “A stop for vacationing dignitaries.  You need a federal budget to afford the rent on this fucker.”  He popped the ponderous thing in his mouth with such pleasure, there was no immediate need to light up.  “Getting bond on it in August cost more than you and JB combined.”


Morgan laughed.  “Why do I doubt that?”


A card was affixed beside the yawning entrance of the adjacent room.  The details it offered were carefully-fonted and wholly unguessed.  Billy brought up his glasses from the string around his neck.  “Let’s see, Duke’s Chamber, ahh, eeken iken irken.”  He brought them back down.  “Isn’t that interesting.  Werner!”


A young man stopped dead in his tracks.  Billy pointed.  “I want these cards removed, first floor only, and keep track of which goes where, got it?”


The guy became distracted.  “Mister Morgan Essex,” he gushed in broken English.  A hand got extended.  “Is honor!”


The actor’s look congealed.  “Listen,” he said evasively, “I don’t want to let you down so uh, how bout we hold off that fancy stuff for later huh?”


Regret flushed Werner’s face, and he glanced at his director.  Billy, clearly, was still waiting for an answer.  “First floor yessir,” Werner replied, and promptly vanished.


A smile brightened his stubbly face.  “How about a tour?” and Billy clasped his hands.  “We’ll be starting in this room tomorrow.”


The grabber in the Duke’s chamber was its massive stone hearth.  Wide and deep enough to stoke a fire of real proportions.  Instead of a throne the room was centered by a red-felted pool table, its woodwork as elaborate as such things get.  Morgan was being drawn toward the sticks on the wall when Stanislav came rushing in.  Everything about the man was thin, except his moustache, which was categorically Stalinist.  “Nothing here will work,” he announced.


Morgan turned.  “Hey you wacky bastard, how goes it?”


“Morgan, I am pleased to see you,” Stanislav replied through the curves of a Polish voice.  He confronted his director.  “This house, not wired to handle throughput from generator.”


Billy sighed.  “Excuse me a moment,” and he walked away with his right-hand man.  “Stanislav, if this were the Starship Enterprise, what would Scotty do, eh?”


Morgan found himself alone in the antique chamber.  Like the banquet hall across the foyer it had a wide entrance, with pocket doors to be pulled from the molding if privacy was required.  But even wide open the rooms felt fully removed, particularly from the world that had grown up around them.  Morgan chalked a stick and imagined he could feel the gravity of bygone times, the tailings left on these long-trodden stages.  For him it was a standard game whenever on location, a means by which to more fully inhabit the character he’d be playing.  It aimed at triggering the imagination, but his approach had a more subtle logic than he intended.  Real human emotion can remain a tangible force, and endure far longer than people suppose.  It’s an unusual science.  If the same emotions are replayed over time, particularly generations, they are capable of leaving a pronounced mark.  At two centuries, the Hornburg had hosted many lives that very often knew nothing of each other, however they still held much in common.  The predominant emotion that had painted the walls of this room was worry.  The burdens of obligation.  This chamber had often been an office, the office, a hub from which its commands would carry weight of the innumerable lives to be affected.  Morgan knocked the balls around, their clack stiff in the air.  He sank the 8-ball and felt a graze of impatience for this shoot to already be over.  To be back in LA and beholden to no one.


Billy came scuttling back in when somewhere in the background a cellphone went off.  It just about gave him an aneurism.  One of his more inconvenient eccentricities was an absolute contempt for the little devils.  They were forbidden on all his sets, and he was known to launch them at the nearest wall if anyone got caught trying to sneak a call.  Stanislav could be heard barking some unknown threat, and the ring did not sound a second time.


The plan behind this intolerance was to remove his actors from their comfort zone.  To create a hermetic environment where the story and its characters filled the space normally crowded out by the endless dealings which consume these people.  It proved a neutering inconvenience for some.  Morgan, he was always game for the next excuse to get away from it all.


“Sorry,” Billy muttered in his porcelain voice.  “Crisis management, that’s all my job ever is.”  He led Morgan across the marbled foyer with its high ceiling and chandelier.  Both men took in the next card Werner had yet to remove.  “Banquet Hall,” Billy translated, and the glasses came down.  “Well, that was insightful.”


The long table could seat a couple dozen, with a fussy light fixture of some sort running its length.  “Can you imagine the feasts they must have had in here?” Morgan asked.


“Before refrigeration?  I’d rather not.”  Today would be one of Billy’s busiest days, and the man was simply oscillating.  He waved Morgan on.  “Wait til you see the piano.”


As they crossed to the next room his tone leveled.  “Here’s your curveball, chum.  Last week Steve Parish backed out of playing Berndt.”


That got Morgan’s attention.  Billy tried for casual.  “We had to punt, and ended up casting Tao Jones.”


“You’re kidding, right?”


“Eh, what’s the problem?”


“Other than he shows up at every party in town?”


Billy went diving into the papers on his clipboard.  “Why,” Morgan continued, “what do you know?”


“His work on that sitcom is surprisingly fresh.”


“Yeah but what about the guy, I don’t want to be marooned for two weeks with a primadonna.”


Stanislav was back.  Glowering.  “Air conditioning not handle the lights.  Will melt the makeup right off their faces.”


Billy turned to his star, his expression worthy of any reaction shot.  “Don’t know a damn thing about him I’m afraid.”  Then called over his shoulder as Stan led him off.  “No, strike that.  One of the girls in the office read that he was home-schooled.”


A guttural sound dragged slowly from the actor.


Morgan turned to continue exploring, and came up before Julie Beth Pohlter.  The wryness of her smile ripe with inference.  They’d done a play back when both were new in town, and hadn’t seen each other now in what, twelve years.  And oh the wild ride they’d both since endured.  Careers that bragged a capital C.  This and more was balanced in her expression, but for Morgan the moment was not so poised.  The intervening hubbub now made the sight of her ring out, what one might feel encountering a fellow native after years wandering a foreign domain.  He grabbed her up off the floor in a genuine hug.  “Jules!”


Julie Beth held him just as tight, maybe more so, then pulled back for the inspection.  This brought another loaded face.  “It’s not fair age suits you,” she complained.  “What is this, one of those pact-with-the-devil deals?”
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“Oh yes, and you look simply haggard.”


“Oxidated grape-seed-extract facials,” she announced in a tasteful bimbo.  Then turned it.  “Monthly they cost more than it does to stable a horse.”


She still had those favorable features, which the makeup pros could exploit to no end.  Julie Beth played anything from down-n-out waitress to gussied-up belle of the ball.  The woman could not be typecast.  Early on when one critic compared her to Doris Day, she made sure her next role included a topless scene.  No question that’s part of the job she hated most, leveraging her body.  But hey, best get it out of the way while they’re still in peak form.


