


[image: image]





[image: image]



[image: image]

Contents

Title Page

Dedication

Author’s Note

Prologue
 Monsters on the Brain



one
 Tragic Kingdom

two
 Spirit of ’76

three
 Funnel Cake and Arson

four
 Vamps on Film

five
 Games

six
 Renfield Country

seven
 Hunting Sharkey

eight
 Crime and Punishment

nine
 Dr. Maggot and the Ruby Slippers

ten
 Wal-Mart Halloween

eleven
 Lost Treasures of Dracula



Conclusion
 Planet Vlad

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Advance Praise for Sundays with Vlad

Copyright
 



To Paul Francis McNerney.
 Thanks for all the monster books.



[image: image]

Author’s Note

Sometimes people don’t want their names in print. In several minor cases I’ve given sources pseudonyms to protect their identities. Take Steve, the hard-bitten, conservative lawyer who gave me a quote about Ukranian hookers. His name is not really Steve, and I won’t tell you what it is, because then he’d get in trouble. Some folks want their privacy, and it’s my job to take that right away. But still, I try to be nice.
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Prologue

Monsters on the Brain

“You were really acting odd. You kept checking your traveler’s wallet, and you were starting to sweat. It was unsettling.”

The guard, polite and menacing, stepped in front of us. He gripped a wicked-looking submachine gun. He seemed barely old enough to drive.

“Can I help you?” he asked. “Where are you going?” It was really a demand, not a question, and my wife, Anne, and I couldn’t answer. We glanced at each other nervously. We seemed out of place, anxious, guilty of something. Like we were hiding a secret. And we were—it must have been obvious. Because soon a half dozen more guards swarmed us, all of them armed, and I was sure something terrible was about to happen. It was a bad way for a honeymoon to end.

We’d raced into the airport at Bucharest with no tickets, no reservations, and no idea where we were going. It was late in the evening, and we were practically the only passengers in the cavernous building. The departure board posted a single flight: to Tel Aviv. And when the guards spotted us, we were actually debating whether to buy a pair of tickets and hop onto it. Hurried, out of place, and ridiculously early for a flight we weren’t sure we were going to take, the guards didn’t know what to make of us. They asked us what flight we were waiting for, and we couldn’t tell them. They asked us where we were going, and we couldn’t tell them that, either. Neither of us wanted to just say the truth, which was this:
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I was a teenage vampire (fan).


Anywhere. Absolutely anywhere. We want a seat on the very next plane flying out of this stupid fucking country, and we don’t care where it’s going. It could be headed to Vienna, Djibouti, or one of those remote research facilities in Antarctica, where an alien life-form has just killed one of the staff and mutated into a hideous parody of him, and now it’s picking off the rest of the terrified scientists, one by one. That would be a Cancun sunrise compared to this godforsaken crapheap.



But you don’t use words like “godforsaken crapheap” to talk about the country a nineteen-year-old kid with a submachine gun calls home. We couldn’t tell them the truth, so my wife and I found ourselves sticking to the story that we were anxious, secretive travelers with no reservations who might be headed to Tel Aviv. Looking back on it, that may have been a mistake. But it was only the latest in a long series of screwups that began when my wife said we should spend part of our honeymoon at Castle Dracula.

I know you don’t believe it was my wife’s idea. Nobody does. When I tell people she suggested it, they look at me like I’d just said my wife suggested we have a Superbowl-themed wedding with the priest dressed as Ditka or decorate our apartment with inflatable furniture or have a three-way with a Hooter’s girl. But it’s true. Anne’s an attorney, so before writing this book I had her draft something up to make sure the whole story was on the record. After you’ve read it you’ll know I wasn’t to blame.

In re the Honeymoon of Paul and Anne,
 AFFIDAVIT OF ANNE BIBEAU

Pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1746, I, Anne Bibeau, state as follows:


1. I wed Paul Bibeau on September 25, 1999.


2. In planning for our wedding, we mutually agreed to honeymoon in Prague.


3. I proposed that we consider visiting Romania on our honeymoon.


4. Mr. Bibeau immediately agreed to this proposal and began charting our itinerary in Romania.


5. Although I initially envisioned a brief visit to Romania, Mr. Bibeau planned a three-day trip, the focal point of which was the “castle” of Vlad the Impaler. Mr. Bibeau informed me that the “castle” was in beautiful, legendary Transylvania.


6. I admit that I consented to Mr. Bibeau’s itinerary.


7. While my aforementioned consent was given freely, it was not fully informed.


8. Specifically, my consent was given without knowledge of the following key facts:

• Vlad the Impaler’s “castle” is not, in fact, a castle, but is more aptly described as two piles of bricks, one dating from the fifteenth century and the other from the 1970s.

• Vlad the Impaler’s “castle” is not in Transylvania but is in the Romanian province of Wallachia, an economically depressed industrial region littered with failed construction projects and empty factories covered with moss, scrub brush, and what appear to be wild goats.

• Wallachia is also infested with feral dogs that roam the streets in packs and harass tourists and locals indiscriminately.

• Wallachia is also infested with beggars who roam the streets in packs and harass tourists and locals indiscriminately.

• Romanian hotel corridors are unlit after sundown, so finding your room involves blindly fumbling through narrow corridors.

• Romania has no restaurants except McDonald’s franchises and pizza parlors that serve their dish with ketchup.

• Romanian train and airplane service could be described, charitably, as spotty and unreliable. Once one enters the country, finding safe passage out becomes extremely difficult.


9. Upon information and belief, Mr. Bibeau was in possession of the facts listed supra in paragraph 8 prior to departure from the United States. Nonetheless, he did not disclose said facts to me.


10. Had I been fully informed, I would not have consented to visit Romania on our honeymoon.


I declare under penalty of perjury that the foregoing is true and correct.


Executed on November 20, 2005.
 ANNE BIBEAU


Okay, maybe that raised more questions than it answered.

My wife seems to have some complaints about how I handled this trip. I’m probably not the first husband to learn there were problems in his marriage from a legal document. But let me explain my side. I suppose we should start from the beginning…which means I need to tell you some things about sibling rivalry, Leonard Nimoy, and a set of plastic glow-in-the-dark fangs.
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“Thoo? Ith that you?”

Even the power of Dracula is nothing compared to the power of a big sister. And my older sister Sue was more menacing than most. Don’t misunderstand me. She’s often used her powers for good. She’s let me crash on her couch for months at a time and lent me serious amounts of money. But when we were young, she was the first baby in our family, and I was the second, who ruined everything. After she was starting to get older, less babyish, and more like yesterday’s news, I showed up with my footie pj’s and my adorable lisp, and suddenly it was my spray-painted macaroni art that went up on the fridge.

“What wath that? If thath you, you better quit it. Thoo?”

Overall, she’s been great to me. A protector and a friend. I want to make that clear, so you won’t get any misconceptions when I tell you what she did to me when I was nine. Because every big sister has a dark side. Your parents go out for the evening, leaving her in charge, and suddenly the house becomes like a banana republic after the coup. There are displays of force, random imprisonments, and, of course, human rights violations. And your parents, off having dinner, are as well-meaning and useless as the UN Security Council. Sure you could call them. But they’re not going to leave the restaurant on their only night off to come get you out of political prison…which might be a clothes hamper with something heavy weighing down the lid.

But that’s not all. Our house had a crawl space that led from the attic to just behind the wall in my bedroom. And my bedroom had a set of dresser drawers actually built into that wall—so, theoretically, you could pull out a drawer and crawl through to the attic. Or if you were a big sister who was really maliciously inclined, you could pop in a pair of Day-Glo plastic fangs and climb out into the bedroom by opening the dresser drawer from behind so there’d be a massive crash followed by the dim, barely discernable image of you sliding out flashing a mouthful of feral teeth—just like a vampire emerging from a crypt in the wall—with your baby brother looking on in absolute pants-pissing horror.

“Thoo?”

This was worse than the rope burns or the noogies or when she and my cousin made me wear a wedding dress and my uncle thought I was developing some kind of cross-dressing fetish at the age of eight. Having my sister turn into a Nosferatu and attack me altered my hardwiring a little bit. I’ve never been the same since.

I became the odd little kid who’s in love with monsters. There’s one in every neighborhood. My favorite book was The Three Little Pigs because of that wolf peeking from just outside the window of the brick house. I loaded up on books about vampires and werewolves at the school library. The grisly woodcuts of creatures loping through the medieval fields and lunching on peasants would keep me awake all night. In the morning, I’d take the books back, promise myself I would never read them again, and check them back out the very next week.

I didn’t like novels about this stuff. They bored me. What I liked were books about the actual legends in eastern Europe—folklore, ancient court trials, and even eyewitness accounts of monsters. I knew they weren’t real, of course. At least that’s what I told myself when it was late at night. But I wanted to get as close to the truth as possible. Vampires didn’t exist, but at a certain place and a certain time, people believed they did. They had rituals to kill them or ward them off. They accused real people of lycanthropy or witchcraft, tried them, and even executed them. And it wasn’t something out of a story.

Then I discovered In Search Of and got hooked. For thirty minutes a week, from 1976 to 1982, Leonard Nimoy, the Man Who Was Spock, appeared in a smart-looking suit jacket and turtleneck and told me about Bigfoot, UFOs, and the Loch Ness Monster. He showed photos—actual photos of monsters!—and interviewed eyewitnesses. Nimoy would be shown standing in front of some desolate patch of woods, talking about how the creature, whatever it was, could be somewhere out there right at that very moment. I was almost afraid for him. Like just before the credits rolled, I’d see some unholy creature come charging out of the shadows and tackle Spock in a fury. The camera would reel, screams of the crew filling the air, then static. And we’d know they were all gone.

Then when I was ten, I found a footprint stamped into the cement outside a golf course near my neighborhood. And I knew Bigfoot was not only real…he was in my neighborhood.

“Someone probably did it before the concrete was dry,” my dad said at the breakfast table. “Some guy got drunk and wanted to leave his mark on the world.” But I knew there was at least a possibility that some super-massive creature made the dent in the concrete after it was hard, which meant Sasquatch was hiding out nearby, and I could find him and become famous.

At the time, we were living on Governor’s Island, then a military base off the tip of Manhattan, which meant Bigfoot would have had to travel several thousand miles from the forests of the great Northwest, swim Long Island Sound undetected, and constantly dodge the military police driving all over the complex in their scooters. I admit it sounds far-fetched. But back then I was determined. I looked all over that military base for Bigfoot: I searched utility closets near the golf course and poked through drainage culverts in back of the housing complex. I monitored small locked sheds and mysterious doors or windows wherever I found them.

I never spotted the beast, but that didn’t stop me—not even as I grew up. I became a failed ghost hunter, the guy who couldn’t visit a new town without going to a bookshop or tourist attraction and buying the book about the local legends. And then I’d have to drag my friends and family to the places described in such a book so we could see a kitchen where someone once saw a cupboard door bang shut or the graveyard where someone photographed a weird light or the inn where someone felt a cold spot. Now, deep down in the rational, practical part of my brain that I suppress and only bring out when I see an oncoming car or someone who is about to rip me off for a large amount of money, I always knew I’d never find a ghost. I knew cold spots came from drafts, cupboards slammed shut because houses settled, and cameras leaked all the time, causing strange lights to develop on pictures. But I could never stop trying.

During high school, I took an independent study course for which I could research any topic I chose. I studied vampire beliefs around the world and gave a slide show at the local library. I had garish pictures of the Rakshasas of India, who sucked blood from feet sticking out of bedsheets, and the Ekimmu, which was so powerful it could just appear in a house and kill everyone inside. There were vampires that hung upside down from trees, vampires that floated through the air, and vampires that didn’t even look like people—they appeared as birds or shadows. I put posters all over the area.

“Attend,” the posters read. “You’ll sleep safer!” No one came but a couple friends and one Goth girl whom I had a crush on. She brought her mom, who kept pointing out my mistakes throughout the whole thing—her mom knew more about vampires than I did, which gave me a disturbing insight into the Goth girl’s home life. I received an A, but everyone got an A in independent study. For years after, while digging through old files, I’d occasionally find a tiny slide photo of a horrifying monster and chuckle.

After college, I landed my first job as the only reporter for a very small weekly paper in West Point, Virginia. This town had nothing to do with the city up north that produced some of history’s finest military geniuses. All West Point, Virginia, produced was paper—the whole town was dominated by a huge paper mill that employed half the population and filled the air with an overpowering stench like getting a face full of skunk spray every single day of your life. (In fact, this may have been pretty close to the truth. I have heard the solvent a mill uses to create paper contains the same chemical as a skunk’s musk. So it was exactly like some giant, industrial-strength polecat leveling its ass at the whole community every morning and giving it a blast.)

I lived in a one-room attic apartment over the bingo hall of Blessed Sacrament Catholic Church—my place was decorated with shag carpeting and furniture that looked like it had been stolen from The Brady Bunch’s rec room. But the job was great: I wrote about nearby Native American tribes and profiled local politicos. We even had our own tiny drug ring the cops would bust from time to time.

What excited me most, though, was the Cohoke Light, a glowing orb that came drifting down a stretch of local railroad tracks on misty nights. No one knew exactly what caused it—people told tales of ghosts from a Civil War medical train or even a woman who’d gotten decapitated by a rail car back in the 1950s. But everyone in that town had seen the light and photographed it many times. Supposedly, a team from some college even studied it. It came so regularly that teenagers used to crowd around the tracks, drinking beer and making out like the place was some kind of supernatural drive-in theater—before the sheriff’s department started chasing them away. The light may have been swamp gas or ball lightning instead of a ghost, but everyone agreed it was real.

One October, I convinced my editor to let me cover it. So my buddy Kennan and I found ourselves staring down the long, lonely stretch of track in the evening. We’d brought a small jack-o’-lantern as a joke. But an hour into our vigil, the night was cold and dark, and we weren’t joking about anything anymore. Our eyes tried to adjust to the absolute black with no streetlamps or town lights. There were no houses in view, and we began to glimpse things moving in the woods.

“Did you see that?” Kennan asked, trying to sound casual.

“What?”

“Oh…never mind.”

“No, what? What is it?” I was hoping he’d spotted the light finally, but he just shook his head.

“Nothing, nothing. It just…Nothing.”

“C’mon.”

“It just seemed for a minute like I saw some kind of…ghostly white dog up ahead.”

We were back in the car and gone in five minutes, and we didn’t even stop for the jack-o’-lantern. I saw that pumpkin again a few days later—on the front page of a competing newspaper. Evidently, that same night, some time after we had left, a rival reporter came to the tracks. She spotted the light and got some great shots of it—along with a mysterious and creepy pumpkin she couldn’t explain.

The week after, on Halloween, the mist came back. I went to the tracks alone, desperate to get a glimpse of that light. I waited there, determined that nothing would tear me away. Soon I saw lights—blue lights flashing off of the trees as a police car rolled up beside me.

“Paul,” the sheriff said cheerily, with just a hint of evil. I was a nosy reporter and he didn’t really like me. I figured it would just make his Halloween if he could give me a ticket for trespassing. But suddenly right behind him a bus appeared filled with friends of his, who’d all come to see the light. The sheriff had me, but I kinda had him as well. He gave me a pass.

“I’ll tell you what,” he said. “Why don’t you drive up ahead, turn the car around, and we’ll find a place for you to park?” I thanked him, drove off about three miles looking for a wide space in the narrow road, and then accidentally dunked my car into a ditch while trying to make a U-turn. There was no way I could drive that car out. In desperation, I even found myself yanking at the bumper and hollering, like I was going to turn into the Hulk and pull the thing clear in a feat of incredible strength. A pickup came by eventually, and the driver hooked my car and pulled it out. But as my vehicle finally made it to the road, that bus drove past again, this time with its passengers chattering and hooting excitedly.

“It was just as great as I remember,” the sheriff told me with a grin as he rolled by. I went home and drank. I never went back, and today the police patrols are even thicker. I missed my chance, probably forever.

A few years later, I was living in New York City, and my girlfriend Anne and I were dating seriously. A blond, pretty, whip-smart lawyer, Anne is sensible and caring—and her ass looks great in a power suit. She’s also my best friend. She’s very understanding, but she also doesn’t put up with too much of my nonsense, which is a good combo.

The day before Thanksgiving 1998, I asked her to marry me and she said yes. We planned for a wedding in September 1999 and wanted to take a trip overseas for our honeymoon. We’re not really tropical-island-with-fruity-drinks people, mostly because she has a lot of Scottish and English ancestors and mine are Irish and French. So between us we have the pigment of one quarter of a normal person. We decided to go to eastern Europe—Prague, then Hungary, and possibly Vienna. It seemed perfect. And one day, we were idly looking through travel guides at a bookstore, passing them back and forth between us, when one of us paused at an entry for a tiny village in Romania called Curtea de Arges.

“Noted for its monastery and the legend surrounding it,” the guidebook read, “Curtea also serves as an excellent base for adventurers seeking Count Dracula’s real castle.”

Monastery! Legend! Count Dracula’s REAL CASTLE!

“You know,” said Anne (honestly, she’s the one who said this), “as long as we’re in the region, we ought to see it.”

I’d known for a long time about the historical Dracula. I couldn’t say how I’d first learned about him—it’s possible Spock told me about him during an episode of my beloved In Search Of. But since I was a boy, I’d heard the stories of Vlad’s impalings, intrigues, and wars against the Turks. I was haunted by the crude drawings of him dining next to forests of dead guys on stakes. The historical Dracula seemed like the last chance for an absolutely true horror story. He wasn’t a vampire, but he existed nonetheless. If I could see his castle, it would be like sneaking back to take shots of the Cohoke Light. It would be like finding Bigfoot cowering in a toolshed on the Governor’s Island golf course. It would be like scaring my big sister.

There were other items in that guidebook: something about the castle being about 20 miles away from town and “a steep climb” of “1,500 steps zigzagging endlessly up a mountain.” Oh yeah, and somewhere in the paragraph the author described the castle as “partially restored ruins.” I was thrilled that Anne wanted to go, and maybe I should have read that guidebook more carefully. Maybe I should have explained these finer points of our trip. But I figured there’d be time on the plane.

A couple days after our wedding, we were off on the greatest adventure a failed ghost hunter could hope for. What could possibly go wrong?
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We took an all-night direct flight to Prague, and with the time difference it felt like 3:00 a.m., but it was eight in the morning. We stumbled out of the metro, blinking in disbelief at the sunlight that shouldn’t be there and the people bustling off to work. We spent the next couple of days wearing off our jet lag by wandering around this beautiful city and loading up on beer, puppet shows, and various kinds of cooked meats.

Prague Castle, a thousand-year-old structure, dwarfed the landscape, and it looked like something out of a fairy tale. I kept doing a double-take every time I saw it. Being an American, I had, up to that point, seen exactly one real castle in my life—an imposing, butt-ugly keep in southern England—but I’d seen all kinds of movie palaces and amusement park attractions. I couldn’t look at this real, honest-to-God seat of government without wanting to see a roller coaster nearby with some swing rides and a stall where bored teenagers would sell me T-shirts and soft serve in waffle cones. The whole district around it seemed like a bizarro Busch Gardens where the staff was required to chain-smoke.

Before we left, we visited the church in which the Infant of Prague is kept. The Infant is a tiny three-hundred-year-old statue of the baby Jesus that thousands of pilgrims visit every year. A group of nuns care for him there, constantly taking him out of his little glass case and changing his clothes. And in the church’s upstairs rooms, you can see his many costumes. He had outfits in all kinds of different colors and styles, and I almost thought we’d see a Jesus Dream House where he could hang out with Barbie and Skipper.

“I wonder which of the suits makes him fly?” I asked Anne, who chuckled, but clearly wanted me to shut up before the nuns heard us.

Over the next couple days, we took a train across the Czech Republic and through Slovakia, which is romantic and wild. Then, we explored Budapest. That city is much less touristy—instead of jackasses like me from the West, the trains all seemed to be filled with locals going about their business.

We went south and east, the area getting noticeably poorer. As we moved deeper into eastern Europe, the buildings got flimsier and the toilet paper got harsher. In Prague, the toilet paper seemed like the utility-grade stuff you’d use in your college dorm, and most of the buildings of Prague seemed sturdy and well-kept. Hungary’s offices and apartments seemed danker and more prone to collapse, but its TP was hardy and unrelenting as a Magyar horde. And nothing could prepare us for Romania.
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During the flight to Bucharest, I read the Lonely Planet guide over and over to get prepared for the place. The guide convinced me we were going to get robbed, beaten, stripped, and left for dead—probably as soon as the plane touched down and the stewardesses could get their shanks out of their cute little carry-on cases.

“This is a poor country, so it’s unwise to display your wealth,” the guide read. “Keep to well-lit streets and look purposeful. If you are attacked, don’t expect much help from bystanders or the police.”

“Actually, there was nothing in the guidebook that was all that scary,” Anne said recently. “People get robbed in eastern Europe. It’s a fact of life. You were just getting paranoid.” We’ve argued about this since. I can’t find the passage now, but I’m sure there was something in it about stewardesses who shank you before you get off the plane. Anyway, I’d never traveled to any place as poor as Romania, so I wanted to be prepared.

The guide told me how to bargain with the locals: If I always said “prea mult” (“too much”) no matter what they told me, I could eventually dicker them down in price for everything. Even though we had the money, I figured if I didn’t bargain enough, they’d sense some weakness, and they’d be on me like lions on a gimpy gazelle.

We spilled out of the plane and I was muttering “prea mult, prea mult” and clutching my guide like a Bible to ward off evil as we looked for an exit. We stepped out of the airport and were instantly mobbed with cabbies shouting at us and waving to their cars. One of the cabbies stepped forward and began to bargain with us on behalf of the rest. He was a big bearish man with a movie-quality hunch, and one of his eyes was covered by a milky film. And he wasn’t taking prea friggin’ mult for an answer.

I kept trying to bargain with him, writing down price after price on little pieces of paper and shoving them under his nose, but he wasn’t budging for me. At some point, he decided Anne and I weren’t worth the effort and shrugged with finality. I suddenly realized that I was in no position to bargain at all. I was being stupid. But then one of his buddies pointed out a bus nearby—they’d had enough of us—and Anne and I raced for it.

We got on, the driver started the vehicle, and it roared off. Anne and I found ourselves traveling through completely dark countryside. I looked around nervously, my Lonely Planet-fueled paranoia growing, and I began to realize that the driver could easily whack us over our heads and steal everything we had, and he’d probably split his take with the stewardesses.

“You were really acting odd,” Anne said to me afterward. “You kept checking your traveler’s wallet, and you were starting to sweat. It was unsettling.” Maybe so. But perhaps it was my cat-like readiness that the driver noticed, and that made him think twice about his highway robbery scheme.

Okay, that’s not how it happened. Not only didn’t the driver kill us, he drove out of his way to bring us right to the front door of our hotel and smiled at me blandly, and when I tried to give him a tip out of guilt, he waved me off. I felt like exactly the kind of jerk who gives American travelers a bad name. I just needed a fanny pack and one of those hats with the beer can attachments.

We got out and walked to the front door of the Hotel Triumf, a slightly rundown, romantic building in an overgrown, tree-lined section of the diplomatic area.

“Isn’t this great?” I asked Anne. “Isn’t this beautiful?”

I thought I’d just cheated death. Because I felt so relieved, the Triumf wasn’t just beautiful anymore—it was suddenly the best place ever.

“I thought this might be nice, but it’s so cool. And the front desk people were so nice—and so was that bus driver. I really misjudged these people, and I feel sorry!” I rattled off at Anne, who smiled warily like she was wondering whether I needed meds. “This is great!” I had this problem for the rest of the trip: being hungry and out of sorts and suffering from a massive caffeine withdrawal—instead of coffee, they serve a drink called ness, which is made with “vegetable extracts”—my blood sugar and adrenaline levels were spiking and diving while I went through wicked, asylum-grade mood swings: Weeee! Gonna kill myself. Yippeee! Existence is futile. Having fun! Need a cup of coffee.

The next day, we bought a ticket for a train that would take us into the country. Anne wasn’t saying much. It was just dawning on her how this honeymoon was becoming a showcase of her new husband’s bad judgment and terrible sense.

The Bucharest station looked like it was in the middle of some kind of renovation or possibly an artillery barrage. We needed to pick up Romanian currency—we only had American hundreds in our money belts, which was as terrifying to me as if I were smuggling dope in my colon. So we followed a sign that directed us down a dark, narrow hallway that zigged and zagged, turning one corner after another until I expected to look in a doorway and see Christopher Walken playing Russian roulette while hordes of people screamed and threw money around a table. Instead, we got to a tiny booth, and some guy gave us a clump of Romanian lei for our bills.

We bought first-class tickets, which were just coach seats. It made me wonder what coach class would be, and then I saw a car in which people rode with livestock. I thought that might be cool, but it would result in divorce proceedings when we made it back to America.

The train rolled out of Bucharest and into the Wallachian countryside, flat scrub fields with farmers holding wooden tools that looked like they were made centuries ago. We passed mammoth factories that dwarfed the landscape. They were big as skyscrapers, but empty and rusted. And some of them were even half-covered with moss, grass, and vine—like they’d shut down so long ago that the land itself was swallowing them whole.

“So we’re in Transylvania?” Anne asked amiably.

“Uh, no,” I said.

“When are we going to Transylvania?”

“We’re going near the Transylvanian Alps,” I offered weakly.

“When are we going to Transylvania?” my sweet, lovely, and oh-so-patient wife asked, her sweetness and patience wearing thin.

“This is Wallachia,” I said. “Dracula’s Castle is in Wallachia.”

“Oh,” she said. Just like that. Nothing more. So really, I could have let her sit there and deal with the fact that she thought I’d taken her to the wrong region of the world, and that maybe if she’d married someone else, she might have gone to Vienna or to Frankfurt or even to Transylvania instead of this desolate post-communist backwater. Maybe I should have just let the conversation drop. With the benefit of hindsight and six years of marriage to this wonderful woman under my belt, I can now say with certainty that sometimes the best thing to do when your wife gives you that quizzical slightly annoyed “oh” is to keep your fool mouth shut.

But back then I didn’t know that, so I explained that in the region right next to us, Transylvania, there was indeed a castle known as Castle Dracula, but it wasn’t the historical Castle Dracula, and its name was Castle Bran. And even though it was a beautiful castle in its own right, featuring lovely and inspiring Teutonic architecture, it wasn’t the real thing. It was tacky. It was touristy. It probably had nice hotels and nice restaurants and the countryside probably had lovely forests instead of these giant defunct factories and the rusted, smoky, dangerous-looking nuclear power plant we passed as I was yammering on, but that was all because it was built on a big, fat lie. And though we were exhausted, wore clothes that by this time smelled, and hadn’t had a hot shower or a good meal in two days, our experience was so much better because it was real.

After that, she got very, very quiet.

We arrived at the transfer point at Pitesti, where we had to wait for a couple of hours before the next train arrived. We walked around trying to find somewhere to eat. Pitesti, a small city of about 300,000, was founded sometime before the late fourteenth century. It was the site of infamous prison experiments in the 1950s, when administrators forced almost two dozen inmates to assault one another repeatedly in an attempt to break down their loyalty to anything other than the Communist party. After five years, they cancelled the experiments and convicted most of the staff who’d participated. The town was also known for its tulip festival.

Pitesti: Come for the flowers! Stay for the brutal prison beatings!

Pitesti’s name means “hidden” in Romanian, because it is hidden on the banks of the Arges River. If it were up to me, the town would be hidden somewhere better, like the bottom of the river. The place looked like a large construction crew started building a city, stopped halfway through, and then just abandoned the place for twenty years. The area around the train station was clogged with debris. Buildings were constructed from the top down—I saw apartments that had finished rooms with people living in them perched atop completely bare steel frames. Some shops and restaurants were blacked out and empty, but with their doors hanging open.

We wandered down the sidewalk looking for something to eat or anything to do, and finally Anne sat down on the pavement and shook her head.

“That’s it,” she said. “I’m tired and hungry and I don’t want to walk anymore.”

“Do you want to leave?” I asked her.

She shook her head.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know what I want to do. I don’t know if anything is going to get better when we get to Curtea de Arges, and I don’t know if there’s even a train back. And I’m scared.”

“Why are you scared?”

“I just don’t know what’s going to happen to us.”

We stayed like that on the sidewalk for a long time, and neither of us knew what to do. I felt terrible. It was my fault, and there was no way to pretend otherwise.

You know how some people say marriage multiplies happiness and divides grief? It’s not true. Sometimes it’s exactly the opposite. Things can take a bad turn, and a couple can become a little echo chamber of misery. My mood swings and crazy need to see this stupid castle and her fears combined to produce the worst tourist in the world. We’d known each other for years, but I realized we had a long way to go. I calmed her down. But I didn’t know what we were going to do.

Finally, we went back and boarded the train for the second leg of our trip. We rattled on to Curtea de Arges, and at some point a random chunk of the overhead luggage rack just detached from the wall for no reason at all and hit a passenger next to us. He was startled, but just brushed himself off and carefully put the metal bar back onto the rest of the rack like it was another piece of luggage. We sat there, and I couldn’t stop thinking about how many thousands upon thousands of parts were working together to make that train run along without an accident, and if one of them could just break for no reason like that, what else could give? I wanted to get off as soon as possible.

At the same time, we didn’t really know what waited for us in Curtea de Arges. The guidebook had listed hotels in the city, but we weren’t even sure they still existed. I was worried we’d climb down from the train in the middle of some field and find ourselves stranded. I didn’t want to sleep in a ditch with Anne. I didn’t want to get robbed. I certainly didn’t want to end up wandering around in the dark wilderness just beneath Castle Dracula—that would have sounded really, really cool if I’d read about it back in New York, but here it was not a cheery thought. Most of all, I didn’t want Anne to think I’d ruined our honeymoon.

But then a nice-sized town appeared from behind a corner, the conductor called out its name, and we realized we’d made it. Curtea looked cute and suburban. As we strolled down the tree-lined main street, we felt at ease. Families were out walking and chatting alongside us, and we even passed a wedding party at a community hall. Aside from the packs of wild dogs everywhere, the place seemed perfect.

The dogs were scruffy and vicious—they’d crowd around shops and restaurants, and the locals would swat them away with broomsticks, but it never worked. They’d back off and return, back off and return, always hovering near. And what was most disturbing was that they were so cute. Snarling and yapping and lunging at passersby, they were spaniels, beagles, and labs, and you wanted to put a bandanna on them and play fetch with a Frisbee, but you knew they’d take your arm off. One dog trotted by, getting idly humped by a whole pack without breaking her stride. It was just plain wrong.

We ducked into a restaurant called Pizza Montana to get away from the dogs. It was an outdoor café, but protected by some high hedges, and Britney Spears’s music piped in over the loudspeakers. They served halfway decent pizza, but it came with a side of ketchup we couldn’t figure out how to use. While we were puzzling over it, someone called out to us in a flat midwestern accent.

“Are you Americans?” a middle-aged man asked, walking up to our table with his wife. They were a friendly pair, missionaries, and thrilled to see someone from back home. They talked to us excitedly about their work here and the interesting traveling they’d done through the area. They seemed like exactly the kind of decent, kindly, thoroughly good human beings I was proud to have on foreign shores representing America and everything that’s right, but within five minutes of talking to them, I was willing to put a fork in my neck to make it stop.

“This place is wonderful, just wonderful,” the woman said to us, and they kept telling interesting anecdote after interesting anecdote about the Romanians and their delightful culture and how drawn they were to these people. They seemed so cheerful and sincere, I just…I just hated them. I’m sorry. I know that’s bad. But I couldn’t help thinking, “This is why they boil missionaries in big pots.” There’s something about someone so good and warmhearted that really pisses you off.

Anne and I nodded at them politely, trying to smile and laugh whenever required, both of us terrified the other would ask them to sit down. But eventually their stories tapered off, and they left to go cure cancer or cuddle crack babies or whatever they were here for—I wasn’t paying attention. Soon it was dark, and we hurried back to the hotel, hoping we wouldn’t run into any more stray dogs or friendly Americans.

We reached our hotel as night came. The place was almost completely blacked out, so we had to stumble through the halls looking for our room. But we managed, and we found the place roomy and fairly well-kept. There was just this enormous hole in the bathroom wall that led into a crawl space or possibly a lair for C.H.U.D.s—we couldn’t tell which. Anne and I called it the Rodent Chunnel, joking about how it probably had thousands of Hungarian rats coming through on vacation where they were met by a Romanian rat in a jacket and cap who stamped their little passports and welcomed them.

We brushed our teeth using bottled water because by then we were convinced anything that came out of the tap would be like eating random items from a hospital wastebasket. We climbed into bed and lay there, huddled together for warmth and also out of fear. Because by then we could hear the howls.

More packs of dogs had gathered outside, and the howling was everywhere. Sometimes it would sound far away and mournful, but occasionally there’d be a bark or a yelp right near our window—a large picture window on the first floor.

“Jesus,” said Anne.

“Jesus,” I said back.

We laughed nervously in the dark, both of us sure we were going to die. Then a thought occurred to me: This was just like Dracula, with Jonathan Harker going deeper and deeper into the East. Weren’t there passages in that book in which the author described Harker being unsettled by the howling of wolves and by the foreign culture long before he ever came across the Count?

I was nowhere near the location of the story—Stoker set Dracula’s literary castle farther north—but somehow I’d found the heart of the novel right here. And I was Harker, I realized. I was a complete wuss, a pampered and arrogant westerner traveling into the wilds, making an ass out of myself with my worrying and my endless complaints that the food and the hotel weren’t like home. And now I was surrounded by the children of the night and the music they made. Not actual wolves—more like rabid weimaraners with the odd toy poodle thrown in—but still, the similarity was eerie.

An Anglo-Irishman, Stoker may have been satirizing the English fascination with and fear of other countries. Was I the updated version? The Ugly American Harker? I turned it over in my head as Anne’s breathing became deep and regular. I couldn’t make sense of it, and eventually sleep got the last word.

We woke and took the first cab we could find to the castle. On the way, our car passed dusty little farm villages and the driver tried to teach us some of his language.

“Vacha! Vacha!” he said, pointing at cows.

“Capra!” he added, as we passed a goat.

“Ceausescu!” he said, farther down the road. Now, we had no idea what he was talking about.

“Ceausescu! Ceausescu!” he said again, like we were going to see that the Romanian dictator had faked his own death and was hiding behind some hay in a field. He kept talking animatedly, trying to point out some spot, but we couldn’t piece his story together. But then I saw he was making gestures mimicking a helicopter going down. He was pointing out the place where Ceausescu’s helo pilot faked an engine malfunction during their escape. He landed it to give the locals a chance to seize his boss, which they did. I’d heard the story before. I had no idea if this was the spot, but he seemed sure.

We drove into a dense forest flanked by mountains. The brush was lush green—too thick to see where Vlad could have hidden his castle. But we reached a small parking lot, the guy got out, opened our door for us with a friendly gesture, and pointed into a tiny, narrow clearing in the trees. A rickety staircase of cement blocks with a metal pipe banister disappeared into the woods there. The cabbie lit a cigarette and smiled.

“You’ll wait for us here?” I asked. Well, pleaded. He smiled gamely and waved us off, as if to say, “no worries,” and Anne and I started climbing into the green nowhere.

We were huffing hard by the time the parking lot disappeared. The trail stretched away in both directions, and for a long time, we couldn’t see all the way back or all the way forward. There was nothing but Anne and me and the woods and the stairs and metal pipe, broken in places.

After about twenty minutes I felt tired. After twenty more, I began to think this was some kind of college prank. But while we climbed and climbed, my mind was reeling: Somehow, there were no crowds, no tourists, and no ticket counters. No kiosks! No gift shops! No one selling capes and plastic fangs or bloodred freeze-dried ice cream! No lines! No red velvet ropes! Nowhere to spend money!

It didn’t make sense to me. This was Dracula’s real castle, and I kept thinking the trail would turn a corner, and suddenly we’d run into a miniature vampified Disneyworld packed with tourists just like me. But it never happened. We were completely alone, visiting the fortress of one of the most famous figures in history.

Finally, somewhere after the 1,400th step, the stairs came out of the woods and up a ridiculously tiny, narrow crag that hung hundreds of feet above sharp rocks. We crossed a tiny footbridge that would have gotten an F in high school shop class, and we were on top of a mountain, where a massive plateau held the stately, dark walls of the brooding Dracula’s Castle—except for the fact that it didn’t.

The castle was nothing more than a tiny clump of bricks—some of them big sand-colored blocks hundreds of years old and some of them bright red, out of place, laid during a failed renovation in the 1970s. They’d also installed a couple of spotlights, but the bulbs were all smashed and rusted.

The place was small, sad, and utterly ruined. We walked around for a bit, glancing off the plateau down a sheer drop that ended in a tiny silver river below. (According to legend, Dracula’s wife leapt out of the castle and into this river rather than be captured by Turks. Francis Ford Coppola put a Hollywoodized version of the story into his Dracula movie. But it doesn’t occur in Stoker’s book.)

“Here,” the guidebook said, “Vlad Tepes and his successors were bold enough to sleep 9 m from their prisoners.”

But how many prisoners could he have put in this place? I wondered. Three? How many henchmen and family members? There couldn’t have been more than twenty people here at any one time. I had this vision of the whole crew—friends, employees, and bitter enemies—camped out here in the winter, getting bored and stir-crazy, playing an endless game of Monopoly, and bitching because Vlad kept stealing the Utilities cards and making all the captured Turks share the Thimble. This wasn’t a warlord’s castle. It was a beach house.

In the least-ruined section, where the short, weathered walls almost approximated a room, there was a deep pit—a shaft that slid away into darkness. I looked down it and tried to figure out if this was the secret passage I’d read about. He had one of these babies, supposedly. But I couldn’t tell. Anne was looking around at the scenery gamely, smiling and patient, like she was going to tolerate at least another thirty seconds of this bullshit that had cost us three days of our honeymoon. I knew we’d be in therapy years from now, and she’d use this to justify a string of affairs. I knew the therapist would look at me and shrug, and I wouldn’t say anything.

Then a guy in a red and gray track suit appeared up the stairs—the only person we saw there. He was huffing and stretching his hamstrings like he’d just finished the most hellacious wind sprints imaginable. When we caught his eye, he waved and we shook hands. His name was Silvio. He didn’t speak much English, but he made us understand racing up the steps of this castle was some kind of training regimen. We said good-bye and left him there, cooling down and enjoying the summit.

We took the cab back, caught the next train to Bucharest, and raced to the airport, where we got into that tangle with security. Eventually they let us go through, and within a day or two we were in some museum in Vienna listening to a snooty guide get into an argument with an obnoxious tourist who’d obviously taken a college class on the Hapsburgs and wanted to tell the guide everything he got wrong. The guide sneered at us, the hotel people sneered at us, and the people in Vienna’s wonderful pastry shops sneered at us. The guy who drove us around in a carriage sneered at us, and maybe his horse did, too. Everywhere we went, things were expensive and tacky, and people were happy to take our money and treat us with loathing. We felt reviled and sucked up to, and it was wonderful. I was in heaven. It was what I was used to. Having foreigners take my money and treat me like dirt is what I expect as an American.

For years after, however, something always struck me about our trip to Romania and what we found there. It wasn’t the feral dogs. It was that in the heart of Dracula country, they seemed to have no use for tourists at all. In America, we’ve made an industry of him. But in his home, at the site of the closest thing to Dracula’s Castle, they did not seem to make any attempt to cash in. Can you imagine Americans doing that? Can you imagine Graceland or Hollywood or the birthplace of Washington without a gift shop? I didn’t know if they were crazy or if we were.

The castle ruins were a colossal disappointment, but lurking under all the myths I’d learned about Dracula was a real story that was even weirder than anything I could have imagined. The tale of how this
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