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POSTCARD FROM MICHAEL FERARU TO SOPHIE WANDLESS


Budapest


23 October


My Dearest Sophie,


I don’t know what to write, or how to write it if I did. I’ve arrived here in a dream, like someone stumbling over a threshold he never meant to cross. All I can think about is leaving you on the platform at Victoria three nights ago. The platform here is cold and dark and wholly without cheer. I’m taking a few minutes in the station café to write a card while trying to drink something that looks like weak gravy and tastes like burned parsnips. Maybe it is burned parsnips. At least it’s hot.


It suddenly all seems quite pointless, being here without you; I’ve already started to fantasize about the journey back, and seeing you again, and things I daren’t put on a postcard. If only you’d been able to come with me. Can’t you think it over again? It’s still not too late, you know – you only have to make up your mind and tell old fart-face what he can do with his job.


No more space on this pygmy card. I dream of you. I’ll write properly from Bucharest.




XXXXXX


Michael
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LETTER FROM MICHAEL FERARU TO SOPHIE WANDLESS


Hotel Dîmboviţa


Bucharest


26 October


Sophie Wandless


90 Mill Road


Cambridge


Darling Sophie,


I always thought travel broadened the mind. In fact, the only thing it seems to broaden is the backside, from excessive sitting on hard seats. First, the wretched train journey from London, and now two days of sitting in hot offices, filling in forms or waiting for forms to fill in. I understand the civil service here is called ‘Ceauşescu’s Revenge’, and I can see why. One particularly nasty cow delighted in making me wait three hours just to tell me I’d been given the wrong form in the first place, and please could I fill in another one, which turned out to be its identical twin? If my Romanian had been more fluent, I’d have given her a lesson in the democratic assertion of citizen’s rights.


God, I must sound pissed off, and only here two days. Our telephone conversation two nights ago didn’t exactly cheer me up. I know Derek Hignett is a prat, but you didn’t have to go to dinner with him, did you? Look, it isn’t that I mind you dining out with other men occasionally (actually, I do), it’s just that I don’t want to hear the gory details of the fabulously independent life you’re leading in my absence, or how well you’re coping, or the adventures you’re enjoying with little turds like Hignett. He has a toupee, you know. Ask him about it sometime.


What I do wait is for you to tell me how much you miss me, that you’re pining for me, that life without me is unbearable, that you have to grit your teeth every time you cross a bridge, just to stop throwing yourself into the Cam. Even if none of it’s true, it’s what I want to believe, and surely I have a right to be indulged. I do miss you, though – miss you and pine for you like mad.


It looks as though I’m going to spend a lot longer in Bucharest than planned. That woman at the Rom-Aid office was right after all: the bureaucracy makes Kafka look like an advert for American Express: ‘How may I help you, sir?’ The thing is, nobody here really wants to help, not even if you explain that you’re here to lend a hand – especially if you’re here to lend a hand! I’d rather fondly imagined that, the minute I told them my plan – all right, our plan! – they’d be falling over themselves to oil the wheels for me, whereas they actually seem to delight in applying as many brakes as possible. Given the chance, I think they’d happily unscrew the wheels and leave me in a basement oiling axles for the rest of my life.


My British papers aren’t going down as well as I had hoped they might, and the old Romanian documents that belonged to my grandparents don’t seem to carry as much weight as I thought they would. No one here has so much as heard of Vlaicu Castle, and the Feraru family doesn’t seem to exist in any official files. We all seem to have got lost down a big black hole somewhere. No doubt the real files are with the Securitate, or whatever they call the secret police nowadays. It’s as if I’d suddenly discovered that I’d been snatched away at birth and adopted. But no doubt we’ll turn up in due course.


Even if I could clear all that up (and I haven’t despaired yet), I’d still have to provide them with conclusive proof that I am Michael Feraru, that my parents were Dumitru and Rosemary Feraru, and that my father’s parents were the last legal owners of Castel Vlaicu.


You may have to do some digging for me over there. I’ll try to work out what they may ask for next. In the meantime, do you think you could look up my grandparents’ naturalization papers? You should get them at the Public Records Office in Kew, though you may have to go through the Home Office’s Nationality Division first – just ring up, and I’m sure they’ll tell you what to do.


It’s getting late, and I’ve got to be up at dawn or earlier just to get a place in a queue, so I’d better stop here. Write as soon as you get this – a letter would cheer me up no end. Especially if it were delivered by hand.




Love and kisses,


Michael
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LETTER FROM SOPHIE WANDLESS TO MICHAEL FERARU


90 Mill Road


Cambridge


1 November


Dear Idiot,


Derek Hignett may be a prat, but he’s not half as big a prat as you. If you must know, he took me in to town, to a singularly grotty little Indian joint on Hills Road, plied me with a truly nasty bottle of Hungarian roach-killer, and treated me to Hignett’s potted history of Balti cookery. Rest easy: Hignett is not Alan Rickman, and the Agra Balti House is not Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons.


As for you, your correspondence has about as much sparkle in it as a flat bottle of Lambrusco. I’m sure the workings of Romanian bureaucracy are almost as fascinating as the development of Balti cuisine, but I had expected something a bit more . . . shall we say, spicy? Descriptions of Bucharest, vignettes of daily life after Ceauşescu, cameos of colourful characters you’ve stumbled across in your local trattoria. In short, the sort of thing you’re going to put in your book.


You do remember the book, don’t you? It was an integral part of our – sorry, my! – big plan. Not only do you go to the romantic wilds of Transylvania to reclaim your heritage in the form of Dracula’s castle, then turn said castle into 2 proper orphanage and school for the local kids; but you write an account of your adventures from beginning to end, which we then sell to a big London publisher for lots and lots of money. The money, in case, you’ve forgotten, is a fairly essential element in the plan, since we have to assume that, even in Ruritania, you will need liberal doses of the stuff to transform the family heap into something approaching a habitable dwelling. ‘Habitable’ being a prerequisite for my telling fart-face what he can do with his job.


I want to know what colour the sky out there is, how many shades of grass there are, what kinds of trees, how wide the roads are, the names of all the rivers, where to find bears and wolves and vampires . . . So, get writing. And find out if that hotel you’re in has a fax.


And, yes, since you mention it, I do love you. Yes, I miss you. And, yes, I’m filled with suicidal thoughts every moment you’re away. Otherwise, I’m having a perfectly splendid time with Derek Hignett and all the international cuisine Cambridge has to offer. We’re doing Greek tomorrow. He knows a little taverna . . .




One big kiss,


Sophie





PS: The papers are being sent separately. You owe me two lots of £17.63, which comes to £35.26. If you apply direct to Kew, you can bypass the Home Office lot in Liverpool. Progress, eh?
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EXTRACT FROM THE JOURNAL OF MICHAEL FERARU


Bucharest
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2 November


I suppose Sophie’s right, it is time I started keeping a proper record of my visit. Now I’m here, though, I’m beginning to have doubts about whether anybody back home will ever want to read about my exploits. Most of the time I just hang around in queues or fill in forms or argue with faceless men behind ten-foot-high desks. It isn’t exactly riveting.


I would never dream of telling this to Sophie, of course, but I am starting to wonder why I bothered to come. The orphanage idea’s fine, as far as it goes, but I’m not convinced I’m the ideal person to run a place of that sort, and I’m not sure it’s my real reason for being in Romania.


It’s not that I’m unaware that aid workers aren’t all that welcome here, that they’re quite resented, in fact – I think I already knew that before I bought my ticket and applied for my visa.


No. I think playing at the noble aid worker in a country whose inhabitants would happily see the back of me is just an excuse. I’m in Romania because a silly, insistent little voice keeps telling me I’m a Romanian, this is my home, my roots are here, and that, if I want to discover my true identity, this is where I have to be.


None of it is true, of course, not really. I have an identity, roots, an English mother, a home in Cambridge. But the silly little voice whispers that I will not know rest until I have visited the home of my father’s ancestors, stood by their graves, prayed over their bones, breathed the air they once breathed.


And is there not a part of me, however well hidden, that longs to be, just for a moment, lord of a castle in Transylvania, the heir of centuries? Like all little boys, I used to fantasize that I was different from my friends, that I’d been snatched from my true parents, and that, in truth, I was a prince or a lord. Most children entertain such thoughts; in my case, it was true.


Of course, my parents were my real parents. But they never told me anything about my father’s family, except to say that they’d all escaped from Romania in 1947, after King Michael was forced to abdicate and the Popular Republic was declared. My father had been eighteen then. My grandparents’ property was expropriated in 1949, when collectivization was introduced by Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej.


For years I thought they had left behind a dwelling much like the small town house they owned in South Kensington. It was only when I grew up that I was told the truth, that my grandfather, Iuliu, had been the last in a long line of Ferarus who, from the Middle Ages until the Communist takeover had ruled the vast feudal estate of Vlaicu in the Harghita Mountains, part of the Eastern Carpathians, in Transylvania.


My grandparents never spoke to me of Vlaicu, nor of the lives they had lived there. Instead, their anecdotes had concentrated on Bucharest between the wars: King Ferdinand and the eccentric English Queen Marie, King Carol and his mistress Magda Lupescu, visits to the royal summer retreat at Sinaia, and to Bran castle for long audiences with Queen Marie; dinners at the Capşa restaurant, Gypsy bands in an open-air café on the Chausée Kiseleff, weekends at Marthe Bibescu’s country house at Mogoşoaia, with its pillared loggias and its Brancovan chapel, whole fortnights with Princess Callimacki at Manesti. I particularly remember my grandmother’s mouth-watering descriptions of the confections she used to buy at Kalinzachis, a Greek confiseur at Sinaia, the memory of whose conserve of fresh wood raspberries still sent her into raptures.


And yet never a word about Vlaicu, never a photograph or a painting or a careless anecdote. Until I was eighteen, I had not guessed that my grandfather had been a count, or that Bucharest had been but a second home to him and my grandmother.


Now it all tugs at me, even though I know that world has gone forever. I walk through Bucharest at night, down Calea Victoriei, across the drab Piata Victoriei, along Şoseaua Kiseleff, or through the leafy streets of Bulevardul Dacia, with their Jugendstil houses and Orthodox churches like jewel boxes, and I half-close my eyes and sniff the night air and try to recapture what I never had, to recall what I have only heard. That is why I am here, why I may remain here.
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LETTER FROM ARTHUR DREWE MA TO MICHAEL FERARU ESQ


King William’s School


Old School Lane


Cambridge


1 November


My Dear Michael,


I said I’d write when you got to Bucharest, just to let you know how the old school’s surviving without you. Your young woman, Sophie, gave me your address. She says you’re settling in well and making a nuisance of yourself. Just like you, eh? I always used to say – sparing your blushes – ‘that young Feraru will make a mark for himself one day: he’s got enough cheek for a cageful of monkeys.’


No doubt it will be tough going at first, but as I once overheard one of our sixth-formers say, ‘when the going gets tough, the tough get going’! Well, I’m sure that’s excellent advice, especially in a tough corner of the world like Rumania (I believe they spell it ‘Romania’ nowadays, and I can remember when it was ‘Roumania’, a sort of blend of the two, but I’m sure you know that already). Anyway, Michael, we are, as you know, extremely proud of you here in Cambridge. The third form are agog to hear of your adventures and to receive photographs of the young orphans you’ll be taking into your care.


Mind you, I’m sure it will be some time before you get to that stage. I understand that the bureaucracy in countries that have been under the Communist yoke can be a little daunting at times, though I’m sure you’ll cope, especially with your fluent Rumanian and that innate sense of order that was such a boon to us all in the years you spent with us.


Now, I did promise you some news, so I shall forthwith put you out of your misery. There is, I fear, one item of bad news to set ahead of the rest: you will remember Miss Bracewell, who taught remedial classes until a few years after your arrival here. I regret to say that she passed away almost exactly a fortnight ago, after a prolonged struggle against breast cancer. I attended the funeral, of course, along with Marjorie Neville and Kevin Barnes.


More happily, you will be pleased to hear that Miss Rutherford has become engaged to be married. Her fiancé is a respectable young man from Newmarket, a junior manager in a firm of computer specialists. She intends to stay on after the wedding, though I do fear we may lose her once the first little one comes along.


As I mentioned in passing, third form are eager to do a project based on your experiences in Rumania, and Mr Bryce has asked me to pass on a request for anything that may help them: maps, photographs, travel posters – you know the sort of thing. He did say you weren’t to send any babies: I suppose this is an example of Brycean humour, though I have heard there is something of a trade in children from that region. It is such a tragedy, and I cannot say too strongly how much we all admire the initiative you have taken, even if it has taken from us one of our most competent and best-loved teachers.


Well, Michael, I hear Jean’s dulcet tones summoning me to the evening repast. Having said bon voyage, I now wish you, on behalf of everyone at King William’s, a bon séjour and every success in your charitable endeavours.




All the best,


Arthur Drewe
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LETTER FROM MICHAEL FERARU TO SOPHIE WANDLESS


Hotel Dîmboviţa


Bucharest


6 November


Dear Numskull,


I’ve just had the most awful letter from the Arch Druid. He says you gave him my address. I’ll never forgive you. This is worse than Derek Hignett. You could have given him a false address and put my failure to reply down to the rank inefficiency of foreigners: he’d believe that like a shot.


I’ve been asked to send things to help the third-formers with a project on Michael Feraru’s Big Adventure. It’s tempting to send a few slices of raw slanina and a couple of ‘I ♥ Romania’ stickers.


I’m not so sure I love Romania myself. It’s early days yet, and I know I shouldn’t be judgmental, but I find it quite hard here at times. People are just so rude, they go ahead of you in queues, they play loud music and to hell with everybody else, and they try all sorts of scams if they think you’re a foreigner (which, when it comes down to brass tacks, I am). Worst of all are the petty bureaucrats, whose only purpose in life seems to be making other people’s lives hell.


Mind you, I have met some very friendly types, and they tell me these are just things they all have to put up with. Some put it down to years of Communism, some say it’s the national character, and one suggested it was the heritage of the Ottoman Empire. Oh, well, I’ll survive.


The search for the missing Feraru millions continues apace. I’ve found the most wonderful assistant (and, yes, she is female, and, no, I’m not in the least bit tempted), a young lawyer called Liliana Popescu. Liliana graduated just after the revolution, and as a result failed to walk into the state job that had been waiting for her under Ceauşescu. She scrapes together a living by translating legal texts from English (which she speaks well), mainly for local import-export companies.


Liliana tells me I’ve been going about things completely the wrong way. Apparently, the last thing to tell a Romanian bureaucrat is that you’re here to open an orphanage. They’re (understandably) rather sensitive about the whole issue, after the terrible publicity the country got when the old regime orphanages were opened up and photographs splashed all over the world’s newspapers. It all got worse when aid money and aid workers started flooding in, and worse again when most of the money got siphoned off into the pockets of ex-Securitate and the like.


So, it seems that the right approach is to say nothing about orphans, orphanages, or aid, and to behave like a proper capitalist entrepreneur from the decadent West. Liliana says I should tell them I want the castle back (a) because it’s mine and (b) because I want to open an hotel. Hotels mean tourists and lots of hard currency coming this way. A business means the possibility of bribes. And a grateful foreigner could mean jobs for relatives.


It looks as though I’m on the right track at last – expect good news in my next letter. In the meantime, Liliana’s getting on to the legal side of things – filing my claim to Castel Vlaicu, digging up details about the family, establishing my identity and my right to the inheritance. She thinks there may be more than the castle involved, that I may be entitled to other properties, including a town house here in Bucharest.


And, since you’re probably asking yourself the same question, the answer is ‘yes’: Liliana is doing all this free of charge, in the expectation that, if it all pans out, I’ll come into money (or property that can be turned into ready cash) and be in a position to pay her a proper fee. It’s what American lawyers do, apparently, when they agree to represent somebody in a lawsuit the client can’t afford – if you don’t win, you don’t pay. Seems fair enough to me.


Look, I know I don’t say very much, but I do love you a lot, and I’m missing you dreadfully. I’ve got three photos of you on my bedside table, like a little shrine, and I worship at it daily. There’s the one of you at Freddy’s wedding, looking terribly smart and pissed as a newt. That was when your hair was long, of course, so I’ve got two others with it the way it is now (which, as you know, I prefer). But I suppose you’ve dyed it black or red or something now, and when you come here you’ll tell me I’ve been worshipping a false goddess.


Liliana asked me to describe you yesterday, and I said you were a sort of cross between Meg Ryan and Michelle Pfeiffer. She said she hadn’t heard of either. That’s the sort of place this is. I tried her out for a while, and the only well-known blonde-haired women she could come up with were Dolly Patton and Ivana Trump. I told her that wasn’t quite the image I had in mind.


You don’t need to worry, she’s no rival for my affections. There are no rivals for my affections. As I said, I’m not tempted. Liliana’s no Romanian beauty. She’s not ugly, I don’t mean that, in fact she’s quite nice looking, if you go for that type, which I don’t. She’s small and dark-haired, but not the sultry temptress type, if you see what I mean.




XXXXX


Michae1
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EXTRACT FROM THE JOURNAL OF MICHAEL FERARU


Bucharest
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7 November


The longer I remain here, the deeper the illusion becomes. Time is stripped away, like a coarse bark, and I find myself walking streets my father walked, and looking up in a moment between afternoon and evening, in a half-darkness, and seeing briefly with his eyes. A lighted window, perhaps, and a woman’s shadow half concealed, or a partly-opened doorway from which the sounds of muffled festivities escape.


I walk a little further, and more of the bark is stripped back, and I am my grandfather at the fall of night. A Russian tango, Dwe Gitare, sweeps from behind a painted screen, the scent of apple blossoms fills the air, a gate swings open in the black and gold railings that mark the boundary of a great villa, and I seem to hear the rush of a carriage being driven between the lime trees of Chausée Kiseleff, the horses at full gallop, black Orloffs, as rare as precious icons.


Illusion piles on illusion at times, until I am quite buried beneath them, and the squalor and ugliness of modern Romania seem things quite forgotten, as though the drab years had not been, and everything had remained unchanged. For minutes at a time now, I become my father and my grandfather, as though they have crept deep inside me and come to life again. And I wonder how long it will be before the others come to inhabit me, my grandfather’s father, and his, and his, in that long, snaking line that stretches back, how far I do not know and cannot guess.
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