Iron Curtains in the Bedroom
By Grant Jones

“What are you looking at?” asked Fero, his English inflected with a deep Slavic accent.

“I had no idea,” I said, “That the mountains in Slovakia were so large.”

“Yes, is big. But I think you think about Petra, right yes?” asked Fero.

I raised my eyebrows and smiled slowly, “Yeah, I guess I was thinking about her a little too.” 
“You like this girl pretty good yeah,” said Fero, always teasing.
“It was certainly nice of her to invite us to her home,” I said. I had met Petra and Fero back at the provincial university in the Netherlands we all were attending. Petra lived in Košice, in the eastern region of Slovakia, and Fero and she invited us to stay with her for a weekend during our Spring break.

“I told you Slovak girls are the best in the world,” he pronounced as though he were somehow responsible for this. But if Petra was the example, I was inclined to believe him. She had sandy-blonde hair and perfect white skin. She spoke in such a sexy and exotic accent that I often heard it in my sleep. When she hade invited me as Fero’s guest to her home, my mind ran wild with fantasies.
A dark shadow enveloped the train car. We were passing through a tunnel. I looked at Fero.

“This was once stop for a large steel company,” he said.

“It’s enormous,” I said, just as we were coming out of the tunnel. I pressed myself to the window to view its decayed exterior, which looked like the rotting bones of a giant beast.

“Before ten years, this factory employed thirty-five thousand men. Then communism fell in Slovakia; it could not survive. A couple of years ago, American company bought all big Slovak steel factories.”

“Fero, were you ever a communist?”

“Of course. My whole family. No choice.”

“Are they still?”

“No, no. My mother, my father always hated communism.”

“Mine too,” I laughed. “I remember the first time my father told me about the Soviet Union. He made it sound like the entire Soviet population was waiting off the coast of Alaska for the signal to invade.”

“Did you believe him?” asked Fero.

“I did. When I was seven I dug a fox hole and loaded it with toy guns and canned food. I even had a white flag—just in case.”

“You kid me of course,” he said.

“No, I’m quite serious. It’s hard to believe how fearful the country was during the early eighties. Things were better than before, but you just didn’t ever know what to expect.”

“There are a lot of people who still wish things were like they were under the Soviets,” said Fero.

“That’s crazy,” I said. “The only good things the Russians gave the world were vodka and Anna Kournikova. Oh wait…didn’t they put in a dog in space? That’s pretty big.”

“Petra’s father is a communist, you know,” said Fero.
“Really?” I asked. “I had no idea. When we spoke of politics she never mentioned it.”

“Oh yes, Mr. Kapralekov was a big communist before the collapse. He was vice-president of that steel company. Petra said he once held high positions on government boards. Maybe you shouldn’t mention your dislike of communists to him,” said Fero, cackling. “He might want to settle an old score.”
“I’m sure we’ll get along just fine,” I said.

“Hey, yes, unless he sees you drooling over his daughter.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I have known Petra for some time, and her father has always been very, um…he is not liking boys around her.”

“Hey, it’s no big deal. It’s not like I’m trying to marry the girl,” I said, brushing it off. Underneath, however, I was growing intimidated of this man. I was beginning to envision Joesph Stalin opening the door to her flat.

“No worry,” joked Fero. “Once her father sees what a loser you are, he has nothing to worry about.”

“Thanks, Fero, thanks a lot.”

After the train arrived, we took a taxi to the Kapralekov’s home. From the outside, it was not what I had expected of a former communist big-wig. The apartment building was a classic soviet-built high rise, some fourteen stories high, and like the home of Fero’s parents, it was donned by a spider web of cracks that permeated the building’s concrete exterior. The elevator was barely large enough for Fero and me with our two small backpacks.

On the eleventh floor, we stepped out and followed a windy and dark hallway until we stood in front of her door. 

“You knock,” I said. He giggled.

Petra opened the door wide. She was all smiles and invited us inside where she and her mother greeted us with hugs. Petra looked wonderful; she seemed relaxed and very happy to see us.
Petra’s home was in stark contrast to the outside of the building. Beautiful paintings hung on the wall, a cherry armoire displayed fine china and silver, and a grand piano graced the family room. It seemed appropriate for the home of a former politburo member.

I was quick to compliment Petra’s mother on her home. She only nodded and looked to Petra.

“Mother does not speak English” said Petra, “but I will tell her. “How was your train ride?” Petra asked.

“Very enjoyable. The countryside is absolutely beautiful,” I replied.

“Grant snores I find out,” said Fero. “He is like some wild animal.” Petra giggled and smiled at me.

If Petra’s father heard us come in, he made no effort to acknowledge it. Prompted by the sound of the television, I looked around the corner into the living room.

“My father is watching a game,” she said apologetically. “Father! My guests are here.”

“You must be thirsty,” said Petra. “Leave your bags here and we’ll get you something to drink in the kitchen.”

Mr. Kapralekov had moved from the living room to the kitchen during commercials and was standing there, in his underwear and a t-shirt, staring into a wide-opne freezer. He was a grave looking man who looked surprisingly old. He had a large, dark moustache that faded into a grizzled shadow. Under his green eyes swayed two dark semi-circles.

Petra gave the introductions. “Father, this is my friend Grant, from America.”

I smiled and stuck out my hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I said. Her father extended his hand and gave a virile but quick shake with his right hand.
“And you remember Fero, father?” asked Petra. Mr. Kapralekov grunted in recognition and pulled a flask of vodka from the depths of the freezer. He then poured it into a cup, dropped in two cubes of ice, and disappeared back into the living room.

“Mother is going to serve dinner after the game finishes,” said Petra. “Would you like to watch the game with my father or take a tour of the apartment?”

“I think I’ll take the tour,” I said..

“If you don’t mind, I was hoping to see this game,” said Fero. “I have seen this apartment enough. I don’t need to see it again.”
“Please, help yourself. Would you care for anything to drink or a snack?” Fero declined. Petra and Fero were always kind to speak English in front of me.

I followed Petra through every room in her apartment, finally settling in her room. It was not too different than I’d seen in American girls’ rooms. She had a dresser with a mirror on top where her make-up kit sat. In front of a necklace tree were several stuffed animals. On the wall was a painting of a ballerina.

“Forgive my room,” she said. “I have not changed it at all since I left for the university.”

We sat on her bed and discussed my trip so far. She was a very pretty woman and the afternoon sun in her hair sent my mind into daydreams. I wanted to grab her right there and kiss her. And from the look on her face, I thought she might have wanted me to.

I was quickly pulled back down to earth by the sound of her father screaming at the television. “He is watching the finals,” said Petra. “He can get very excited. Too much for my taste.”

Fero came walking in, “Slovakia loses a match again. What surprise.”

Fero and I washed up before supper. When I joined the family in the dining room the table was already set. I told Petra to thank her mother for the exquisite meal.

During dinner, Petra, Fero, and I talked in English, while her father and mother carried on a conversation in Slovak.

“My father speaks English very well,” said Petra, “but he is too shy to use it. Go ahead, father, ask Grant something.”

Mr. Kapralekov placed down his fork and looked at his daughter as though she were interrupting some important business. He then turned to me. His stern look froze me in mid-chew.
“What brings you to Slovakia, Grant?”

“I came to visit Fero and Petra. I very much appreciate you inviting me to your house.”

“I did not invite you,” said her father, and then, as though he had fulfilled his obligation, began eating again.

“Grant is from North Carolina,” said Petra, awkwardly urging her father into further conversation. Petra look at me as if to ask for my help.

“Have you ever been to America, sir?” I offered.

Mr. Kapralekov leaned back in his chair and stopped chewing, “The last American man I met,” he said, “was the man who fired me from the steel plant, where I was a vice-president at the largest steel corporation in Slovakia.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, sir,” I said.

“Many thousands of men lost their job because an American company came in and forced us to sell the company where our fathers and our grandfathers had worked.”

I cleared my throat, lowered my eyes, and focused on my casserole.

After dinner I found Fero alone, “Her father hates me. Did you hear what he said at diner?”

“Oh come on. Petra said he is shy. He’s just a man of few words.”

“Shy? I don’t think so. The man does not like me.”

“What does it matter?” asked Fero. “You are not here for Mr. Kapralekov, right? Tonight we go out and have good time. Petra wants that we go dancing. She is having some friend she brings. Maybe she is cute yeah? I would like that.”

That night the four of us had a blast. Petra was a very good dancer and it was all I could do to keep up. She had promised to give me a whirlwind tour of Slovak nightlife, and she delivered. Each club and bar we visited was older than the last until, by the end of the night, we flirted and danced in halls where people had flirted and danced for centuries. 

As we were leaving the last bar, Fero stopped me and said, “I see while you dance with her you give her little kisses,” Fero laughed. “Maybe tonight she visits you?”

“Fero,” I said, “in the words of some Greek poet, the night is black, the path is long, and I am completely and beautifully drunk.”
“I agree with that,” he said.
By the time we staggered into her home, I wanted nothing more than to be with Petra alone. The difficulty, of course, was broaching the subject. It was the time, but it was hardly the place.

“Petra,” I asked. “Which bathroom should I use? I don’t want to disturb your father or mother.”

“Oh no, my father is fast asleep,” she said and I breathed a sigh of relief. “He is usually quite drunk by the time he goes to bed. So please, use the bathroom in the hall. You will not disturb anyone.”

The sleeping arrangements were predictable. Petra was to sleep in her own bedroom, Fero was in the guest room, and I was assigned to the foldout couch in her formal room, which fortunately was separated from the rest of the house by double doors. I couldn’t, I wouldn’t, sneak into her room. What if she did not want me to? That would be embarrassing. Or, worse, what if her father heard me and found me in her room? I’d prefer state-ordered castration. The only hope was if she came creeping into my room—I didn’t like those odds.

While I readied for bed in the bathroom, I heard Fero and Petra speaking in the hallway. As I was making my bed, Fero poked his head into my room and giggled, “I wouldn’t lock my door tonight, Grant. You never know when a girl might come by.” He then gave a thin smile and vanished out the door. My heart skipped a beat. Was he serious? She might have said something to him in the hallway. But what girl would say something like that. He must be teasing; he was always making jokes.
I kept he door cracked and the lamp on, just to let her know I was not yet sleep. I paced around the room, full of nervous energy, and looked over the Kapralekov family treasures. Most of the room was taken up by the grand piano. On its mantle was a family portrait taken when Petra was just a child. She was a chunky kid but still quite striking. Her mother looked not too unlike Petra. The father had posed in his full Soviet regalia. On the breast of his olive suit was a small pin of the hammer and sickle imposed on the old Czechoslovakian flag. The bookcase was filled with Slovak translations of Classic European literature and a few volumes of the works of Marx and Engels. Inside one of the books I found a photograph of Mr. Kapralekov as a young soldier. He looked the part of the soulless, soviet soldier that I had feared in my youth. In the far corner of the room was a bird cage. It seemed at first there were two birds but as I grew closer I realized that there was only one bird, the other was a plastic parakeet hanging from the side of the cage. The bird seemed to peer out at my suspiciously as I perused the room. I started to walk over to him, but fearing he would begin to make noise, I crept back into bed.
I lay motionless in my bed for half an hour. But the half-hour past; it was nearly one-thirty in the morning and there was not so much as a creak in the floorboards to suggest her arrival. I thought to myself, this is a good time for prayer.

“Dear Lord,” I whispered, “I know I shouldn’t be praying for this. But I’m sure you understand. You made man weak, so what can you expect? If there is any you could see to it that Petra comes walking down that hall and into my bedroom tonight, well I’d owe you a big one. Lord, I know the bad things I’ve done in life probably out weigh the good, but I’m still young. The scales could tip. Anyway, if you do this for me, well you name it and I’ll do it.” I shook my head at my wishful thinking, and with a laugh of embarrassment, I turned out the lamp and drifted into sleep.

Suddenly I was risen form my sleep by the sound of floorboards creaking. My mind raced with possibilities. Did I hear the soft feet of Petra approaching or was I still dreaming? The creaks grew closer. I sat up in bed, then fearing I would appear too needy, lied back down feigning sleep.

Slowly the door opened. A dark form glided through the doorframe and drew close to my bed. I was sweating a river. Suddenly the figure dropped to the floor accompanied by the crash of a trashcan falling over. I reached for the lamp. “Petra, are you okay?” I asked in a loud whisper.

“Petra?” Mr. Kapralekov said, raising his torso off the floor.

“Oh my God!” I shouted, unable to hold in my fear and disappointment.

“Quite,” Mr. Kapralekov said, ‘you’ll wake everyone up.”
Mr. Kapralekov looked around the room, his eyes finally settling on the bird cage. “I, forgot to feed the bird,” said Mr. Kapralekov, in a shaky voice, that seemed to be more to convince himself than me.
“Usually he sleeps through the night, but if he is hungry he can make a lot of noise. Did he make any noise?”

“No, he hasn’t made a sound.”

“he is beautiful, isn’t he?” said Mr. Kapralekov. “I bought him in Moscow. He was very expensive, a very rare and desired item. I bought him for Petra on her seventh birthday.” Mr. Kapralekov shook the cage violently, rousing the bird from his sleep. The bird seemed to be as confused by Mr. Kapralekov’s late night visit as I was.

As Mr. Kapralekov poured a cupful of seed in the cage, he turned to me, and looked at me as if hesitant to release a question. “Are you a drinking man, Grant?” he finally asked.
I could not muster a response to that question.

“You see I sometimes find it difficult to sleep if I do not take a little drink before bed—to calm my nerves. I usually keep a bottle in the bedroom, but I carelessly forgot to restock it when I ran out.” Mr. Kapralekov reached down into the bottom drawer of a dresser and pulled out a bottle of vodka. “If was wondering if you’d care to join me for a drink.”

“Well, Mr. Kapralekov, I don’t usually drink after I brush my teeth.”

“One drink, young man. You are a guest in my home. You should join me for a drink.” I nodded. In truth, I was still quite drunk from my night out.

He poured the warm vodka into two small crystal glasses that he pulled from the top shelf of the dresser.

“Na zdrovia,” he toasted, holding his glass to eye level. He threw back his drink and I threw down mine, immediately sending me into a coughing fit. Mr. Kapralekov began pouring a second round.

“To be honest, Mr. Kapralekov, this is a little strong for my taste. Perhaps I’ll not have another.”

“Nonsense,” he said. “Take it.”

“I’d rather not, sir, if it’s all the same.”

Mr. Kapralekov cocked his head. “That’s funny. Usually the men Petra favors are strong. They can handle their drink. Maybe in America it’s not the same. But if you do not want then…”

“I want one,” I said, changing my mind. “I want one. Pour me one.”

Mr. Kapralekov smiled. “That’s good. I always say you can’t trust a man that doesn’t drink.”

“Why is that, sir?” I asked, throwing back my second drink and then wiping the tears of pain from my eyes.

“Because the next morning he is the one who can tell your wife what you said and did.”

I laughed honestly. “ That’s funny, sir.”

“Tonight, Grant, I’d like ask you a few things about my daughter Petra.”

“Okay,” I nodded. “But I’d like another drink, sir, if you don’t mind.”

I downed the shot and slid my glass back beside the bottle for a refill.

“I want to know what is your interest in my daughter, Grant?”

As soon as he asked, I was distracted by the screech of the caged bird. It was flailing its wings at the plastic parakeet that hung from the corner of its cage. The bird let out another screech, waddled to the corner of the cage, and began to force his way on his plastic lover. Mr. Kapralekov seemed oblivious to his pet’s violent ravaging of its helpless comrade. And I do not insinuate that this was a discreet affair; the cage shook and the bird squawked like he was releasing a lifetime of sexual frustration.

“Grant,” said Mr. Kapralekov, regaining my attention, “Why do you not tell me why you are so interested in my daughter.”

“Your daughter is a very lovely young woman, sir. She is a great friend.”

“A friend, huh?” asked Mr. Kapralekov.

I looked back at the bird as he heaved and flailed. “Yes sir, a great friend.”

Mr. Kapralekov looked at me intensely. I averted my eyes. Suddenly a smile crept across his face, “She is a great girl.”

“That she is,” I said, beginning to grow disgusted at the sight of the bird rape going on over Mr. Kapralekov’s shoulder.
“Let us drink to Petra,” he said and filled my glass again.

Mr. Kapralekov kicked back in his chair and began to talk about when Petra was a little girl, all the while pouring drink after drink. The drinks seemed to affect him only slightly. I, on the other hand, had never been so drunk. We had an hour or two this way, until even the bird had fulfilled his appetite and settled down for sleep next to his hard-shelled sweetheart.

“Petra always enjoyed our trips to Prague the most,” he said.

“Oh yes,” I said, slurring my speech, “She often speaks about Prague.”

“What does she say?” her father asked with heightened curiosity.

“She loves it. She wants to move there after she is done at the university.”

Very quickly her father’s expression changed. “She said she wants to move there?” he asked.

“Oh yes,” I said. “I told her it’s a great idea, because as you know the economy is really much better off there.”

“You have been encouraging my daughter to move there?”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “I think it’s a great idea. Beautiful city, Prague is—definitely.”

A pained and frightening look now crept across her father’s face. He slammed his fist against his thigh. “She is not to move to Prague. Do you understand?” I sat up at attention. “I have told her again and again she cannot move there,” he said, he said now pounding one fist against the other.

“Why not, sir? What’s wrong with Prague?”

“What is wrong with Slovakia? This is her home. She should stay here. It is good enough for her mother and I, and it is not good enough for Petra!” He paused. “Ever since I lost my job it has been this way. Back when I was a vice-president, I could afford to buy Petra everything she wanted. But when we were taken out by an American company my position was cut. I cannot even pay for her university. I have taken out many loans to help pay for it.”

I was astonished. “But your house is so nice inside,” I said.

“All the things in this house, they were paid for before I was fired. But Petra, she is like any young girl. She wants the nice clothes and expensive jewelry. Now she wants to move to Prague. She will marry some rich man there and I will never see her again.”

“You worry too much,” I slurred. “She is a just young woman. She will move to Prague, but she will come back when she is ready.” The liquor was giving me courage to say things I wished I was still too cowardly to say.

“Nothing is as it used to be,” Mr. Kapralekov sighed. “You do not encourage her anymore. Do you understand?” His finger shook in my face.

I nodded. Mr. Kapralekov tightened the lid back onto the vodka bottle and hid it back in the bottom shelf of the dresser. Without saying a word, walked out of the room and shut the door behind him.

I turned off the lamp and sat up in my bed for several minutes trying to gain some sort of perspective at what had just taken place while simultaneously battling the spins. Eventually my brain gave up and I passed out.


The next morning it was obvious that Mr. Kapralekov did not remember a thing. Over breakfast he only seemed perplexed as to why he had such a bad headache. I was so queasy, I could barely eat anything. Mr. Kapralekov and I were late to wake up and Petra and Fero had already eaten breakfast and gone into town to pick up food for the long train-ride back.

When I was packing up, I heard the floor boards creaking near my door. I hoped above all that it wasn’t Mr. Kapralekov. I was relived when I saw Petra’s face poke around the door.

“Good morning, Grant,” said in that melting accent of hers. It was difficult to see her face, owing to the curtains, as heavy as iron, which trapped out all sunlight from the room. Petra walked over to the windows and opened the curtains, flooding the room with light and multiplying the severity of my headache. Petra looked beautiful to my fuzzy eyes. The sun shone through her sandy-blonde hair.

“Did you sleep well?” she asked.

“Like a caged bird,” I said.

We said our goodbyes to Petra and her mother, Mr. Kapralekov was back in bed trying to get rid of his hangover, and took a taxi back to the train station.

“We have a saying in Slovakia,” said Fero on the train. “It goes: ‘You look like hell.’ That is you now.” He laughed at his own joke.

I thought back to when I was a kid digging a foxhole in the woods behind my house, in preparation for a Soviet invasion.

“I wish I could have stayed last night in my fox-hole,” I told Fero. “That’s where things were as simple as good and evil.”
