The Daydreamer

By Grant Jones

Tucked away in a small room near the back of Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum, all but lost among the endless rows of rows of pipe smoking Burghers and drunken fiddlers, hangs a painting of a young woman posing in a window frame. She is dressed in the simple clothes of a peasant and her translucent skin reflects the burnt-orange light of sunset. With her hand cups her chin, and stares out at something beyond the scope of the canvas. She is the work of Rembrandt’s pupil, Nicolas Maes, who in sixteen fifty-five painted this scene which he titled, De Peinzende, or The Daydreamer. The painting remains undiscovered to most tourists who come to the Rijksmuseum to spend a few minutes ogling the famous Rembrandts before heading over the Van Gogh museum. I too would never have discovered The Daydreamer had it not been for a sudden rainstorm which forced me to stay inside and explore the museum’s many back rooms. Upon seeing The Daydreamer, I was immediately struck the young woman in the painting. She was at once beautiful and ordinary, as though her beauty was intertwined with the dusk light and would fade with the sun over the horizon.

Before leaving the museum, I bought a postcard of the The Daydreamer, which I took with me as I departed Amsterdam for the town of Nijmegen in southern Holland. In Nijmegen I attended classes at a Catholic university, meeting students from all over the world. I became especially close to a group of Slovaks who were on scholarship to study economics. Among the Slovaks was a shy young woman named Petra. I first met Petra when my friend Fero invited me over to his flat one evening. As I walked up to the apartment building, Petra, as though by some strange providence, was leaning out of his bedroom window, resting her chin in her palm, and in the glowing light of dusk she reminded me exactly of the young woman in the painting. She had the same soft features, the rose in her cheeks, the sandy-blonde hair. When she spoke it was in an Eastern-European accent that melted my ears. At the end of her eyelashes were little clumps of mascara that had formed through the course of the morning, the result of just a little too much applied. Back home, with an American girl, this would have been a turn-off, but I made cultural allowances.

While the other Slovak students were witty, excitable, and boisterous, Petra was more subdued, even unconfident. My first conversations with her were short and difficult. She seemed unsure of what to think of an American boy taking the time to speak with her, and answered my questions quietly and with trepidation. This, at first, was flattering and it seemed that all I would have to do to gain her affections was to make mine clear. Petra was gorgeous, if meek, and I would have liked nothing more than to discover the secrets of her little peasant girl body, but gaining her affections proved harder than I expected. We were completely different people. Petra was concerned with appearances and constantly sought approval from the other females in our group of friends, while I, often drunk, could have cared less about what impressions I made, except, of course, of what impression I made on her.
She was smart and wondered with good reason just why I had cornered her at a party, my breath reeking of alcohol, and told her she was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. How truthful could I have been when later, at a bar filled with dozens of beautiful Dutch women, I told her she was the most beautiful woman there? Or when I wrote her a letter, translated into Slovak by my friend Fero, comparing her beauty to the moon, just whom was I trying to convince? Perhaps she realized from the beginning that what I liked about her had nothing to do with her, and yet my desire for her intensified with each day. With each rejection I tried new ways of enticing her. I stopped drinking around her and often spoke of my grand plans to be a writer. I tried not to lie to her, although sometimes I did and not so subtly, often commenting on the performance of my stocks when, in fact, I was unsure how I would even be able to pay my ticket back home.
One night, while at a birthday party for our friend Jana, Petra and I stood ona  balcony with friends. With much restraint, I had turned down drinks all night because just a few days before, while we were at a bar, Petra told me I drank too much. My every thought and action that night was devoted to reversing her impression of me as wild and impossibly unserious. That night I was a perfect gentleman. When it grew chilly and everyone else went inside, we stayed behind on the balcony. Perhaps as a reward for my diligence she took hold of my arm, pulled her self up onto her tip-toes and kissed my cheek, but as I leaned in to kiss her lips, she turned away and whispered, “no.” I pulled back and bit my lip, saying nothing to her except to excuse myself to the bathroom, where I nearly broke my hand punching the cement wall. A few minutes later I walked back out into the party and poured a double shot of whiskey. By the end of the night I was too drunk to ride my bicycle home.
It was inevitable that during my time with her I began to notice imperfections. Petra was a pessimist. She complained a lot. When she did poorly on a test, she pouted. She could be rude, once kicking a person out of her flat during her birthday party because she did not know him, even though many of us vouched for him. Her make-up, its excess having once seemed to reveal an attractive vulnerably, came across at times as desperate. I do not now fault her for such things, as even on my best days my own faults could drown hers, but to a frustrated young man, they became points of focus. Despite these imperfections, I could not bring myself to move on. I became so consumed in with my pursuit of Petra that I came to believe my own lies. I had told her so many times she was beautiful that I was unwilling to admit anything else, and by the end of the term, even though I was leaving in a matter of weeks and would likely never see Petra again, I had convinced myself that my need of her was nothing short of love.

One afternoon in late March I lay on my bed sleepily musing about Petra; in my hand I held the postcard of The Daydreamer. Even with the muted light of an overcast sky filtering through my curtains, the painting evoked an unsettling sensation. The young peasant girl stared out at something well past me. I could no more get the attention of Petra than I could girl the young girl in the painting. Women and art are not so different when you are so moved by their beauty that all you desire is to posses them. I drifted off to sleep, and when I awoke the clouds had given way to a late-afternoon sunbath. I made up my mind to ride my bicycle to Petra’s flat. When she opened the door I would grab her by the waist and kiss her. She would invite me up. In her room, sitting on her bed, I would call her beautiful, and we would make love. This, I thought, was how it should be.
“I’m out of my mind,” I muttered to myself as I rode my bicycle across the flatlands southern Holland, passing peat bogs, goat farms, and windmills a century old. Except for a few power lines here and there, rural Holland has changed little in the three hundred fifty years since Nicolas Maes roamed the countryside in search of pastoral landscapes and the simple farmers of small-town Holland. It may have been a day like this, I thought, brisk with clear skies, when traveling through a small village he spotted a young woman leaning out of a window basked in the orange light of dusk, so ordinary and so beautiful.

As I approached Petra’s house I became nervous. She might not be home. She might have company. But as I grew closer I saw that her bicycle, alone, was resting outside. I parked my bicycle next to hers and rang the doorbell. A few moments passed and I rang again. A window opened on the second floor and Petra stuck her head out. “Oh, hello,” she said. “Just one second.” I could hear the creaking of the floorboards as Petra descended the stairs and a few moments later the door opened. She was all smiles and invited me in. I followed her up the stairs to her one-room flat.
“Would you like tea?” she asked in her delicate, buttery accent.

“Yes, that would be great,” I answered as I took a seat on her couch.
“What have you come by for?” she asked as she warmed a pot of water in a microwave.

“I was just riding through and though I’d stop by. It turned out to be a beautiful day.”

Petra moved noiselessly across the carpet carrying a tray of tea and biscuits. She poured two cups, offered me a biscuit, and took a seat on the bed across from me; such small apartments were common for us students. Outside the sun was setting, flooding her room with rays of burnt-orange light. The sunbeams split across Petra’s bed, falling onto her shoulders, highlighting the curves of her breasts, gliding down her soft thighs and ending like a rainbow in my tea cup. I took a sip.
“So when do you go back to USA?” she asked.

“In a month or so. I want to travel around first. I’m going up visit a friend in Sweden for awhile. What about you? When do you head back to Slovakia?”

She let out a deep sigh. “Two weeks.”
“Are you not looking forward to going back?”

Petra laughed. “Not really, I am not. I want to move to Prague. Slovakia is too small for me.”

“But that’s where you’re from. That’s where your family is.”

“I have an aunt in Prague. But, you are right, my parents are angry. They don’t want me to leave.”

“I suppose I can understand where they’re coming from. I mean...”
“But you don’t know what it’s like,” Petra interrupted me, “when someone asks you where you are from and when you tell them they have not ever heard of it. It’s embarrassing. Besides the money is much better in Czech.”
I was beginning to realize I had something in common with Slovakia, neither of us were good enough for Petra. “You should give it time,” I told her. “Slovakia is a young nation. It will come around if you only give it a chance.”
 “It will never work,” she said and it hurt to hear. “It is better to move to Prague. There perhaps I find some nice Czech man who can give me what I need.”
Petra was unlike the other Slovaks who, though practical, were optimists about their new nation. This was unsettling to me, though I guess I wouldn’t have given a damn if she liked her nation or not, if only she had liked me. I didn’t want to think about Petra pleading with her parents to go live in Prague where she could only afford a flat overrun with rats. I didn’t want to think about the men she would meet at expensive martini bars, who would have discreet affairs with her, buy her fur coats, and, ultimately, never marry a Slovak girl. I just wanted to sit with her by the window and look at her soft skin in the light of dusk before it was too late and we had gone our separate ways.

Petra continued to spew out her discontent with Slovakia while my eyes traveled over her body, imagining every texture, every scent that was waiting for me on the other side of the thin fabric of her dress. She seemed every bit the young woman of the painting, seductive, young, and unattainable.
“Our Friend Fero doesn’t seem to be bothered by life in Slovakia,” I said. “He seems quite proud of being Slovak.”
“Fero is just like my father and all the other Slovak men. They are content to go to work, come home, and drink beer until they sleep. I want more. I have dreams.”
The self-righteousness of her words continued to slam against my image of her as the beautiful young peasant, content to daydream of a better life. The sun was setting quickly behind her, making Petra’s soft features seem harsher in the growing dark. I stood up, intending to grab her by the waist, pick her up, and kiss her. That would end her rant. But as I stood, memories of every time she’d rejected my advances flashed through my mind. I was supposed to be the writer, the artist, the rich American. She was supposed to be a peasant girl, putty in my hands to be molded by my desires, but she wanted more. She had dreams. My frustration boiled over and I began to shout, “What kind of person are you? Are you willing to leave your family to move to Prague? Do you think you’re going to lead a more glamorous life? What do you think is going to happen once you get there? Do you think you’ll walk around in fur coats with rich businessmen? You’ll have no family, no friends, no nation. You won’t be Czech, only a poor Slovak girl in Prague. Then you’ll belong to nothing and never be happy.” Petra stared up at me. She was trembling. “Why am I not good enough for you?” I screamed.
Below me, Petra broke into sobs and collapsed on her bed. All my frustration had poured out of my like an overturned pale and was being replaced with guilt. I walked over to Petra and stroked her cheeks and hair. “I’m so sorry,” I said and leaned over to kiss the top of her head. Her hair, only a few minutes ago shinning brightly in the sun, had turned a dull brown. I wanted to tell her I didn’t mean what I’d said. I wanted to tell her that I found her beautiful. I wanted to tell her these things, but they were lies. A cold tear dropped from Petra’s chin onto my arm. The beams of burnt-orange sunlight faded away and Petra’s body was swallowed by gray as the sun disappeared behind a row of houses in the distance. Her closed eyes kept everything in. Her limp body felt dead to my touch. I said nothing to comfort Petra; I only held her. Eventually the room grew cold and she rose from the bed, hastily wiping under her eyes. She scurried over to the sink and began to make another pot of tea.
“Would you care for more tea?” she asked with meekness in her voice I hadn’t heard since we first spoke months before.

“No. Thank you though. I should be getting back before it gets too late.” She nodded and turned back to the sink, clinching her eyes to hold in the tears.

I rode back through the dimly lit countryside in silence. Entering my flat, I sat down at my desk, flipped over the postcard of The Daydreamer, and composed this letter, which I mailed to her the following morning:

“My Dear Petra, 

Forgive me for what I said tonight. I wanted you so badly, needed you so intensely, that I was blind. I never knew you, never gave you a chance. I fell for you because you were so simple, but now I realize you are complicated by everything I escape when I gaze into your green eyes. I think we could have been lovers had we not wanted love on our own terms. Too late, I know realize your dreams are not so different than my own. All you wanted was to be loved for who you are. I’m sorry I never took the time to see who that was. 
Good night,

Grant.”
