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  Thus began my decade and a half long second virginity.  I had a few chances in between, but it was all pretty disastrous.  In one of the little towns where I taught high school, the town slut took me home from a party one summer night.  She had a kid.  One of the favorite topics of speculative gossip in town was guessing who the father might be.  She was young, but overweight and not very pretty in my book.  It should have been embarrassing, but I was pretty numb with depression by that stage in life.  I was impotent and it seemed for the best.  I had a similar encounter with a Mexican exchange student.  She was Catholic.  As a denatured Protestant I might have been welcome to use birth control, but it wasn't part of her vocabulary.  On the spur of the moment she invited me to have sex with her one night.  I couldn't.  I thought it was for the best.  She wasn't really interested in me; she was just lonely.  In the great white North I was one of the few people who showed some interest in her, Mexico, and the Spanish language.
  I ended up in graduate school, which turned out to be a vast wasteland.  I encountered women I was attracted to, but I couldn't get the time of day from them.  I slowly began to realize that they would literally rather be dead than spend an evening, let lone a lifetime, with me.  I took summers off to work and met a woman who I spent some time with.  She was divorced.  She had the personality of flat, latex wall paint.  After that it was on to another teaching job, where the string of offers I could refuse continued.  There was the proposition by a married co-worker.  There was the student who was engaged but infatuated and came over to smooch several times.  There was the former student in the throes of a divorce.  There was the co-worker whose "ex-boyfriend" was staying over for a week, but after that...  The best of the lot was a thrice divorced co-worker with teenaged daughters.  Her line was, "I have a penis."  I'd be better off waiting for the daughters to reach legal age.  There was too much Freud in that stew.  
  Well, PeeWee's second big chance came along last year.  A young German woman spent the year at the place where I work and by the springtime, even someon as obtuse as me realized that she invited herself over at 10:00 p.m. and had nothing to say, that this was an opportunity.  I took it, telling myself I would refrain from curling up and dying of guilt and shame, no matter what happened.  It was very strange.  She had another boyfriend in Germany.  I told her I wasn't interested in a green card wife before I went to bed with her, and I assumed that under the circumstances it would be a temporary affair.  Life is never so simple.  
  Although she had supposedly lived with her other boyfriend for three years, my experience with her really made me wonder.  When I first made love to her she laid flat on her back with her legs flat on the sheets and slightly spread and didn't move.  It was both uncomfortable and unsatisfying.  Is that the way they have sex in Germany?  If so, why bother?  She also seemed to think that intromission itself was the high point of sex.  The second or third time we had sex I just reached down and pulled her knees up.  At least it was more comfortable for me that way and things got better.  Still, had she actually had sex with this other guy?  Was he a premature ejaculator?  Had she ever had an orgasm before?  Inquiring minds want to know.
  Some people might be polishing their knuckles over a conquest like this.  I wondered what was wrong.  When did I first start to think something might be amiss?  Was it when she told me how she'd always felt like a boy when she was a little girl?  Was it when she told me that at age 13 or 14 she and a girlfriend had gotten undressed and gotten into bed and laid on top of each other in order to see what sex was like?  Or is it now, when she's fucking up a storm with me, when she tells me she's interested in trying a lesbian relationship.  She didn't say whether that would follow or go on at the same time as the relationship with me.  This from someone who said she didn't think she could ever have a relationship with a black man.  The horror.  How about a black woman?
  Let me interrupt my regularly scheduled ranting for a brief commercial message.  I may not want one; I may not get one; but let's hear it for so many of those Slavic women I've seen on this trip.  They don't dress like boys.  They don't look like they want to be boys.  Nothing in their manner suggests they want to have sex like boys or that they think they have penises.  Lord, in your mercy, Save me from women who want to be men and who see me as some perverse vehicle for achieving that end.   
  The full story can wait for another time, but here's the outline of how it came to the current pass.  She started fiddling around with her birth control, trying to shift when her period would come.  The last week she was in America she ran out of pills entirely and made no move to renew the prescription or take other preventive measures.  As I asked before, when did I first start to think something might be amiss?  Perhaps it was when I suggested that under the circumstances it would be better not to have sex at all, and she insisted that she wanted to.  Perhaps it was when she dismissed my worries about how effective rubbers are(n't).  Perhaps it was when she acted totally unconcerned and chided me for being unable to see the other point of view.  Perhaps it was week after she had returned to Germany and she called to let me know she had moved back in with her old boyfriend and worrying that she might be pregnant by me.  Perhaps it was the phone call two weeks after that, letting me know that she had gotten a pregnancy test and she wasn't pregnant, but demanding that I make a commitment to her even though she was still living with her German boyfriend.
  The phone calls and letters dribbled on for a year.  I felt obligated to respond because I had told her when she left that I would be happy to keep in touch even though I didn't want to make a commitment under these circumstances.  In the meantime I had started to plan my trip to Russia, and told her I'd visit her so that we could discuss in person what wasn't clear by phone or letter.  I had been ready for it to be over when the phone calls started.  The therapeutic image had gone from cutting off my hand to a more comprehensive cure:  a bullet through the head.  Suicide:  The modest man's alternative to murder.  It was needless for me to offer to come and see her.  She arranged to show up in Russia, in the same town, at the same time I was there.  We argued and I said my piece.  I had reservations to get from Moscow to Prague with the possibility of going to Germany after that.  It had crossed my mind that I should go on to Germany and try to bed down her new roommate (female) either serially or simultaneously.  It would be another notch on my belt, but in the long run a menage a trois wouldn't have made me feel any better about the situation.  The alternative was to belie the words I'd spoken in Russia, go to Germany, and play the solicitous boyfriend.  So what does this have to do with my story?  By reading this, you know that when I got to Prague I headed East without a plan rather than heading West and renewing an impossible situation.  That's why ever since Prague I've been laboring under the disadvantage of not knowing where I'm going next, and spending too much time in railway stations.
  ...Which is somehow supposed to bring me back to my story.  I went downstairs intending to pay and find out how to walk back to the train station.  I waited at the desk while the clerk talked to someone else behind the counter.  I was being my usual unassertive self.  I don't know why I assumed that American rules now applied and the help would take care of me.  I started to say something and the clerk established that I was an American.  He sent the woman he'd been talking with back to find the director.  The director was apparently on the phone.  I didn't know why I would need to talk to her, but I waited a little while politely.  I finally just piped up and said I knew some Russian and we took care of things just fine.  I found out I was in Viesbutis Number 7 and it was costing me all of $7.00 a night to stay there.  The clerk also drew me a little map showing how to walk back to the station.
  Viesbutis Number 7 was a find.  In broad daylight there was still no sign that it was a hotel.  It was someplace where the natives stayed.  It had survived the death of Socialism.  It made me wonder what I might have stumbled into if I'd dealt with the cabbies myself in Minsk instead of being shown the "best" by Viktor.  I bet it would have been priceless, but I never would have done it myself.  I just would have spent one tired, miserable day in Minsk, seen nothing, and then left by the night train.  Taking a private taxi with Viktor was the training I had needed to get going on my own.  It was a bright and sunny day, and I headed off for the station.  It only took 15 minutes.  There were people on the sidewalks and traffic in the streets.  I wasn't in Belarus anymore.
  I'm no lover of traffic, but it was odd to realize in Vilnius that one of the things that made Minsk a ghost town was the lack of traffic.  By the way, have I mentioned the drivers in Eastern Europe?  Pedestrians have 3 rights, and the right of way isn't one of them.  They have the right to a disfiguring injury, an untimely death, and fear.  Drivers may ultimately stop for you, but they won't slow down.  If you're in the pedestrian crossing and they think they can slip by in front of you by gunning it, expect to see a blur and check your toes afterwards.  The safest way to cross the street is to have a babushka upstream from you.  Even if they don't stop for her, she'll cushion the blow.
  On the way to the station I saw a travel agent that handled KLM, so I stopped in to check on alternative ways out of the Baltics if the train arrangements turned out to be too tortuous.  I passed a nice old building with a carpet airing over one of the balcony railings.  It was notable because they had let seedlings take root in the brickwork and it had little trees growing out of the crevices at the top.  I reached the square where the train station was.  It took me a moment to get oriented in the daylight.  I was on the opposite side of the square and it didn't look at all the same as it did in darkness.  The McDonald's was there though, so I knew where I was.  I headed up for the station, passing a money changing place on the way.  There was an armed policeman in a military camouflage uniform in front of it, but at least it was open for business.  I'd be able to take care of financial affairs much more easily than in Belarus.  
