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Once he was already sure his idea for the paper was a good one, and that it made sense to write it as long as he could get to the unifying crux of the matter, find the ultimate whole that definitely did exist, but no one had yet pointed out on this topic, she entered the compartment. She was quite tall and well built, which might not have been appealing, if she hadn’t also had something so supple and snake-like about her that the moment her thighs – hardly covered by her denim mini-skirt – appeared just in front of his nose, it took his breath away, maybe even stopped it, because only when it was clearly repeated did the question: “Are you going to help me with my suitcase or not?” get through to him like a remote echo. Instantly he leaped up and blurted: “I’m sorry, yes, of course…. I was miles away,” and placed her black bag on wheels on the luggage rack.


The girl gave a forgiving smile, as if she were used to this sort of situation, thanked him and, still smiling, sat down opposite. Now he could take a better look at her. Giving the impression of being extremely light yet ample, her breasts and hips prompted vague, pleasant associations. Her face was well suited to the build of her body – she had the features of a charming country lass whom city style had done no harm, but rather given her some refinement. She must have been twenty-something, but she exuded the freshness typical of girls who are only just maturing.


It wasn’t seemly to stare for too long, so he looked down at the keyboard, though he already knew his work was at an end. He bid farewell not only to the possibility of finding the crucial element for his text, but even of noting down the thoughts that had occurred to him in the last quarter of an hour or so. And all for the simple reason that since childhood he had got into the habit of only doing creative work in solitude.


Even before he started going to school, his mother used to leave him at the table in the family library with books and notepads, and only let him come and find her once he reckoned his work was finished. This lack of anyone else’s help, or even their presence, was supposed to teach him independence, but at the same time it did him some serious harm. Throughout his school years he had serious problems doing exercises among his peers, and the longer, written assignments, which he did more and more confidently, only started to be appreciated once he was studying humanities at university. One way or another, he regarded this feature of his as more of a curse than a gift, and wondered if he would ever manage to break free of it.


As he boarded the train, he had been planning to do some work. But although he sought out an empty compartment, it seemed likely that his solitude wouldn’t last for ever. In all honesty, however, he realised he could have had much worse luck. After all, the trains weren’t exactly lacking in tramps, drunks, harridans and other weirdoes capable of effectively spoiling the journey. Now as he gazed at the warm blonde, he accepted the fact that he wouldn’t get any work done, but he might at least have the satisfaction of relaxing in pleasant company.


He put his laptop on the seat next to him, settled a bit more comfortably, and gradually let his eyes close before the girl’s gently parted thighs. But at this point there was a nice surprise waiting for him. Although his eyelids were quite tightly shut, the thighs did not disappear at all – on the contrary, briefly but intensely they shuddered, rippled, and let loose all the bizarre creatures he had just been trying to write about in the context of feminine symbolism in the beliefs of the ancient coastal tribes. He saw those smiling mussels, modest molluscs, delicate oysters, lively octopuses, shining starfishes and snails with shells in the most varied shapes and colours appearing one after another; after a brief moment of confusion, they began to move around their birthplace in a lively procession, in which each went on spinning, wiggling and turning extra somersaults on its own. It didn’t take him long to realise it was a sort of dance – not an ordinary one for a dancer, but an important, meaningful dance, a dance that concealed the answer, the very answer that had to be the crux of his paper. He could almost see it, he almost knew it, the words expressing the mystery he longed to fathom were already faintly audible, when suddenly all the images vanished, and beneath his eyelids the usual grey darkness fell.


When he opened his eyes, where the girl’s thighs had been a while earlier, he saw the brown upholstery of her empty seat, and off to his left, in the corridor, the shadow of his companion standing by the window. She must have been gazing at the sun, which was hiding behind the hills and had gone fabulously red from that side of the train.


He reached for his laptop and quickly began to make notes. He described the bizarre visions that had appeared before his closed eyes, starting from the most important general observations, via the details that might have significance, to the least essential, as it seemed to him just then. That was something already. Then he began to list possible connections, note down ideas and pose questions. For a few minutes the keyboard rattled away like mad, then it slowed down, and finally fell completely silent.


He raised his head and saw that along with the sun, which had now set for good, the girl had vanished from the corridor. Perhaps she had bumped into a friend, or gone off to the buffet car. He switched on the light in the compartment and looked around him. Although the conditions seemed ideal for work, he felt he couldn’t go on writing – as if there were something missing. He read through the notes he had already made, but nothing else came to mind. He put away the computer and closed his eyes, but all he saw was the same darkness that had appeared a little earlier.


It wasn’t the burn-out that he had sometimes experienced. Instead he felt more like a racehorse that’s ready to go and full of energy, but gets turned back at the start and shut in its loose-box. And it looked as if this state would never end. The train rattled monotonously, his neighbour still didn’t reappear, and he felt there was nothing left for him to do but take advantage of the free space in the compartment, switch off the light again, stretch out more comfortably and go to sleep.


The only way he could think of what happened in the dark in that train compartment was as a bizarre, extremely suggestive dream. It began with him feeling an unusually pleasant dampness, and a smell that he could only compare with the scent of loosened spring soil. He turned onto his side a little and moved his right hand upwards. When it reached the level of his face he came upon something hot and naked. This something not only did not recoil from the touch of his hand, but slowly and gently pressed up against it, tensing as it did so. As his hand wandered towards this tension, the earthy smell came close to his nose, and shortly after his face was immersed in something wet and receptive. His hands went on discovering more and more taut objects, and the dampness and warmth gradually spread across his torso, moving lower, towards his belly and loins. Soon, rather than feeling as if something were getting through to him, it was as if he were the one descending into swampy ground that was waiting for him, which was so pleasant that he felt like dissolving in it, crumbling into the tiniest particles; even so – as he knew for sure – they would soon join together again, and in a decidedly better configuration. Finally he saw that it was all the dance from his earlier vision, except that he was no longer an outside observer but one of those frutti di mare, revolving in sacred oblivion around those thighs at the very centre.


Though he couldn’t remember how it ended, shortly after waking he found he was in an excellent mood. When he opened his eyes, the January sunlight was pouring into the compartment, and the sight it illuminated of the tempting stranger, still lying sleepily with her legs crossed on the seat opposite, filled him with enthusiasm and joy – not just because it was absolutely beautiful, but also because with it came a whole torrent of creative ideas. He switched on his laptop and, smiling to himself, began to make notes. Minutes earlier the train had pulled in at Gdańsk, and he had just over a quarter of an hour left before it reached Gdynia, but in only ten minutes he managed to write down far more than seemed possible.


Once the train was passing Sopot, feeling sure he had found and written down the answer he should give in his paper, he closed the computer and put it in his backpack, and a few seconds later he heard the girl’s voice saying: “Could you please give me a hand again?” He was pleased that this time he was able to react without delay; he helped her with the suitcase and sat down again, once more enjoying the proximity of the young woman as she sorted something out in her luggage.


After that it all went as normally as could be. The girl finished packing, smiled at him and politely said “Goodbye”, to which he replied even more politely, then they took their luggage and went off down the corridor in opposite directions as the train pulled up to the platform.


The paper that Doctor Eryk Klomb presented a day later at a conference held at Gdynia Museum on the religions of the Baltic coastal tribes was warmly applauded by his professional colleagues, and the leading local daily used it and an interview with its author as the basis for its weekend centre spread. Eryk was invited to co-edit a series of books on cultural studies to be published by Gdańsk University Press, and during a break at the conference the dean of the humanities faculty asked him if he shared the general theory that the Gdynia girls were prettier than the ones in Krakow, and mentioned ways of expediting promotion for gifted employees.


In any case, he did not need all those assurances that his paper, the main premises of which had come to him on the train between Krakow and Gdynia, was his best work ever. As he rocked his way back to the royal city, remembering the journey with the stranger, he shuddered with excitement at the thought that another miracle must have happened that night too, and a very important one at that – solitude had ceased to be a precondition for his creative work.


He never forgot how, a day after returning to Krakow, he headed for the Europejska café on the Marketplace to write. It was around noon, and the café wasn’t packed. He sat down at the next table to a solitary teenage girl, and started up his computer. But before the text-editing screen had appeared, the girl was joined by a well-built man a good ten years her senior; glancing mistrustfully in Eryk’s direction, he suggested to his partner that they should sit a few tables further off. Nevertheless, he decided not to change places, but just bide his time and sit it out. About an hour later, two twittering forty-something-year-old ladies turned up at the café, already into their ritual chatter. He found out they were teachers, and that both of them fancied their colleague the English teacher, but were obliged to have affairs with other people entirely – one with the headmaster, for reasons of prestige, and the other with the janitor, who while not particularly fragrant, went like a jackhammer in the storeroom behind the gym. Of course there was no question of doing any writing. He waited for them to go. When a man who looked like a cross between a Gypsy and an Italian in a well-ironed suit appeared at a nearby table, he thought that finally here was a calm, inspiring presence, but his neighbour began winking a rheumy eye at him and flickering his tongue in his direction, so there was nothing for it but to switch off the computer and make a rapid exit.


This first try was not the only one, but unfortunately it was symptomatic. He frequented various shrines, feeling all geared up to write a new paper, but each successive attempt came to nothing. He refused to give in, but doggedly went on trying to discover possible causes for his lack of productivity. He kept changing locations, starting to wander from the Marketplace down Floriańska Street and its offshoots towards the roundabout, and then backtracking across Grodzka Street to reach café country in Kazimierz. He didn’t avoid standard restaurants, even the ones offering international fare, as well as tea rooms and little patisseries, and within each separate area he always tried out several different places. As well as the laptop, he always had some clean sheets of paper with him, an A5 notebook, several coloured ballpoints and a fountain pen. He changed his clothes of course, and after a few weeks he even cut his hair a bit to keep it at the same length as at the time of the conference. But a few months later he was in utter despair.


It wasn’t just that he was finding it hard to write in company, but also that since coming back from Gdynia he was no longer able to concentrate on his work in solitude either. That day, when once again he ended up at his flat on Pawia Street and sat down in his study-cum-library, instead of following the words that ought to be appearing letter by letter on his laptop screen, his gaze kept wandering out of the window, where he could see the street leading to the station. A few hours later he got up, switched off the computer, having realised that journey had changed something, as each successive failure to get down to creative work was making him more and more certain.


As he gradually deduced, that one night had not broken the spell of his problem with working among people, but had even taken away his former ability to work only on his own; slowly and scarily, this conclusion instilled itself like a death sentence. He pushed it aside and tried not to think about it for as long as he could, but the moment came when he had to face up to it.


It was towards the end of June, when Professor Marian Piłat, who had supervised his thesis, and was now his immediate superior, called him in and asked him to explain why he had failed to submit an article on time for the journal on religion that the college published, as well as the next two chapters of his postdoctoral thesis for review.


“I haven’t forgotten your success in Gdynia, Eryk, though half a year on I might well have. You have to do more writing,” he said. “The academic year is coming to an end, and we don’t have much need for post-doctoral students who aren’t publishing or making progress with their thesis.”


“I know, Professor. I’m having some problems of a, er…” – at this point Eryk hesitated – “personal nature,” he added, and at that very moment he became quietly but acutely aware that ever since that journey, as far as creativity went he had been a deadbeat.


This observation did at least enable him to start analysing his situation at another level, the level of someone with nothing to lose any more. It was a good path to follow, because in searching at the root of the matter, he asked the basic questions again and sought nothing but new answers. And it felt so important now that the issue of the extraordinary effusion of thoughts he had experienced then, apart from the pessimistic reply that it was the swansong of his creativity, could have one other solution, which in such dramatic circumstances was worth checking: maybe what he needed for creative work was not just anyone, but that particular girl.


This last eventuality was instantly verified by a rather unpleasant incident. A few days after his conversation with the professor he was sitting quietly in the Alchemia café in Kazimierz, and had only changed seats a few times when two policemen came in and took him to the police station. It turned out that a British student, who happened to be in the café at the time, had taken him for a pervert who wouldn’t let her drink her coffee in peace, and apparently the barmaid had confirmed similar suspicions. After three ghastly hours of explaining himself to the investigating officer, he was released. Once he got home, it took him a quarter of an hour to pack the essential items for a few days away, and at a swift pace he set off for the railway station.


The last train to Gdynia was already at the platform. At first he wanted to try combing the compartments by population density and quality, but he soon realised it made no sense at all now. He holed up by a door in the corner of an area that was already almost packed, closed his eyes and tried to remember every detail of the strange girl whom he had met on the journey six months ago. And maybe it was the clatter of the wheels, or the similarity of his surroundings, or maybe both that made the answer which only a short while ago he hadn’t even noticed, but which had to be his last chance, seem more and more certain and obvious.


Feverishly he analysed and interpreted the images of that night, while also wondering how he could have failed to notice something so obvious for such an age. It had taken him so long to understand that this girl had something extra possessed by none of the café clients in whose company he had tried to be creative. Once he had managed to summon up the way she looked, he realised that though the shapes that came to mind might be questioned by the judges of a modern beauty contest, they made subtle reference to the proportions of fertility goddesses in primitive cultures. Hips slightly wider than average, powerful thighs and ample breasts were inseparable elements in images of the primordial mother, the goddess of harvest, the personification of the earth. The vegetative energy emanating from her, the germinating power and moist warmth exuded a strong sexual aura all around her. To this he added the memory of his ecstatic visions, those more or less conscious revelations and intimacies, and he realised that even the paper on feminine water symbols that had come into being during that journey was in a way about her. As he recalled the weird sensations which had given him so much pleasure in the middle of the night, and which had seemed so genuine, that if not for their utter absurdity he would have counted them as real, he no longer had any doubt that he was dealing with someone special, a creature from the sphere of the sacred, a goddess or a muse.


He didn’t sleep at all for thinking about it. As he got off the train in Gdynia, he asked those who have the power to fulfil our silent requests, if it was true, if he had correctly identified the source of his inspiration and his only chance, to be able to find her now, meet her and keep her by his side for ever.


As an academic, he found accommodation at the student hostel on the seaside boulevard. The windows of his little room looked out onto a beach that started filling up at dawn, and the bay beyond towards the spit, but he didn’t make the best of this view because he spent all day roaming about the city. He walked the length and breadth of the city centre, the Forest Allotments, Saint Maksymilian’s Hill and Witomino, taking the bus and the funny trolleycars on longer routes, between Dąbrowa and Oksywie, or Chylonia and Orłowo. Every few stops he got out and walked, just walked and gazed about.


On the evening of the sixth day of his quest he realised that although he had seen masses of women and girls, in more or less advanced states of undress, depending on the distance from the sea, he had no chance of seeing them all. He accepted the fact that if in all this time he hadn’t bumped into the woman he was seeking, he had no chance of finding her, and he asked himself what exactly he’d been hoping for. 


Next day he packed and headed downstairs to pay for his room. Indescribable joy came over him when there, through the glass in the reception area window, he saw the object of his quest. The girl may well have been there the entire time, but she must have been working during the day, while he was wandering about the town. It only took a few seconds of revelling in her presence, and at once he felt a new flood of wise, groundbreaking words, enough to write down on anything.


“It’s you!” he said, radiating joy into the little window like a child.


“It’s you!” replied the girl, sounding rather resentful, but undoubtedly recognising him. “Would you come in here a moment?” she asked.


“Of course,” he said, immediately stepping back into the hall to find the door into the reception area.


As he went in, she was waiting for him just across the threshold. The hard slap on the cheek was just a momentary shock. When he looked up from knee height, to which he had fallen, there in front of him he saw a belly that implied roughly the sixth month of pregnancy.


Only then did he feel truly in seventh heaven.
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