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Thread and Sea-Glass
Bastian Kreel
In coastal Gdańsk, a bookbinder finds a salt-stiff journal brought by a visiting glass artist. Hidden letters and a brass key lead them to a lighthouse, an elderly witness, and a lost love. Amid archives, kilns, and the river’s breath, they face a claim on the past and choose a future together.
ProseHub


    
The Grain of Paper
Maja warmed wheat paste in a dented saucepan while gulls called over the Motława River, their voices slipping through the cracked workshop window like threads of sound. The room smelled of starch and old ink. On the bench lay a patient queue of books with split spines and splayed signatures. She ran a bone folder along a new linen hinge, breathing in rhythm with the press of tool to paper, as if the quiet object in her care might notice steadiness and be comforted.
Her cat, Zefir, surveyed the incoming light from a stack of archive boxes and flicked his tail. “No, you can’t nap on the vellum,” Maja murmured, guiding him gently onto a cloth. Outside, tour boats nudged the quay, draped with multilingual chatter and the wet clack of lines striking metal posts. She liked knowing where everything was: the jar of wheat paste to the left, the needles in the ceramic cup with the chip at the lip, the old radio that sometimes found a station and sometimes simply hummed.
The bell over the door trembled. Maja looked up, pressing her palms on the bench to peel them free. A man stepped in, carrying a canvas-wrapped parcel against his chest as if it were something living. He had a careful way of moving, a deliberate slowness that suggested habits formed around fragile things. Wind had reddened his cheeks and dusted sea salt on the collar of his coat.
“Good morning,” he said, thickly accented but clear, the vowels softened. He unwound the bundle and revealed a journal, the leather puckered and pale where brine had touched it. A thin strip of blue ribbon splayed from the bottom like a tongue.
“It was salvaged this week by my residency partner’s uncle,” the man said. “Old fishing wreck. May I—can you look?”
Maja drew closer, feeling her hands want to reach and not daring until invited. “I can,” she said. “But first, your name. I’m Maja Wróbel.”
“Lev,” he replied. “Short for Levko. I’m a glass artist. Here for two months. I need this repaired if possible. It may be—personal.”
Zefir trilled from the stack of boxes as if offering his judgment. Maja’s eyes moved over the journal. The leather was fragile but not gone. Salt had driven itself into the grain and dried in flaky crystals. She traced the line where the spine had given way, the signatures yawning like lips. “It will want rinsing and coaxing. The thread will have to be replaced. There may be—secrets.” She glanced up. “I don’t read. It’s not my place.”
Lev watched her in a way she felt in her skin, neither intrusive nor wary, simply attentive. “There are names inside,” he said. “A story my grandmother told me. I don’t know if it is this one. I hope.”
He hesitated, then offered a small smile that didn’t push itself upon her. “And I hope you have steady hands.” Maja nodded once, the smallest bow of promise. The river answered with a slap of wave against quay, as if a soft gavel confirming a contract neither had put into words.
She laid the journal on unbleached blotting paper and loosened the ties. The leather sighed as the stitching gave up its tension. The blue ribbon smelled faintly of mildew and something sweet that reminded her of sugar burned in a pan and left to harden in a thin amber sheet. Maja dipped a swab into distilled water and stroked a test patch along the edge. Salt went to bloom and then settled. She felt that tiny victory in her shoulders.
“Tea?” she asked, without looking up.
“Always,” Lev said, laughing a little. He moved carefully through the narrow aisles, minding the piles of boards and paper, touching nothing. He was taller than she first thought, the kind of tall that meant he often had to duck doorframes. His hands, when he accepted the mug, were broad, the nails square, a thin smudge of white dust clinging to his knuckles. “Glass,” he said, noticing her glance. “Silica powder. Hard to wash out.”
“Book paste is worse,” Maja replied. “It dries like a second skin.” She set the mug within his reach and returned to the journal. Her posture shifted into the familiar geometry of work, back rounded just enough to see, chin tucked to keep breath from the page.
“What do you make?” she asked. “In glass.”
“Light-catchers,” he said. “Not like tourist ones. I like to make something that only exists in between: color when the sun moves, shadows that float on walls. In the studio here, the windows face the river. It’s a good place to fail.”
She smiled. “You talk like a teacher.”
“My grandmother,” he said, again, as if the word might explain his choices. “She told stories and trusted the gaps between them. She taught me to look where the light does not fall first.”
Maja dabbed at the leather and slid a knife under a lifted edge of the pastedown. Underneath, a small triangle of paper had been tucked—a makeshift shim. It drifted free and landed against her finger. She left it there, resisting the impulse to open it.
“Two months,” she said. “That’s not long.”
“My visa says eight weeks,” Lev said. “My heart says longer. But the kiln schedule is unforgiving.”
She caught herself wanting to ask who or what called him back, and took a breath instead. The swab drew another path of clarity along the spine cap. “I can mend this,” she said. “It won’t be what it was, but it will hold.”
The line at the quay dissolved into a shuffle of footsteps when the tour group moved on. Someone shook out a blue raincoat, the snap of fabric echoing in the workshop. Maja nodded toward the journal. “You can leave it. I’ll document it, do a dry clean first, then test adhesives. If you want, I can call you before I move forward.”
Lev set his mug on a coaster shaped like a beetle. “Call. Yes.” He took out a folded card and wrote a number. His handwriting was upright and unadorned, letters that looked as if they stood to attention in all weather. “The studio is on Łąkowa. If you need me.” He hesitated, then added: “If you want to see a furnace, come by. It’s hot and beautiful and not safe.”
Maja’s laugh surprised her with its sound in the room. She hadn’t realized how carefully she tended silence. “I like beautiful things,” she said. “I prefer safe.”
He nodded, accepting her edges as if they were the contour of a shoreline on a map he had studied. At the door he paused. “I told my grandmother once that paper and glass are enemies. She told me to look at a greenhouse and stop talking nonsense.”
When he left, the bell settled with a little stroke of its tongue against metal. The workshop felt larger with his absence, as if a window had been shut. Zefir hopped down and approached the journal. “No,” Maja said mildly, and drew a muslin cover over it. She reached for her notebook, wrote the intake details in small neat capitals, and let her pen wander a little on the words “blue ribbon.”
At noon, the light shifted to a whiter cast, and the radio found a station playing trumpets, then lost it to a buzz. She ate a slice of black bread with raw butter and radish and watched a freighter drift by like a short block of city on water. Her phone lay face down on the bench. When she flipped it, the screen showed a message from an unknown number: Thank you for taking it. It was good to watch your hands. L.
She didn’t answer. Later she told herself it was because of the glue. Really it was because something in the message had moved briskly through her, tapping at doors she kept closed. She liked the steadiness of work and the way finished edges aligned. She liked that paper carried the oils of the hand and the dust of its making. She didn’t like the other thing—the ache that gathered when someone looked at her with intent, and stayed.
Her apartment sat above a bakery on a narrow street where bicycles outnumbered cars each morning. When she climbed the stairs, the smell of yeast and coffee rose to meet her. She carried home a roll wrapped in paper and a paper bag with a bottle of seltzer. In the mirror by the door she saw paste on her forearm, a pale comet. She scrubbed it off under cold water and laughed at herself for keeping the light to its dimmest setting, as if brighter bulbs required better lives.
On her bookshelf lay a small atlas that had belonged to her grandmother, its cloth cover worn thin where a thumb had always found rest before turning pages. Maja opened it at random, and a map of the Baltic spread its pale greens and blues. The Hel Peninsula arced like a bow. She traced it and remembered being six, sitting in a kitchen while a voice described storms and lantern light and names written carefully inside covers so that, if lost, a thing could find its way back.
Her phone pinged. A photo arrived: a glass circle, half blue, half clear, set into a window. Sun moved across it so the line between colors slid like a tide. Below, two words: First attempt.
She typed: It looks like a horizon. Then deleted the message, the cursor pulsing like a heartbeat. She set the phone face down again and turned the atlas page, letting the paper whisper across her skin. The day folded into evening, and somewhere on Łąkowa Street a furnace breathed and sighed, keeping glass hot enough to shape. In her mind, a blue ribbon lay curled, waiting for fingers and the next moment courage might choose her hands.

    
Salt and Glass
In the morning, Maja put on cotton gloves and opened the journal as if it were a sleep-heavy child. The leather had taken up moisture from the bowls she’d set near it overnight. Less brittle now, it yielded under the blade. She teased out the warped thread in careful stages, listening for the tiny tick that meant a knot had slipped free.
Under the first pastedown, the triangle of paper she’d dislodged yesterday lay like a caught breath. Her code of ethics lived in her fingertips: document, preserve, don’t pry. Still, the fragment was loose now, part of the material reality. She lifted it with tweezers and set it on white paper. The corner turned inward; when she coaxed it flat, faint pencil marks revealed themselves. A drawing of a bird—no, not a bird. A swan with its neck bent, formed of quick strokes, and a pair of numbers under it: 19–7.
She photographed it with scale and date, wrote SWAN DOODLE and the numbers in her notebook, and slid the piece into a polyester sleeve. Then the signatures, each one a thin city of fibers, waited for cleaning. Maja pulled a soft brush over the pages and felt grit lift. The smell of old salt was a taste at the back of her tongue.
When the heating plate warmed the spine, a thin line of adhesive loosened, releasing something else. A folded slip, slick as if it had been touched by soap, nudged loose and fell onto the blotter. It was small enough to be lost under a fingernail. She didn’t open it. She noted it, photographed it, placed it beside the swan doodle. Her pulse quickened anyway, as if some animal sense knew names lived in paper like seeds in soil.
The bell chimed. Lev slid in, bracing the door with his foot to keep a gust from flipping her pages. He wore a thick sweater rolled at the wrists, and his hair carried the faint scorch scent of the kiln. “I brought you something,” he said, holding up a linen bag. “Poppy seed cake. The baker downstairs told me your name before I could forget it.”
She half-smiled. “Then you have paid your tax.”
He leaned to look without getting too close. “Is it holding?”
“It is. And giving.” She touched the slip with the tip of a gloved finger. “This fell. I’ll rehouse it for now.”
“Can you see what it is?”
“I shouldn’t,” she said automatically. Her tongue touched the dryness on her lip. “I could, as part of inventory. If you want.”
Lev’s gaze went to hers and then back to the paper. He swallowed. “Please.” He tucked his hands into his pockets and rocked on his heels once. “My grandmother’s story was always in pieces. A book with a blue ribbon. A man who went to sea promising he’d return. A letter that never arrived.” His chin lifted as if the muscles had to remind him they existed. “If this is that letter, I’d like to see it. Even if it hurts.”
Maja took a breath. “All right.” She cut the tape edge with a microspatula and eased the fold open. Inside, cramped ink unfurled, delicate but stubborn. The language was Polish, older forms but readable, the letters slanted left as if pushed by wind.
Blue Swan, it began. If this finds you, it means the captain kept his word when I could not keep mine. In the ship’s lamp I see your dress as if it were here, and I wish I had one moment with your hands. The script wavered in places, as if written on a moving body.
She kept her mouth closed until the room had its sounds again—the faint tick of the heater, cars far off, Zefir’s low chirp. Maja felt too present in her own skin. She looked up. Lev was not looking at her face. He was looking at the letter like a person looks at a sea that changes what they are in front of it.
“Blue Swan,” he said, softly. “In Ukrainian, Synyii Lebid.’ My grandmother’s neighbor used to call her that when she was young, for how she kept her neck high even when carrying buckets.”
He pressed his thumb against his ruddy palm, smoothing an invisible crease. “The rest?”
Maja read as steadily as she could, aware of the intimacy of bringing someone words they had waited for most of their life by proxy. He wrote of saving for a ring, of a storm that had turned the ship sideways, of seeing a light that the captain insisted was the Hel lantern and how he wanted to name their child for that light. He wrote dates: July 19. He wrote that he had left a map of sorts in the journal, a small key hidden where only someone who mended things would find it.
Her eyes went to the leather lip of the back board, where a lump showed under the turn-in. Maja looked at Lev. He nodded, quick, once.
She slid the spatula in and felt it kiss metal. A tiny brass key, no longer than her top joint, slid to her gloved palm. It bore two letters bitten into its plate: A.K.
Lev exhaled like someone stepping into cold water. “Anastasiya Kovalenko,” he said. “My grandmother’s maiden name.”
“If this is for her,” Maja said, “then the journal wasn’t just found by chance.”
Lev’s mouth curved without joy. “The wreck was his, maybe. Or another ship carried it. If storms can throw light this far, why not paper.” He looked at her with a frankness that asked without pushing. “Will you help me find what it opens?”
The answer gathered in her chest before she could look for it. She saw the brass key against her glove, the way the letters had will. She thought of the atlas at home, the page where Hel arced like a waiting arm, and of how, when she had been six, someone had said, We keep things safe so they can move again. “Yes,” she said. Then, to make it practical: “We start with the archives. Houses near the Hel lighthouse. Anyone named Kovalenko. You said your grandmother told pieces?”
“She left Ukraine after the war, via Gdańsk,” Lev said. “She worked in a cannery and sang folk songs to herself in the line. She said she was given an address, but her bus ticket was wrong for Sunday; the driver didn’t stop where he should, and she thought it was a sign. She married my grandfather. She kept the ribbon from a book she never found.” He spread his hands. “This feels like a foolish errand. But I have to try.”
Maja switched off the heating plate. The room cooled, and the glue stiffened obediently. “It’s not foolish,” she said. “You brought me cake.” The joke arrived like a raft and they climbed aboard it for a second, grateful. Then she sobered. “Time?”
“Tonight, after the studio?” Lev asked. “I can be done by six. I will smell like the sun.”
“At six,” she said. “We’ll start with municipal records, then walk by the river. Older people watch the river the way others watch television. They will tell us what they have seen if we ask politely.”
Lev’s smile had more light in it, as if a shade had been lifted halfway. “Polite is my only skill. And making hot glass behave like a thought.”
“Bring that too,” she said. “Thoughts tend to run.”
Evening came with a sky the color of rinsed linen. Maja locked the workshop and found Lev waiting outside, his coat open despite the chill. He handed her a scarf—his own, by the smell—and she took it without arguing, surprised by the trust of the gesture and by how easily she let it stand.
The City Archives were housed in a brick building that had once been a granary. Inside, the air carried ancestral dust that settled on eyelashes and in the corners of words. Maja’s friend Wiktoria worked the front desk, her hair braided and pinned like a crown of rope. “You again,” she said, smiling. “Who’s the tall one?”
“Glass,” Maja replied. “We need light and a key.” She slid the brass bit onto the counter. Wiktoria lifted her brows, then lowered them at the sight of the letters.
“I can get you old directories and a map of the lighthouse staff cottages,” she said. “There was an annex they used for storage. Keys for those were personal sometimes. I’ll check the finding aid.” She disappeared, leaving the smell of hand cream and card in her wake.
Lev fingered the edges of a pamphlet, then put it down as if it might bruise. “This is the part my grandmother would have—what do you say—eaten with a spoon. She loved libraries. She used to save the ends of her bread crust for pigeons. She said they were librarians of the square.”
Wiktoria returned with a rolled plan and a ledger whose binding had been chewed by something, the corners scalloped like pastry. They took a table, and under the yellow lamp the paper glowed very slightly, a pale stage for ink. Maja traced the line from the lantern to the cottages. “This storage annex,” she said, pointing. “If someone hid a locker there, a small key could fit a padlock inside a drawer.”
“Can we go?” Lev asked, already moving his weight toward the door, a boy at the edge of a shallow sea.
Wiktoria lifted a hand. “Slow. Annex was closed in the eighties. Retired keeper visits on Thursdays. He’s the sort who likes to be asked. Here.” She tore a note from a pad, wrote a number. “Jan Nowak. Tell him I sent you. He will pretend he doesn’t remember me. He does. He’s the type who likes you to leave sugar.”
Maja tucked the note into her sleeve. The key felt warm in her palm. “Tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow,” Lev agreed. And when they stepped back into the evening, the river showed them the city twice: once in stone and once in trembling light.

    
The Lightkeeper’s Key
The bus to Hel smelled faintly of diesel and wool. Lev sat by the window and Maja across the aisle because that felt like balance—close enough for talk without the intimacy of shared armrests. The world slid by: flat fields, the occasional bird lifting from a reed, a roadside stand stacked with jars of honey that caught light like captured afternoons.
Maja watched the reflection of Lev’s face in the glass. In it, his features softened by the moving view, he looked younger. When the bus curved, the water opened both sides of the road like a bright idea. Lev leaned his forehead to the window and said, “If my grandmother could see this, she’d say the land here walks on the water to show off.”
“I like that,” Maja said. She did not add that her own grandmother had said something similar using different words and a wooden spoon as punctuation. The bus rattled into the small terminal, and they stepped into the bite of sea air.
The lighthouse rose from the trees, brick the color of old roofs, its glass room at the crown shining despite the day’s thin sun. Jan Nowak met them near the gate, his cap pulled low and a scarf wrapped twice around his throat. He had the air of someone who cares for a thing that cares for many things.
“Wiktoria sent you,” he said, as if they had confessed to something. “She gets me in trouble by making me remember.”
“We brought sugar,” Maja said, handing him a bag of thick brown cubes. He grunted the way men do when pleased but unwilling to give you all of it at once.
The path to the annex was a seam through pines, wind making a shushing sound that reminded Maja of turning pages. The building was low, stained with weather and handprints. Inside, the light was delicate and cold. Dust hung in the air like a flock that had forgotten to move.
“I keep it dry,” Jan said, “because wet eats. But I keep it unchanged because that is the point. What do you want?” He watched their hands, ready to see if they were the kind that took or the kind that asked.
Maja explained; Lev added the story in short lines, like glass rods laid on a bench before fusing. Jan put the sugar in his pocket as if it were a talisman, then gestured toward a row of metal cabinets.
“The drawers.” He walked as if the room had a rhythm, a memory of how many steps to the one that mattered. He eased open a cabinet with a groan that made Zefir appear in Maja’s mind, although the cat was far away. “Try.”
Maja’s gloves whispered on the drawer pull. Inside, ledger boards, pebbles labeled with paint, a coil of rope that had taken the shape of its own sleep. She moved methodically, bottom to top. Lev handed her items, then set them back as if each had to be returned to its assigned cloud.
In the third drawer from the top, a small metal box sat like a quiet opinion. It had no visible lock, only a slit along the front. Jan watched without leaning in. Maja turned the box. Along the back, under a lip, a tiny keyhole waited, exactly the size of the brass key’s plate.
“May I?” Lev asked, his voice suddenly a stranger’s in his throat.
Maja offered the key. He held it as if it might squeal. It slid into the opening with the kind of fit that satisfies something at the base of the skull. He turned. The box resisted, then surrendered. Inside: a folded paper bundle and a ribbon faded to a near-gray blue. The bundle was wrapped with sewing thread that still remembered fingers.
Jan cleared his throat. “Out here is not for soft things,” he said. “Take it to the keeper’s kitchen. I turn the kettle on.”
They sat at a scrubbed table under a window with a view of the sea’s shoulder. The kettle fidgeted until steam fanned from its mouth. Lev’s hands hovered, then rested palm-down. “You,” he said to Maja. “You should open it.”
She slid a knife under the thread and found the edge. It lifted and came away in one line, a snake skin. The paper inside had been waxed; it released its folds with a gentle sound. Letters lay within, each addressed Blue Swan in a hand that grew steadier and then less so, like a life. Dates ticked past: May, June, the number 19 recurring like a ritual.
Maja read a few lines and let Lev take the rest, his breath making the paper tremble. Jan poured tea into thick cups and pretended to look at his radio, which was off.
They read until the kettle went quiet. Lev’s eyes were wet; he didn’t wipe them. “He did not make it home,” he said, unnecessary and true, the way weather is both. “But he made this way. And she—” He pressed his lips together. “She married someone else. She sang while she taped boxes shut before moving. She must have held this ribbon in her head until it faded there too.”
Maja watched his throat move and felt the steadying weight of the cup in her hand. The letters sat between them like a small fire.
Jan took up the key and turned it in his fingers. “There is a woman who comes to the beach every Sunday at noon,” he said. “She feeds the gulls as if they were cousins. She told me once she remembers a girl with a blue ribbon who waited at the bus stop near the cannery for someone who never came. If she gives you a name, use it kindly.”
They left the annex with the letters in a plastic sleeve, safe like a life vest is safe. The beach was a braid of pale sand and kelp, the wind pushing their hair into their mouths when they tried to speak. They found the woman near the waterline, tossing bread with a practiced wrist.
“Good day,” Maja said. “We brought nothing for the birds, but we have something for memory.” The woman turned, and her face did that quick shift older faces do, going from guarded to open as if the penalty for openness had been paid already many times.
They showed her a letter. She didn’t touch it; she bent to look, one hand on her knee. “Blue Swan,” she read aloud, and made a tsk sound with her tongue softly. “The girl’s name was Anastazja here,” she said, adding the Polish ending without thought, “but she had another in her pocket. She liked to keep two. She would knot her ribbon so tight you could hear the knot creak.”
“Do you remember where she lived?” Lev asked, trying and failing to make his voice ordinary.
The woman pointed inland with her chin. “Cottages near the cannery. She left after the summer. Married a gentle man with hands like paddles. I never saw the ribbon again.” She assessed Lev in a way that made Maja want to shield him. “You carry her voice in your mouth,” the woman said, nodding once as if she had weighed him and found him the right density. “Go to 5 Klonowa Street, if it’s still standing. Knock on the third door. If the cat answers, leave fish. If a woman answers, leave your pride.”
Maja and Lev laughed in the same startled burst, the way people do when they’re relieved to be told what to do next. They thanked her. She took the thanks like a coin and tossed it to the birds in the form of more bread.
At Klonowa Street, the cottages were low and faithful to their roofs. The third door had a paint chip like a map of a lake. A cat did not answer. A woman did: tall, her hair a silver braid that lay across her shoulder like a rope thrown to a dock.
“Yes?” she asked, her eyes narrowing to read them better.
“Were you ever called—” Lev began, then stopped, uncertain how to make a stranger step into a story without scaring her.
Maja took the sleeve from her bag and carefully brought out a letter. “We found these. We think they were meant for someone called Blue Swan. We think that someone might be related to you.” The woman’s hand lifted from her side, then fell.
“My aunt,” she said after a moment. “She told me about a book she lost and a map she never followed. She is older now. She is in Gdańsk.” She looked at Lev, and the piece inside her that was suspicion set down its cup of tea and walked away. “Come tomorrow. I will take you.”
Back in the city that evening, the rain came in small precise drops, as if someone had shaken a sieve above the streets. Lev walked Maja home because it seemed like something humans do when they have shared old paper and wind. They didn’t talk much. The noise of traffic and the wet hiss of tires were a kind of conversation their bodies listened to for them.
At the door to her building, they paused. The bakery had shut, leaving a warmth of smell that was almost a ghost. Lev stood with his hands in his coat, making himself take up less space. “Thank you for—everything,” he said. His voice came closer to her than his body. “I came for glass. It seems that wasn’t what I needed to carry.”
“Sometimes we carry what finds us,” Maja said. She lifted her palm, then let it drop without touching his arm because the gesture felt too new. “Tomorrow we see your grandmother’s Blue Swan. Or her shadow. Either is a kind of truth.”
He leaned briefly against the doorframe and closed his eyes, the act of someone savoring a small place. “I have to finish a piece for an open studio,” he said. “Friday. If you’re free.”
“I’m not good in crowds,” she admitted.
“Then you come before the crowd, and we’ll pretend the world is just chairs and heat and two people who can make things sit where they should.” He took a step back. “Good night, Maja.”
When she climbed the stairs, her muscles recorded each step like a line of text. In her apartment, she opened her grandmother’s atlas and put the brass key on Hel. It looked like punctuation, a comma that told them to breathe before the next clause.
Maja lay awake longer than she wanted. In the quiet, past love came like a tide that doesn’t belong to a calendar. A man with clever hands had taken up space in her workshop, then her life, then simply left. Not cruelly. Just gone. She had made a rule not to apprentice her heart to anyone’s schedule again. Now someone else had walked in with a journal and a way of listening. She pressed the pillow with her cheek and told herself that keys open doors; they do not promise who will come through.

    
Kiln Fire
The glass studio’s door was open to let the heat churn out. Inside, the furnace sounded like the breath of a large animal sleeping. Maja arrived early, as Lev had asked. He stood with a punty in his hands, gathering a bulb of molten glass that glowed like a slice of interior sun. He turned, and the orange mass held to the pipe, reluctant, like honey from a spoon.
“Watch your eyes,” he said, grinning with a heat-created wildness. Sweat cut a path at his temple. The room smelled of metal, wet wood, and the faint mineral tang of powder. He shaped the gather on a steel marver, rolled edges strengthening as he turned. “I am making a circle for the light to fall and then fly,” he said, as if describing a person.
Maja stood back, felt the heat lick her shins, and absorbed the choreography: turn, breathe, consult the glow, re-enter the furnace, return to the bench, shear the lip, hold a breath as a rim formed. Another artist worked in the far corner, her motions a parallel poem in a different meter. Fans pushed air in awkward directions; the furnace argued with them and won.
Lev transferred to a punty, breathed, watched glass understand, then set the piece in an annealer, a cooled room for hot memories. He wiped his forearms and laughed at himself. “It’s always a surprise when it doesn’t fall,” he said. “I am just a man with a straw asking a sun to become a circle.”
“Your circles look like sentences,” Maja said. “You stop in the right places.” She showed him the sleeve with letters. “We meet the woman’s aunt this afternoon. Will you be free?”
He nodded, eyes bright with two heats now. “Yes. I told my mentor I would be gone. He said bring him back a story or a fish.”
In that light mood, the man from the salvage company seemed even more wrong when he walked in. Radosław wore a jacket that had known two boats and a boardroom. He radiated ownership the way some men do: casual, unannounced, expected. He looked at Lev, then at Maja, then at the sleeve on the bench. “That,” he said, chin lifting. “Is ours.”
“It was in a box in an annex of the lighthouse,” Maja said, filling her voice with cool calm. “The keeper watched us open it. The city archives directed us. This isn’t yours.”
Radosław smiled. “Everything pulled from a wreck belongs to the permit holder. As of last year, that is my cousin. We have paperwork.” He reached, as if to take, and Maja stepped half an inch to the left without thinking, an old dancer’s instinct she had never had now appearing.
Lev’s arms went loose at his sides, then tense. “It is a family thing,” he said. “My grandmother. Please.”
Radosław shrugged the way men shrug when they enjoy letting something go just to take it again later. “Tell your grandmother to file a claim like everyone who wants to take pieces from the sea.” He placed a card next to the letters. “I have to go. I have a meeting about a pier that wants to be a hotel. It is exhausting, making the world new.”
After he left, the heat seemed to decide it would sit heavier. Lev rubbed the bridge of his nose as if the bones there had been asked to carry too much. “The law makes sense,” he said, as if saying it might help. “But my chest feels like a kiln door left open.”
“We’ll go anyway,” Maja said, wrapping the sleeve in another layer. “If he comes again, he can talk to Wiktoria, who has a way of making men feel they have become paperwork.” She attempted a smile. It stayed where she put it.
They met the woman with the silver braid at the tram stop. She led the way through a warren of streets to a building with wide stairs and a handrail polished by palms. On the third floor, she stopped before a door with worn paint that had been retouched in small hopeful squares over years. She knocked twice and then pushed in as if she had always done that.
Inside, a woman sat at a table with a vase of dried thistles. Her eyes were the color of tea left in a cup too long. She lifted them to the visitors and did not startle. “You found it,” she said, as if they had been late but not unwelcome. “Sit.”
Lev sat and then stood again because sitting felt like the wrong way to meet the past. “I’m Lev,” he said. “Olena’s grandson. She told me about you. She told me about the ribbon.”
The woman’s mouth softened. “Anastazja,” she said, and then half-smiled. “Anastasiya when she wanted to say who she was before. I was her sister. I am Agnieszka for all kinds of reasons. Show me.”
Maja set the letters on the table. Agnieszka did not touch them immediately. She took a breath, then lifted the first page like a face she feared to bruise. When she read, the years in her body sat down. Tears left her eyes in a quiet line and settled in her mouth as salt. “He had pretty words,” she said after a while. “And he had a way of making a person feel like a lighthouse.”
Lev leaned forward. “Is she—your sister—alive?”
Agnieszka nodded. “Alive and tucked into a chair by a window. She no longer reads. She listens. Sometimes she listens to rivers that aren’t there.” She looked at the letters. “She gave up the sea when she married. She held a ribbon in her hand under the table the day she signed her papers. She kept it there so the photograph wouldn’t see.”
They made a plan: tomorrow at noon, the hour of gulls and memory, they would go to the care home and bring the letters to Anastazja—Anastasiya—to let words return as sound where eyes had dimmed. Maja wrote down the address, feeling each letter like a step they would take.
On the sidewalk, Lev turned to her. The city ran around them with grocery bags and bicycle bells. “Thank you,” he said, and when he reached for her hand, he stopped just shy, hovering like a moth at a lamp globe. She let the space exist. Her hand rose until the air between them felt like a held breath. “We are not done,” she said.
At the studio that evening, the open-hours crowd began to swell. People came to watch glass take shape, to clap for the way heat obeyed for a moment. Lev’s circle came out of the annealer sound. He held it up and the window’s light painted blues on the walls. People made pleasant noises. Someone took a photo and said, “It looks like a horizon.” Maja’s mouth twitched. He heard, and some quiet inside him smiled back.
Radosław returned with a sheet of paper and a worse smile. He held the document out and spoke loudly, for witnesses. “As the representative of—” he began, but his voice was swallowed by a crack echoing from the corner. Another artist had let a piece cool too fast. A vein formed across its surface and then opened. The sound made a few people gasp as if someone had stepped through thin ice.
In the distraction, Radosław reached for the sleeve. Maja saw the motion in the film of a second and moved faster than the person she usually was. She grabbed the packet and, in the same motion, knocked her hip into the nearby shelf. Something metal shifted, a post toppled, and a hook glanced the side of the furnace, sending a puff of ash up like a bad thought. Heat surged with a bark.
“Out!” Lev shouted to the crowd. The other artist was already moving with a bucket. Maja cradled the letters against her chest, sensing the unsafety the way animals do with lightning.
They put the small flare down fast, but the room had gone into the kind of panic thrum that people carry home and tell over soup. Radosław, angry at being thwarted, hissed, “You’ll regret this,” and left, the door banging as if it owed him something.
Lev turned to Maja, eyes widened by heat and alarm. “Are you hurt?”
“No.” She exhaled. “But I need air.”
They stood in the alley, the studio’s breath hotter than the outside air, their bodies steam in the late light. The letters in Maja’s arms were small and heavy at once. Lev touched her sleeve. “I am sorry,” he said. “If I had been quicker—”
“Don’t apologize for him,” Maja said, more sharply than she intended. The feeling in her chest was a tangle: fear, anger, recognition of a familiar exit ramp that past love had taken without signaling. “I don’t like men who think what is delicate is stupid because it can’t punch back.”
“I don’t either,” Lev said, a little breathless with trying to keep up with the new terrain. “I only like—” He stopped, looked at her, and pressing his lips together was the only thing he could do to keep from saying something that might lean out too far over the rail. “I like the way you do not open a thing until the moment it asks.”
Maja, who had spent years learning not to be moved by careful words, was moved by this. She nodded toward the street. “Tomorrow,” she said. “Bring only yourself.”
That night, sleep didn’t come easy. She lay in the gray between, thinking of keys and documents and the heat that had leapt like a dog. The smell of ash lived in the hem of her coat. She thought of distances: rooms, cities, hearts. She made tea and held the mug until the heat left it, then heated it again. Zefir kneaded her lap with the solemnity of a priest.
The next day, they arrived at the care home at noon. Agnieszka waited in the lobby. She led them down a corridor painted with seagrass and cartoon fish. In a room at the end, an old woman sat in a chair by a window with lace that made light into little squares. Her hair was a cloud, her hands a folded bird. When she turned her head, the room tightened around the angle of her attention.
“Auntie,” Agnieszka said. “You have visitors. One looks like the one you waited for, but he is not him; he is someone else carrying him.”
Anastazja—Anastasiya—smiled. “Bring me my ribbon,” she said, eyes catching and holding Lev. “I think I tied it too tight and the knot is still here,” she added, touching her chest with two fingers. Maja stepped forward and lifted the first letter. The old woman leaned so the paper’s whisper touched her ear. Lev began to read, his voice shaking and then balancing, and in the doorway, a nurse stopped to listen, and then another. The words, written in ink that had crossed water and time, returned to the person for whom they’d been meant. It did not fix the world. It put a piece back where it belonged.

    
A Ribbon of Light
Afterwards, they sat quietly, as if noise would insult what had just occurred. Anastazja held the ribbon, the real one now, in her palm, the fabric softer than memory. “I thought the sea ate him,” she said. “I did not know the sea kept his letters like a stubborn child who hides sweets. You brought them. You have long fingers like my father. They can reach things too far for others.” She looked at Lev, and the look was a blessing in a dialect only families speak.
Agnieszka folded a tissue and lined it up with the edge of the table. “We will give copies to the museum,” she said. “Let the town remember. The originals stay with us. I will hold them until the day I no longer can, and then I will put them in a box with a note: For the one who reads people the way others read maps.”
Outside, clouds made showy passes and then were all business, letting rain down in a temperate curtain. They walked to the tram, each of them inside their own weather. Maja felt something in her chest settle. Not the soft landing of a bird, but the click of a latch finding its slot.
At the workshop, Wiktoria arrived with a look on her face that meant trouble and the possibility of joy. “I sent an email to the city’s legal advisor,” she said. “About the salvage claim. There is an exception for personal documents when a direct descendant is found and the finder acts in good faith.” She smiled at herself for enjoying the phrases. “Also, I spoke to a journalist, a good one. He is more interested in grandmothers than in pier hotels.”
Maja put the letters in a clean, labeled box and slid it onto a high shelf, the position of honor in temporary care. Lev breathed in and out as if the room were a paper bag he might inflate with calm. “I am staying longer,” he said suddenly, breathlessly, and then laughed because that sounded like a proposal to bureaucracy. “I mean, I will ask to extend. I can help document and make a piece for the care home. A light-catcher with a blue thread inside.”
Maja’s mouth went dry for a moment with the speed of her own feelings, as if she had run. She put one hand on the bench like a person reacquainting herself with the ground. “I would like that,” she said. “If you stay.”
The salvage company, when presented with the law’s paragraph and the newspaper’s interest, discovered a talent for magnanimity. Radosław appeared at the workshop and shook Maja’s hand as if he had always intended it. “We only want what is right for the city’s story,” he said, face arranged into public relations. Wiktoria watched from the desk with the look of a cat showing you the mouse that is no longer a problem.
A week passed while copies were made and small ceremonies arranged. The care home held a tea. The city sent a representative with a ribbon-cutting mindset who, sensibly, was given a pair of scissors and an actual ribbon to cut so that he would not cut into anyone’s moment. Lev hung a round of glass in the window where Anastazja could see it from her chair. He had melted a slender blue thread into it. When the sun moved, the thread threw a line across the wall like a path you could follow with your finger.
After the tea, Maja and Lev walked by the river where the cranes looked like long-legged birds at rest. The air smelled of diesel and the clean rot of plants. “When I first came,” he said, “I thought two months was a time. Now it is a kind of nap.” He laughed softly. “I applied for another three. They said yes. My mentor said yes because he has a niece who wants to see the sea in spring.”
Maja looked at him. The way his face offered its attention made something inside her unlearn an old flinch. The idea of months ahead looked like blank paper that didn’t frighten her. “Come to dinner,” she said, and the ease of saying it told her something had tilted and settled in a new way, like a picture frame hung straight after years of crooked.
He came. He brought too much bread and a jar of preserved lemons that glowed like little suns. In her small kitchen, they cooked. He sliced onions with the concentration of a surgeon; she rubbed salt into a cucumber with the palm of her hand. They ate at the wooden table. When no words came, they let the fork speak for them by being put down without hurry.
After, he showed her a small thing he had made: a glass bead with a blue thread inside, threaded onto a thin cord. “For your key,” he said. “Because keys get hungry for decoration.”
She held it, felt the tiny ridges where the thread lay under glass. “It looks like a river that forgot to choose a side,” she said. He laughed and watched the bead swing, making small shadows dance on the tabletop.
Spring leaned in. Tourists returned with their sunburns and their willingness to be lost. The bakery downstairs began to put apricot pastries in the window. Maja’s days had the same scaffolding, but something had been added: a pause at the end of sentences to see if Lev would hang a word there for her to catch. Some evenings he did. He spoke about childhood summers catching light on bottles and letting it loose. He told her how, in Ukraine, his grandfather taught him to bend willow into baskets, and how glass-making was just a hotter version of the same logic: coaxing a material toward a curve it would rather not take until it did and then could not forget how.
She told him about her grandmother and the atlas. She told him about the man she had let leave without asking him to stay because asking would have meant hearing no. She told him in present tense because it made the past stop being a museum and start being a room you could walk into and dust.
On a day when the wind forgot itself and stood still, he took her back to the studio. “Alone,” he said. “I bribed everyone with cake. We have two hours.” The furnace glowed less than in winter; it did not have to fight so hard against cold. He gathered glass and made a small circle, then another, then one the size of a hand mirror. He let her blow once, pressing her lips to the pipe’s notch. She felt the resistance, then the give, the way breath turned into shape.
“Like this,” he said, guiding without commandeering. “You don’t force, you offer. The glass decides to accept.” His hands covered hers for a moment because safety required them to, and then not because of safety. The line between the two was very clear in his touch. Maja noticed that this clarity made heat rise to her face in a way more brazen gestures never had.
When the circle went to the annealer, they sat on stools and drank water that tasted faintly of copper cups. He looked at her as if preparing to say something easy and finding it had weight. “I don’t want to rush you,” he said. “Or me. I want to place us on a shelf that says: handle with care, but handle.”
She laughed once, a short sound, and then let quiet stand for agreement. “I can try,” she said. “I can learn the weight.”
The day the small ceremony took place at the museum, people gathered under a banner that had been stretched too tight and would sag later. The letters were displayed in soft light, their ink comfortable on the page. Anastazja—brought in a wheelchair by a nurse who had learned to make tea with patience—looked at them and then at the window. She asked for the glass circle to be hung where the sun could touch it. Lev obliged. The blue thread drew a line across her lap. She put her finger in the line’s path and smiled.
Speeches were given. Wiktoria glowed with the pleasure of being right in public. Radosław managed not to be photographed except twice. Maja accepted a small certificate with her name neat and official, and her hand shook in a way she had thought it no longer would. Lev stood behind her, not touching, in the space that can be felt even when it is air.
When they walked out into the late afternoon, Maja turned and lifted her face to the river’s damp. “I used to think restoring books was like refusing to accept loss,” she said. “Now it feels like telling the world we remember long enough for it to change us.”
Lev took her hand, finally, without hovering, and the fit was like the brass key in the hidden lock had been. “I will stay,” he said. “I will go back and come back and make a bridge of trips. I will become bilingual in weather.” He laughed at himself. “I will make too many circles and get better at cooking lentils.”
She squeezed his fingers. “I will keep a place on my shelf for a glass that wants time. I will buy better light bulbs.” She smiled, then sobered. “And if leaving comes, we will read the signs on the way and write our names on the back of the map so someone can return us.”
At home, she threaded the glass bead onto the brass key, which now lived on a nail above her bench. It bumped the key in the smallest of chimes when she reached for her glue. Zefir watched as if guarding. Outside, the cranes held still, etching their shapes against a sky that had the color of a page that has been turned often.
The river did what it always did: it moved things that needed moving. The city did what it always did: it listened with its stones. Maja and Lev did what people sometimes get to do: they chose, and then chose again, and then, in a room that smelled of paper and heat, they began to write the part of their story that would not need a key to be opened.
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