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The envelope was thick, cream-colored, and had no stamp, which meant someone had walked it to the door.

Zofia Wrona was twenty-four, and she was standing in her grandfather’s workshop in Dolne Miasto with a half-polished bead of amber in her fingers when the courier boy, no older than fifteen, pushed it across the bench and ran. She remembers that she was annoyed. She had been holding the bead at exactly the right angle to the skylight, the angle where a good stone shows its whole interior, and she lost it. Seven years later, in a different kitchen in a different life, that is still the detail she cannot put down. Not the photographs. Not the note. The light she lost.

Wacław was at the far lathe, his back to her, humming something Kashubian under his breath. The belt slapped. The shop smelled of resin and warm machine oil and the rain that had been coming off the Baltic for three days. On the shelf above the bench, in a jar with a cracked lid, sat the rough stone she had picked out for herself that spring, the one she meant to cut the day she turned twenty-five.

She opened the envelope with the thin steel pick she used for cleaning inclusions.

There were eleven photographs. In the first, Mikołaj stood on a Nowy Port pavement under a streetlight with a dark-haired woman Zofia had never seen. In the third, the woman’s hand was on his sleeve. In the seventh, they were in a car, close, her face turned up to his. In the ninth, the two of them were walking toward a door, and the date stamped in orange in the corner of the frame was a Thursday in September, the week before Kuba’s funeral.

The eleventh was not a photograph. It was a single printed line.

She is nine weeks pregnant. Ask him.

Zofia set down the pick. She did not scream, and she did not cry. What she did was lift the first photograph to the skylight and examine it the way Wacław had taught her to examine everything, slowly, from the edges inward, looking for the place where the surface lied. She looked for a long time. She could not find it. In a photograph, unlike a stone, there is no flaw to find if the person who made it did their work well.

Behind her the lathe stopped.

“Zosia,” her grandfather said.

She did not turn around. “I need to go out for a while.”

“It’s raining.”

“I know.”

He didn’t ask. That was the thing about Wacław Wrona: he could make a stone give up its history with a loupe and a lamp, but he never once pried a story out of anyone who didn’t offer it. He put a glass of tea down on the bench beside her, still steaming, in the thick-walled glass he’d used for forty years. She did not drink it. She put the photographs back in the envelope in their original order, because order was a habit, and she took her coat from the hook by the door.

Nowy Port in the rain was all salt and diesel and the long groan of cranes working a night shift under sodium lights. She took the tram, and then she walked. She knew the way. She had walked it for two years, past the shuttered chandlery and the shipyard gate with its faded Solidarity mural, to a brick storehouse with a roll-up door and a hand-painted sign that said RDZA, and under it, in smaller letters, someone had added MC GDAŃSK with a different brush.

He was alone in the workshop. She could hear a radio, low, and the tick of a cooling engine. He was bent over the half-stripped frame of a Junak, sleeves rolled, a rag in one hand, and when he looked up and saw her face, the rag went still.

Mikołaj Sadowski had a broken nose that had been set badly and a way of looking at her as though she were the one thing in the building he did not have to repair. Three weeks ago he had buried his younger brother. He had not slept properly since. There were shadows under his eyes the color of old bruises, and she had been so careful with him, so gentle, so sure that grief was the only thing standing in the room.

She put the envelope on the tank of the motorcycle.

He opened it. She watched him go through the photographs, one by one, and she watched what happened to his face. It did not go blank, the way a liar’s does. It did not harden. It went gray. It went the particular gray of a man being handed something he had hoped never to see.

“Zofia,” he said.

“Is it true?”

He looked at the last page for a long time. The radio played something with a saxophone in it. Outside, a freight horn sounded across the harbor, one long note, and faded.

“There is a part of it,” he said, slowly, “that I cannot take back.”

“Which part?”

“I can’t explain it to you.”

She stared at him. She had braced for a denial. She had braced for rage, for a counteraccusation, for some clumsy, furious, impossible defense, and she had half hoped for it, because a man who defends himself that loudly is a man who is lying badly, and badly lied-to she could survive. But he stood there with his hands open and his head slightly bowed, like a man receiving a verdict, and said nothing else.

“Is she pregnant?”

His jaw moved. “I can’t explain it to you,” he said again, quieter.

Zofia nodded once. It was strange how calm she felt. It was the calm of a stone that has finally been tested and has shown its flaw.

She took off the ring. It was a plain band, a thin circle of silver, and in the setting a small piece of honey-colored Baltic amber the size of a lentil, with a single tiny insect caught inside, wings folded, forty million years old and perfectly preserved. He had chosen it himself, in a tiny shop in Dolne Miasto, and he had spent the whole of an afternoon turning it in his fingers under the light before he decided it was the right one. She had loved that afternoon. She had loved that he understood why it mattered.

She set the ring on the bench beside the envelope. Then she picked it up again.

She did not know why. She stood there holding it, and neither of them moved, and the rain went on against the corrugated roof. Mikołaj looked at the ring in her palm, and for one second his face changed, as if he were about to say the thing that would undo all of it.

He did not say it.

“Don’t follow me,” she said.

“I won’t.”

He kept his word. That was almost the worst of it.

She did not go back to the workshop that night. She sat at a tram stop on Wałowa in the rain, under a shelter with one cracked panel, and she held the ring so hard the setting cut a line into her palm.

A man in a good gray coat stopped at the curb and unfolded an umbrella. He held it over her without a word, at first, so that she would not have to speak. When she finally looked up, he had a kind, tidy face and a voice so even it sounded like a promise.

“Forgive me,” he said. “You look like someone who should not be sitting out in this alone.”

She was twenty-four. She had never been so tired in her life.

“I’m Dominik,” he said. “My family has a shop on Mariacka. Please. Let me at least get you somewhere dry.”

She took the umbrella, and then she took his arm, and then, over the next several weeks, she took the life he offered, one small, reasonable decision at a time.

The ring she wrapped in a square of soft cloth and put at the very bottom of a tool drawer, beneath everything else she owned, where she would never have to look at it.

She told herself she would throw it away one day.

For seven years, she did not.
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B

y the third hour of the preview, Zofia Wierzbicka had held eleven pieces of amber that other people would pay a year’s rent to own, and she had told each of the eleven owners-to-be exactly what they were buying.

That was the job. A collector in a good suit would stand at the velvet tray with his wife and his reading glasses and his careful, expensive uncertainty, and Zofia would lift the stone into the light, and she would tell him the truth. Baltic, forty-four million years old, a sun-spangle inclusion in the left quarter, a small fracture healed by the stone itself. She never rounded up. She never said lovely when she meant adequate. In seven years at Wierzbicki Bursztyn, it was the only part of her life that she had never had to perform.

“Pani Zofia.” The collector, a Dane, tilted the stone and watched it catch the light. “You can tell all this just from holding it?”

“Warmth,” she said. “True amber is never cold in the hand, not for long. Copal gives up its heat faster, and plastic gives it up at once. After enough years your fingers learn it before your eyes do.”

He laughed, delighted. His wife looked at Zofia with the polite, appraising warmth women gave her at these events, a look that went to the gown and the hair and the thin gold band on her left hand and moved on satisfied. Zofia smiled back. It was a good smile. She had refined it over the years the way she refined everything: quietly, privately, until nobody could see the seams.

The gown tonight was midnight blue silk with a boat neck and sleeves to the wrist, chosen by Dominik’s sister, Magdalena, who directed the brand, and approved by Dominik, who approved everything. It photographs well against the amber, Magdalena had said, in the tone of a woman describing a display case. Zofia had worn it without comment. She had worn a great many things without comment.

Across the main salon of the flagship shop, the autumn collection glowed under its lamps. Wierzbicki Bursztyn took up three floors of a gabled Hanseatic house on Mariacka Street, the narrowest and most photographed lane in Gdańsk, where the pavement was raised into stone terraces and the gutter spouts were carved into dragons and the amber shops lit their windows like jewelry boxes left open in the dark. The house had been selling the Baltic’s gold to the world since 1948. Tonight the front windows were fogged with the breath of two hundred guests, and a string trio near the staircase was working through Chopin as if nobody were listening, which nobody was.

Zofia set down the Dane’s stone on its square of velvet, accepted his card, and excused herself to breathe.

	


The back corridor of the shop ran behind the display rooms, past the vault door and the archive and the little service kitchen where the caterers were counting out champagne flutes. It smelled of floor polish and cold stone. She meant to stand in it for sixty seconds with her palms against the cool plaster and then go back out and be the woman everyone expected.

She did not make it to the plaster.

Halfway down the corridor, a tall glass display case stood against the wall, one of the old vitrines the house kept for rotating pieces, tonight holding a single necklace of raw amber beads on black velvet. The glass was clean enough to work as a mirror. In it, behind her own reflection, a few meters farther down the passage, the door to the small office stood half open, and a man and a woman were standing in the gap.

The man was her husband.

She knew his back before she knew anything else. The line of his shoulders under the black dinner jacket. The way he held his weight a little to the left, a habit from an old knee injury he never mentioned. His right hand rested at the small of the woman’s back, low, easy, the palm flat and unhurried, and it was not the grip of a man in a first moment of weakness. It was a hand that knew where it was going.

The woman was Wiktoria Szat, twenty-six, hired in June as a sales consultant. Tall, ash-blonde, a clever face. Zofia had trained her on the grading chart herself.

Dominik bent his head and said something into Wiktoria’s ear. Wiktoria laughed, quietly, and turned her face up.

Zofia stood very still, looking at the glass.

She had imagined this, in a general way. In the way that one imagines a fire in a building one lives in. There had been signs: the late meetings, the new aftershave, the careful way he said client dinner. She had put each sign down, as if it were an object on a tray, and had looked at it, and had set it aside. The fact that she was not surprised was the thing that shook her. She looked at her own reflection superimposed over the two of them, the midnight silk, the pinned-up hair, the face composed in its habitual expression of gracious attention, and she thought, with strange clarity: That woman has already known for months.

“You should not be back here, Zofia.”

She had not heard him come. The voice was low, level, a little amused, and it did not belong to her husband.

She turned.

Mikołaj Sadowski stood in the doorway of the service entrance at the far end of the corridor with the night behind him, and for a moment the corridor seemed to have no air in it at all.

Seven years. In seven years she had seen him exactly four times, at a distance, always by accident: once in a tram window, once across the canal at the Dominican Fair, once at a funeral, once on the back of a motorcycle going the wrong way up a one-way street. She had trained herself in the geometry of looking away. She had never trained for this, at close range, under good light.

He had gone gray at the temples. It was early for it, and it suited him in a way she resented. His hair was cropped close, his nose still bore the old, badly set break, and there was a new line cut between his brows. He wore a black leather jacket with the collar turned up, work boots, a plain gray shirt, a silver ring on his right hand she did not recognize. His forearms were scarred and corded from work. He looked like what he was: a man who made hard things run.

He held a pair of heavy work gloves in one fist. Behind him, in the cobbled yard, a motorcycle gleamed under the service lamp, black and cream, chrome mellowed like old silver, a vintage Junak restored down to the last rivet.

It was the same model he had been stripping down on the night she handed him an envelope.

“I was told to bring it through the back,” he said. His voice was rougher than she remembered. It was careful, the voice of a man walking a plank. “For the display in the main room. I was told it was arranged.” A very small pause. “I did not know you worked here.”

It was a lie, or at least a stretch of the truth. Everyone in Gdańsk knew where Zofia Wrona had ended up. But he said it gently, as if offering her the option to accept it, and she found that she could not tell whether it was a kindness or a cowardice. She never had been able to tell, with him.

“It’s the ground floor,” she said. Her own voice came out perfectly steady. That was the worst part. “Through the second door on your left. Magdalena will want it on the rotating plinth.”

“Zofia.”

“They are waiting for it.”

He looked at her. It was the old look, the one she had spent seven years building walls against, level and dark and utterly without defense. Then his eyes moved past her, down the corridor, to the half-open office door and what stood in it. She saw him understand. She saw the muscle in his jaw flex once.

He said nothing. He looked back at her, and in his face there was not pity, which she could not have borne, but a flat, helpless kind of recognition. The look of a man who has seen the exact building he fell from, now burning.

“Don’t,” she said, very quietly.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Good.”

She turned and walked in the opposite direction, toward the salon and the music and two hundred strangers, because it was the only way out that did not lead past either of them.

	


It took her four minutes to realize she was being watched.

She was lifting a pale lemon-colored stone for a Swedish couple when she felt it, the unmistakable tilt of a camera lens, the whole attention of a room swiveling by a few degrees. She finished her sentence. She set the stone down. She looked up with a bright, professional smile, and across the salon, near the staircase, she met the eyes of Natalia Brzoza.

Natalia was thirty-six, small, glossy, with the shining dark bob and the clever, hungry eyes of a woman who had built an entire career out of knowing what happened next. She wrote the society column for a Tri-City weekly and ran an account with a hundred and ten thousand followers, and she was holding her phone at chest height with her thumb already moving. She did not look guilty. She looked like a woman at the edge of a very good story.

Zofia’s stomach turned over once, slowly, like a stone in a tumbler.

She was in the corridor. She saw him.

Zofia did not move. Her hands were folded in front of her. Her face was a polite, composed mask, and every cell of her body was screaming. Across the salon the trio finished the nocturne and began another. A caterer passed with a tray of herring on rye. Someone laughed too loudly near the vault door.

Then the room’s attention shifted, with the soft rustle of a crowd turning toward a new light, and Zofia saw that the Junak had arrived. Mikołaj and one of his brothers, a thick-necked, silent man in a club jacket, were wheeling it slowly across the parquet toward the rotating plinth. A murmur of appreciation went around. People stepped back to admire the chrome. Magdalena, in a severe emerald dress, moved forward with the proprietary air of a woman unveiling a statue.

Mikołaj did not look at the crowd. He set the kickstand, checked the plinth’s lock, and straightened. His eyes found Zofia across the whole length of the room, held for one second, and then he turned away and walked toward the service door with his gloves in his hand, a man leaving a place he did not belong.

She finished the evening.

She would remember that, later, with something close to awe. She finished it. She told a Norwegian couple the difference between pressed and natural amber. She laughed at a joke from an elderly patron of the museum. She accepted a glass of champagne from a waiter and did not drink it. Dominik reappeared at some point in the middle of the third hour, flushed from the heat, adjusting his cuff, and kissed her on the temple, light as a breath. He smelled of his usual cologne and, faintly, of something sweeter.

“You look wonderful,” he said, and moved on to greet the Dane.

At ten minutes to eleven, Zofia took her coat from the cloakroom attendant, put it on, and walked out through the front door.

	


Mariacka at night was almost empty. The tourists had gone to their hotels and the last of the cafés were stacking chairs. Rain had fallen earlier and left the cobbles slick and black, mirroring every window, so that the whole street seemed to hang in two halves, one above and one below. The carved dragons on the gutters dripped steadily. Somewhere beyond the Gothic bulk of St. Mary’s, a late tram bell rang once and was gone.

The air was cold, sharp with the smell of the river and wet stone. She took one breath, then another. She did not cry. She had half expected to, and was faintly disappointed that she could not. What she felt was a vast, flat quiet, like the room after a machine has been switched off.

Her phone buzzed in her coat pocket.

She took it out. Three notifications stacked on the screen.

The first was a post from Natalia Brzoza’s account, a photograph in soft light: a man in a black dinner jacket and a woman in green silk, standing in a half-open doorway, his hand at the small of her back. The caption read: Some things in Gdańsk’s golden houses are not for sale. #MariackaAfterDark. Already four hundred and twelve likes. Already one hundred and six comments. The first one said: Isn’t that the wife’s husband?

The second was a message from her mother.

Is it true? Call me.

The third was from Dominik. It had arrived while she was standing there.

Do not make this a scene. Come home and we will discuss it like adults.

Zofia stood on the wet stones of Mariacka Street with the phone glowing in her palm and the light of the amber windows pooling around her feet. Behind her, in the shop she had worked in for seven years, two hundred people were holding glasses and looking at a motorcycle and taking out their own phones.

She read his message a second time. Then a third. It was a very reasonable message. It was exactly the sort of message a reasonable man sends.

She thought of the woman in the glass, the one in midnight silk who had already known for months.

She put the phone back in her pocket, turned up her collar, and began to walk home, because for seven years she had gone home every night, and she did not yet know how to do anything else.
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T

he apartment was on the third floor of a restored tenement a few streets back from the Motława, one of eight flats in a building the Wierzbicki family had owned since before the war. It had tall windows, oak floors, and a staircase that smelled of beeswax and old stone. Zofia climbed it with her coat buttoned to the throat and her key already in her hand, and she let herself in as quietly as she had let herself in every night for seven years.

The lamps were on. They were the Danish ones, with the paper shades, that Dominik had chosen the winter they married, and they threw soft, expensive circles of light across the gray leather sofa and the glass table and the long white wall where a single framed print hung at precisely the correct height. Nothing in the room was out of place. Nothing in it had ever been hers.

Dominik was sitting in the armchair by the window with a glass of red wine on the side table. He had taken off his dinner jacket and draped it over the chair’s arm. His tie hung loose. The glass was full. He had poured it, she understood, so that he would have something to hold, and he had not drunk any, because he was not a man who allowed himself to look disordered.

“There you are,” he said. “I was starting to worry.”

She stood in the hall and bent to take off her shoes. This was the rule of every Polish home, the thing her grandmother had taught her before she could read, and she followed it now with absurd, deliberate care: one boot, then the other, set side by side on the mat. She took the slippers from the rack. She did not hurry. She straightened and looked at him.

“I saw you,” she said.

“I know you did.”

It was not the answer she had prepared for. She had prepared for denial, for the face of injured innocence, for the first volley of a quarrel she knew how to lose. Instead he simply nodded, slowly, and rubbed the bridge of his nose between two fingers, a man conceding a point of some minor fact.

“Natalia texted me the moment she posted it,” he said. “I have already called the editor. It will come down by the morning. I am sorry you had to see anything. And I am sorry it looked the way it looked.”

“It looked like your hand on her back.”

“It looked like a man steadying a colleague who had had three glasses of champagne on an empty stomach.” He said it gently. His eyes were very kind. “Wiktoria is young, Zofia. She is nervous at these events. She nearly fell on the back stairs, and I caught her. Of course Natalia saw the angle that sold the most clicks. That is Natalia’s entire profession.”

Zofia looked at him.

She had spent fifteen years training her eyes to find the place where a surface lied. In amber, it was usually the inclusion: too clean, too perfectly placed, a bubble that had been drawn rather than grown. A good forgery was never rough. A good forgery was smooth, and symmetrical, and made you feel foolish for suspecting it. That was the whole art: you put the false thing so completely in the center of the story that the questioning of it seemed like an insult.

His explanation was perfectly smooth.

“You were in the office,” she said. “With the door half closed. Eleven minutes, Dominik. I looked at my watch.”

“You were upset, and you are exact when you are upset, which I have always loved about you.” He picked up the wine at last and turned the stem between his fingers. “We went into the office because her heel had caught in the carpet and I wanted her to sit down. I did not want a scene in the corridor with half of Gdańsk walking by. If that was a mistake, it was a mistake of tact.”

She felt it, then: the old, familiar slide. The slow, warm sensation of the ground tilting under her feet until she was the one standing at an angle. Her own certainty began to look, in the soft lamplight, a little shrill. She had seen a hand, and she had seen an office, and he had given each of them a sensible face. And she was tired. And she had stood on Mariacka in the rain for a long time.

“Zofia.” He set the glass down and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You have had a very difficult evening. I think you saw something that looked bad, and I think you have been carrying a great deal for some time, and I think it is all collapsing into this one thing. I do not blame you. But I am not going to apologize for something I did not do, and I do not think, when you have slept, that you will want me to.”

She nearly said it. She felt the apology rising in her throat, the little reflexive I’m sorry I left the party, the thing she had said a thousand times without ever being asked.

She closed her mouth on it.

“I am going to make tea,” she said.

“Of course.” He sat back, relieved, generous. “And then we should go to bed. We have the Dane at ten tomorrow, and you are the one he wants.”

She went into the kitchen and filled the kettle, and it was only when she stood watching the water thicken into steam that she noticed her hands were shaking.

At two in the morning the bells of St. Mary’s struck the hour across the rooftops, a deep, oxidized sound that seemed to come up through the floor. Dominik was asleep. He slept like a man with a clear conscience, on his back, one arm flung above his head. Zofia had lain beside him for forty minutes with her eyes open, looking at the ceiling and counting the small ugly facts she had been taught not to count.

The late meetings. The new aftershave. The month in the spring when his phone had begun to live face-down. The way she had learned never to ask where he had been, and to say of course when he told her anyway.

She slid out of bed and padded into the kitchen without turning on the light.

There was a fireproof box on the top shelf of the hall cupboard, behind the Christmas decorations. She had not touched it in seven years. She took it down, carried it to the kitchen table, and sat in the pale glow of the streetlamp coming through the window. The lid opened with a small, dry click.

Inside, in a cardboard folder, were the two documents she had signed in the last weeks of her twenty-fourth year, in a lawyer’s office on Długa with a plate of coconut biscuits on the table. She had been so grateful that day. She remembered that. Grateful, and grief-hollowed, and so very tired of being the person things happened to. Dominik’s father had shaken her hand. Dominik had said, It is only paper. It is only to make everyone feel secure. She had signed on every flagged line.

She turned on the little lamp over the stove and began to read.

The prenuptial agreement was short
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