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​Chapter One - Everything in Its Place
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Sable loaded the kiln the way they always loaded it: from the bottom shelf upward, each piece set with the particular care of someone who had learned, early and by loss, that placement was everything. The studio was cold at five in the morning. Their breath made small ghosts above the worktable, and they moved through the chill without attending to it. The body knew this. The body had known it for years.

There was a satisfaction in the loading that they had stopped trying to explain to people who didn't work with their hands. It wasn't the pieces themselves, not exactly, though they were decent work, the kind of functional ware that sold reliably at markets and satisfied the part of Sable that needed to justify the studio's overhead to no one in particular: a set of handled mugs in a slate-grey glaze, four serving bowls with a rim treatment they had been refining for two years, a pair of tall vases that had come off the wheel better than expected and which someone had already expressed tentative interest in. It was the order of it. The deliberate stacking, the calculated spacing for airflow, the specific logic that would determine what came out transformed and what came out ruined. You could not hurry a kiln. You could only set the conditions correctly and wait.

Outside, the land-trust was still dark. The communal garden ran along the south side of the property in long even beds, and in the early morning light it was just shape and shadow, rows they had helped plant over three successive springs. Beyond it, the community hall stood quiet, its porch light burning amber the way it always burned through the night, a small reliable orange in the blue before dawn. The hall was low and wide, built from the same regional timber as most of the structures on the property, and it had the settled quality of a building that had absorbed years of use: community dinners and work meetings and the occasional loud argument and the far more frequent low murmur of people learning to share what they had agreed to share. Farther out, at the property's far edge where the drive curved around a stand of birch, Reuben's truck was already parked. This was not unusual. Reuben kept hours that suggested either insomnia or a private understanding with the morning that Sable had never quite asked about. His being there was simply a fact of the land-trust, one of the small reliable facts that composed the texture of the place, like the amber porch light and the particular quality of the air on the upper field in early May, still carrying the winter's last cool in it even as the days pushed toward warmth.

Sable fit the last piece onto the top shelf and stepped back to survey the arrangement. They adjusted one mug a quarter-inch to the left, then another, then stood for a moment with their hands at their sides, looking at what they'd done. Their hands were never entirely still; even now one thumb moved against the pad of the index finger, the small friction of a habit older than the studio, older than the land-trust, old enough that they no longer thought of it as a habit and simply thought of it as the way their hands were. There was kiln wash on their left wrist, a pale stripe of it they hadn't noticed until just now, and they rubbed at it without managing to remove it and gave up.

The house was visible through the studio's single south-facing window, sixty feet across the yard. The kitchen light was off. Mira was still asleep.

Sable held that fact in their chest the way you hold a warm thing: carefully, aware of its warmth, aware also of its weight. Seven years was long enough to understand the specific pleasure of being awake while the person you loved was sleeping, the way it gave you the whole morning to yourself without the loneliness of actually being alone. It was not complicated. It was just one of the small private textures of their life together, like the way Mira's side of the closet was always slightly overrun into Sable's side, or the way Sable always got up first and made the coffee and Mira always drank it without saying thank you because she had said it seven hundred times already and by now it was simply understood. There was an economy to long partnership that Sable had come to appreciate in the way you appreciated a well-made tool: not glamorous, not requiring explanation, simply fitting well to the hand.

They left the studio and walked the property in the direction they always walked it first, east along the fence line to the stand of scrubby hawthorn that marked the boundary, then north across the upper field where the grass was still heavy with dew and the light was just beginning to separate itself from the dark. The land-trust covered fourteen acres, which was both more and less than it sounded. More in the sense that you could walk for twenty minutes without feeling like you'd covered it; less in the sense that you could stand at any corner of it and still hear someone's screen door, someone's dog, someone's radio tuned to the early farm report. Privacy here was a social contract, not a geographic fact.

The path along the fence was one Sable had walked often enough that they could have navigated it in full dark, which they occasionally did in winter when they loaded the kiln before sunrise. They knew where the ground softened near the old drainage ditch, where the fence post had a loose wire that snagged at jacket sleeves, where the hawthorn overhung the path low enough to require ducking if you weren't paying attention. They knew the smell of the upper field at various points in the seasonal cycle: the cold mineral smell of early spring before the grass came in, the heavy green smell of midsummer, the hay-dry smell of late August that always arrived just before the first cold evening and reminded Sable, for reasons they couldn't trace, of being much younger.

This was something Sable had understood before they arrived, and had understood differently since. There was a version of communal living that was costume: the aesthetics of intentionality without the substance of it, people who wanted the pastoral and discovered within a year that the septic system needed replacing and the ideology didn't cover the repair costs. And then there was what Dot had been building here for nineteen years, which was unglamorous and frequently difficult and occasionally transcendent in the way that only difficult things could be. Sable had come to it seven years ago following a period in their life that they thought of plainly, without self-pity, as the lost years: the years of the city, of a series of studios that felt like camping, of a relationship that had dissolved so slowly it was almost undetectable until it was gone. They had come to the land-trust because a friend of a friend had mentioned it at a gallery opening and something in Sable had known, with a certainty they were not then accustomed to trusting, that it was right.

Mira had arrived eighteen months later, knowing no one except Sable. That was a fact that still occasionally astounded them both. She had come with two bags and a very clear idea about what she was looking for and had been, in Sable's ongoing assessment of the thing, almost precisely what she expected and entirely different in all the ways that mattered. They had not planned for Mira to become the organizing fact of their life here. Things you planned for were rarely the facts that organized you.

Sable turned back toward the studio. The light was changing now, the sky going from the grey-blue of almost-dark to the amber-grey of almost-dawn, and in the middle of the property the communal garden was becoming visible in its rows. Someone had left a trowel sticking up from the raised bed nearest the path, and Sable noted it the way they noted everything on the property: filed, not urgent. They would mention it to whoever it belonged to. They always mentioned things.

The kiln needed to run at a controlled temperature for the first two hours before the climb to cone six, and Sable had the sequence memorized in the way they had memorized everything essential: not by effort but by repetition until the body carried it. They set the controller, checked the thermocouple, tested the thermocouple a second time for no reason except that they always tested it a second time. Then they stood in the studio's doorway and listened to the first low hum of the elements beginning to work. The sound was familiar enough to be almost bodily, something Sable felt in the sternum rather than heard. There were people who found the kiln unsettling, that low electrical hum building over hours into something you could feel in the floors. Sable found it steadying. The kiln was doing what it had always done. The kiln was the most reliable fact of the studio, which was itself the most reliable fact of their life, and in this way the morning assembled itself around certainty.

They poured coffee from the thermos they'd brought from the house and sat on the studio's low bench and looked at the space around them. This was the part of the morning that was entirely their own: before anyone came by, before the land-trust's social life reassembled itself, before the requirements of the day accumulated into something that needed managing. The studio held years of work. Pieces on the shelves in various states of completeness: a crate of bisque-fired cups waiting for their second firing, a bucket of reclaim covered with a damp cloth, a series of test tiles lined up along the windowsill in graduated shades of a new glaze recipe they were still calibrating. The worktable was scarred with years of use. There were coffee rings on it that had been there so long they were archaeology.

On the far shelf, where the finished gallery work usually sat, there was a bowl.

It had been there for months. Sable had started it in late winter, thrown on a good day when the clay was behaving and the proportions came quickly, and then set it aside to dry and come back to it and found, each time they came back, that they could not proceed. It was not that the bowl was wrong. It was the correct size and the correct form, and when they turned it in their hands the walls were even, the bottom well-compressed. It was ready for the trim work that would complete it and eventually ready for the bisque, and then the gallery glaze and the final firing. The piece was waiting for them with the patience of an inanimate thing that has no stake in the outcome.

Sable looked at it for a moment, then looked away. There was a gallery deadline that had already slipped once. They would deal with it. The morning was early and the day was long and the kiln was running and there was nothing to be done about the bowl just now.

Outside, a screen door banged. Reuben was moving somewhere on the far side of the property, the particular quality of a large person's footsteps recognizable even at distance. The rooster, a community dispute of three years' standing, announced himself from somewhere near the communal chicken coop. The morning was assembling itself.

Sable wrapped both hands around the thermos and thought, as they did most mornings in this quiet stretch before the day began, about nothing in particular. This was not performance. They were genuinely contented; they knew the difference. They had lived in enough different configurations of life to recognize that this one, this specific arrangement of land and work and people and the particular person sleeping sixty feet away, was the one that fit. They had chosen it deliberately and they kept choosing it and the choosing had never stopped feeling true.

It was only that sometimes, in the very early morning, before the day's requirements reassembled themselves around them, Sable had the distinct sensation of watching their own life from a slight remove. Of being adjacent to it rather than inside it. Not unhappy. Not dissatisfied. Simply, and without knowing quite what to call it, somewhere slightly to the left of fully present. The sensation was not new. They had had some version of it for years, which was perhaps why they no longer examined it very closely; things that had been present long enough stopped registering as anything other than furniture.

This was a thought they did not examine. There were things that were best left at the temperature where they rested. The kiln knew this. The clay knew this. Sable, most of the time, was reasonably certain they knew it too.

They looked at the bowl on the shelf one more time before they stood. Four months was a long time to not know what was stopping you. They had experienced creative blocks before; those were one thing, and they knew how to work through them, the discipline of sitting down to the clay every day regardless of whether the conditions felt right. This was different. This was not the block that yielded to discipline. This was the block that yielded to something else, something they hadn't identified, that was connected to the bowl in a way they hadn't managed to articulate even to themselves.

They would figure it out. That was what they told themselves every time they stood in front of the bowl and left it untouched. That they would figure it out.

The sky went gold at its eastern edge. In the house, sixty feet away, the kitchen light came on.

Mira was awake.

Sable stood, poured the last of the thermos coffee, and began to think about the day. There were mugs to trim once they cooled enough to handle, and the gallery email sitting in the inbox since Tuesday that needed answering, and the north fence that Reuben had mentioned required a third post before the summer wet season made the ground too soft to set it cleanly. There was the bowl on the shelf, which was not today's problem, which had not been today's problem for going on four months now. There was the particular ordinary weight of a morning at the land-trust in late spring, which was full and warm and theirs, which was most days still more than enough.

They went in to make breakfast. The kiln ran behind them, low and steady, beginning its long climb toward the temperature at which ordinary things became permanent.
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​Chapter Two - The Language We Made
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The trick, Mira had long ago discovered, was to arrive before the food was ready.

If you arrived when the food was already on the table, you became a guest. Arrival during the final ten minutes of cooking meant you were useful, and being useful at a community dinner meant you knew where things were kept, which people needed refilling, which conversations were about to turn difficult and required gentle redirection before anyone said something they'd be apologizing for by Saturday's work day. It was not strategy, exactly. It was more like a fluency she had developed over years until it no longer felt like skill and simply felt like being.

She carried the bread she had baked that afternoon to the long table outside the community hall. It was a warm evening in late May, the kind that announced itself clearly as the first real one of summer, the air still holding the day's heat while the light went rose-gold across the upper field. Reuben had dragged the big table out from the hall, as he always did, with the unhurried competence of someone who had done it enough times to need no help and wanted none offered. The table sat twelve if you squeezed, eight comfortably, and tonight there were nine of them, which Mira arranged automatically in her head as she set down the bread: Dot at the head, as always; Reuben at the far end, already seated with the particular patience of a man who had found his spot and saw no reason to move from it; Paz, who would arrive precisely five minutes late regardless of what time she left the house, because she always got waylaid by something interesting on the walk over and had decided, somewhere in her early thirties, that this was simply a fact about herself rather than something to be corrected; Thessaly, who was already here, who was always already here, standing at the edge of the gathering with a glass of water and the expression of someone making a careful study of how people behaved in groups.

And Sable.

Mira found them the way she always found them at gatherings: not by looking, exactly, but by the particular orientation of her own attention, which had learned over seven years to locate Sable in any room without requiring much effort. They were in conversation with Reuben, which meant they were not really in conversation in any visible sense, but rather standing near each other in the comfortable silence that passed between the two of them as communication. Sable had their arms crossed loosely, not defensively, and they were watching something past Reuben's shoulder. Possibly the field. Possibly nothing. This was a mode of Sable's that Mira had spent years learning to read: not absent, not checked out, simply running an internal process that required no external input for the moment. A separate room that was always lit, visible through the window if you knew where to look, but not one that received visitors without prior arrangement.

They were wearing the linen shirt with the small burn mark on the left cuff, which meant they had probably worked in the studio until just before coming here. The locs were pulled back loosely, a few come loose around the face, and the silver at the temples caught the evening light the way it always caught evening light, warmly. Seven years, and Mira still sometimes had the particular sensation of looking at Sable from across a room and feeling something that was not uncomplicated. It was pride, partly, but that was not quite the word. It was partly something fiercer and less nameable: the satisfaction of having made a good choice and of continuing to make it. The feeling of a bet that had paid off not in the dramatic way of a bet won, but in the steady way of a thing that remained true every time you checked.

She did not examine the small restlessness that occasionally ran underneath this. That was for a different time.

"The bread looks amazing," said Paz, appearing at her elbow with the specific timing of someone who had been watching for an opening. She was already eating a piece she had torn directly from the loaf, without apology, as was her established practice.

"I told you eight-thirty," Mira said.

"I am functionally on time," Paz said, through bread. "I was having a very interesting conversation with the hawthorn on the east boundary. It takes a while to disengage."

Mira laughed. This was the ease of it, the thing she valued about Paz above most other things: there was no register in which Paz was performing. What you got from Paz was what Paz was actually doing, saying, thinking, which was frequently too much but was always true. After years of finely calibrated social management, of tracking the room for who needed attention and who needed space, Paz was the one person in Mira's life who required nothing of her attention because Paz was perfectly capable of tracking herself, narrating the tracking, and providing a running commentary on what she was finding.

The dinner assembled around the table in the way of community dinners: the food arrived in stages, the wine was passed without particular ceremony, three separate conversations started and merged and split again. Dot served herself first, without ceremony, because she had been doing this nineteen years and had no patience for the ritual modesty of waiting to be urged. She made an observation about the state of the north fence that was technically a question but functioned as an agenda item, and the conversation took it up the way conversations at the land-trust always took up Dot's observations: with the resigned respect you gave to someone who was almost always right and expected you to know it.

Mira moved between the table and the hall twice more, bringing out the rest of the food, redistributing the serving spoons, refilling the water jug. She was aware, as she did this, of how easily the task sat on her. This was not servitude; she had told herself this many times, and she believed it, mostly. She did these things because she genuinely wanted them done. Because she had a specific, particular love for the texture of a shared meal going well: the noise of it, the overlapping conversations, the way people's bodies relaxed as the evening progressed. She found pleasure in providing the conditions for that to happen. It was possible, she sometimes thought, that she also found safety in it. The two were not mutually exclusive. She was working on being honest about which was driving on a given evening.

She sat, finally, between Paz and Thessaly. Thessaly acknowledged her with a nod that was not unfriendly, just compact, and turned back to their glass of water. Mira did not push. She had made three careful attempts to befriend Thessaly in the eight months since they'd arrived, and Thessaly had declined none of them and engaged with none of them fully, which Mira had decided to interpret charitably. Some people arrived at a place like this carrying things they were not ready to set down. You gave them time. You kept the door open without making a production of it.

Across the table, Sable was finally in a conversation with actual words, saying something to Reuben about the clay body for the gallery commission, the particular characteristics of the high-fire stoneware they'd been working with. Reuben was listening with his characteristic unhurried attention, the way he listened to most things: as though he had already allocated the full duration of the conversation and was in no particular hurry to arrive at its end. Sable's hands moved as they talked, shaping the air into the forms they were describing. This was the thing about Sable and the work: they were most animated when they were talking about the technical details of it, the specific gravity of a glaze chemistry, the way a particular clay body responded to temperature. Most people didn't notice this because Sable was usually also at their most contained and most economical with their words when in a group; the animation was subtle, visible mostly in the hands and the pace of the sentences. Mira noticed it. She had always noticed it.

She noticed, too, a thing she observed sometimes and preferred not to linger on: that she could not remember the last time Sable had talked to her about the work with that quality of animation. This was not a criticism she held against either of them. It was more of an observation, the kind you filed for later and then didn't return to, the way you noted a spot on the ceiling and told yourself you'd look at it when there was more light and never did. She reached for the water jug.

Dot was speaking to her now. Mira returned her attention.

"The accounts," Dot said. "I want to do them before the end of June this year. Last year we waited until August."

"I can help," Mira said. "I always help."

"I know you always help," Dot said, with a warmth that had something dry in it, the particular warmth of someone who appreciated you and was also faintly exasperated by you for the same reasons. "That's not quite what I said."

Mira met Dot's gaze. Dot was sixty-seven and had the particular quality of someone who had been looking at human behavior long enough to find it more interesting than tedious. She did not say hard things cruelly. She said them the way she'd note it might rain: as observation, not judgment, without particular expectation of response.

"June," Mira said. "I'll put it in the calendar."

"Good." Dot reached for the bread.

Afterward, Mira helped carry the plates in, declined help washing up on the grounds that she preferred to wash dishes alone, which was true and had always been true; washing dishes was a form of thinking, or of not-thinking, which were sometimes the same. But once alone in the hall kitchen with the radio on low and the water running warm over her hands, she found that she did not particularly want to think, and so she left the dishes for later and went to find Sable.

They walked home in the dark, taking the long way around the upper field because the evening was warm enough to warrant it. The land-trust's path was uneven in places and they knew it by body knowledge, navigating the slight dip near the old fence post, the section where the roots crossed the surface and grabbed at inattentive feet. Mira was wearing flat shoes and the grass was damp and this was fine; she had lived here long enough to have stopped caring about this particular category of damp.

"Good dinner," Sable said.

"It was."

A pause. The upper field was dark and warm and smelled of new grass and somewhere an owl was conducting its business in the birches. A comfortable silence, the kind that had accumulated between them over years of walking this same path, this same darkness.

"How did the loading go this morning?" Mira asked.

"Fine," Sable said.

She absorbed this. Fine, from Sable, had a weight that was disproportionate to its syllable. Fine meant a door left unlocked but not opened. It was the conversational equivalent of the way Sable positioned themselves at gatherings: present, available, oriented toward the exit. She had learned not to push when fine was the word offered, because pushing never yielded more than fine had; what yielded more from Sable was patience and proximity and the particular quality of attention that communicated I am here, whenever you are ready, and I am not keeping score of the delay.

She did not always have patience for this. She was trying to be honest about that with herself, at least.

"The bowl?" she asked.

"Still there."

"Still there," she said
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