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Chapter 1: Wet Earth

The community center on Maple Street always smelled the same: damp clay, faint mildew from the old basement pipes, and the ghost of burnt coffee from the ancient machine in the lobby. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting a clinical pallor over the six pottery wheels arranged in a loose semicircle. Tina had been running the Tuesday night beginner class here for almost seven years. Same room, same rhythm. Students came and went-some stayed for months, most lasted three sessions before the wheel defeated them-but the space never changed. 

It was comforting in its predictability. She arrived early as always, sleeves already rolled to the elbows, hair pulled back in a low knot that showed the silver threads she no longer bothered to dye. At forty-two, Tina had stopped apologizing for the lines around her eyes or the way her body had softened in places. She liked the woman she saw in the mirror now: steady, capable, quietly commanding. Life had thrown enough complications; she didn’t invite more. Tonight’s group was small-five students total. Three older women who came for the social hour as much as the clay, a nervous guy in his thirties who kept apologizing to his lump of earth, and then her. Sage walked in at 7:04, two minutes after Tina had started the demo. 

Sneakers squeaked on the tile, backpack slung over one shoulder, paint-splattered overalls hanging loose on a frame that looked built for motion. Dark auburn hair escaped a messy bun in soft tendrils. Twenty-one, maybe twenty-two-Tina could spot the post-college energy from across the room: restless, hungry for something real. Sage scanned the wheels, chose the one in the far corner-closest to the window, farthest from the door-and dropped her bag with a soft thud. She didn’t smile at anyone, didn’t make small talk. Just sat, rolled up her sleeves, and stared at the lump of clay like it owed her money.

Tina finished wedging her own piece on the table at the front, wiped her hands on the rag at her hip, and stepped to the center of the semicircle. “Evening, everyone. We’re starting with centering tonight. If your clay’s fighting you, it’s because you’re fighting it. Let’s fix that.” She moved wheel to wheel, voice low and even, demonstrating the heel-of-the-hand press, the steady pull upward. When she reached Sage, she paused. Sage’s hands were already on the clay-palms flat, fingers splayed, but her shoulders were hunched, elbows locked. Too much force, not enough give. 

Tina stepped behind her without asking permission-standard in this class-but something made her hesitate for half a second. “May I?” she asked, quieter than she’d spoken to the others. Sage glanced up. Her eyes were hazel, flecked with green, and they held Tina’s without flinching. A small nod. Tina leaned in, placed her hands over Sage’s. Her own were cool from rinsing tools earlier; Sage’s were warm, slightly trembling-not from nerves, Tina realized, but from the effort of holding back. She guided Sage’s palms down, thumbs sliding along the outer edges of her wrists in a slow, deliberate motion. “Feel the resistance,” Tina murmured, close enough that her breath brushed Sage’s ear. “Don’t push through it. Meet it. Let the clay rise with your breath.” Sage exhaled sharply. The clay began to center under their joined hands-slow spiral, then steady cone. Tina kept her touch light but firm, guiding without taking over. When the piece was balanced, she eased off, fingers trailing the insides of Sage’s wrists for one lingering second before she stepped back.

Sage’s throat worked. She didn’t look up right away. “Good,” Tina said, voice neutral for the room. “Keep that pressure even. You’ve got it.” She moved on to the next wheel, but the air between them had shifted-thicker, warmer, like slip left too long in the bucket. The rest of the class passed in the usual cadence: throwing basic cylinders, trimming feet, the soft slap of wet clay and the low jazz station Tina always played. Sage stayed focused, tongue caught between her teeth, brow furrowed in concentration. She didn’t speak to the others, didn’t ask questions. But every time Tina circled the room, Sage’s gaze tracked her-brief, deliberate glances that felt like touches. 

When the two-hour session ended, students rinsed tools, wrapped pieces in plastic, and drifted toward the door with murmurs of “see you next week.” Sage was slower. She wiped her wheel meticulously, scrubbed under her nails, then lingered at the sink while the room emptied. Tina stayed too, pretending to organize glazes on the back shelf. She could feel Sage’s presence like heat off a kiln-quiet, insistent. Finally Sage spoke, voice carrying across the empty space. “You make it look effortless.” Tina turned. Sage was drying her hands on a shared towel, standing maybe eight feet away. Close enough to see the faint freckles across her nose, the way one overall strap had slipped off her shoulder. “Years of spectacular failures first,” Tina said, offering the small, crooked smile she reserved for honest moments. 

“You’re quick, though. Most people fight the wheel for weeks. You listened. ”Sage’s mouth curved-not quite a smile, more like acknowledgment. “I like listening to you.” The words landed heavier than they should have. Tina felt them settle low in her stomach, warm and dangerous. She crossed her arms, leaned against the counter. “First class jitters usually wear off by week three. You sticking around?” Sage met her eyes again-direct, unflinching. “Yeah. I think I am.” A beat of silence. Rain started tapping the high windows, soft at first, then steadier. Tina nodded once. “Good. Bring questions next week. I don’t bite. ”Sage’s laugh was short, surprised. “Noted.” She slung her backpack over her shoulder, hesitated at the door like she wanted to say more, then slipped out into the rain. Tina stood alone in the quiet studio, listening to the kiln hum in the back room. Her hands still carried the memory of Sage’s wrists-warm skin, faint tremor, the way her pulse had jumped under Tina’s thumbs. She exhaled slowly, rubbed her face with the back of her wrist, leaving a faint smear of slip. “Jesus,” she muttered to the empty room. Twenty-one. Twenty-fucking-one. And already, the wheel in her chest was starting to spin.

Chapter 2: Forbidden Spin

A month had slipped by in the quiet rhythm of Tuesday nights. The community center still smelled the same-wet clay, faint coffee burn-but the air between Tina and Sage had thickened into something unrecognizable. Something alive. Sage had become a fixture. She arrived early now, claiming the same wheel by the window, sleeves already rolled, hands itching for the clay before Tina even started the demo. She asked sharp, thoughtful questions that made the older women smile and the nervous guy nod like he understood. But her eyes always found Tina first-lingering on the flex of her forearms as she wedged clay, tracing the silver in her hair when the light hit it just right, catching the small, private smile Tina gave when Sage’s cylinder rose tall and even for the first time.

After class they lingered. Always. The others packed up and left, trading goodbyes, while Sage wiped her wheel with slow, deliberate strokes and Tina pretended to reorganize the glaze shelf for the third time that night. Conversation started small-technique critiques, favorite glazes, the best coffee in town-then stretched longer, softer. They sat on the low steps outside the building when the weather allowed, sharing the shitty lobby coffee from paper cups, knees almost touching. When it rained they stayed inside, backs against the storage-room door, voices low so the janitor wouldn’t hear.

They talked about everything and nothing. Sage vented about her boyfriend, Marcus-sweet, reliable, twenty-three, the kind of guy who remembered anniversaries and left Post-it notes on her fridge. He was good. Too good, sometimes. Predictable. Tina listened without judgment, nodding, asking gentle questions that made Sage feel seen instead of judged. Tina mentioned her husband, David, in passing at first. Married fifteen years. Steady job in finance, good man, quiet evenings with wine and documentaries. They didn’t fight; they just... existed. Comfortable. Safe. She said it like a fact, not a complaint, but Sage caught the way Tina’s thumb rubbed the bare spot where her wedding band used to sit during class-taken off for the clay, never put back on until she left the building. 

Neither of them named it aloud, but the truth hung between them like wet slip: they were both taken. Both spoken for. Both pretending the pull didn’t exist. It did. The flirting started subtle. A brush of fingers when Tina passed Sage a rib tool. A low “good girl” murmured when Sage’s bowl held its shape on the first try-said so quietly only Sage could hear. Sage would bite her lip, cheeks flushing, and shoot back something teasing: “Careful, Teach. I might get used to praise.” Tina’s laugh would come low, private, the kind that vibrated in Sage’s chest. They texted now. Late nights. Nothing overt-just pottery memes, photos of wonky mugs the other students had made, “your cylinder technique is showing off tonight” with a winking emoji from Sage. 

Tina’s replies were measured, dry humor, but always prompt. Always there. The want built like pressure in a kiln-slow, invisible, inevitable. Tonight the class ran long. A student’s piece exploded in the bisque kiln-dramatic, loud-and everyone stayed to commiserate. By the time the last person left, it was past ten. Rain lashed the windows in sheets. The building was empty except for the low hum of the dehumidifier and the two of them. Sage rinsed her tools at the deep sink. Tina stood a few feet away, drying her hands on a rag, watching the way Sage’s overalls clung to her hips when she leaned forward. The silence stretched, heavy. “You okay to drive in this?” Tina asked. Sage glanced over her shoulder. “Yeah. Marcus is out of town anyway. Work trip.” A beat. “David’s at a conference till Friday,” Tina said. Quiet. Like she was testing the words.

Sage turned off the faucet. Dried her hands slowly. Turned to face her. They were closer than they’d ever stood inside these walls. Four feet. Maybe three. Sage could see the faint freckles on Tina’s collarbone, the way her chest rose a little faster now. “You keep looking at me like that,” Sage said, voice barely above the rain. “Like what?” “Like you’re trying to decide whether to run or ruin everything.” Tina exhaled through her nose-a short, almost-laugh. “Both feel like bad ideas.” Sage took one step. Then another. Until the toes of her sneakers brushed Tina’s clogs. “We shouldn’t,” Tina said. But she didn’t move back.“ I know.” 

Sage’s hand lifted, hesitant, then settled lightly on Tina’s waist-just the fingertips, testing. “We really shouldn’t.” Tina’s eyes dropped to Sage’s mouth. “You have a boyfriend.” “And you have a husband.” Sage’s thumb traced the edge of Tina’s shirt hem, barely grazing skin. “Doesn’t feel like it right now.” Tina closed her eyes for a second. When she opened them again, the calm authority was still there, but underneath it was raw hunger-dark, undeniable. She lifted her hand, cupped Sage’s jaw with clay-dusted fingers. Thumb brushed the corner of Sage’s mouth. “If we do this,” Tina said, voice rough, “it changes everything. No pretending it didn’t happen.” Sage leaned into the touch. “I don’t want to pretend.” A long, suspended second. Then Tina closed the distance.

The kiss was careful at first-lips brushing, testing, tasting the faint salt of clay dust and coffee. Sage made a small, broken sound in her throat and pressed closer. Tina’s hand slid to the back of Sage’s neck, fingers threading into damp hair, tilting her head to deepen it. It turned hungry fast. Sage’s hands fisted in Tina’s shirt, pulling her in until their bodies aligned-soft curves against firmer ones, heat bleeding through damp fabric. Tina’s tongue slipped past Sage’s lips, slow and claiming, tasting every soft gasp. Sage whimpered, rising on her toes, hips rocking forward instinctively.

Tina backed her against the sink edge, one thigh sliding between Sage’s legs. Sage ground down on it without thinking-needy, shameless-feeling the hard press of Tina’s hipbone right where she ached. A low groan rumbled in Tina’s chest. They broke apart only when air became necessary. Foreheads pressed together, breathing ragged. “Fuck,” Sage whispered. Tina’s laugh was shaky. “Yeah.” Sage’s hands slid under Tina’s shirt, palms flat against warm skin, tracing the soft give of her stomach, the faint ridges of old stretch marks. Tina shivered. “We can stop,” Sage said, even as her fingers curled into Tina’s waistband. Tina’s eyes were dark, pupils blown. “Do you want to stop?” 

Sage shook her head. “Not even a little.” Another kiss-this one filthier, teeth and tongue, Tina sucking Sage’s bottom lip until it swelled. Sage’s hands roamed higher, thumbs brushing the undersides of Tina’s breasts through her bra. Tina arched into it, a quiet moan escaping. The rain hammered harder. The building creaked
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