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      Jenna slapped the ball of stiff stoneware clay on her table, warming it and kneading it like bread, feeling the firmness. She dipped her left hand in the bowl of cold water and spread the wetness onto the clay, making it looser and more pliable.

      Her studio, out in the garden, was cold this afternoon. And dark. The sky covered with thick gray clouds made the room feel like dusk. She went over to the light switch and flipped it on with her elbow.

      It felt cold even through the sweatpants and flannel shirt she wore. Cooler in here even than outside, hence the open door. She couldn’t bear to turn the heat on yet. To admit summer was over even though it was nearing the end of September.

      Jonathon had died a year ago December. They’d been together nearly all of their adult lives. She was dreading the coming darkness of winter. The cold and the loneliness. In summer, at least, she stood and chatted over the fence with her neighbors, who loved to garden. This winter there would be only work at the library. Jenna wasn’t sure she’d be able to hold herself together. Her days all seemed the same, with nothing to look forward to, no hope for the future being different.

      The small building was mostly bare and unfinished inside. Jonathon had wired it and put up sheetrock over the insulation, but never gotten any further. The floor was still gray cement except for the thick black mat she stood on. Her potter’s wheel sat in one corner and a small kiln in another. Her table and the metal racks of things she’d made filled the rest of the studio. The south wall was entirely window and door, with windows on the west and east side as well.

      The effect was of a work in progress, functional, but not pretty or comfortable. She’d always meant to paint the inside in bright colors to liven it up. The studio smelled earthy from all the clay.

      Outside the open door, a tree frog croaked. The rains had returned and summer was gone. The garden was looking as tired and worn as she felt. She sighed, not ready for another wet, cold winter. She hadn’t soaked up enough sunshine this summer to offset the darkness.

      It wasn’t quite a year yet since Jonathon had died in the car accident. She’d returned to work at the library, out of financial necessity, and quite simply the need to be around people.
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