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For Flo, my fierce dragon-scarer: the strongest, wisest, kindest, and most considerate person I’ve ever met. You have my love and devotion in this life and all that may follow.



foreword
This is the end of the Constellation series, and I'm closing this chapter with both a laughing and a crying eye. I'm happy that I've managed to finish my first series, and I am sad that I'll have to say goodbye to all the characters Constellation has brought into my life. I've enjoyed their journeys, and it would be hard for me to choose a favorite, as I love them all. 
It's funny because when I wrote The Chase, I had added "Tempe and her girls" as a side plot of something that would aggravate her father even more, as in, how can I make all this even 'worse' for him? At first, I had no plan to write Tempe's story, but then E happened, and I realized this could be a series. Once that became clear, I also found myself quite fascinated by Tempe, Rania, and Antoinette, and decided that I want to explore their tale after all. I even started writing on this pretty early, and I had 20k words already written by the time I sat down and started writing this book in earnest. 
I couldn't give my attention to The Homecoming right away because first, Amy and Jess jumped in line, followed by Elizabeth and Claudia, and after all of that, I was finally able to complete Tempe's tale, and it doing so, it didn't just become Tempe's story, but the journey of Rania, Antoinette, and Tempe—how they found their way together, and how they deal with the hardships life throws their way. 
This series will always be special to me, and whether you are new to it or read all (or some) of the previous installments, I want to say thank you for giving my stories a chance, and that I hope you are enjoying the ride. 



beginnings 
AUGUST 2023
SHE’D NEVER THOUGHT MUCH about dying. 
The sense of immortality borne in childhood and surging during one’s teenage years no longer seemed as becoming at twenty-five. As such, Temperance Worrington’s insight that not every goodbye guaranteed a reunion stung.
The tires spun in tune with her steering wheel, and for a split second Tempe thought, ‘Wow, physics is real,’ before realizing that this would be the end. An ending when she’d just begun. 
Rage flooded her in a flash, much like the water had shot over the embankment and gushed onto the road. Waves of dark, murky rainwater pouring over asphalt that had baked yesterday in the Floridian August heat.
Her sedan lurched down the slick road before careening toward the bend and heading straight for the concrete barrier. Tempe counter-steered, but to no avail, as her car skidded along the barricade with the screaming sound of metal on concrete before her world spun when her vehicle flipped. 
Her car pivoted to the right and veered across the street until it crashed to a stop on its top.
Tempe shook, hanging upside down with blood dripping up her nose from biting her lip. She tried to catch her bearings, taking deep breaths that throbbed. She clutched the seat belt, trying to unbuckle it. Tempe yanked and tugged at the unyielding harness, not noticing the vehicle barreling toward her until pressure exploded and her body snapped back when the two cars collided in an ear-splitting bang that never seemed to end. Until it did. 
Tempe’s world turned black.



waiting 
AUGUST 2023
THE EMERGENCY ROOM WAS rarely calm, but a severe storm in south Florida always turned out to be an odd thing—an eerie quiet before everything exploded. Rania Karam’s shift had been non-stop, and she looked forward to heading home soon. 
The alarm blared, and the doors sprang open when two EMTs rolled in a gurney. 
Rania hurried close, listening to their description, a twenty-five-year-old female involved in a car crash, unconscious with suspected head trauma. When she gazed down at her patient, she froze, her heart constricting painfully while bile crawled up her esophagus. 
“Tempe,” she breathed.
“Dr. Karam, are you all right? Do you know the patient?”
She could only nod and stumble back. One of the EMTs called out for another doctor who rushed to attend to Tempe.
A nurse came up, a new one, and Rania didn’t know her name. “Dr. Karam, come with me.” She led Rania down the hallway to their on-call room, and when she opened the door, Rania followed inside, never taking in her surroundings, instead, her mind could only focus on the image of Tempe, bleeding, bruised, stretched out on that gurney.
She coughed to ward off throwing up. 
The nurse prodded Rania to sit on the small corner couch. “Here.” She handed her a bottle of water. “You look like you’re about to faint.” The nurse grabbed several sheets of paper towels and wet them under the faucet, wringing out water before handing them to Rania. “Press them against your neck.”
Rania did as she was told. 
“Do you need to call someone?” The nurse glanced at Rania’s ring. “Your husband, maybe?”
Rania’s gaze snapped up. “My hus…” She shook her head. “I’m fine. Thank you,” zeroing in on the nurse’s nametag, she added, “Amanda. I got it.”
“If you’re sure?”
“I am,” Rania rasped, fiddling with her wedding band. 
Amanda left the room.
Rania’s face crumbled, and she bent forward, inhaling deeply, then trying to push the air out in a rhythm that would slow down her frantic heart. God, she needed to call her wife. 
After a moment, she sat up straight and dug out her phone from her jacket pocket. She dialed Antoinette’s number. It went to voicemail.
“Damn it, An. Of all the times not to answer your phone,” Rania muttered. After two more calls that also ended up going to voicemail, she rose and exited the room.
She dashed down endless white corridors, the familiar smell of anti-septic cleaning material burned in her nose. The bright neon lights hurt her eyes and her head pounded, a jackhammer on full blast, hurtling more nausea through her system. She flung open the double door and halted in front of the nurses’ station.
“Dr. Karam, can I help you?”
Rania forced a smile. She must look a fright. “Yes, Petra. You had a car crash patient, Temperance Worrington. Is she already in surgery?”
“Let me look.” Petra sat back down and typed away at the keyboard. She nodded. “Yes, they just added her to the system. She’s in OR three. Looks like someone already notified her next of kin, but—”
“Thank you.” Rania tapped the counter and spun around, stopping herself from sprinting toward the operating room. She fished her phone out of her pocket, once more dialing her wife. Still nothing but voicemail. 
Rania withdrew back to the on-call room. She longed to go on a walk, but the rain and rolling thunder disabused her of that impulse. Besides, she needed to be here in case there was an update on Tempe. She supposed she could also loiter around the surgical bay, now that her shift had ended, but she loathed the idea of people seeing her in this state.
Over the next two hours, she kept calling her wife in between pacing and checking up on the status in the operating room via their computers, something she could have done right away had she possessed a clearer head.
She stared at the screen, willing it to give her more. 
But there was nothing new. No updates. The team was still working on Tempe. God, she hated this. 
Eventually, one of her phone calls got through.
“Finally! Where have you been?”
“What’s up, are you OK?” Antoinette asked. “Why are you out of breath?”
“Didn’t you see the million missed calls?”
“What? No. My phone rang when I got into the kitchen, so I just answered.”
Rania groaned. “Tempe was in a wreck. She’s in surgery right now.”
“Shit. Did you… Were you there when they brought her in?”
“Yes.”
“Oh, God. I was in my studio, and I’d forgotten my phone in the kitchen when I’d gotten a drink earlier. I’m so sorry. I’m on my way to the car now.”
What else was there to say? This wasn’t the first time Antoinette had gotten so lost in her art that she never realized her phone wasn’t with her. “OK. Drive carefully. The weather eased, but…” Rania stopped by a window and gazed at lashing rain and swaying palm trees in the parking lot. And to think this was better than what had barreled through the city earlier.
“I will. It might take me forty minutes to get there.”
Rania nodded, then realized that Antoinette couldn’t see her. “That’s fine. Just get here.”
“I will.”
A pause.
“Ran, is Tempe… She’ll be fine, right? How did she look?”
Rania worried her lower lip. She couldn’t go there. “I hope so. I don’t know all the details yet, or any. I had to step away immediately, and I can’t waltz into the operating room, no matter how much I want to. Accident victims never look good when they arrive in the ER. You can’t go by that.” 
Antoinette sighed. “I’m in the car. See you soon.”
“Please be careful. I can’t…”
“Of course.”
“Bye.” Rania hung up and slid the phone back into her pocket. She still itched to head to the surgical bay, as if that would accomplish anything but deteriorate her already precarious mental state. With a sigh, she sat back down, trying to find comfort in the fact that some of their best surgeons were working on Tempe. “At least that,” Rania mumbled. 
She’d argued with Tempe yesterday, telling her to postpone her appointment for today since the weather was to take a turn. Not that anyone in their house but her ever paid attention to the weather. 
Tempe had dismissed her concerns, saying things would be fine, and that it was only a ten-minute drive. “What could happen?” she’d asked, and even then, Rania, who wasn’t at all superstitious, had felt ill at ease. Yet, she wasn’t Tempe’s keeper. She cringed and pinched the bridge of her nose. 
Rania hated when their age difference jumped at her like that. This hadn’t happened because Tempe was young. People of all ages made stupid mistakes and underestimated how dangerous a situation could be, or how their life might change in the blink of an eye. 
A little while later, she strode toward the ICU after receiving an update that they’d transferred Tempe to her room. Rania had been in and out of hospitals for the past two decades, but by lucky coincidence, she had never sat on the side of the waiting relatives. She had never been stuck in a dimly lit room, staring down at the ghostly pale and bruised features of a beloved face. Her mind had never screamed at eyes to open, only to quieten her emotional outburst with logic, with medical knowledge. 
Seeing Tempe like this… She knew her body needed time to heal, but now Rania understood her past patients’ family members better, and how emotions drowned out any shred of logic and reason one usually possessed. 
The whirring and beeping of the machines that had taken over Tempe’s essential functions grated on Rania. On a regular day, she didn’t even register these sounds. The same way she’d grown nose blind to the scents. Now, her ears buzzed, exacerbating her headache, and the air still seemed filled with the sterile smell of antiseptics. She could even taste it, and it seemed to trickle down her throat.
She clenched and relaxed her jaw, dragging herself to sit down in the chair next to Tempe’s bed. Rania glanced at her watch. Antoinette should be here any moment. She covered her eyes with one hand, her elbows resting on her thighs as she sat hunched up, waiting. Every minute seemed to stretch and become hours—an eternity piled into sixty seconds. 
Rania startled when her phone rang. Antoinette. 
“Hey.”
“Hi. You gotta come out and get me. They won’t let me in.”
“Right. Of course. I’ll be right there.” She rose, and with one last glance at Tempe, she left the room to get her wife. 



backup 
AUGUST 2023
ANTOINETTE JOSEPH WISHED THEY had set up documents, papers, seen a lawyer. That way, she wouldn’t now stand by the nurses’ station only to be told that she had no right to see Tempe. Without Rania working here, they’d know nothing and wouldn’t get to see Tempe at all. God, they’d been careless, but she supposed you always assumed you had all the time in the world. 
Until you didn’t. 
To be fair, the three of them hadn’t been together that long. Although it now also occurred to her that they all seemed to have fallen for the same painful delusion—deeming themselves invincible. 
Antoinette almost cried when the door opened, and Rania strode toward her. Her usually composed wife appeared a second away from breaking down. Antoinette straightened, and nodding, she followed her. Now wasn’t the time to fall apart. 
Rania led her through brightly lit corridors along a squeaky linoleum floor. Lime green. Who chose that as the floor color? She supposed vomit would easily blend in. She’d rushed to the hospital, mindful of her driving and speed, since the last thing they needed was another collision. It had been hard not to press her foot through the gas pedal. 
Antoinette hesitated before she followed Rania across the threshold of Tempe’s room. She rocked on her feet and bit her lower lip. 
“You can come closer,” Rania rasped. 
Antoinette knew, but a part of her didn’t want to see Tempe like this. She couldn’t bear seeing her motionless, not in nightly slumber, but unconscious in a hospital bed. She didn’t want to see Tempe’s energetic nature arrested in stillness, her body battered. Yet she couldn’t let Rania carry this alone. She treaded closer, caught Rania’s hand and gave it a quick squeeze. 
“Will she be OK?” Antoinette also didn’t want to ask this question, but not knowing seemed worse. 
Rania released a heavy sigh. “I hope so. Her chances are pretty good. She’s young, and thank God, she was buckled up. Still, head injuries are difficult. Now, listen—”
“No.”
Rania’s eyebrows rose. “What?”
“I know you, and I know that tone. You’re about to tell me something horrible, and I don’t want to hear it. I want to hold on to hope.” Antoinette stroked Tempe’s hand.
“But it’s important. I doubt you will stop coming here.”
Antoinette glared at her. “Fine.” 
“She arrived with cerebral edema and a broken arm. They had to do an emergency operation to relieve the pressure on her brain and to—”
“They cut open her skull?” Antoinette glanced at Tempe’s head. She didn’t notice the hair before, how they had shorn off a section farther back, and… No. She’d not take a closer look at Tempe’s open skull. 
“Yes. They had to do a craniotomy. That’s… they cut a piece of her skull out to release pressure and to evacuate a small bleed. Don’t worry, they’ll put it back once her brain has healed enough. They have splinted her arm, but it’s a complex fracture and they’ll have to operate on it later. For now, they were focused on stabilizing her.“
“Why is she intubated? How long will the anesthesia last?” Antoinette asked.
“This isn’t…” Rania sighed. “They put her in a medically induced coma, and they’ll keep her sedated for as long as needed. The medicine they’re giving her also requires her to be intubated.”
“Why the coma?”
“It would be too stressful for her to be awake. She’d be in so much pain, which would make her blood pressure skyrocket, and the last thing we need is another brain bleed.”
“Right. That makes sense. How long does this take?”
“It depends. Tempe is young and healthy. She also lives a pretty active lifestyle, so all of that is in her favor, but again, we have to take it day by day. There are complications that could arise, and we just don’t know. Nothing is guaranteed, and—”
“Yes, of course, but… Are you scared?”
“Of course I am! How can you ask that?”
“No, no.” Antoinette reached out to clasp Rania’s trembling hand. “I meant as a doctor. If Tempe wasn’t… ours, and she was just a regular patient. Would you be scared for her?”
“I’m not scared for my patients.”
“Worried, then. Do we have to quibble over semantics?” 
Rania released a harsh breath and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, her gaze flitted to Tempe, and she remained silent for a moment. “Like I said, she’s young, in good shape, with excellent general health.” She bit her lip. “I’d say I’d not be that concerned and would assume she’d fully recover, barring unforeseen complications with any of her injuries or procedures.”
Antoinette’s shoulders dropped. “That’s good.”
Rania hummed. “I looked at her brain scan. She looked good aside from the swelling.”
“That’s encouraging, right?”
Rania nodded. 
“What would have happened if they didn’t release the pressure in her skull?”
Rania’s eyes widened. “She’d die if the swelling continued. There’s no place to go, and her brain would herniate down.”
“Down.” Antoinette frowned. “You mean down the spinal cord?”
“Yes.”
Antoinette grimaced. 
“Exactly.”
“But since they opened it up and removed that bleed, that won’t happen now, right?”
“Yes.”
“All right. What can we do?”
“Nothing. Be there. Hope. Pray. I called my boss earlier, and I took the next three days off. I’m scheduled to be off for the weekend anyway, although I traded with a colleague to make up for this, so I’ll be working on Sunday, but at least I’ll have the most critical time off. I’d not be of much use in this state anyway.”
Antoinette nodded, not trusting her voice. Rania didn’t call in sick or ask for any extra time off besides her regular scheduled days. It had been a source of contention between them, and Tempe had agreed that Rania worked too hard, yet… This wasn’t how they’d wanted her to take time off.
“I’ll reschedule my upcoming exhibition. I doubt we’ll be in the mood to attend, even if Tempe is much better by then. Besides, it feels wrong to have one without her being there, too.”
“I agree. I hope she’ll be awake in two weeks, but it depends.” Rania sighed. 
A nurse popped her head inside. “Excuse me, Dr. Karam. May I have a word with you?”
“Of course.” Rania squeezed Antoinette’s hand and stepped outside. 
Antoinette wavered before drawing closer to Tempe’s bed again. With a long sigh, she dropped into the chair. “Oh, Tempe.” Her voice broke. While she had visited Rania often enough at work, she’d not spent much time inside the patients’ areas, and she’d never been in the ICU before. The sounds, all these machines, and… God, she hadn’t realized intubation looked like that. Tempe’s lips were bruised, and she noticed a cut right next to one tube going into her mouth. The intubation kept Tempe’s mouth open, and Antoinette worried about her tongue.
Dark circles framed Tempe’s eyes, and Antoinette had never seen her look so pale. Tempe didn’t tan easily, but now she seemed almost ghostly pale. The hand Antoinette held had the IV in it, and while she’d have preferred to hold the other one, she didn’t dare touching it out of fear of disturbing her splinted arm. Her gaze drifted to the monitor hanging beside the bed, almost hypnotized by the lines of Tempe’s heartbeat. 
Next to her worry settled a cloud of rage, so sudden, it almost made her sway in her seat. She never looked ahead to incoming weather like Rania did, but even she’d eyed this storm warily. Yet Tempe just had to go out. While Antoinette felt awful for being angry at Tempe, given the current situation, she couldn’t help the white-hot fury roaring through her. It also seemed easier to bear than the paralyzing fear that had been in the process of suffocating her. 
An alarm blared, the sound jolting Antoinette, and she jumped up. A moment later, a nurse entered the room. 
Antoinette lurched back, clenching her hands while her heart pumped like she was out running in ninety degrees heat. “What’s going on? Is she OK?” God, where is Rania?
As soon as she thought this, Rania strode into the room, hastening to Antoinette’s side, holding her hand, and whispering, “Don’t worry, love. She’s fine. That’s just an alarm to replace a medicine that’s running low.”
Antoinette suppressed a sob, but she squeezed Rania’s hand hard, trying to anchor herself amidst this quicksand intent on drawing her under.
After the nurse finished replacing what looked like a big, clear cylinder full of fluid, she nodded to Rania and left the room.
“Isn’t that dangerous?” Antoinette croaked. “Letting the medicine run out.”
“No. There’s still the back up. When one runs low, the machine alerts us to replace it, but there’s time since there’s already the next vial in there. So if a tube were to empty completely because no one can attend right away, the machine will access the back up.”
Antoinette expelled a harsh breath. “Good. That’s good.” They stepped closer to Tempe again, and Antoinette stroked her fingers. She recalled drawing her for the first time and contemplated how often she’d done so over the last year. Tempe continued to be exasperated with each new sketch that joined their collection. She especially couldn’t comprehend Antoinette’s fascination with her hands. Now though, her mind fixated on the first time she’d asked Tempe if she may draw her, still vividly recalling her stunned expression. 



children and foundations 
JANUARY 2022
TEMPE LOVED HER GRANDMOTHER, Mary, and her living in West Palm Beach had weighed heavily when deciding between two job offers. The other one had been in Birmingham, which her other grandparents would have loved since it’d have placed them in the same city, yet her mother’s parents were a bit too high-strung. Besides, Tempe had always connected more with Mary. She’d moved here a couple of weeks ago into a two-bedroom apartment with a roommate who was already testing her, and while she only lived fifteen miles away from her grandmother, traffic often meant it took her almost an hour to get there. 
During the pandemic, they’d spoken regularly on the phone until Mary’s neighbors (according to her grandmother, the bestest, sweetest, most awesomest couple you could ever meet) had helped her navigate her new smartphone, which allowed Tempe and Mary to video chat. 
She’d come by Mary’s before today, but only for a brief visit each time since her move and getting oriented at work ate up most of her time. Mary had always talked about wanting Tempe to meet her neighbors, but the timing had never worked out, at least not until today.
Tempe’s eyes widened. “Wait, what?”
“I’ve invited them for tea.”
“Because we’re British?”
Mary chuckled. “Did you know that the Southern accent is a slowed down version of the British accent?”
“I’m not sure that’s what people think of when they hear a Southern drawl.”
“Would it be better if I’d invited them for sweet tea?”
“According to Mom, yes.”
“Most people don’t have Bree’s sweet tooth. Besides, everyone knows that ‘having tea’ means coffee, definitely when cake is involved too.”
“If you say so. But Grandma, I don’t need you to… find me friends.” She didn’t. While Tempe preferred a more detached life, she didn’t lack friends.
“I’m not. I’m introducing you, that’s all. Rania and Antoinette are so sweet, and you just moved here and are always busy with work. I worry about you.”
“I have friends.”
“But they don’t live here.”
“That doesn’t decrease their importance to me.”
Mary waved her off. “Of course not. Besides, I’m not saying you should marry them.” She laughed. “Especially not since they’re already married. To each other.” She sobered upon noticing Tempe’s frown. “Sweetheart, if you don’t like them, that’s fine. We’re just having them over for a cup of coffee and the cake I made this morning.”
Tempe sighed. “Fine. But I make no promises. I’m already bummed about having to share your chocolate cake.”
Mary held her gaze, and Tempe shifted at the mischief gleaming in her eyes. That had never once been good. “Perhaps they won’t like you.”
Tempe grunted. With a family like that, who needed enemies?
Twenty minutes later, the doorbell rang, and Mary shuffled to the front to open the door. 
Tempe begrudgingly followed and stood back, not wanting to be center stage, but her curiosity drew her close enough to observe.
“Hello girls,” her grandmother greeted the two women in front of her. 
The shorter one had inky black hair that seemed to dance in springy coils on her shoulders when she leaned in for a hug. Her dark eyes crinkled, and a big smile formed on her full lips when she pulled back and gazed at Mary with fond affection. “It’s so good to see you again, Mary. How have you been?” She straightened and pushed a strand of hair away from her face, her brown skin glowing in the sunbeam peeking through the sea of palm trees in Mary’s front yard.
“Good, good.” Mary turned to the other woman. “Rania, you look tired. Did you come straight from the hospital? We could’ve met another day!”
The woman in question stood a couple of inches taller than the one Tempe assumed was Antoinette, with long, brown hair she’d tied up in a messy bun, tan skin, dressed as casually as her wife in faded jeans and a loose shirt (did couples automatically dress alike?). She released a warm, deep chuckle, her dimples noticeable as she hugged Mary too. “You worry too much about us. I’m fine. I’ve been tired since residency, and I don’t expect that to change any time soon.”
Antoinette rolled her eyes. “I keep telling her that sleep is the cure for that, but what do I know? At least she’s off for the next three days.”
Mary shook her head. “Come on inside. I’m so excited you’re here, and that you finally get to meet—”
“Tempe,” both Raina and Antoinette said in unison with a small laugh.
Tempe flushed and waved. “Hi,” she said before stuffing her hands into her pants pockets and stepping closer. Apparently, Mary must have mentioned her as often as she’d talked Tempe’s ear off about Rania and Antoinette. 
“Hello.” Antoinette’s gaze traveled up and down Tempe, who fidgeted, feeling awkward and frumpy under the woman’s keen gaze, even though they were all dressed casually. “I’m Antoinette. It’s great to meet you. Mary has told us so much about you.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
Rania chuckled, and Tempe couldn’t help but smile at the sound. “Don’t worry, they were all good stories, especially the one where you took the scenic route home from school and had your mother almost call the police.”
“Grandma!” Tempe whined. 
“Quit your complaining.” Mary ushered them all to sit at the dining room table. “It’s telling that this is supposed to be an example of your misbehavior. You’ve always been such a good girl.”
Tempe huffed.
“And a little sad. What is your trajectory if you were already this good as a child? Aren’t children supposed to misbehave?”
“An, Tempe doesn’t know you yet, so be nice. Not everyone grasps your sense of humor right away.”
“She got it.” Antoinette grinned.
Tempe dipped her head. “I never was a child. And as for that incident… I needed to think, and I figured a walk would help.”
Antoinette snorted while Rania seemed to suppress a smile. “How old were you again?”
Tempe raised her chin. “Eight and a half.”
“My point stands. Though I suppose so does yours, never having been a child. In what other ways did that show itself? Forgive me if this is too personal.”
Tempe stared at Antoinette, unused to such forwardness and not sure how to feel about it. “In lots of different ways.”
Antoinette said nothing and just held Tempe’s gaze. 
Tempe shuffled in her seat. She didn’t share easily at the best of times, and here, she didn’t know these people. But why on earth had she even said that she’d never been a child? She’d started it, and strangely enough, the prospect of telling them more seemed… not too daunting. Maybe because Mary trusted them. 
“I suppose the most glaring aspect of never being a child is that it doesn’t make you all that popular among your peers.”
Antoinette waved her off. “Popularity is overrated.”
“Perhaps, but it also sounds lonely. Children are cruel and tend to reject differences.”
Tempe offered Rania a small smile, both unnerved and glad that someone—this annoyingly beautiful woman—had picked up on that. 
“True, but that doesn’t mean you have to change who you are or feel that you’re somehow wrong or defective because you’re not like the rest,” Antoinette argued. 
“Our Tempe has always been a well-behaved child. She never gave us any problems, unlike Faith.” Mary chuckled. “It almost seemed like Tempe understood the burden of adulthood when she was little, and she didn’t want to add on to that,” she said. “I guess that’s why she never was a child.”
Tempe warded off a flush, barely. She needed to shift the focus off her as this was getting to be… a lot, and way too close to the heart for such a first meeting. Not to mention, she wanted to know more about their guests, too. 
“Grandma told me you’re an artist and you’re a doctor. That’s an interesting combination. I suppose the saying that opposites attract is true.”
“That depends on what opposites we’re talking about. Ran and I are quite different, in a lot of ways. I’m much more outgoing and, I suppose, frivolous than she is. We also have a few divergent interests, but when it comes to the core of who we are and what we want out of life, we’re a perfect match.”
“That makes sense. The differences there will keep things interesting, while the similarities offer a solid foundation.”
“Exactly.” Rania’s gaze warmed Tempe. 
They chatted some more, and after another short tale of ‘Tempe the forever grown up’ (she had no idea how they’d gotten back to that), Antoinette leaned back in her chair and shot Tempe a contemplative gaze. “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone quite like you, Temperance Worrington.”
Heat crept up Tempe’s neck, and she cleared her throat. “That’s rarely a compliment.”
“Believe me, it is.” Antoinette sipped her tea. “In fact, I’d like to draw you. Would you be OK with that?”
Tempe’s eyes widened while Rania groaned. “I don’t know.”
Mary interrupted any further comment by entering the room with her famous chocolate cake. 
Antoinette’s question stayed on Tempe’s mind. She was interested in seeing Antoinette’s art, but why would she want to draw her?



heat and bones 
JANUARY 2022
MARY HAD GUSHED ENDLESSLY about her grandchildren, Faith and Temperance. Antoinette had barely contained a snort upon first hearing their names. She supposed you shouldn’t have favorites when it came to your children or grandchildren, but to her, it seemed quite evident that Tempe was Mary’s favorite, though perhaps Mary worried more about her—the lone workaholic. Much like Rania had been before meeting Antoinette. She never understood such a life since she’d wither away without close friendships. 
Tempe in person appeared quite different from what Antoinette had pictured. She was both shier and stronger than Antoinette had expected. She had a backbone, and Antoinette appreciated that in people. While Mary had shown them a picture of Tempe, it had been an older one from when she’d been in her early teens. 
The woman who now sat across from them had grown up to be quite stunning. Her hazel hair, contrasting with her pale skin, framed high cheekbones—a face that seemed almost perfectly proportional—and her clear brown eyes were observant and held a solemn shine that captivated Antoinette, making her fingers itch for her pen and notebook. Hence, her request to draw Tempe.
Antoinette didn’t believe in patience or in beating around the bush. If you want something, go for it. How else would you ever get to where you wanted to be? Yes, that attitude could cause ruffled feathers or even a spot of embarrassment (the secondhand kind for Rania), but Antoinette just shrugged and moved on. 
People were often too preoccupied with worrying about what others thought of them. We would probably be surprised at how little we crossed the minds of those around us or how much the particulars of an interaction faded from the memory of all involved. As humans, we have a hard enough time remembering our own past. Why would anyone recall you spilled ketchup on your pants during lunch?
“Were you serious?” Tempe blurted out a little while later.
“About drawing you? Of course. Why would I have asked otherwise? You’re incredibly beautiful. The symmetry of your face begs to be immortalized on canvas.”
Rania bumped into her arm, but Antoinette remained undaunted and held Tempe’s wide-eyed gaze, watching her flush. 
“Mary said you work as a software engineer. Is that right?” Rania asked.
“Yes. A lot of my work is done from home, so theoretically, I could have stayed in California, but my firm prefers regular in-person meetings, and I liked the idea of a change of scenery.”
“That’s sometimes needed. I hope it works out for you.”
“Thank you.”
Mary chose that moment to return from the kitchen with another pot of coffee. “Who wants some more?”
Rania declined. “I won’t sleep for the next several days if I drink another cup of this.”
“Grandma makes the strongest coffee I’ve ever had. I drank half a cup as a kid, and let’s say my parents weren’t pleased with my inability to stop bouncing off the walls that night.”
Mary dropped into her seat. “When did that happen? I never knew. And why bother with coffee that doesn’t carry a punch? You might as well drink a hot chocolate.”
“Because that’s the same,” Tempe said. “I don’t know. I must have been around ten or so, and I wanted to try it.” She shrugged. “I liked the taste.” 
“Is that worse than taking the scenic route on your way back from school?” Antoinette asked. 
Tempe’s face once more turned crimson. 
Antoinette shouldn’t enjoy flustering the younger woman in this manner, but she somehow did, and Tempe’s fair skin and temperament appeared to make this mere child’s play. She contemplated what colors to use for her portrait and if she should paint her with ruddy cheeks. 
“You’re impossible, An,” Rania chided. “Tempe, never mind her. She has no filter. What pops into her head usually finds its way out of her mouth.”
“Oh, Tempe likes that. Remember, you dated that girl who asked me once if most of my friends were dead?”
Tempe covered her eyes. “God, don’t remind me.” 
“She was… odd. I can’t say I wasn’t relieved when you broke up.”
“We only went on a few dates. You weren’t even supposed to meet her.”
Mary hummed. 
“You never said Tempe was gay, too,” Antoinette said.
“It never crossed my mind, besides, I had an inkling neither of you would have an issue with that.”
Rania chuckled. 
“Oh, I’m sorry, Tempe. I didn’t mean to… out you? That’s the right term, isn’t it?”
“Yes, and it’s fine, Grandma.”
“How have you been settling in so far? It must be quite the change moving here from California,” Rania asked.
“It’s been an adventure. I’m not unfamiliar with Florida because of Grandma, but it’s different living here. The humidity is quite something.”
“You get used to the heat,” Rania said. “Or if you’re like Antoinette, you love it.”
Tempe shuddered. “God, no. I prefer much cooler weather, but my life seems to draw me to hotter climates.”
“Well, at least there’s air conditioning everywhere,” Rania said 
“Yes, unless it breaks down and you have to fall asleep at eighty-eight degrees.”
“You just sleep naked,” Antoinette quipped.
Tempe cleared her throat. “I suppose that’s one solution. Too bad you can’t take off your skin because I’d still be too hot even then.”
Rania grimaced. “That doesn’t sound like a good idea.”
“No. It’s also super gross. I’m sorry.”
“No worries,” Rania said. “Working in the emergency department almost guarantees you won’t find most things gross anymore.”
Tempe nodded. “I can see that.”
“If you ever want some company exploring the area, let us know. Especially since you’re working from home, so you might not meet that many new people quickly.”
“Thank you. That’s sweet. I’ll keep it in mind.”
Antoinette loved Rania’s ability to make people feel at ease, and Tempe appeared to be more relaxed around Rania. Too bad Antoinette would have to disrupt this almost tranquil moment, but waves belonged even to the calmest of oceans. “So, may I draw you?”
Tempe narrowed her eyes. “You’re like a dog with a bone, aren’t you?”
Antoinette’s brows rose while Rania seemed to hide a smile. How unexpectedly delightful. Her gaze traveled from her wife to Tempe. “I believe in going for what you want, and I want to draw you.”
“It’s that easy?” Tempe asked.
“Most things in life are. We only make them seem like a big deal.”
Rania groaned. “Please don’t get her started. It’s too early to have a philosophical discussion.”
“What is an appropriate time for that, Ran?”
“Let’s see.” Rania placed her index finger against her lip. “With you? Almost never.”
“Ouch.” Tempe laughed. 
Antoinette pouted, though inside she felt awash with excitement.
“Now girls, be nice to each other. I think it’s a great idea for Antoinette to draw you. She’s such a talented artist. Don’t be so shy. I’m sure you guys will become great friends. I’ve always had a good feeling about the three of you.”



contention 
AUGUST 2023
ANTOINETTE HATED THAT RANIA had been there when Tempe was brought. She couldn’t even imagine having to deal with that. She’d have collapsed on the spot. Never mind that Antoinette got queasy at the sight of blood—this was Tempe, their love. 
They’d stayed at the hospital until they were kicked out, as Antoinette had called it. Rania, on the other hand, argued that they’d been able to stay longer than hospital guidelines stipulated, and since they weren’t officially family, they’d been lucky to see Tempe at all. Antoinette cared little for guidelines, and she’d despaired at leaving Tempe’s side. No matter how hard it was to see her like this, parting triggered a permanent ache in her chest.
Back home, they’d called Mary, who was out-of-town visiting a friend. That conversation had been awful. Mary had cried and wanted to leave right away. It was already past eight in the evening, so Rania had convinced her to stay the night and drive back to West Palm in the morning, since Mary struggled with driving in the dark.
They went to bed, both seemingly lost in thought. Their new customized bed (Rania had felt their previous king was too small to accommodate them all, given she struggled to fall asleep when someone was touching her) now seemed like an endless, barren expanse where for a moment, Antoinette feared she’d even lose Rania lying all the way on the other side. 
“Ran,” Antoinette whispered.
“Hmm.”
Antoinette reached out her hand. “This is too much.”
Rania rolled over, scooting toward the middle of the bed. “Come here.” She opened her arms, and Antoinette hurried to meet her. 
She pressed her face against Rania’s neck, pulling her close.
Rania trailed her fingers down Antoinette’s back. “She’ll be fine.”
“You don’t know that,” she muffled against Rania’s warm skin, still lost in desolation. Her heart thumped wildly, and her mind raced so fast, she struggled to follow the images, the memories of the previous year. These happy moments were now overshadowed by images of Tempe lying motionless in the hospital bed while a machine not only regulated her breathing but also filled and decompressed her lungs. For the first time, she abhorred her vivid recall. 
While the closeness of her wife comforted Antoinette, the space in their home, in their bedroom, in their bed, appeared like a sinkhole, or better, a vast patch of quicksand, intending on swallowing them whole. 
“No, but I have to believe that because otherwise…”
Antoinette’s fingers dug hard into Rania’s back. “I know,” she croaked. She was usually the one hoping, with the forever confidence that things would work out in the end. Antoinette’s optimism had often clashed with Rania’s pragmatism, and for the life of her, Antoinette couldn’t recollect a time when she’d been this scared and forlorn. 
She didn’t understand why there wasn’t even a grain of hope for her to work with. She recalled Rania’s contemplative words a few years ago, that losing hope for someone brimming with confidence and optimism had to be a steep and painful fall, followed by an even more brutal crash. Antoinette remembered laughing, saying that she couldn’t imagine running into that issue. 
She hadn’t run into it. She’d plunged down a ravine, with the fall and impact still rattling in her bones. 
Rania seemed to know, and perhaps that was why they fell asleep curled up together—a very rare occurrence in their twelve years together.
The next morning, they picked up Mary after she’d returned from her friend’s place and drove to the hospital. Mary’s fingers trembled when Antoinette helped her out of the car, and the walk to Tempe’s room seemed to last forever. 
Antoinette ached, not just emotionally but physically. When she woke up this morning, still tangled up with Rania, who for once slumbered on while Antoinette roused, her body hurt. Her legs, her arms, and even her chest ached with a tightness she’d never known before, as fear and anger drained not only her energy but also her general outlook on life. She felt dejected and yet so livid. Although anger wasn’t a foreign emotion, she rarely held onto it, yet here it endured, gnawing her down to the quick and drawing blood. 
Mary sat in the chair next to Tempe’s bed, holding her granddaughter’s hand—both faces pale masks that hurt to see. 
Antoinette stood beside Tempe’s bed on the other side, joined by Rania after she had spoken to the attending physician. The situation remained unchanged, and the swelling hadn’t decreased overnight. 
Hours later, they spoke in low murmurs when the door opened and a tall, middle-aged man with dark hair and bushy eyebrows entered the room. Tempe’s father. 
“Mother,” he said, rushing toward Mary. 
“Sammy.” Mary reached out and Sam stepped closer, grasping her hands. 
“I just spoke to the doctors. I came as soon as I could.” His gaze stayed on Tempe’s still form. 
“It’s so awful,” Mary croaked. 
“How did this happen?” Sam asked.
“A car accident. I don’t know the details. Rania and Antoinette know more, but I couldn’t….”
Sam’s features hardened, and he released his mother’s hands before turning his head to fully look at them. “We should talk. Let’s go outside.”
They followed Sam into the hallway, with Antoinette struggling to tear her gaze away from Tempe. 
He stared at them, then took a deep breath. “How did my child end up in here?”
Antoinette hated his accusatory tone, as if they’d caused this. She hated plenty of other things about him, and she vividly recalled his most recent spat with Tempe, and how upset she’d been afterwards. Antoinette had hoped Tempe’s mother, Bree, would make it here first. 
“She had an appointment, close to home. The weather was awful, and she ended up in an accident. Her car flipped and… Then another car…” Rania swallowed hard.
“Another car crashed into hers,” Antoinette finished for her. 
“I see.” His gaze once more traveled between the two of them. “You can leave now. Her family is here, and we’ll take care of it.”
“Excuse me—”
“An.” Rania reached out her arm to prevent Antoinette from storming at Sam. “Mr. Worrington, I understand that you’re upset, but I’m sure Tempe would want us here, too. We’re her partners, and—”
“You,” he snarled. “You are a married couple. I don’t…” Sam clenched his jaw. “I can’t control what Tempe does with her life as she’s an adult. But my child is in a coma right now, and interestingly enough, I’m still listed as her next of kin. So, that tells me all I need to know about how serious she is concerning this… fling.”
Rania seized Antoinette’s hand and squeezed, hard. “We’ll be back tomorrow to check on her.”
“Don’t bother. I won’t allow you to see her. I already checked with the hospital, and in fact, they only permit family to see patients in the ICU. So, Dr. Karam, I’d say you only gained access due to your privileges as a doctor.”
Rania stiffened while Antoinette struggled not to punch him.
Sam stepped closer and lowered his voice. “I’m sure you wouldn’t want me to file a complaint, given that Temperance isn’t your patient, and therefore, you had no right to enter her room or access her file.”
“What about Mary?” Antoinette asked.
Sam’s gaze found hers, and his expression showed confusion before he narrowed his eyes. “I believe I can take care of my own mother.” He turned and strode back into Tempe’s room.
“Ran, I swear, I—”
“Not here. Let’s go home.”
Antoinette ground her teeth but allowed Rania to drag her along. Committing murder in a hospital would not be the best of ideas, nor would it get her what she wanted, what they both needed—access to Tempe.
They’d have to talk to Mary. Perhaps she could knock some sense into her son. The audacity of the man! To threaten Rania because they had the nerve to love his daughter. She knew he’d never been happy about their relationship—to put it mildly—yet this rejection, to cast them away from Tempe, she’d not expected that. 
Rania often said Antoinette only saw the good in people, that she was too forgiving, unable to harbor grudges (the latter Rania considered a good thing, though even that was crumbling at her feet now), but Antoinette was reaching uncharted territory as a previously unseen level of resentment rose within her and mingled with the blinding rage that continued to drum through her veins. What a total clusterfuck!



pillows and brats 
DECEMBER 2022
TEMPE DIDN’T HAVE ANGER issues, but sometimes, when dealing with her father, she wondered. Telling her mother about dating Antoinette and Rania—a couple who’d been married for ten years—had been hard enough. Though she supposed the fact that her mom was going through some sort of bisexual awakening at the same time might have helped. 
But telling her father? She shouldn’t have bothered. He lived on the other side of the country, and it wasn’t as if he spent a lot of time in Florida, despite his aging mother living there. Yet, Tempe had felt almost obligated to tell him. He’d laughed at first, asking if this was a joke or some kind of prank, some weird show of solidarity with her mother. 
When she’d assured him she was serious, he’d had to go. So, at first, there was nothing much, but then came text messages, emails, even voice messages where he tried to ‘talk some sense’ into her. The ‘lesbian business alone’ he could handle, but not two women, two married women, both older, and one ‘old enough to be her mother.’ Tempe had almost smashed her phone at that comment. 
Now, she may have been a brat when she called him a hypocrite, given that his own girlfriend, Candy, was twenty-three years his junior. So, like father like daughter, she’d said, with the difference that his age difference was bigger by way over four years and the other way around. The irony of his reply, calling Rania a predator, wasn’t lost on Tempe, though the fury coursing through her had drowned that out.
Which was how she showed up at Rania’s and Antoinette’s, steaming with rage.
“Hey, are you OK?” Rania’s expression shone with warmth and concern.
Tears shot into Tempe’s eyes. She’d meet no one with such quiet, warm affection and consideration as Rania. Tempe sometimes wondered if she was even real. 
“Yeah. Just a little clash with my dad. How are you?”
“I’m fine.” Rania drew nearer and pressed a soft, lingering kiss against Tempe’s lips.
Her eyelids flickered shut, and Tempe resisted the urge to either cry or sink into Rania. While Antoinette was like a whirlwind that upended Tempe and left her gasping, breathless and full of wired energy, Rania was a reservoir of calm that blunted any storm that may arise within her. She pulled back with a soft smile.
“Hmm, much better. Antoinette’s in her studio, but she should be out soon. Unless—”
“She isn’t because she got lost in her latest project.”
Rania offered her another affectionate smile, and by now, Tempe’s rage had simmered to a mere annoyance, but when her father’s words sprang to her mind once more, she stiffened. 
“Come.” Rania led her into the living room. “Sit with me.” She settled on the couch and patted the space next to her. 
Tempe sat down, resisting the desire to lean against her. “How was your day?”
“Busy, but not as stressful as the rest of the week. I’m happy to be off. You’re staying the weekend, right?”
“That’s the plan.”
“Good.” Rania grasped Tempe’s hand and stroked her fingers. “You want to talk about what happened?”
“I don’t know. Just my dad and his general… lack of understanding.”
“You’re usually not that wound up afterward.”
“Maybe it’s just one of those days where things hit you harder.”
“Perhaps, yes. And you don’t have to talk to me. You could talk to An, or, I don’t know. Your sister? I just think that if it upsets you a lot, you should talk to someone.”
Tempe frowned. “Why would I talk to Antoinette, but not you?”
Rania shrugged. “We’re different people, and even though we’re all together, that doesn’t mean there might not be moments when it’s easier to talk to one rather than the other.”
“That wouldn’t bother you?”
“What bothers me is you being upset and then deciding to bottle it all up inside.”
“Some problems aren’t the burden of others to carry.”
“I am not others.” Rania’s expression grew stern. 
Tempe released a hard breath. “You’re not, no.”
Antoinette chose that moment to enter the living room. “Tempe, hi. I didn’t hear you get here.” She kissed Tempe, then Rania, before sitting down next to Tempe. “What’s going on? Ran looks all serious, and Tempe, you look like you got detention. Or is this some sort of game we’re playing?”
Rania sighed.
Tempe jumped up. “That’s not funny!”
“I’m sorry. I was only teasing, but the joke almost attacked me.”
Tempe pinched the bridge of her nose. 
“I suppose that explains some of what your father might have said to upset you,” Rania said. 
She wanted to tell them, but she also didn’t because she knew it would hurt Rania, and she hated the very notion. 
“What did he say now?” Antoinette asked.
Tempe clenched her jaw. “Could we just… hang out together and go ahead with our regular plan for tonight?”
“We had something planned?” Antoinette asked.
“No, I meant, you know, just be together.”
“With you wound up like that? Hard to relax when you’re about to snap.”
“An, stop it,” Rania said. 
“I’m not…” Tempe released a heavy sigh, unclenching her fists and lowering her head. Antoinette had a point. “He called Rania a predator. I might have provoked him by calling him a hypocrite for his continued attempts to convince me of the ‘errors of my ways,’ as he likes to call it. I mean, come on! He is dating a twenty-seven-year-old, and he’s fifty! But he makes a big deal out of Rania’s age.”
Antoinette’s dark eyes grew flinty, but she remained silent, yet her hand had grasped Rania’s and she squeezed it.
“We talked about this. Our age gap is… significant, but we’ve decided to be together, regardless. Has anything changed there?” Rania asked. 
“No! Of course not. I want to be with you, both of you.”
“And we want to be with you. Your father loves you, and he’s right to be concerned about your well-being. However, he’s also wrong for not treating you like an adult, and for assuming you don’t know your own heart.”
“Yes, but—”
“I don’t care what he calls me. People on the outside never have a true insight into your relationship. They don’t know what you have, even if you were to confide in them and share your thoughts and emotions with them. It’s even harder in our case.”
Tempe’s shoulders drooped. “I hate the way he talks about you.”
“That’s because you love us,” Antoinette said. “We always get more riled up when someone insults who we love compared to them offending us. Of course, the fact that you love him makes it even harder.”
“I guess,” Tempe grumbled. “I just wish he’d drop it. He’s my dad, but that doesn’t give him the right to… be so relentless while also being so… wrong.”
Rania laughed. “I believe it’s a parent’s job to be relentless when they feel their kid is doing something awful that will hurt them.”
“But I’m not! And you know what, I think he’s more worried about what me being with you will mean for his precious career compared to any worries about my tender heart.”
“But your heart is so very tender,” Rania said. “Even if you deny that.”
Tempe flushed. “Anyway. Now that I’ve told you what’s up and you’re not upset, can we just get on with things?”
“Things like what?” Antoinette asked. 
Tempe raised her arms, then dropped them. “You know, the usual. Stop being a brat.”
Rania chuckled. “Good luck with that.”
“Hey!” Antoinette said. “Speaking of brats, you recall when I told you that Rania’s parents are still in denial about our marriage?” 
“Yes, how does that make them brats?”
Antoinette waved her off. “Not them. Her dad, he still thinks we’re roommates. Can you imagine? If you lived here too, he’d be convinced he was right all along.”
“That makes no sense. The denial is already a stretch, given your history, but roommates? Come on! You guys have been together forever.” 
Rania threw a pillow at Tempe, who caught it.
“Hey!”
“First you’re all concerned about my feelings, and now you make us sound positively ancient.”
Humor glinted in Tempe’s eyes, and mischief replaced her earlier rage. “To be fair, you guys got married when I was—” 
“If you want to sleep in our bed tonight, you won’t finish that sentence.” Rania glowered.
Tempe snapped her mouth shut. There was no way she’d talk herself out of that. 
Antoinette laughed. 
“I thought so,” Rania said with a smirk that Tempe shouldn’t find so appealing. 



coming and going 
DECEMBER 2022
WHILE RANIA HADN’T SEEN this coming—their connection and then relationship with Tempe—she couldn’t imagine her life in any other form anymore, though she’d also admit that without Antoinette’s bravery and lack of filter, they likely never would have found their way to this contented closeness. She doubted either she or Tempe would have dared to speak up, and so they’d have continued to be friends with a loaded amount of sexual and emotional tension. 
She sometimes worried about Sam grinding down Tempe and convincing her that their relationship could never work in the long run. Rania understood his worries—anyone would assume that if things went south, Tempe would be the one left out. She supposed people didn’t realize or couldn’t see that any such fracture would also tear Rania and Antoinette apart. 
So while Rania hadn’t lied to Tempe, she didn’t care what Samuel Worrington thought of her, but that didn’t mean she had no concerns of her own. She also recognized that most of her worries were born in fear, and something she needed to weed out herself. Rania preferred to work through her issues on her own since she loathed to burden others. Yes, she was aware how hypocritical that was considering the advice she’d just offered Tempe. However, we often had different standards for others than for ourselves. It was always so much easier to give advice than to follow it. 
Later that evening, they made pizza (Antoinette and she did while Tempe leaned against the sink, chatting with them), and after a delightful dinner, they congregated at the dining room table to play Clue. Why this remained Tempe’s favorite board game persisted to be a mystery to Rania, given Tempe lost most of the time. 
As Rania watched Antoinette tease Tempe—still one of her wife’s favorite pastimes, and Rania couldn’t blame her—she witnessed a joy and happiness she felt beating in her own chest, too. She vowed not only to eradicate the remaining nagging fears about their future, but also to nurture the elation and peace that these two women infused into her life. Though first she had to ruffle some feathers.
“Miss Scarlet with the dagger in the study,” Rania said.
Tempe and Antoinette fell quiet, both staring at her with wide eyes. 
“That can’t be right.” Tempe perused her own notes.
“How could you already know that?” Antoinette asked. “You realize you’re out if you’re wrong?”
“It’s not my first time.” Rania reached for the envelope.
Antoinette snorted.
Rania rolled her eyes. “Get your mind out of the gutter.”
“With both of you looking like that? Fat chance. My mind built a nice little cottage right in the gutter.”
Tempe laughed. 
“Looking like what? We’re all in casual home clothes.”
“Exactly.” Antoinette gestured at the envelope still in Rania’s hands. “Well?”
“Right.” Rania opened it and grinned when she gazed at the cards.
Both Tempe and Antoinette groaned. 
“How?” Tempe asked when Antoinette started to pack up the board. 
Rania shrugged. “Deduction.”
“Well then, I’m deducing we’re moving to the bedroom. After all, Tempe is going to abandon us for Christmas next week, so I suggest we make up for lost time.”
“I’m not abandoning you! But I can’t leave my mom all alone, especially not after that Thanksgiving.” She shuddered.
“Another event you left us for.” Antoinette’s grin belied her accusation. 
“Uh uh, don’t even. I’m not ready to deal with both your families.”
“On that note, have you thought about relocating? Given your issues with your new roommate and since you’re already spending quite a bit of time here…” Rania asked. They’d talked about Tempe moving in before but never settled on a date, only that it would make sense down the road. Yet this avenue seemed to have opened up sooner than they’d expected.
“I never signed a lease.”
“We know,” Antoinette said.
“I’ve been talking to Matt, and well, he started dating this girl who lost her apartment because the owner needed it himself, and so… They asked if I minded her moving in.”
“And?” Rania’s heart picked up its beat.
“I do and I don’t. I’d feel like an ass if I say no and then she’s homeless, but the apartment is too small for three people, and well, I’d already thought about moving in with you guys early next year. That is, I wanted to give Matt time to find a new roommate, but now…” Tempe sighed.
“What’s the problem?” Antoinette asked. 
“Now it seems like I want to move in because my apartment is getting too small, and while it’s true that we’ll be cramped, I’d rather deal with that than have you think I’m only coming because of that situation.”
“That’s new. I didn’t realize a difficult roommate situation and worry about giving us the wrong impression could make you come.”
Rania glared at her wife. “An! For crying out loud!”
“Come on! That was a little funny. Besides, Tempe, your worries, while sweet, are totally unfounded. None of that would ever cross our minds. We want you here with us, right, Ran?”
“Of course.”
“But—”
“No.” Rania clasped Tempe’s hand. “We haven’t been together for that long, but we’ve been close friends for quite a while. This doesn’t feel hasty or foolish. We work, and the idea of you living with us permanently…” She inhaled deeply. “We can’t imagine anything we want more.”
Tempe smiled and squeezed Rania’s hand. “OK. I’ll talk to Matt.”
“Yes! Now, since that’s cleared up, can we retire to the bedroom?” Antoinette asked.
“You’re so impatient. And this is a sweet and touching moment,” Rania said.
“Of course, to all of that. I’m in favor of more touching moments, especially…” She pointed with her head in the direction of the bedroom. “Make up for lost time. Remember?”
“But it’s time we haven’t lost yet. How do you make up for that?” Tempe asked.
“Fine. Be that way. I shall go to the bedroom and start without you two. Feel free to join me whenever you get around to it.” Antoinette rose and strolled to the bedroom.
Tempe swallowed hard and her gaze flickered from Antoinette’s retreating back to Rania. 
Rania nodded, and wordlessly, they stood and followed Antoinette.



boneless 
AUGUST 2023
RANIA HAD BEEN LOOKING forward to the upcoming weekend, to being off and spending time with Antoinette and Tempe. While she wasn’t working today and would be off for the next three days as well, she almost wished she were back at work. Not because she’d check on Tempe, but work might distract her enough so she wouldn’t jump out of her skin. 
Antoinette had been stewing next to her during the drive home. Her arms folded in front of her chest, and her face a mask of barely contained rage. Rania knew what awaited her once they crossed the threshold of their house, and that knowledge alone cast a bone crushing exhaustion over her. Yesterday and today were shaping up to be the two worst days of her life, and unlike her wife, she generally didn’t bathe in her emotions, linger in the water, carefully sorting and petting them. 
Rania couldn’t change her feelings, but she preferred to just move on in spite of them. No, that wasn’t right either. She registered her emotions, and she dealt with them, but when making decisions or trying to work through something, unlike Antoinette, Rania didn’t rely on her emotions. This thing with Tempe, though? It had her lost in an emotional maelstrom, and Rania already struggled to cope, to keep the squall threatening to overrun her at bay.
She loved her wife. Rania treasured her emotions and the depth of them—even the more explosive aspects. She understood that this was Antoinette’s way of dealing with strife and hardship, but she already felt so depleted that worry fought with exhaustion for supremacy. Antoinette’s raging was the last thing she needed. She supposed she shouldn’t be so unfair. Her wife likely felt even more helpless than she did. 
Once they entered their home, Antoinette stomped into her art studio. 
Rania raised her eyebrows but took advantage of the brief respite to grab a shower. 
Half an hour later, she found Antoinette pacing in front of the large bay window. 
“He can’t do this, right? You work there. They can’t keep you out!”
Rania sighed. “It’s within his rights to determine who gets to see Tempe, and no, they can’t keep me out.”
Antoinette stopped and glared at her. “But?”
“I have no reason to be in that room, look at her charts, or talk to her doctors.”
Antoinette opened her mouth, but Rania held up her hand. 
“I obviously meant no professional reason.”
Antoinette released a ragged breath and thankfully dropped that line of inquiry. “What if we call Bree? Why isn’t she here, anyway?”
“The trial?” Rania said.
“Oh, right. Damn. I’d forgotten about that. Does that mean she can’t come at all?”
“I don’t know.”
“Then let me call her. Perhaps she can convince that idiot of her ex-husband to give us access. I wonder if Seren still has her old contacts.” Antoinette canted her head.
“Tempe told us this in confidence. Besides, I’m sure she’s a little busy testifying against the mob. I doubt ordering a hit on her new girlfriend’s ex-husband is in her best interest.”
“It might be in everyone’s best interests,” Antoinette grumbled, picking up her phone. 
“What about Mary? Besides, Tempe loves her parents.” Rania blinked rapidly and cleared her throat.
Antoinette sighed and dialed Bree’s number. 
After a few rings, Rania heard Bree answer the phone. 
“Hi, Bree. This is Antoinette. Yes, about Tempe. We have a problem with Sam.”
Rania tuned out most of their conversation, especially since she knew the outcome before it started—Bree promised to talk to Sam. She also informed them that she’d not make it to West Palm before Saturday evening. Two more full days of almost guaranteed no access to Tempe.
After ending the phone call, Antoinette disappeared once more in her art studio. 
Restless and with outside temperatures topping ninety degrees, Rania opted against a walk and instead set about preparing a pasta salad to distract herself. To be fair, mundane tasks weren’t that effective at slowing down her racing thoughts. How did they get here? Sam’s words stung, even if she didn’t show it as much as Antoinette did. They had talked about wills and power of attorney, but Tempe… She sighed. Now it was too late, anyway. 
Rania still hoped Bree could come through and convince Sam to allow them access, though she doubted it. He’d been so livid, and why on earth would he listen to his ex-wife? Should they talk to Mary? She hated the idea of coming between Mary and her son, not that she thought they could, but Mary was their friend, and the request alone would surely make her feel bad.
Rania could still talk to Tempe’s attending physician and get answers, but she’d violate the family’s wishes, not to mention that ethically, she had no right to this information. And with the family at odds if Bree gave them access, the hospital would follow its own policy, which meant that only the family could enter the ICU and see Tempe or learn of her status. 
Rania, unlike her wife, stuck to the rules since she believed rules existed for a good reason. However, it set her on a confrontation course with Antoinette, and this had been a bone of contention between them in the past, but now with emotions running so high…
Lost in thought, she first didn’t react when the phone rang, but she hurried to accept the call when she saw Mary’s name flash across her screen. 
“Hi, Mary. Are you OK?”
“Hello, dear. I’m hanging in there. How are you girls?”
“Wait, let me get An so she can join us.” Rania sprinted to Antoinette’s studio, startling her wife with her sudden appearance. “It’s Mary.”
Antoinette jumped off her stool and darted closer. “Hi, Mary.”
“I’m so sorry about Sammy. I don’t know where he gets it from, but he’s stubborn as a mule. I tried to tell him he’s making a mistake by keeping you from Tempe, but he’s not listening. I’m sorry.”
Rania sighed. “It’s fine. We wouldn’t have asked you to talk to him.”
Antoinette frowned. 
“That’s because you’re so sweet. I told him that, too, but according to Sam, you’ve blinded me.” She laughed. “As if cataracts weren’t on their way to take care of that.”
“When is your surgery again?”
“Next month. Don’t you worry about that. I’ll postpone it if necessary, and that’s not why I called. I wanted to tell you I’ve tried, but also that to me, you are family. I love you both like you were my own grandchildren, and I know how much you love our Tempe.”
“Thank you, Mary.” Antoinette’s voice sounded rough. 
“Hang in there. I’ll try to keep you updated, but it’ll not be much as all this medical talk goes right over my head, and Sammy tries to shield me from it to avoid upsetting my heart,” she grumbled. “I know he’s trying to stop me from telling you two anything. Again, I don’t understand what’s going on with him. I did hear a doctor tell Sam they want to wait a bit before they’re operating on her arm, but that’s all.”
Antoinette narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth when Rania’s hand snapped up, and she placed two fingers against her wife’s lips, shaking her head. 
“It’s all right. Don’t worry about it. We’ll find a solution,” Rania said.
“I hope so, girls. Tempe would be beside herself knowing you can’t be with her.”
After a few more minutes, their conversation ended.
“It’s funny, isn’t it?” Rania’s gaze grew vacant.
“What is?”
“Mary has only ever been happy for us. Before Tempe, she accepted us as a married couple and treated us with the same respect she shows everyone else. She never diminished what we have. And when she learned of Tempe and us, she was only happy.”
“Mary is one of a kind.”
“Is she, though? Shouldn’t people accept the choices of others if they’re not hurting anyone else? Especially if they claim to love them.”
Antoinette sighed. “I know.”
“It’s just sad that Mary can do that when she has no reason to love us like she does, or better yet, no obligation. We’re not family, not by blood anyway, and still…”
“No one is obligated to love anyone. Family doesn’t mean that—” 
“Yes, of course. I’m merely pointing out the difference between how Mary treats us and how our families are dealing with us. How difficult it is for them to even acknowledge our marriage.”
“It’s different cultures, too.”
“That’s what we always say, but I’m getting tired. Our love isn’t inferior because neither of us is a man, and… God, the fallout if they learned the truth about Tempe.” Rania closed her eyes. Her heart couldn’t take such thoughts, so why did her mind insist on dragging her there?
“Let’s not do this now. We have enough on our plate as it is.”
Rania nodded, but the feeling of discontent—a profound disappointment—clung to her and fused with her overall misery. 
She left Antoinette’s studio and returned to the bedroom to pick up a book from her nightstand. On the way back, she halted in front of an abstract painting she had once described as chicken scratch, but which Tempe loved so much that they had bought it for her a couple of months after they’d all attended an exhibition of Antoinette’s art together for the first time. 
She stared at the colorful swirls, and tears rushed to her eyes, blurring her vision and making the image seem ever more intangible. Tempe had first wanted to hang it in her bedroom/office—the bed she only slept in when Antoinette’s or Rania’s parents visited—arguing that Rania hated it and therefore it shouldn’t be in their bedroom. 
But Rania didn’t hate it. Whenever she looked at it now, not only did she see the beginning of their story, she also recalled Tempe’s words and how fascinated she’d been by her.
God, what were they going to do? Not knowing Tempe’s condition was killing her. She couldn’t recall ever feeling this raw and untethered.
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RANIA HAD SWITCHED SHIFTS with a colleague to attend the opening of Antoinette’s newest exhibition at a local art gallery. Against her better judgment, she’d also suggested they invite Tempe to join them. She still marveled at her offer to play tour guide for the younger woman. Rania didn’t mind Antoinette’s preoccupation with drawing her, as her wife sometimes got hyperfocused on her art, and she overall quite liked Tempe, yet she couldn’t place her finger on the contradictory mix of emotions flashing through her relating to their new acquaintance. 
She wanted to get to know her more, but Rania also felt that she shouldn’t. She had spent way too much time contemplating this conundrum already, since this had never happened to her before—that she’d been equally drawn to and away from someone. Rania had meant to bring this up with Antoinette, but there hadn’t been a moment, and so instead, she’d suggested inviting Tempe to the gallery, with a frown. 
“Wait, are you only saying that because you know I want to draw her? That’s sweet, but if you don’t like her, there’s no reason to—”
“I never said I don’t like her.”
“Mmhmm.” Antoinette raised one eyebrow. 
“I like her, it’s just…” She huffed.
“Mary seems to love the idea of us spending more time with Tempe, and I know you don’t have an issue with me wanting to draw her. What else could there be besides you just not feeling her?”
Rania rubbed the back of her neck. “No, it’s fine. I wouldn’t have suggested inviting her if I didn’t like her. Maybe it’s her age? I’m not used to socializing with people in their twenties anymore.” She nodded. That had to be it.
Antoinette snorted. “First of all, you don’t socialize, and second, seriously? How old are you? Do you think forty-two is so ancient that you couldn’t be friends with someone in their twenties?”
“What else could it be?”
“Could be what? You still haven’t told me what the issue is.” 
Rania lifted her hands, then dropped them again. “I don’t know. I want to see more of her, and I don’t.”
“Huh, that is odd. How about this: we do as you suggested and invite her to the gallery, and you use this night to figure out what is going on?”
“How is that supposed to work? What if she says no?” Rania stuffed her hands into her pants pockets. 
“Then we invite her to something else. You just talk to her and see. Maybe you really don’t like her, and your subconscious is faster, or it’s because you feel you should like her because of Mary.”
Rania nodded. “That sounds like a plan.”
Tempe had said yes, and so Rania found herself almost tongue-tied, sipping a glass of red wine while Tempe gushed over an abstract painting that looked to Rania like an inkblot mixed with paint-stained chicken feet waddling across the canvas (not that she’d say that out loud, and no, it wasn’t one of Antoinette’s pieces). She just preferred her art less… abstract. She rolled her eyes.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to go on and on about this.” Tempe flushed. 
“No need to apologize. Your enthusiasm is… endearing.” She hesitated. “I’m afraid I’m not much of an art fan.”
Tempe’s eyes widened. “But you’re married to an artist!”
“Indeed, but we don’t have to share the same passions. And it’s not that I dislike art. I just… I prefer to recognize a painting instead of being assaulted by an explosion of color. It seems inefficient.”
“Does Antoinette know that?”
Rania faltered as heat crept up her neck. “Yes, of course. Do you think that’s something I could keep from my wife of ten years?”
Tempe shrugged. “I wouldn’t know what sort of secrets couples keep from each other.”
“None.” Rania’s voice dropped low. 
Tempe shivered. 
“Are you cold?”
“Huh? No. I’m fine.” She cleared her throat. “No secrets? Is that feasible?”
“Yes and no. You don’t need to tell your partner your entire life story and leave nothing out. We’re still separate entities, but true secrets erode a relationship.”
“And you’d consider your dislike for abstract art such a secret?”
Rania hummed. “It depends.”
“That seems to be the case quite often.”
“Because that’s life, isn’t it? Full of gray, and the black and white you see when you’re growing up gets lighter and darker. Life taints, I suppose.”
“That’s harsh.”
Rania shrugged but remained silent, unsure how their conversation had derailed in this manner, and equally confounded by her overall reaction. So far, this evening hadn’t helped in solving her quandary. 
“The increase in gray is freeing to me. To be honest, I’ve always seen some gray, even when I was younger.”
“Younger than twenty-four?”
“Yes, imagine that.” Tempe’s voice had a curious edge to it. She sighed. “I’m sorry. This is my baggage.”
“What is?”
“Growing up, I’ve always felt like the odd one out with peers, while I’d easily connected with older people. Probably part of the ‘never having been a child’ thing.”
“I see.”
“Do you? It’s frustrating because you never fit in anywhere. You don’t understand your peers, and they don’t get you because you’re too serious, too focused, and too old, yet those with whom you feel a connection and who are like you, well, they’ll always see you as a child.”
“That sounds frustrating.”
“Indeed. Though you learn to deal with it. Anyway, enough about me. Let’s get back to you keeping this secret from Antoinette.”
“Oh, are you now?” Antoinette joined them and pressed a quick kiss on Rania’s lips. “Do tell! What secret are you keeping from me?”
“I didn’t mean—” Tempe started but Antoinette shook her head.
“No need to blush, dear Tempe. It’s all out in the open now.” Her eyes sparkled, dancing with the sort of trouble that Rania, while often protesting, secretly loved. 
Rania bumped into Antoinette. “Be nice,” she murmured. 
Antoinette laughed. “When am I ever anything else?”
Choosing to ignore that question, Rania instead pointed at the painting that had started this entire exchange. “This looks like a rabid chicken first stepped into a vat of paint and then made a mad dash across the canvas.” She canted her head. “Like it saw some grains on the opposite side of the room.” There, she’d said it after all. 
Antoinette’s mouth opened, then closed again. 
Meanwhile, Tempe choked on a sip of wine, coughing; she covered her mouth with her arm. 
Rania stepped closer and patted her back. “Are you all right?” 
Tempe nodded, her eyes tearing. “I’m fine,” she croaked. 
“You almost killed her. What kind of doctor are you?” Antoinette asked, the crinkle of her eyes disproving the seriousness of her words. 
“Apparently one who raises the patient quota,” Rania quipped. 
“You’re both awful,” Tempe said, humor coloring her tone.
They all laughed. 
“Now, back to your devastating critique. I suppose I’m lucky that I only ever dabbled in abstract art.” Antoinette’s gaze drifted from the painting to Rania and back again. “It’s adventurous but also lovely?”
“You don’t sound sincere when your compliment ends in a question,” Rania drawled. 
“I love the artist, Samantha Graves, remember? I attended several of her workshop events years ago. But I overall prefer her less abstract paintings.”
“Oh, right.”
“It’s beautiful,” Tempe said. “The colors are… It’s like they tell a story. They describe the mood of being so happy you could burst, how that feels, and how buoyant you are in that moment, but then, the… chicken feet over there,” Tempe smiled while pointing at the relevant section of the canvas, “it’s as if life invades with pain, with a needle, like a mean person at a fair who is piercing children’s balloons to suck the joy and happiness out of you.”
They both stared at Tempe, who flushed. 
“I know, I know, how is that beautiful, right? But look right there, those swirls, it’s like, ‘Yes, life knocked me down, but it also gave me this, all these colors, all this joy, and it will do so again, with time.’ The swirls are the beginning, the formation of another high.” She shrugged. “It’s beautiful.”
Rania was once more speechless while her heart thrummed in her chest. She felt the urge to understand Tempe better, to figure out what made her tick, what made her say these things, yet once again something inside froze her in place and no words fell from her lips. She could only stare at Tempe in silence. At least she wasn’t alone in her stupor as Antoinette also looked at Tempe with wide eyes. 
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AFTER MARY’S IMPROMPTU  Kaffeeklatsch, Tempe’s mind kept drifting back to Rania and Antoinette, but she hadn’t known what to do about it. Perhaps her grandma had been right, and she was lonely and in need of a few local friends. 
At the same time, Tempe didn’t get preoccupied with people, and again, while their get-together at Mary’s had loosened up eventually and turned quite pleasant, it still made no sense for her mind to return to something either woman had said and to formulate a response in her head. A reply she’d likely never get to utter. She had been contemplating swinging by Mary’s again to run into Rania or Antoinette, but the moment that thought had manifested, she’d dismissed it and seriously wondered if she’d fallen on her head and forgotten about it. 
Tempe loved art, and when Rania texted to invite her to join them at an exhibition of several of Antoinette’s new artworks at a downtown gallery Saturday afternoon, she’d accepted immediately. After pressing send, she realized she never even considered her plans or anything else. The dress code was supposed to be smart casual, and so Tempe spent a few moments investigating on her laptop before raiding her closet and settling on a black button-down shirt and a pair of dark slacks. When in doubt, go with black. Her mother’s voice rang in her ears, though Tempe had serious qualms given her mother’s preference for floral over black.
By the time Saturday arrived and she made it to the gallery after only getting lost once, Tempe contemplated turning around and racing back home. She didn’t understand the unsettled feeling coursing through her, her sweaty palms, and her thundering heart. Had she become this much of a recluse that an outing with two potential friends terrified her? She needed to get out more. 
Rania greeted her first, mentioning that Antoinette was showing an old friend one of her pieces, but Tempe struggled to register a word Rania said, distracted by the woman’s attire: her dark décolleté blouse with golden buttons along the neckline, white slacks accented by a black and silver belt, and an envelope purse. Casual, yes, but she still looked elegant in an effortless way. She’d been so focused on the outfit and the long necklace with the vertical silver bar pendant that Rania had finally asked her if she was all right, to which Tempe could only nod, even though she would have preferred to sink into the ground and die.
They got stuck by the abstract painting, the
“well of hope,” and if Tempe had money to spend on it, she’d have bought the piece in a second. However, Rania had not shared her affinity, which led to an interesting exchange ending in secrets people keep from their spouses, and once more, Tempe had felt like dying when Antoinette appeared. But then things changed, and she’d prattled endlessly once more about this canvas, causing both women to stare at her like she… 
Tempe couldn’t assess the scrutiny she received. They didn’t seem to think her crazy, nor were they making fun of her. It read more like genuine surprise and… wonder. Tempe frowned. 
“You know what?” Rania eventually found her voice, right before Tempe launched into another tirade of babbling nonsense. “You have a point.”
“I do?”
Antoinette laughed. “You’re rightfully shocked,” she said before leaning closer to Tempe, whispering, “Rania rarely admits she was wrong.”
“I never said I was wrong,” Rania said with a small frown.
Antoinette straightened. “Not verbatim, but it means the same. You’re agreeing with Tempe, thus negating your earlier assessment.”
Rania rolled her eyes. “As I was saying, Tempe has a point. The painting does convey a sort of hopefulness.”
Tempe smiled as warmth bloomed in her chest. She truly must have been in dire need of companionship. 
“May I now show you some of my new pieces? If you hate them, don’t tell me. My fragile heart can’t take it.” 
“Ignore her. She’ll be fine, even if you were to call her art atrocious.”
Tempe blanched. “I’d never say that!” 
“God, you’re cute when you’re all scandalized.” Antoinette laughed.
Tempe fought a blush. “It’s just rude. There are ways to express your… lack of affinity for a piece of art without being mean.”
“True that,” Antoinette said. 
“And wouldn’t it also be rude to ignore her? We’re here to see her art.”
Rania chuckled, another dark sound that made Tempe frown. “No, I just meant don’t let her fool you. She can take the criticism.”
“She’s right. It’s impossible to create art that appeals to everyone, and if you think it sucks, well, then you’re obviously wrong, but that’s all right. We all have moments like that.”
“Not me.” Rania took Antoinette’s hand. 
“Of course not, Ran. You’re always right.”
Rania laughed. 
Tempe shook her head. She’d never met a couple like the two of them. They made her head spin, and to her surprise, she quite liked it. Tempe could imagine spending more time with them. She also recalled Antoinette’s statement about how different they were in personalities, and Tempe thought that already their first meeting had shown that, but tonight underlined this even more. 
She’d never had a successful romantic relationship before, and she wondered if she could ask them more questions about what makes a relationship work. They seemed to be such a great match, and maybe Tempe could learn from them so that her next attempt might not be such an utter disaster. 
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AN OPPRESSIVE SILENCE HUNG over the house, a stillness that hurt with every breath. Rania didn’t understand it—not that they ached over Tempe’s absence, but how this house that had been their home since they got married had morphed into an almost desolate wasteland without Tempe there. It felt heavier than just the accident—more than the darkness this had ushered in.
Antoinette and she seemed to haunt the halls like ghosts, both unsure what to do and how to continue without Tempe. How did you pick up where you’d left off after something so vital had been ripped from you, especially since you had no assurance that life would ever return to how it was before?
This seemed insane because Tempe had only been with them for close to a year—as a partner, longer as a friend, sure, but still… They had met in January of the previous year, yet the prospect of life without her seemed more than daunting; it was downright unimaginable. 
Antoinette’s sleep the night before had been restless and as often interrupted by startled awakenings and anxious glancing around the room as her own. Sometimes they simply stared at each other, unable to formulate words, and instead sought solace in holding each other close.
They didn’t talk much for two reasons: Tempe’s accident had left them speechless, and it had also created a divide between them on how to proceed. They rarely found themselves at an impasse, most definitely not about something as close to their hearts as this. 
There was a moment earlier when Rania thought she heard Tempe’s car in the driveway, and she’d rushed to the door despite knowing it was impossible. Still, her thumping heart had urged her forward, only to stand barefooted on the cold wooden floor with drooping shoulders and her eyes full of moisture. 
They had a quiet lunch together, both sitting at the table and poking listlessly at their microwaved frozen meals, their gazes wandering to Tempe’s chair before snapping back to their food when the other seemed to notice.
“Do you want to talk about it?” Rania couldn’t stand the quiet anymore, so much so that she asked that question. 
Antoinette stared at her unblinkingly, as if she hadn’t heard right. “Not really.”
Good. No, wait. “Are you sure?”
Antoinette sighed. “There’s not much to talk about, is there? Tempe is as she is. We don’t know anything, and there’s that.”
Rania clenched her jaw. Silence did seem preferable to that. 
In the late afternoon, while Antoinette had withdrawn to her art studio, Rania dared to tread into Tempe’s bedroom/office. At first, she just stood there, unsettled by being there without Tempe—she didn’t think she’d ever stepped foot in here without Tempe present as well, at least not since it had become Tempe’s space.
Being surrounded by Tempe’s belongings threatened to overwhelm Rania, even if most of them were work-related. There was also an old university sweatshirt on the bed. Tempe didn’t wear it, but she’d left it here in case one of them came by and felt cold since Tempe always blared her fan when she worked. Rania shivered at the memory of the cold air that usually caused goosebumps to flare up whenever she entered the room. 
What were they supposed to do without Tempe? She’d always known that losing Tempe would cost them—a reason why a part of her had been reluctant to start this, because why do that to yourself? But she also hadn’t known how to not want Tempe or how to not long for their togetherness. 
In the end, all of that was moot anyway, since they were far beyond that. God, she couldn’t be here. Rania shook her head and darted out of the room, slamming the door shut behind her. In the hallway, she ran into Antoinette, who had a yellow paint streak on her cheek. Rania itched to reach out and wipe it away, though she’d likely only smear it. She didn’t, though, because Antoinette seemed agitated, like a fearful wild animal who encountered a predator. 
“Are you OK?” Antoinette finally asked.
Rania could only nod. Her voice seemed to have abandoned her. 
“I’ll… I’m working on something new, something Tempe…” Antoinette inhaled harshly. 
“Oh, OK.” 
“So, I’ll go back to that, then, OK?”
“Yes, sure. Of course.” 
Antoinette nodded, and Rania watched her walk away. 
They were disconnected pieces of a whole torn asunder.
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FRIDAY MORNING, ANTOINETTE STARED at her phone. No messages. She’d hoped to hear from Bree. She supposed Sam would tell her how Tempe was doing, even if he withheld it from Mary, but nothing. The second day of not seeing Tempe, of not knowing how she was doing. Rania had called the hospital earlier to see if Sam’s instructions had changed. They hadn’t. She didn’t think Bree had changed her mind, and so she assumed that Sam didn’t listen—didn’t care, more like it. 
While she adored their nieces and nephews, she had never wanted a child of her own. Thankfully, both Rania and Tempe felt the same. So, she supposed she didn’t know how it felt to have a child, this overwhelming, all-consuming love parents supposedly had for their children. Unless they didn’t, which sadly was the case at times. Still, she doubted she’d ever have gone so blatantly against her child’s wishes—her very much adult child at that. 
Antoinette had suggested driving to the hospital and confronting Sam again. Well, she hadn’t worded it like that, but Rania knew her too well. As such, she’d rejected the idea. All because she didn’t want to make waves at work. Antoinette inhaled deeply, trying to calm herself. No, that wasn’t fair. This situation proved to be complex and complicated, but in the end, it boiled down to this: they needed to be there for Tempe, and Sam was wrong to prevent them from doing that. 
So, to Antoinette, the easiest solution would be for Rania to go in and check on her chart. Infuriatingly, Rania didn’t agree.
“Any news?” Rania asked when she joined Antoinette in their living room. 
“No. I still haven’t heard back from Bree, not that she said she’d message again, but you’d think so, right? After our last talk? Maybe she doesn’t care and—” 
“Woah, maybe she’s tired and so focused on Tempe and whatever else is going on with Seren and the trial that she hasn’t had a moment to do anything. Bree cares. You know that.”
Antoinette did, but reason slipped away fast in the torrent of her emotions. “You realize nothing has changed. We still can’t go there, despite Bree’s assurance she’d talk to him.”
“I doubt Bree has a lot of influence on Sam right now.”
Antoinette waved her off. Bree wasn’t the true target of her frustration. “We’re just giving up either way.”
Rania sighed. “There’s nothing else we can do.”
“No, there’s nothing else you are willing to do.”
“That’s not fair, An.” Rania clenched her hands, her gaze drawn to the windows as another storm pelted rain against the glass panes. 
For a moment, silence settled between them, and the repetitive drum of raindrops on glass lulled Antoinette into a sort of stupor. She shook herself and looked at Rania. “You could ask Anna to check on Tempe’s chart.”
“Anna has no reason to do that either.”
“I just don’t get it. You can go there, you could see her, read up on her status and treatment, but you just won’t. If I were in your shoes—”
“But you’re not, and it’s not that easy. I’m not Tempe’s physician. Sam doesn’t want us anywhere near her, and—”
“So you cower.”
Rania’s jaw tightened. “Doctors are supposed to be ethical.”
“Are you worried they’ll fire you? I highly doubt that, and even if, there are plenty of other hospitals in the area that would hire you in a second.”
Rania’s eyes widened. “That isn’t my concern, no. They wouldn’t fire me, but—”
“You refuse to break any rules, right? Because that’s more important than Tempe’s life.”
“How can you say that?” Rania’s voice broke.
Antoinette dropped her gaze. Her heart had plunged into her stomach while nausea rose. Why was this such a big deal? Who cared about ethics when Tempe was in a coma? Shouldn’t that be Rania’s priority? “I don’t get it. I don’t understand how you can just sit here and know nothing when you could change it all. Two days, Ran!”
“I don’t just sit here. I’m as sick over this as you are.”
Antoinette scoffed. 
“Bree should get here tomorrow night, and—”
“And nothing! You said the hospital will follow their guidelines when the next of kins don’t agree! So nothing will change tomorrow.”
“Bree will at least update us.”
“Because that’s the same, right? A lawyer looking at medical data compared to a doctor,” Antoinette ground out.
“It’s better than nothing,” Rania rasped. 
Antoinette jumped up and paced. “This is ridiculous.”
“I know.”
“No, you don’t, considering you could change it, but you won’t. Unlike me, you actually have a choice! If you loved her, you’d do it. But no. You’re more concerned with following the rules.”
Rania recoiled. 
Lightning lit up the room, followed by a thunder crack that seemed to shake the house.
Antoinette only heard her own breathing as she stared unblinkingly at the ashen face of her wife. She took in red-rimmed eyes surrounded by dark rings, hollow cheeks, and a straining neck.
“I see,” Rania croaked. She gazed at Antoinette, and her expression—a desolate mixture of fury, despair, and disappointment—burned itself into Antoinette’s retinas before swamping her mind, engraving itself in her memory.
Antoinette took a step toward her, but Rania drew back. 
Rania shook her head and bolted out of the house.
“Rania!” Antoinette called after her when the door fell shut. She sank in a heap onto the floor. What had she done? Her life was slipping from her like sand washed away by a current, or a snowflake melting on her skin. She’d done this. She’d not caused Tempe’s accident, no, but she had just broken Rania’s heart. How cruel, given its already battered and bruised state. 



arrows and spas 
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WHEN RANIA LEARNED OF Tempe’s affinity for archery, she had to hold back a squeal and instead asked her to join her the following weekend at the local archery range. She used to be part of the varsity archery team at Michigan State and rarely got to indulge in the sport anymore. Upon first learning of Rania’s love for archery, Antoinette had only stared at her and said, “You want to shoot pointy sticks at a target with a bow? Why?” and that had been it. Antoinette exercised, but with hatred in her heart, grudgingly because it was healthy, and she tried to sacrifice as little time as possible to it, and so she did most of her exercising at home. 
Rania ran a lot whenever she had time, but she’d missed her bow, and she’d been excited to have a friend tag along to the archery range. The fact that this friend turned out to be Tempe was something she preferred not to contemplate. 
They met at the range and went inside, with Tempe renting a bow while Rania had brought her own. 
“Have you shot often?” Rania asked as they set up. 
“A few times, more for fun, really. Nothing serious or competitive, unlike some people.” Tempe smiled. 
Rania focused on her bow and selected a few arrows. She hated her reaction to Tempe’s frequent smiles. She sometimes thought she should reduce the time they spent together or, at least, she should hold back, talk less, don’t agree to, or suggest outings for just the two of them, but her resolve crumbled every time. Rania also thought it would be unfair to cut Tempe off or alter their friendship because her feelings for their friend skirted boundaries. 
“Did you ever win anything in college?” Tempe asked.
“Excuse me? Do you think I lost every competition for four years?” Rania snorted. “I’d have broken my bow.” She frowned before tracing her finger along the bow’s upper limb. “Not that I’d ever.”
Tempe laughed. “Don’t tell me you talk to your bow?”
“Of course not.” Rania flushed. “And for the record, yes, we were quite successful back then.”
“Maybe you can correct my technique because I must be doing something wrong.” Tempe lifted the bow. 
“Yes, you’re holding it wrong.” Rania put down her own bow and arrows to correct Tempe’s stance and hand placement. “Here,” she said, careful to avoid lingering when touching her friend. “You’d hurt yourself if you were to shoot like this.” 
“Oh, OK.” Tempe leaned toward Rania, who forced herself not to step back as that would seem off and draw unwanted attention. 
“Yes, more like this.” She once more corrected Tempe’s stance.
“Thank you,” Tempe mumbled, her gaze locked on the target ahead.
“Try it.” Rania stepped back and rubbed her clammy hands against her pants. She needed to get a grip and find a solution, for she wanted to hurt neither Antoinette nor Tempe. She supposed it would be all right if only she were hurt in the end, but how to achieve that? God, she sometimes wished Mary had never introduced them, though such a scenario caused pain to erupt in her chest. She didn’t want a life without Tempe in it. But she also had no desire for anything to change between her and Antoinette. 
“Oh, look at that! I hit the target!”
“Good job.”
“Now you go. Let’s see what you got.”
Rania ducked her head. 
They left the range an hour later, Tempe groaning while lumbering toward their cars. “I’ll be so sore tomorrow. I never realized how strenuous this is.”
Rania stowed her bow and quiver in her trunk before slamming it shut and leaning against the car. “I thought you’ve done this before?”
“Yes, but not for so long! Those were like ten minutes of shooting that were interrupted by picking up all the arrows that went awry.” She rotated her shoulders.
“Do you want to check if there’s a spa that takes walk-ins for massages? That way, you might not be too uncomfortable tomorrow.”
“Oh, yes. That’s an awesome idea. Would you mind looking and calling them? I hate calling strangers.”
Rania’s eyebrows rose, and she automatically added that comment to her list of information on Tempe. A list she shouldn’t have or pay as much attention to as she did. “Yes, of course.” So much for distance or spending less time together. She usually dealt better with such things. Then again, she had never been in a similar situation before.
They only had to drive for twenty minutes to reach the spa that Rania had called. When they entered the room, the sound of waves crashing against the shore and a waft of lavender incense greeted them, along with a cheerful receptionist, Cindy, judging by her purple butterfly name tag.
“Hi! How can I help you, ladies?”
“Hello.” Rania stepped closer to the desk, Tempe by her side. “I called a little while ago to see if we can come in for massages.”
“Oh, yes, right. Of course. Let’s see.” Cindy checked her computer. “I can offer you guys a couple’s massage, that way you’d—”
“Oh, no. We’re not—” Rania started, paling. 
“Well, families can take advantage of these offers, too, and—”
“We’re not related!” Tempe said in a seething yet cool tone. 
Rania’s mouth fell open, but there were no words. She couldn’t tell if she’d ever find them again. 
Cindy sighed. “A couple’s massage is cheaper than two regular ones. I’m assuming you’re friends?”
“Yes,” Tempe said.
“If you’re comfortable being in the same room while getting a massage, then this would benefit you financially speaking. But it’s up to you.” Cindy was clearly running out of patience. 
“OK. Yes, we’re fine with a couple’s massage, then,” Tempe said, not even bothering to look at Rania, who managed a curt nod.
“Great. I’ll set you up then. Go ahead and sit down. Someone will come and get you in a moment.”
“All right.” Tempe looked at Rania with a small smile. 
They sat down, Rania’s head still spinning in circles from the mixture of assumptions and insinuations, her wish for the floor to open and swallow her, and her wonder at Tempe’s reaction. God, she was screwed. And now she was about to have a couple’s massage with a woman who wasn’t her wife and who refused to leave her thoughts. 



silence and gods 
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TEMPE HAD NEVER HAD a massage before, so when she entered the dimly lit room with two massage tables next to each other, she halted, unsure what to do next. The waves of anxiety rolling through her likely more so originated in her companion—in the fact that she was about to receive a couple (friend!) massage with Rania. She hoped Antoinette would have no issue with that, but Cindy had said they did this for friends, too. 
Friends. Right. Her two new best friends, who both left her speechless and breathless all too often. It would be one thing if she was crushing on one of them, but no, she felt drawn to both. What a disaster. For ages, no one had managed to interest her enough in that way, and now… Maybe this was a form of self-sabotage. Rania and Antoinette were as out of reach as two people could be, and so her heart considered them safe? Stupid heart. 
The room smelled of lavender, too, and a low, esoteric music played in the background. Tempe stared at the tables while clutching her purse. 
“Are you all right? If you’re uncomfortable, we can ask to get the massages in separate rooms.”
“It’s fine. How do we do this?”
A wry smile formed on Rania’s lips, drawing Tempe’s gaze. 
Tempe sometimes hated how attractive both Rania and Antoinette were to her. Rania’s dark eyes alone… Alas, nothing to it.
“They will be back soon, so we should get undressed.”
Undressed. Right. Tempe hadn’t thought of that. Why didn’t she think of that? She always thought of everything, and here she failed to realize she’d have to get undressed for a massage. How utterly disappointing. 
Rania turned around, facing the wall. “Go ahead. Let me know when you’re done and under the blanket.”
Tempe’s gaze flickered across the room, drawn back to Rania’s figure before she sighed and stripped. She climbed on the bench and shuffled under the blanket. “All set.”
Rania pulled up her shirt, her back still to Tempe, whose eyes widened before she averted her head. Her heart pounded as she focused her gaze on the other wall, willing her breathing to slow down.
“I’m set, too,” Rania said a moment later.
Tempe turned to face her. “Can we talk during the massage?”
“I suppose, though we likely get more out of it if we just focus on the treatment and our breathing.”
“Right.” Tempe was about to say something else when someone knocked. 
“You guys ready?” 
“Yes,” Rania answered. “Come on in.”
The woman who had shown them the room entered, followed by another one. They introduced themselves and settled to get started. 
Tempe expected the woman’s hands to be cold, but they were warm and slick. A shiver ran through her, and her eyes fell shut when strong hands dug into her shoulders. She should have done this ages ago. 
Rania groaned.
Tempe’s brain short-circuited, and she thanked all the deities in existence that no one could see her face as her cheeks inflamed. No. There’d be no talking. 
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POUNDING RAIN DRENCHED RANIA the moment she stepped out from under the canopy onto the driveway. She stared at her car, but where would she even go in this weather, especially with Tempe’s accident still on her mind, that awful police report, seeing her on that stretcher. God, she didn’t think she’d ever forget that image. The rain helped conceal the tears spilling down her cheeks while she strode toward a nearby park. 
Another flash of lightning illuminated the sky, immediately followed by a resounding thunderclap. 
Heading near trees or water didn’t seem like a great plan either, so Rania lowered her head and continued her trek through the neighborhood instead. She crossed her arms in front of her chest, shivering despite the humid heat of the early evening. 
They had been together for twelve years, and in all that time, they had never had such a vicious argument. To be fair, they had also never disagreed this vehemently about something so significant. Rania knew feelings drove Antoinette, and this hadn’t been the first time her wife’s emotions had spun out of control, but it still seemed different. Rania wasn’t even angry.
She was exhausted, and having no insight into Tempe’s condition—if the swelling had finally started to ease, how her fracture was holding up, her blood work—while knowing everything that could go wrong left her hollowed out and anxious at a level she’d not experienced.
Rania needed Antoinette’s support. They should be there for each other, not at each other’s throats. Though more apt here, Antoinette had cracked open her chest to tear out her heart and shred it. She generally didn’t indulge in dramatic flights of fancy or exaggerations, much preferring facts and real life, but right now, the throbbing pain in her chest—how physically heavy and hurt her heart felt—left no other comparison. 
After all this time together, Antoinette should know better. She knew they emoted differently and that this disparity said nothing about the quality or intensity of their feelings. For her to say she didn’t love Tempe…
Rania hissed. The mere thought still a bleeding, jagged flesh wound. 
How dare she? Just because she solved almost everything via immediate and frontal confrontation didn’t make that the most appropriate course of action. Nothing good could come out of antagonizing Sam. He would always be in their lives in some shape or form. Starting a war with Tempe’s father would do nothing to help in her recovery. 
How dare she question Rania’s feelings and her commitment after all they’ve shared? She would do anything to help either of them, and it hurt to see Antoinette so distraught, both of them being unable to hold Tempe’s hand and talk to her while she lay there in that hospital bed.
Rania halted, crouching down on the sidewalk in the middle of a gushing rainstorm, while sobs wracked her frame. God, what if Tempe dies? What if An leaves because she believes I don’t care?
A part of her longed to lie down on the floor, curl up in a ball, and sleep until all of this lay behind her. Instead, she calmed her breathing and rose, undecided about what to do next. 
Lightning and thunder once again rolled above her. 
She could almost hear Tempe’s sigh of exasperation, her frustration and pain over them arguing. It hadn’t happened often, but when it did, Tempe had always been beside herself, as if she expected them to break, to shatter. They’d always reassured her that despite any argument, their relationship stood on solid ground and there was no need to fear. 
“I know, but I still hate it,” Tempe had said. 
She’d hate this now even more, and she’d feel terrible for having caused this rift. Even though it was Antoinette’s fault for shooting from all barrels with no consideration for the damage her words wrought. But even that was wrong.
Rania knew her wife. And she knew she would be at home, beyond angry at herself, losing her mind in worry over Rania. 
“God,” she rasped and raised her head. Her eyelids shuttered closed and she allowed rain to wash over her. A wind gust made her stumble. “I suppose that’s my cue.”
She headed back home. 
The house stood eerily silent when Rania returned. She glanced at her watch, surprised when she saw the time, close to ten. Had she been out that long? She removed her shoes, pulled off her soaked shirt, pants, and socks and dropped them in the laundry machine. 
All the lights were off, and her footsteps echoed through the house when she searched for Antoinette. She supposed she could call for her, but that seemed wrong given how they’d left things. She padded through the kitchen and into the living room before glancing into the dining room. All empty. 
Rania headed for their bedroom, but it stood as barren as the rest of downstairs. She checked their en-suite and gazed longingly at their shower. Not yet. 
When she headed upstairs, she halted in front of Tempe’s room, feeling frozen on the spot. This time, she couldn’t make herself open the door. She doubted Antoinette was in there. It was kind of funny how they still called it Tempe’s bedroom and not just her office. She supposed it remained that especially when their parents visited, but generally, Tempe spent her nights with them, and she considered their bedroom as belonging to the three of them. 
Rania turned and headed for the studio. She should have checked there first, but Antoinette rarely turned to art when they were fighting. Rania nudged open the door, then pushed harder when she encountered resistance. 
She gasped at her first glance into the room.
Antoinette wasn’t the most organized of people (to put it mildly), except when it came to her art and studio—here she’d always been meticulous. 
Yet, in front of her… Rania could only shake her head when not just her words but even her thoughts ground to a compete halt. 
Scraps of torn paper littered the usually pristine floor. Red, green, and yellow paint splatters adorned the floor and walls. A half-painted canvas—a sea of sunflowers—lay broken in the corner. Candlesticks rested on the floor, and the candles that usually stood on them were broken or had rolled in all directions. A burned scent permeated the room, yet Antoinette was nowhere in sight. 
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ANTOINETTE LOVED THE BEACH, though she rarely ended up going, in part because Rania hated it—well, she could be convinced to go there for a walk now and then, but to sit at the beach for hours? No. She’d rather spend her free time differently, and Antoinette didn’t feel like going alone. 
When Tempe complained in their group chat that she’d now lived in South Florida for almost five months and had yet to go to the beach, Antoinette pounced. Rania had cheered since this would free her from ever having to return to the beach. 
So, one Friday afternoon, when Tempe had off and Rania was working, they headed to the beach.
“I can’t tell you how excited Rania has been about this.” Antoinette put down their folding chairs and placed the cooler between them.
Tempe laughed. “Why? It’s not like she’s getting the house to herself.”
“Please. All she’d do is sleep if that were the case. You underestimate how much she hates the beach. The ocean, the sand. Everything.” She heaved a sigh. “I think in all our time together, we went to the beach like… three times.”
“Wow. That’s dedication.”
Antoinette sat down in her chair, opened the cooler, and grabbed a bottle of Cola Couronne. “I know. She was almost dancing when you agreed to come here with me.”
“That’s cute. She wants you to do stuff you like, even if she hates it.”
Antoinette hummed. “You put sunscreen on, right? You’re so pale you’re almost see-through. Funny, you’re not even blonde.”
“Hey! And yes, I did. I got burned badly one year as a teen, and since then I’ve been diligent.”
“Smart. Sunscreen is important.”
Tempe snatched a water bottle before opening her bag and pulling out a sudoku puzzle.
“I see you came prepared.” Antoinette dug in her own bag, pulling out a novel. 
“I sure did.”
They sat together in silence for about an hour, each lost in their activity, until Tempe put away her puzzle and rose, stretching. “I feel like cooling off. Join me?” She shrugged off her shirt.
Antoinette raised her head, blinking furiously, when her gaze swept over the smooth expanse of skin on Tempe’s exposed stomach. “You’re wearing a bikini.” She refrained from cringing or face-palming. 
Tempe chuckled. “Yes. Why? Do you have something against them?” She shimmied out of her shorts.
Antoinette averted her gaze, grateful that her complexion hid the flush creeping into her cheeks. “No, no. I guess I’m more of a bathing suit kinda gal,” she lied. She could hardly utter the thought that had popped into her head once Tempe had taken off her shirt. Thankfully, she indeed put on a bathing suit today. 
“Come on. Let’s go,” Tempe said, both undeterred and unaware of Antoinette’s reaction and struggle. 
“Right.” She cleared her throat and put away her book before peeling off her clothes. 
Tempe’s head snapped toward the ocean once Antoinette had finished undressing. “Ready?” she asked, her voice strained, but she didn’t look back at Antoinette. 
“Yes.” Antoinette headed toward the lapping waves with Tempe at her side, feeling both lighter and heavier knowing it wasn’t just her. 
They had spent a lot of time together since their first outings, and they were constantly writing in their group chat. Antoinette didn’t think a day had passed without hearing from each other. She hadn’t really talked about this with Rania since her wife had been as swept away by this as everyone else seemed to be—but Antoinette slowly started to worry. 
She missed Tempe when all they did was talk or write. Antoinette wanted to see her all the time, much like she missed Rania when she was on a continued medical education conference. She rarely went alone since they tended to use these mandatory CME days as little holidays, but it had happened, and Antoinette had missed Rania terribly. The problem: she wasn’t dating Tempe. 
And that notion hit her hard—not the reminder that she wasn’t dating Tempe, but the very idea of it. Of seeing Tempe like that. Of being with her in such a way. Her heart would hammer, and she’d feel breathless as both wonder and anxiety pumped through her veins. She believed you could love more than one person romantically at a time, but it rarely worked out, and she did not know what Rania and Tempe would think about this or if either would even be interested in expanding what they already shared. 
Of course, she could always talk about that, but how would she? ‘Hey, Ran, what about including Tempe in our marriage?’ Or to Tempe, ‘Hey, you wanna join us?’ Please. Not to mention, their age differences were significant. While eleven years separated her and Tempe, Rania and Tempe were over eighteen years apart. That Tempe seemed to be attracted to older women changed nothing. 
“Hey, where did you go?” Tempe splashed water at Antoinette. 
“Hmm? Oh, sorry. Just thinking.”
Tempe grinned. “Something good?”
Her open, beautiful smile hurt Antoinette. “I’m not sure.”
“Oh. Do you want to talk about it? I mean, I’m not Rania, and maybe it’s too private or whatever, but I’m here if you ever want to talk.”
“Thank you. I appreciate that. I’m not sure I’m there yet. To talk about what’s on my mind, not talking to you, that’s fine, and I just—”
“You’re babbling. I don’t think I’ve ever heard you do that.”
Antoinette rolled her lips, then splashed Tempe.
“Hey!”
Antoinette laughed. “Hey what? You did the same just a second ago.” 
“That’s different.”
“Why? Because you did it?” 
“Exactly.” Tempe once more splattered water at Antoinette. 
“You’re silly.”
“Very rarely.” Tempe canted her head. “Must be the company.”
“Be careful, Temperance Worrington, or you’ll get in trouble.”
“Perhaps that’s the point?” Tempe left Antoinette standing still with parted lips and wide eyes as wave after wave rolled against her stomach while Tempe turned and swam away.
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ANTOINETTE PRIDED HERSELF ON her ability to let her feelings guide her and live a life that reflected her desires and aspirations. Generally, this worked out fine. At thirty-six, she’d learned to use her emotions wisely, and even when they ran high, she no longer lashed out, unlike early in her life and relationships. Now, she spoke her mind, but with consideration for the feelings of others. 
None of that had applied when she had attacked Rania in the worst possible way. She regretted her outburst the moment it had sprung from her lips. She knew Rania loved Tempe, and that she was out of her mind with worry. Antoinette hadn’t uttered these words to hurt her wife. No, she’d been scared and frustrated, and so furious with Sam, even angry with Tempe for driving in that weather in the first place. Add Rania’s stubborn refusal to…
She still didn’t understand why Rania wouldn’t use her doctor’s privileges to check on Tempe. She’d do it in the blink of an eye. But Rania had been right, she wasn’t her, and just because she couldn’t fathom why Rania acted a certain way or why something held such an importance to her, that didn’t give Antoinette the right to blow up like that. Fear wasn’t an excuse to injure one of the two people she loved most in the world.
She’d first laid waste to her art studio before she’d expelled all her emotional arsenal and could allow reason to re-enter her mind. A large part of her ire had been directed at herself for escalating things in this manner, for hurting Rania like that. She kept seeing Rania’s face, how she’d flinched when Antoinette had drawn near. Her wife had recoiled from her words, from her touch. 
That, in combination with her fear and worry for Tempe, had channeled into a blinding rage, and she hadn’t known how else to release it. Afterward, when she’d sat on the floor of her studio, she’d been bereft, left with nothing but trepidation for Rania, out there all alone, and for Tempe, lying in the hospital, far from them both. As she couldn’t seek out Tempe and assumed Rania wouldn’t want to see her face right now, Antoinette shuffled to the garden house, Rania’s refuge. If she couldn’t be with either of her loves, she wanted to be in one of their sanctuaries, and Tempe’s room seemed too daunting.
Yet, when she laid there on the couch, gazing up at the ceiling that Rania had adorned with a sea of fairy lights, all she could see were splashes of paint, the torn canvas, the broken candles. She kept seeing herself raging, destroying her art, messing up her own haven because she couldn’t handle her emotions, and instead, she’d allowed her anger to swallow her whole. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt this out of control. 
Her mind drifted to Tempe again and what she’d think of her in this moment, if she’d throw Antoinette’s words from a past discussion right back at her.

“Emotions aren’t your enemy.”
Tempe ducked her head. “I know, and I mean, there’s all kinds of positive emotions, and—”
“I meant all emotions. They aren’t good or bad, either. They just are,” Antoinette said.
“I’m not sure I see what’s useful about anger or resentment, for example. A lot of crime is committed by people who can’t handle their emotions.”
“Perhaps, but first, it all depends on how you view these emotions, and second, that’s because people don’t understand emotions, or better, they don’t deal with them the right way.”
“Care to explain that further, oh wise one?”
Antoinette chuckled. “You may mock me with this, you and Rania both, but let me tell you, I don’t get hung up over emotions.”
“Go on, explain, or I’ll have to assume you’re full of it.”
“All right. Anger isn’t inherently a bad emotion. It also doesn’t have to be destructive. Like, when we’re angry, it’s a symptom that something’s wrong, something’s hurting us. We likely also feel helpless, and so there’s the urge to lash out.”
“Yes, and when we do, we end up hurting people.”
“Not necessarily. There are healthy ways to deal with anger. It can also be empowering because you can use anger to fuel your escape from a bad or abusive situation. You use it to get better. And if the anger cannot be harnessed like that, then you can release it through exercise. Hell, even cleaning in anger can be quite productive. Or you can shout it out.” Antoinette shrugged. 
“Right. I’m gonna go into the yard and shout. I’ll likely give Grandma a heart attack.”
“You could also shout in the shower. To be honest, shouting is overrated as it hurts your throat. But seriously, anger doesn’t have to be bad. You can channel it into something useful or good.”
“So you say. How are you going to spin resentfulness into something good?”
“First of all, dearest Tempe,” Antoinette leaned close and pressed a quick kiss to Tempe’s lips. “I don’t spin anything. I’m just telling you how it is.”
“Is that so?” Tempe’s gaze dropped to Antoinette’s lips. 
“Yes, but no such shenanigans. We’re having a serious discussion here.”
“You started it!”
“That was an innocent, small peck.”
“Right. Because innocent and you go so well together.”
Antoinette bumped into Tempe. “Resentment just shows you that you’re angry, jealous, or envious. Again, not inherently negative emotions. Once more, you can use them to better your life. Figure out what exactly makes you angry or frustrated and what makes you envious. What do you want that you don’t have? Then try to get it. Or at least, start working toward it.”
“You make it sound so easy.”
“And you tend to make a mountain out of a mole hill. Not to mention, your quest for perfection and for doing things right by everyone is making your life harder than it needs to be.”
“There’s nothing wrong with giving your best or helping others,” Tempe protested. 
“Of course not, but you go beyond that, don’t you? I’m not sure who said it, but I didn’t come up with this. I just believe it’s true: perfection is the enemy of good. Sometimes you have to let go of being perfect. Sometimes your best will only result in mediocre. That’s OK.”
“It’s really not.”
Antoinette trailed a finger down Tempe’s cheek. “I know this is hard—the notion of your best not being enough, or worse, of failing at something, of disappointing someone. It grates on you. Makes you feel like screaming and jumping out of your skin. But Tempe, you’ll only run yourself ragged. Sometimes you need to let go and accept that you have limits, that you cannot be or do everything for everybody.”
Tempe sighed.
“More importantly, sometimes you need to just put yourself first.”
“Even if that means I’m letting someone else down?”
“Yes. And here’s the question: are you really letting that other person down, or are you disappointing your own perception of who you think you should be?”

Antoinette surely hadn’t used her anger in a healthy manner, and at this point, Tempe would have every right to call her a hypocrite. At least no one could ever accuse Antoinette of striving for perfection. Well, not outside of her art, and even there she knew when to let go. 
Eventually, Antoinette must have dozed off. By the time she came to, it was almost midnight. Cursing, she rose and ran back into the house that stood as quiet and dark as she’d left it. Did that mean Rania was still out there? 
Her heart jolted when she darted to their bedroom, exhaling in a rush when she spotted Rania curled up in bed, all the way on the other side from where Antoinette usually slept, far from where they’d woken up the morning after the accident. 
Antoinette clenched her jaw. How could Rania sleep now? She’d come back and hadn’t even looked for her. Antoinette grunted and disappeared into the bathroom, stripping down, she threw her clothes into the hamper with such force that the basket toppled. She cursed under her breath and yanked it upright again. 
After showering and getting ready for bed, she padded into the bedroom, sliding under the covers. She lay on her back before turning to face Rania’s sleeping form. Her wife preferred to sleep on her side or stomach, tonight she rested on her right side, facing away from Antoinette. 
She watched her breathing, slow and deep. On every other night, she loved to watch Rania sleep. It made her feel warm and peaceful, happy, too, given her wife didn’t get enough sleep on a good day. But tonight, she was cold, and her heart ached. She had done this to herself, but that knowledge didn’t ease her pain. Sometimes Antoinette thought she was a selfish asshole who always assumed people should act and feel like she did. Not really, but close enough, for how else could she sometimes feel so blindsided by how others acted, even those closest to her? She needed to contemplate this and learn. She needed to work on not being so blind and oblivious. 
Most importantly, she needed to never again lash out like that. Rania deserved better, and so did Tempe. 



solace 
AUGUST 2023
RANIA JERKED AWAKE AT close to three in the morning, her heart pounding wildly. Confused, she grabbed the blanket, then reached out beside her, only to touch cool sheets. 
Tempe. Antoinette. 
The memories of the last four days invaded, and she groaned. She turned and released a sigh when she saw Antoinette sleeping. She lay so far away. While Rania preferred to fall asleep on her own, she enjoyed being cuddled up with Antoinette or Tempe—at least until she tried to fall asleep for real. 
She shivered. Rania rolled closer to the middle and reached out her hand, her fingertips ghosting over Antoinette’s back, touching a mixture of smooth skin and rough cotton. A sad smile spread over her face when she realized Antoinette had put on one of Tempe’s tank tops. Her wife usually slept in a long-sleeve shirt and sweats because she got too cold otherwise, unlike Tempe, who grew even hotter at night. 
Indeed, Antoinette’s skin felt cold. 
Rania longed to scoot over and wrap herself around Antoinette, and on any other night, alone in bed with just her wife, she’d have done so. Now, she hesitated. Would Antoinette be all right with that, or would she be upset? Then Rania recalled Antoinette’s crestfallen expression when she had stepped away from her after… those words. 
She hadn’t rejected Antoinette’s touch out of anger, though she had been furious with her, too. However, she knew if she’d allowed Antoinette close in that moment, she would have shattered, and she feared what she would have said. Things had already spun too far out of control, so how else could she have stopped the bleed in that moment?
Yet, to Antoinette, it must have felt like a rejection. 
A small part of Rania, the one still reeling from the unfair accusation Antoinette had hurtled at her, felt almost pleased—Antoinette had deserved a taste of her own medicine. Why should only Rania feel gutted? But this thought hurt her, too. She didn’t want Antoinette to suffer, and right now, enough pain was going around that they didn’t need to add to it. 
Rania moved closer still until she lifted her hand, once more hesitating before she settled behind Antoinette. She wrapped her arm around her and pulled her cold body close. 
Antoinette whimpered and shuffled back, pressing her body against Rania, who nuzzled her neck below her bonnet and inhaled deeply, allowing the scent of shea butter and coconut to calm her, and against her expectations, she fell back asleep. 
The next time she came to, she was burning up. Rania didn’t get hot easily, but right now, she felt like a furnace. She blinked, trying to rouse herself more and catch her bearings. When her vision cleared of its early morning blurriness, she exhaled sharply. She lay half on her back and half on her side with Antoinette sprawled on top of her, one of her thighs—no longer cold—pressed against the juncture of Rania’s legs. 
She bit her lower lip, and her breathing sped up, but Rania didn’t dare move, willing Antoinette to slide off her while suppressing the urge to pull her even closer. 
Before she could gather the courage to nudge her wife off her, Antoinette stirred. 
Naturally, she’d move in a way that added more pressure where Rania didn’t need it yet wanted it. 
Rania held her breath for a moment before releasing it. Her entire body thrummed. 
When Antoinette’s eyelids fluttered open, a lazy smile spread over her beautiful features before she froze and sobered, her gaze darting to Rania’s, as if afraid her wife would shove her off. 
God, the mess they’d made, that Antoinette had made with her raging…
Antoinette started to roll off her.
“Please,” Rania whispered, not sure what exactly she was asking of Antoinette, who halted and tilted her head. 
Antoinette’s gaze seemed to assess their situation before she once more shifted, causing a broken moan to tumble from Rania’s lips. 
“Oh,” Antoinette breathed, her eyes growing wide while her pupils blew. 
Rania gritted her teeth, her hands shooting to Antoinette’s hips to pull her closer. 
Antoinette groaned and surged forward, claiming Rania’s lips in a bruising, wild kiss. 
Spreading her legs to allow Antoinette to fully fall between them, Rania’s hips surged up in search of more pressure. She lost herself in Antoinette’s scent and taste.
Their kiss deepened and one of Antoinette’s hands found its way under Rania’s shirt and bra, palming her breast and pulling at her nipple. 
Rania broke the kiss and groaned. She pressed her eyes shut and strained her neck while clutching Antoinette’s head when her wife’s lips found her throat, licking and nibbling at her skin. 
Antoinette shuffled lower and lifted Rania’s shirt and sports bra to suck one of her stiff peaks into her hot mouth. 
Rania moaned and her hips rocked up, once more searching for friction and pressure. 
Antoinette’s tongue swirled around her nipple before she sucked hard, then released the bud with a pop before showering her other breast with the same attention. 
Growing impatient, Rania pulled Antoinette back up while grabbing her arm and pushing it down, guiding her fingers between her legs. 
Antoinette groaned, once more connecting their lips. She sucked at Rania’s tongue, stealing deft digits beneath shorts, then under panties to delve into liquid heat. 
Both women moaned, then deepened their kiss when Antoinette stroked through Rania’s wetness, pressing two fingers inside in shallow but fast pumps, just like Rania liked it. 
Rania gripped Antoinette closer, digging her fingers into her back while allowing her hips to follow Antoinette’s rhythm. 
Antoinette’s fingers pulled out and traveled up, rubbing Rania’s clit in fast and hard motions.
They pulled back and stared at each other, both panting and with glistening skin. 
“Look at me,” Antoinette demanded when Rania’s eyelids drooped shut. 
She opened her eyes, feeling almost trapped in Antoinette’s intense gaze. Rania took in her lover, gazing down at her in wonder with her full lips parted and her pupils blown. 
“Ran…” Antoinette breathed.
Rania trembled. She moaned and closed her eyes again, lost in the pleasure rising and spreading through her like wildfire. 
“Stay with me,” Antoinette begged. 
Rania forced herself to keep her eyes open and held Antoinette’s gaze when tremors started to shake her body. She gasped, freezing before quaking in a drawn-out release, watching her wife drink her in.
Rania relaxed with a sigh, stroking her fingers down Antoinette’s back.
“I’m so sorry. I know you love Tempe.” Antoinette’s eyes filled with tears.
“I know, An, I know. I’m sorry, too,” Rania rasped, wiping away the tears that coursed down Antoinette’s cheeks. She pulled her close, and they held each other in silence. 



justice and mayhem 
MARCH 2022
AS EXPECTED, ANTOINETTE HAD been right, and so she’d suppressed a smile when Rania informed her that she’d decided she quite liked Tempe and that it must have been the age difference that had thrown her for a bit at first (What a shocker.). They’d set up to meet with Tempe for dinner and a movie at their place two weeks after the gallery outing. In the meantime, they’d created a group chat (Antoinette’s idea), which had blown up from the start. Antoinette had always been quite chatty, whereas Rania had never shared that trait, at least not with anyone besides Antoinette. So seeing Rania pop up so often in their chat pleasantly surprised her, even more so knowing that her wife’s demanding job at the hospital left her with little time to socialize. 
Rania – That’s a terrible movie.
Tempe – No, it’s not!!
Antoinette felt like building a bridge.
Antoinette - It’s not terrible, but it’s not good either.
Tempe - What does that even mean? You guys have horrible taste in movies. I’m not sure we can be friends anymore.
Rania - Don’t say that!
Antoinette chuckled.
Tempe - Fine, but you’re on thin ice.
Rania - I’m not a big fantasy/sci-fi fan. And that movie is just… too unrealistic.
Tempe - ??? It’s a lot of fun! And Peta Wilson stars in it. 
Rania - And? How does that make the movie any better?
Antoinette rolled her eyes.
Antoinette - Eye candy, Ran.
Tempe - Exactly. She is insanely hot. 
Rania - …
Tempe - What?
Rania - She’s in her fifties. You’re what? Twenty?
Antoinette hissed. “Bad move, Ran,” she mumbled.
Tempe - First of all, I’m twenty-four, as you very well know. Twenty-four and two months, in fact. And that movie is from 2002 or 2003, so she’s obviously younger there.
Rania - You realize what it means that you felt the need to add the two months to your twenty-four, right?
Antoinette snorted. 
Tempe - The ice is cracking.
Antoinette - Don’t ruin our planned movie night.
Rania - I’m not! Tempe, you’re not seriously considering abandoning us because I don’t like your movie?
Tempe - No. But there will be payback. And for the record, Peta Wilson is still hot today.
Antoinette – Did you just look up pictures of her?
Tempe – Maybe.
Antoinette - I didn’t know you have a thing for older women.
Tempe - Oh, hush.
Rania - I gotta go. We’re still on for Saturday?
Tempe - Yes.
Rania - Good.
Antoinette sighed. She didn’t think they ever had a friend like that. Not together, for sure. They both got along well with each other’s circle of friends, but they never had a friend together like this, and Antoinette quite liked it. 
Come Saturday, Rania and Antoinette had ordered takeout since their plan to make pizza together had been dashed by a late work night for Rania and a surprisingly long and eventful encounter in the bedroom the next morning. Thus, they were too late to get everything ready in time. They’d texted Tempe if she’d minded, and she hadn’t, so they ordered Chinese food, which arrived ten minutes after Tempe did.
They settled at the table with their food and a bottle of wine. 
“So what movie did you pick?” Rania asked.
“Are you regretting leaving the choice up to me after our discussion the other day?”
“Perhaps.” Rania drank a sip of her wine.
“Don’t believe her. She knows you wouldn’t pick one of her hated genres.”
Tempe dipped her head. “I wouldn’t, no.”
“I don’t hate them, but I rarely enjoy such movies.”
“That’s enough, no? I wouldn’t choose a movie I thought you guys might hate.”
“You’re sweet.” Rania smiled.
Temper averted her gaze. “Here.” She pulled out a flash drive from her purse.
“That tells us nothing, other than you owning the digital file of the movie.”
“Oh, right. Sorry. It’s And Then There Were None, the 1945 adaptation.”
“That’s based on an Agatha Christie novel, right?” asked Rania.
“Yes. There’s also a TV series adaptation from 2015. I’ve read the book recently and was curious about the movie.” She shrugged. “There are more movie files on there. You can check them out and pick another, or we can see what else is on.”
“No, no. That’s fine.” Antoinette accepted the drive.
“I wasn’t expecting you to pick a movie from the nineteen forties, but I have no issues with it either.”
“Is that another age crack?” Tempe asked.
“No. Just based on your love of The
League of Extraordinary Gentlemen.”
Tempe grinned. “I have a varied taste. You’d be wise not to judge a book by its cover.”
Rania chuckled. “Noted.”
Half an hour later, after Antoinette prepared snacks—popcorn, chips, chocolate, and a tray of vegetables and dip—they gathered in the living room with Rania setting up the movie.
They owned one of those huge couches and, without a conscious decision or a word from anyone, they all settled on there with Rania in the middle. 
Antoinette doled out the snacks and started the film. “I can’t believe you picked a black and white movie.”
“I’m not a big fan, but it seems to fit here.” Tempe ate a handful of popcorn. 
“Hush, you two. We’re watching a movie.”
Antoinette chuckled. 
“Why did they change some of their names?” Tempe asked with a small frown a little while later.
“Huh?” Antoinette never took her gaze off the screen.
“The judge is called Wargrave in the book, not Quinncannon, and the general is MacArthur in the original, not Mandrake. Oh, and Prince Starloff? Please, he is Anthony Marsten, a rich playboy with an affinity for women, cars, and alcohol. Why did they make such dumb changes?” Tempe grumbled. 
“Beats me,” Antoinette said. “But they are the same otherwise?”
“Guess so,” Tempe said. 
Rania patted Tempe’s leg. “You’ll survive it.”
Tempe pouted, while Antoinette laughed. 
“This is ridiculous!” Tempe exclaimed as the movie reached its final act. 
“All right.” Antoinette grabbed the remote. 
“Why did you pause it?” Tempe asked.
“Because An can read a room, even if she sometimes acts like she can’t. And right now, we both see a rant coming.”
Tempe glowered, but remained silent.
“Go on, get it off your chest.” Rania popped a chocolate-covered almond into her mouth.
Tempe’s gaze had followed the movement of her hand, shaking her head. “Just press play.”
“Oh, come on. Tell us,” Antoinette said.
“Fine. That’s not in the book at all. None of them survive, and he shoots himself in the end instead of dying by cyanide. And these two,” she pointed at the man and the woman about to be picked up off the island, “That’s just… nonsense. They all die.”
“Perhaps they thought it was too gruesome back then—an ending like that,” Rania suggested.
“But the book was published six years earlier, so what changed in between that made the original ending suddenly too shocking?” Tempe asked.
“Maybe people want more hopeful endings,” Antoinette said.
“Hope because two murderers escape justice?” 
Rania’s eyebrows rose. “You can’t call what happened here justice. They are all victims of this maniac.”
“They are all killers, and the death penalty isn’t uncommon and is often given to murderers.”
“Oh, God.” Antoinette groaned, fearing this could become a trend, her in the middle of heated discussions between Rania and Tempe. For a second, she considered excusing herself and going to refill the popcorn bowl, but it was still half full. 
“Are you a proponent of the death penalty?” Rania’s voice dropped a register.
Antoinette snatched a carrot stick and drowned it in dip before biting into it with a loud crunch.
Rania shot her a disapproving glare, to which Antoinette only shrugged. 
“I don’t know. Sometimes it fits. Like what do you do with people who rape, torture, and murder others? How do you rehabilitate such offenders?”
“And killing them makes it better?”
“Maybe. They can’t hurt anyone else ever again.” Tempe pushed a strand of her hair behind her ear. 
Rania pinched the bridge of her nose. 
Antoinette picked up a piece of celery. She should have given Tempe a short list of topics to never
ever discuss with Rania.
“Did you know that around four percent of people put to death by our justice system were innocent?”
“That’s ‘likely innocent.’ It’s hard to prove that once someone is dead,” Antoinette voiced before picking up a tomato and eying it suspiciously, acting as if she didn’t notice the glower Rania sent her. 
“All right, let’s not debate the exact numbers. The point is, wrongful convictions happen all the time, never mind that it’s barbaric and proven ineffective in deterring crime, and even a single wrongful conviction is one too many.”
“I can see that,” Tempe said.
Rania deflated, as if she’d braced for an argument, but then there was none.
“Like I said, I don’t have a solid stance there. I just… viscerally, some people should die. After the horrid stuff they’ve done…” 
“Do you really think their death changes anything?” Rania asked. 
“I don’t know. Revenge, or the need for it, seems ingrained in humans. But it’s more like, again, what else is there? How do you punish such shocking, heinous crimes?”
“Taking away their freedom and locking them up in prison, which is also a violent, abusive place, isn’t enough?” Rania asked. 
“They still get to live, no? Unlike the people they’ve brutalized or killed.”
“You could agree to disagree.” Antoinette went for another carrot stick. 
“What do you think about this?” Tempe asked.
“Oh, no. I’m married to a doctor, and I want to sleep in our bed tonight. I’m not touching this.”
Tempe narrowed her eyes. “You could have warned me.”
“True. I’m sorry. I’ll give you a list of topics you should steer clear of.”
“Hey! I’m right here! I don’t like this idea, that there’s stuff you can’t talk about with me,” Rania complained.
Antoinette sighed. “It’s not that we can’t talk about these things with you, but some discussions are pointless because there’s no middle ground, and if we were to have a difference of opinion, then what good will such a discussion do? It will only frustrate everyone.”
“So you do support the death penalty!”
“That’s not what I said. I’m more inclined to agree with Tempe. It’s not that easy, but it’s an emotional topic, and I know how strongly you feel about it. I don’t have a big emotional investment, but I’m also not as clearly on one side as you are, and so it seems pointless to discuss it.”
“I’m sorry,” Tempe said.
Rania’s gaze snapped to her, brows furrowing. “For what?”
“I didn’t mean to upset you or cause any strife.”
“Oh, honey, you didn’t.” Rania reached out and squeezed Tempe’s hand. “You should feel free to talk about whatever you wish. That’s how friendships work. And you better ignore whatever list An gives you. In fact, don’t even write it up. And if you already have one, burn it.”
Antoinette smiled. 
“We may not always agree and yes, there are topics that will hit one of us harder than the other, but we should still not be fearful about discussing whatever,” Rania said. 
“All right.” Antoinette frowned. “I don’t like this dip. Can we get something spicy next time?”
“I like it,” Tempe said. 
“Yes, but you’re melanin deficient, and your tribe rarely appreciates spicy food,” Antoinette said.
Tempe laughed. “I’m not sure anyone has ever called me that.”
“First time for everything.” Antoinette raised one eyebrow.
Tempe flushed. 



kinship and greed 
JUNE 2022
RANIA PREFERRED SMALLER GATHERINGS to large parties, and fortunately for her, their friend circle tended to hang out in small groups. Unlike Antoinette, who thrived on social connections, especially since she spent a lot of time working alone at home, Rania had no need for constant interaction. She had no problem being friendly with people, nor was she so introverted that she shied away from engaging in social activities, but she never felt like she was missing out. And now, with them also spending so much time with Tempe, Rania felt… satiated. 
Antoinette, in many ways, was Rania’s polar opposite, at least personality wise, as they were in harmony when it came to their life goals. Tempe, on the other hand, seemed so much like her, yet wasn’t? She felt this kinship with her, a connection that rivalled her bond with Antoinette, something she preferred not to think about too closely. 
Yet, Rania caught herself wanting to tell Tempe random bits and pieces of her day or of the past. When she thought of a funny anecdote, she wondered how Tempe would react, and often ended up sharing the relevant tale with her. She saw Antoinette do the same, and so she tried to console herself with the notion that they had both made a best friend. 
Many of their friends were fellow artists. They all met and bonded through Antoinette’s work, and Rania was perfectly fine with that. Antoinette connected with people so much easier than she did.
When Sonia, one of Antoinette’s oldest friends—the two of them often had gallery showings together—hosted a cookout one Saturday evening, Antoinette had suggested inviting Tempe along, so they all met in Palm Springs.
“Are you sure I’m not intruding?” Tempe asked, clutching a bottle of gran reserva in her hands. 
“Of course not. Do you think we’d bring you somewhere you’re not welcome? Sonia is excited to finally meet you,” Antoinette said when they stepped up to the front door of Sonia’s Spanish-style cottage.
Tempe groaned. “That’s even worse. Why did you talk about me? This is like when grandma told you all about me, and then I was an awkward dweeb when I first met you.”
“That’s not true, and don’t say stuff like that about yourself.” Rania frowned. 
“We spend a lot of time together, and so you come up in conversations. It’s no big deal.” Antoinette rang the doorbell. 
A moment later, Sonia opened the door, dressed in one of her usual long-flowing, colorful dresses. “Hi! I’m so happy you guys could make it.” She first hugged Rania, then Antoinette, before she turned to Tempe. “And you must be Tempe. It’s so good to finally meet you.”
“Hi, nice to meet you, too.” Tempe held out her wine bottle. “Here. For you.”
“Oh, you didn’t have to! Didn’t these two tell you that’s not necessary?”
“We did, but she generally doesn’t listen to us.” Antoinette entered the house.
Sonia laughed. “Come on in.”
Fascinated by Tempe’s seeming return to the shy and reserved woman they met at Mary’s half a year ago, Rania placed a hand at the small of Tempe’s back and ushered her inside, following Antoinette and Sonia out onto the patio.
They had arrived a little late, and once they stepped outside, the gathering was in full swing. Sonia’s husband, Sebastian, manned the grill, sporting a blue apron that read “kiss the cook,” which Sonia did upon return. Married for twenty years, they were still so nauseatingly gone on each other that Rania sometimes joked she needed an insulin shot around them.
Gazing around, Rania noted a few more familiar faces but also two newcomers.
“Here, let me introduce you.” Sonia joined them once again and led them to the two women in attendance, whom they’d never met before. “These are Robin and Nina. They are rock-climbing buddies of Sebastian. Robin, Nina, these are our good friends, Rania and Antoinette, and this is their friend, Tempe.”
They all smiled and greeted each other before settling down with a drink and some chips while chatting with various people. Nina seemed to be quite taken by Tempe, judging by the fact that she stuck with her from the moment of introduction. The two of them had settled on a garden swing, talking. 
Antoinette leaned closer to Rania. “What do you think of these two new buddies of Seb?”
Rania shrugged. “They seem nice enough.”
“I don’t know. Nina seems kind of… shifty.”
Rania almost choked on her unsweetened tea. “Really? In what way?”
“Don’t know yet, but I think I don’t like her.”
“You’ve hardly spoken two words with her. Besides, Tempe seems to like her.”
“She’s not the best judge of character here.”
Rania startled. “I’m not sure I’d agree.” She took in Antoinette, who seemed unusually tense, especially given their current location and surroundings. Her wife generally lit up during such moments of togetherness with friends—she’d talk to everyone, laughing, joking, and overall being in a relaxed mood. 
Antoinette’s gaze remained locked on Tempe and Nina while she fiddled with the label of her beer bottle. “She’s pretty, isn’t she?”
“Who?” Rania cleared her throat, returning her gaze from Tempe to Antoinette. 
“Nina. How old do you think she is? I suck at guessing people’s ages.”
“Around Tempe’s age, maybe a year or two older.”
“Hmm.” Antoinette sipped from her drink.
“You’re being ridiculous. Go, talk to your friends. Mingle. I’m hungry.” Rania rose to get something more substantial to eat than chips and guacamole.
Antoinette grumbled but rose and strode to talk to a couple of her friends, who stood closer to the grill, but she continued to throw a few glances at Tempe and Nina every now and then. 
Rania sighed, assembling her black bean burger before adding potato salad to her plate. She returned to the table to eat. A moment later, Sonia joined her.
“What’s up with An tonight? She’s in a weird mood.”
“Not sure. She was fine all day.”
“Nina is gay, too, you know.”
“Good for her.”
Sonia laughed. “Wouldn’t it be cool if she and Tempe hit it off? They sure seem cozy enough.”
Rania grimaced. “I guess.”
“What? She’s gay, too, right? And single.”
“Yes.”
“Well, then. You can’t keep all the happy coupledom to yourself.”
“That’s not it,” Rania said. She did want Tempe to be happy, but she also didn’t want anything to change between them. She wanted to keep Tempe’s attention and her focus. Yet, if she were to start dating Nina or anyone else, really, that would change. And Rania hated the idea. God, was she really that selfish that she’d prefer for Tempe to be without a significant other just so nothing would change in their friendship?
“Hey? Where did you go?” Sonia asked. 
“Huh?”
“Must have spaced out there. I asked what you meant with Tempe and Nina?”
“I don’t know. What do we even know about this Nina?”
Sonia shrugged. “She works in construction with Sebastian, does rock climbing in her free time, and I think she’s originally from Georgia.”
“That’s not a lot. Besides, just because they get along doesn’t mean there’s anything more between them.”
“Nina seems smitten enough. She couldn’t take her eyes off Tempe from the moment she first saw her. Love at first sight happens sometimes.” 
Rania scoffed. “Please.”
“Man, you’re as grumpy as your wife. Tempe isn’t a child in need of protection. She’s a grown woman and surely knows what she wants.”
Rania clenched her jaw. “Anyway, what’s new with you guys?” She needed to stop talking and thinking about this, given the nausea that currently ran rampant in her system. Rania eyed the rest of her burger miserably, trying to concentrate on Sonia telling her about her newest idea for a series of sculptures. 
Later, after they had all said their goodbyes and were driving back home, Antoinette seemed as sullen as Rania felt.
“Do you think we’re selfish?” Rania asked in the stillness of the drive. 
“Huh? In what way?”
“We’re monopolizing all of Tempe’s time. When is she ever going to find someone to be with?”
“Tempe chooses to spend all this time with us. We’re hardly forcing her. Besides, when has she last mentioned that she’s lonely or looking for someone? Remember how her mom keeps insisting Tempe is missing out by not being in a relationship?”
“Yes.” Rania sighed. 
“Let’s not add to this. It’s Tempe’s choice how she lives her life.”
“I just want her to be happy.”
“So do I, but I don’t think she needs romance for that,” Antoinette stated.
“You just don’t like Nina.”
“No, I don’t. She’s all wrong for Tempe.”
“Really? How’s that?” 
Antoinette’s jaw clenched. She folded her arms and turned her head to look out of the window. “She just is.”
Rania had no reply because she agreed, but that didn’t mean that this was a good thing. 
Rania thought back to earlier this month, when Tempe had spent the night one day after a huge fight with her mother. They’d sat in the living room after takeout and wine when Tempe spoke up.

“She’s such a hypocrite.”
“That’s a harsh verdict,” Rania said. 
Tempe grumbled. “Maybe I’m being petulant. She’s just… My mother is a lawyer, and she and my dad have this perfect relationship on the outside, but in reality, I sometimes wonder why they are even together. She thinks we don’t notice their arguments or how frustrated they often are with each other, but we do.”
“Parents often try to shield their kids from their marital problems. That doesn’t make her a hypocrite,” Antoinette said.
“It’s gotten better over the last couple of years, but now they are also really distant. Doing their own thing. Again, both my parents are total workaholics. It’s one thing to keep any marital issue between them, but if you don’t have a great romantic relationship, maybe lay off preaching to others about the benefits of one.”
“Is that what she’s been doing?” Rania asked. 
“She’s so convinced that I need a partner, like that will solve all my problems.”
“Such as?” Antoinette picked up her glass, her gaze intently focused on Tempe, who threw her hands up in the air.
“How am I supposed to know?”
Rania frowned. “Wait, you don’t know your own problems?”
“What? Oh, no. I thought you asked what problems a relationship is supposed to solve. I don’t have any. I mean, sure, there are moments of frustration and things don’t always work out, but overall, I’m happy with my life.”
“Then what’s the problem?” Antoinette asked.
“Exactly.” Tempe grabbed her glass and lifted it as if saluting them. 
Rania chuckled. “Sometimes you must allow someone you love their illusions about you. Trying to get them to believe you is a losing battle when they’re so sure about something. Next time, change the topic.”
“I always try to do that, but my mother can be relentless.”
“That means she is relentless in loving you, even if her way of showing it is driving you crazy,” Antoinette pointed out.
“I suppose I never looked at it that way.” She paused, her face a mask of contemplation. “But you know what, loving someone also means that you believe their truth about themselves, even if it contradicts your own understanding of them or the world.”
Rania smiled. Old soul indeed.

Perhaps they needed to heed their own advice and let Tempe choose for herself if they were holding her back from living life to the fullest. Trying to decide for others usually backfires. 



parents and jealousy
MARCH 2023
RANIA’S PARENTS’ FIRST VISIT with Tempe there in March—they’d been together for over half a year at that point—had shaped up to be… interesting. It didn’t prove to be as much of a disaster as when Antoinette’s parents first met her and learned that she lived with them (shortly after she’d moved in), but it had its unique challenges. 
While Rania’s mother knew of their marriage yet refused to acknowledge it, or better, they just didn’t talk about it, and according to her mother, Antoinette remained Rania’s good ‘friend,’ her father had remained stuck on the notion that they were roommates. So, Tempe moving in, much like Antoinette had predicted, only solidified that for him. 
“I told you, Lena, but you wouldn’t believe me. Mind you, I still don’t get why three women, and of such different ages, too, would want to live together instead of finding a man and getting married.” He shrugged. “But those are the days, aren’t they? Women want their independence.”
Lena rolled her eyes but said nothing. 
“It’s good, isn’t it? You’re happy?” he asked Rania, who stymied a sigh. 
“Yes, Baba. I’m happy.” Because what else was there to say? She’d long ago given up on her parents embracing her life. They were polite to Antoinette, and they’d said nothing outright negative to them about their lives or anything, and she loved them. Why would she start a war and risk losing her family because they couldn’t wrap their minds around living a life that didn’t coincide with what society expected people to do? 
“What about you, Temperance?”
“Am I happy? Yes. Very much so.”
“Good, good. But I meant, what do your parents say that you prefer to live with your friends here over getting married?”
“Oh, well, my parents support me.”
“As they should, but that doesn’t mean we’re always happy with our children’s choices,” Elias said.
“I suppose not, but once your children are grown, they get to make their own decisions, so…” Tempe’s gaze found Rania’s, almost begging for her to intervene. 
“You’re so young. You have time either way. I saw that show your sister likes to watch the other day, the one with the old ladies who live together. It also plays in Florida. What’s it called again?”
“The Golden Girls?” Rania held back her laughter. 
“Yes! That one. But those women are all old. Guess now you start earlier, huh?” He laughed. 
“Yes, I suppose.” Rania hid her smile behind her coffee mug, while Tempe seemed at a loss for words.
“Enough of that, Elias. They do what they want, regardless. It’s not up to us. At least your sister has children, or we’d be without the joy of grandkids,” Lena said.
This time, Rania did sigh. “Yes, Mom.”
Later, Tempe dragged Rania into her room. “I have a question.”
“OK. You don’t need to whisper.”
“Well, your parents’ room is just across from this one, and I don’t…” She grimaced. “I’m still a bit traumatized by Antoinette’s mom.”
Rania snorted. “Fabienne is… something else.”
Tempe frowned. “She accused me of wanting to sleep with you!”
Rania raised one eyebrow.
“That’s… not the same. What we have isn’t cheating.”
“Of course not, honey. I’m sorry.” Rania grasped Tempe’s hand, once more surprised by how delicate Tempe sometimes seemed. 
Tempe nodded. “Anyway, I’m just wondering, why is it OK for Antoinette and you to sleep in the same room?”
“What?”
“I meant with your dad, like he’s so convinced that we’re all roommates, but in such arrangements, people have, you know, their own rooms. To sleep in.”
“People see what they want to see.”
“So you think he knows?”
Rania shrugged. “He should. What he believes makes no sense, but it seems to make him happier than confronting the reality that his daughter is a lesbian. Why disabuse him of that notion?”
“And you don’t think they should know?”
“We aren’t hiding anything from them.” At Tempe’s skeptical expression, Rania cleared her throat. “OK, so we’re not that open about how things have changed, with you, but I thought that’s what you wanted?”
“Well, yes, but…”
“What is it? Did you change your mind? We can discuss this later when Antoinette is back home or after my parents leave again, if you’d prefer.”
“I don’t know. It’s just… It feels wrong to lie, but I also think it’s no one else’s business. Why do we need to explain to anyone what we are to each other?”
“We don’t.”
“But then it seems like we’re lying, as if… we’re ashamed or something. Are you—”
“Ashamed of you? God, no! Did we make you feel that way? How? When?” Rania squeezed Tempe’s hand.
“No, you’ve never made me feel like that.”
Rania exhaled harshly. “Good. I’d never want that. I’m open to telling anyone about us, if that’s what you both want.”
“What do you want?”
“Peace. I want to live a life that makes me happy, which means sharing it with you and Antoinette. I love what we’ve built, and I don’t know. I do feel protective of it, but I also share your frustration that there shouldn’t be a need for us to come out or explicitly state we’re together. That already irks me in relation to same-sex relationships.”
“Right. But there might also be more judgment or confusion, at least when people learn of us.”
“Yes, there’s that. Although our friends had no issues with us from the start.”
Tempe chuckled. “That’s true. God, Sonia seemed so smug when she greeted me with a hug and a triumphant ‘I knew it!’ the first time we all hung out together after you’d told them.”
“To be fair, both An and I were… no fans of Nina during that cookout when you first met some of our friends, and Sonia noticed.”
“Oh, really? I didn’t know. I thought she was really nice. I did go rock climbing with her once.”
“I know.” Rania’s face darkened.
“Oh my God, you guys were really jealous?”
Rania ducked her head. “I wouldn’t call it jealous.”
“Sonia sure did.”
“What does she know?”
Tempe laughed. “A lot, apparently. But you were right. Sort of. Nina did ask me out on a date after our outing.”
“Really? You never said.”
Tempe scrunched up her nose. “I want to say it’s because it didn’t matter, but that’s not true. I… It felt weird. I liked Nina, but I never saw her like that. And…”
“Yes.”
“God, this is so silly.”
“What?” Rania asked.
“I felt like I was cheating on you guys.” She rolled her eyes. “See, I couldn’t have gone on a date with her even if I had found her appealing because I was so focused on you and Antoinette. I’m not sure I understood that all fully then, but looking back…” Tempe sighed. “I didn’t tell you because it seemed wrong. I felt guilty.”
“Wow.”
“Yes, like I said. Silly.”
“It’s actually really cute.”
Tempe groaned. “To get back to our original conversation, I want peace, too. And you and Antoinette, obviously. We should all talk about this some more, but yeah, I’d prefer to do that when your parents are gone.”
“Of course. As you wish.”
Tempe tilted her head. “It’s not just about what I wish. You guys matter, too. And we’ve already talked about this and came to an agreement.”
Rania smiled and leaned in to press a soft, lingering kiss on Tempe’s lips. “You’re so sweet and earnest.”
Tempe flushed. 
“You’re right, we did discuss it, but that doesn’t make what we decided immutable.”
“I guess.”
“I know we matter. We all do. But we’re in a much easier position than you are. People in our lives are used to seeing us as a couple, or… roommates.” Rania smiled and rolled her eyes, making Tempe grin. She cupped Tempe’s cheek. “This is something we all get a say in, but we need you to feel good about us. I never want you to even think we could be ashamed of you or of what we share.”
“All right. Thank you.”
“Always.” Rania pressed their lips together again, this time pulling Tempe close and deepening their kiss before pulling back. “I love that I can still leave you dazed with a kiss.”
Tempe shook her head. “And you say An is impossible.”
“Well, she is.”
“Mmhmm.”



penance 
AUGUST 2023
BREAKFAST HAD BEEN… AWKWARD, almost. Their early morning collision had been the last thing Antoinette had expected after the previous night, and she wondered how to move forward. 
Rania’s sudden appearance tore Antoinette out of her thoughts. “Hey. Are you OK?”
“Yes.” 
“Try that again.”
“Hmm?”
Rania sighed. “You know how I am, with not talking, but you just… I’ve been watching you for the last five minutes without you noticing, and you just sat there like a puddle of misery.”
Antoinette shook her head. “Oh. Sorry. I was thinking. But no, it’s fine. Just… a lot of thoughts.”
Rania sat down next to her. “Tell me.”
“Tell you what?”
Rania shrugged. “Whatever you want to say. You know how rare my offers to talk things over are.” She bumped into Antoinette, who chuckled.
“True. I could count them on one hand. Perhaps I should play the lottery today.”
“Hey! I’m not that bad. We also don’t fight often.”
She reached for Rania’s hand. “No, we don’t.”
Silence spread while they sat there, lost in thought. 
“Is sorry enough?” Antoinette finally dared to ask since this remained the most pressing question on her mind. Could they just move on from such a huge fight?
“What more could there be?”
Antoinette’s gaze found the floor. “I don’t know. Some form of… penance. What I said was out of line, and you don’t deserve—”
“An, no. I don’t want you to suffer. You know what I think of an ‘eye for an eye.’”
Antoinette nodded. “Still, it seems like a big thing to wash away with saying, ‘I’m sorry.’”
“Did you lie?”
Her head snapped up and her eyes grew wide. “Of course not. I regretted my words as soon as I said them. I’m endlessly sorry.” She pressed one hand against her chest as her eyes filled with tears. 
Rania lifted her hand and wiped at the tears running down Antoinette’s cheeks. “I know.”
“I wish I could turn back time, to unsay what I said, but I can’t. If that was possible, I’d stop Tempe from leaving that day,” she rasped.
“I doubt anyone could have talked her out of it. I tried. She was dead set on going.” 
“Well, with knowing what would happen if she left, I’d have just tied her to the bed if she refused to stay home.”
Rania’s eyebrows rose.
“Not like that.” Antoinette ducked her head.
“It’s done, An. All of it. You can never change the past, and the future, well, you can’t access it. So, there’s only one thing left.”
“Which is?”
“Focus on the present.”
Antoinette snorted. “You sound like one of my ‘esoteric drivel’ books, as you like to call them.”
“I resent that.”
“Of course you do.”
“It’s a fact, isn’t it? The past is done. We can’t change it. The future is still being… created, decided, planned. I suppose it depends on your belief there, but in the end, all we have is the present. You can’t access anything else, so it stands to reason that we should focus on what we can influence,” Rania argued.
“Yes, you’re right. But sometimes knowing that doesn’t help. You remain lost in wishes, hopes, and regrets.”
“Perhaps, but we still get to decide what we do. We can choose to direct our attention toward what we wish. And regrets are useless because they change nothing and only make you suffer more.”
“I suppose. What should our attention be on now?” Antoinette asked.
“On us. All of us.” Rania squeezed Antoinette’s hand. “I love you. And I love Tempe. I just want all of us to be OK. I want Tempe back here with us. God, I want to see her.”
“Me, too.” Antoinette connected their foreheads. “Are we really OK?”
“Yes.” Rania sighed. “I need to confess something.”
Antoinette pulled back. “Oh?”
“For a moment when I was outside, wandering through the neighborhood and feeling sorry for myself while getting drenched, I… I worried that you’d leave me because you truly believed I don’t love Tempe like you do.”
Antoinette’s eyes widened, and her heart grew so heavy she thought it would fall and drop to the floor like an anvil, shattering the ground beneath their feet. 
“No,” she croaked, reaching out to embrace Rania. “I’d never leave you. Either one of you.” She kissed Rania’s forehead. “You’re both stuck with me forever, and if you leave me, I’ll just stalk you,” she joked.
Rania released a teary chuckle. “You’re too oblivious to stalk anyone.”
“Hey! I have a brilliant eye for detail.”
“For art, yes, but everyday life?” 
Antoinette narrowed her eyes. “Take that back!”
“Or what?”
“Oh, I have some ideas.”
“I have an idea, too,” Rania said. 
“What’s that?”
“Let’s go clean up your studio together.”
Antoinette’s eyes widened. “Ran, you don’t have to—”
“Hush, love.” Rania pressed a finger against Antoinette’s lips. “I want to help you.”
Tears welled in Antoinette’s eyes, and she nodded—unable to say a word, and so touched by Rania’s never-ending love, support, and understanding, even when she didn’t feel like she deserved it. 
Later, they were lying in bed and Antoinette was about to drift off when Rania’s words roused her. 
“And to think we fought because of that man.”
“Hmm?”
“Sam. Remember when we had that huge fight early this year with Tempe because we urged her to be patient with her dad?”
Antoinette groaned. God, did she ever remember that. They rarely fought, and if there were any issues, they sat down and talked it over. Communication was even more essential now that they were three, but on that day, they all sucked at it.

“So you’re on his side now?” Tempe spat.
“What? When did I say that?” Rania looked affronted, but perhaps Tempe couldn’t see that in her frustration or because unlike Antoinette, she hadn’t been around Rania for over twelve years.
“You urging me to be understanding and see things from his perspective, meanwhile he trash-talks both of you constantly. How would you feel if your or Antoinette’s parents did that?”
“Mine are too passive-aggressive for that,” Antoinette said.
Tempe glared at her.
“I’m not defending him or saying you should accept his words, but he’s still your father, and sometimes you just have to agree to disagree.”
“I can’t agree to disagree with someone who attacks the people I love most in the world, but it’s cool to know you can do that. How about you, Antoinette? You’re fine with that, too?”
“Woah, slow down.” 
“I don’t understand how you guys can continue to be so calm about this!”
“Do you think he has a point?” Rania asked.
What in the world? Antoinette’s gaze flashed to her wife. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tempe didn’t have to cross her arms to convey her defensiveness, it screamed into the room, yet Rania seemed blind to it. 
“People don’t get so worked up over nothing.”
“Nothing? My father dismissing our relationship and accusing you of playing games or getting your kicks by seducing a younger woman is nothing?”
“Yes. It’s not true,” Rania said.
“Of course it’s not true!”
“Then why does it matter?”
Tempe’s eyes widened. 
“He’s her dad, Ran. It matters to her.”
“So again, will this change anything? If he doesn’t change his mind, and sometimes we have to deal with the fact that there are people, people we love, who’ll never accept us, and—”
“Like your parents?” Tempe asked. 
“Low blow, Temp,” Antoinette said.
Tempe gritted her jaw and closed her eyes. 
“I know you’re upset but—”
“Arguing won’t help?” Tempe said.
“That, but also, we’re on your side.”
“Ran’s right. We get this is hard, and I’m sorry your dad is acting like this, but there’s only so much you can do. I don’t see how this is different than the last time we had this discussion.”
“Do you think I’ll change my mind and leave you because my father doesn’t approve of our relationship?” Tempe addressed Rania who only shrugged. 
“Wow. I just… What did I do or say that gave you that impression?”
“He’s your father.”
“Your parents, both your parents aren’t that happy with your marriage, if they even acknowledge it. Did that ever make you think you should end your relationship?”
“No!” Antoinette exclaimed. 
“Of course not.” 
“Why is it different with me? Mind you, my mom is fine with us. Mostly. Oh, my God, is this an age thing again?”
Rania sighed but didn’t answer. 
“You need to get over that or this won’t ever work.”
“Tempe,” Antoinette started.
“No. I can’t right now. I need to… I need to be on my own and digest all of this.” And with that, Tempe left the room.

“That was quite unusual for you, especially since you sounded so calm and sure the previous time this came up. Sam even called you a predator back then.” Antoinette snuggled closer to Rania, who stroked her back.
“I was scared, and well, different mind sets and moods.”
“I get it. You were afraid that Tempe would listen to her dad? Really? You’ve met her.”
Rania released a rueful chuckle. “I’d no longer react this way. This fear has long since been assuaged. But back then? It all worked out so effortlessly, and I kept waiting for something to happen that made it… harder.”
“So you created it yourself?”
Rania slapped her back. 
“But that’s what you did!”
“Yes, yes, but I don’t have to enjoy hearing it,” Rania grumbled. “I mean, we’re still tiptoeing around our parents and their expectations. We just let them assume whatever they wish.”
“Yes, but—”
“No, I mean, at first it might have been funny when your mom told you she thinks Tempe is trying to come between us, especially since she doesn’t even acknowledge our relationship, but it’s tiring. It’s worse for Tempe. Remember when she asked me if we’re ashamed of her?”
Antoinette frowned. “Yeah. You told me about that little conversation.”
“We might have been OK remaining in these… unchanging waters for the sake of peace and whatnot, but it’s not fair to Tempe.”
“You’re right. I never thought much about it. We always handled it like that.”
“It was the easiest way. The path of least resistance, but it doesn’t mean it’s not painful, especially when you see the difference in how our families treat our siblings’ marriages,” Rania said with frustration and hurt coloring her tone. 
“Yeah. I just… I thought this is what you wanted, to keep the peace and all.”
“Yes, no. Like I said, we’ve kept playing it safe. And I’m not saying we need to shout it from the rooftop or make a public announcement, but we could shut our families up about the nonsense they say sometimes, about Tempe. About us. We should make sure that Tempe knows and feels she’s our priority, too.”
Antoinette allowed Rania’s words to settle between them in silence. 
Then, “What if they’ll leave?” She hated how small her voice sounded.
Rania sighed and pulled her closer, pressing a lingering kiss against her temple. “I doubt it. They might grouse and complain, but in the end, they will drop it and act like nothing ever happened.”
“Then why do it if nothing changes?”
“It’ll still change the most important aspect, Tempe will experience us standing up for her, for us, for our relationship. Our families will at least drop some of their comments, and if they don’t, we’ll just have to remind them again.” 
“It’ll be hard. That might be why we’d dropped all of this after our last talk,” Antoinette said.
Rania nodded. “It’ll be worth it, though. Tempe is worth it, and so are we and what we have.”
“You’re right.” Antoinette smiled. They’d figure it out. 



lifelines 
AUGUST 2023
MARY HAD CALLED THEM this morning in tears, only able to tell them that Tempe was still in a coma and that nothing had changed. Afterward, Antoinette had withdrawn into her art studio, hoping to distract herself, but to no avail. She struggled to focus on the piece in front of her, staring at the mostly blank canvas, her hands gripping the paint brush. 
Her ringing phone drew her out of her reverie. “Oh, hi, Sonia. Wait, what? Oh, shit.” They had scheduled a coffee date for yesterday. “I’m so sorry. I totally forgot, and God.” Her voice broke, and tears shot into her eyes.
“What happened? Are you all right?”
“No,” Antoinette croaked. “Tempe was in a car crash on Tuesday, during that awful storm. She’s in an artificial coma, and her father has kicked us out, and we don’t know a thing about her.”
“Why did he do that? What about her mother? Is Tempe… Will she be OK again? How can I help?”
“Because he’s an asshole. Her mom is trying to fix things. She’s supposed to get here today, but it’s complicated. I hope so. I can’t even go there, losing Tempe.” She covered her eyes with one hand. “God, Sonia. And I was such an asshole to Ran.”
“Oh, sweetheart. It’s an extreme situation. I’m sure Rania isn’t going to hold whatever happened against you.”
“No, she won’t. But I’m not sure I deserve it.”
“Is there anything I can do? Do you just want to talk? I can come by and bring you guys some food? Then at least you don’t need to cook.”
Antoinette wiped her eyes. “No, that’s fine. We’re good. But talking… Yeah. It might help to vent to someone who isn’t Ran.”
“Of course. Go on.”
Antoinette cleared her throat before drowning her friend in a wave of words. 
Bree ended up catching an earlier flight to West Palm and called them shortly after noon from the hospital, four days after Tempe’s accident, after three long days of learning almost nothing about Tempe’s condition. She wanted to come talk to them, and they assured her she’d always be welcome and could stop by whenever. 
The doorbell rang shortly after four, and Rania opened up to find Bree at their threshold.
Antoinette, who had been on her way back to her studio, shelved that plan and joined the two women instead.
“Oh, girls,” Bree said, startling Rania but drawing a smile from Antoinette. She surged forward and hugged first Rania, then Antoinette. “I can’t believe this is the first time I’m meetin’ you in person.”
“We’d tried last month, but with An’s parents here—” Rania started.
“No, no. It’s all fine. Don’t worry about it.”
“Come on in. Let’s sit down and talk.” Antoinette led them to the dining room, and they sat down. 
“I’m sorry about Sam. I know he has his… reservations about your relationship with Tempe, but I didn’t think he’d go that far. I’m still working on him. In fact, I want to take you to the hospital later so you can see Tempe.”
“But how? If Sam refuses, the hospital won’t allow us to see her,” Rania said.
Antoinette bit her tongue to rein in the first, impulsive response that flashed through her mind.
“Don’t you worry about that.” Bree patted Rania’s hand.
Rania gazed at Bree’s hand on hers and her mouth opened before she snapped it shut. 
“Anyway, you’re a doctor, right? So I thought it would be better to take these and show them to you instead of trying to remember what the doctors told me.” Bree unlocked her phone and after a few taps, placed it in front of Rania.
Rania’s eyes widened. “Is that…” She grabbed the phone like a lifeline and intently gazed at the images, her lips moving as she mumbled what she read—something she only did in moments of extreme concentration or high anxiety.
Antoinette placed her hand on Rania’s thigh and gave a light squeeze in support. 
Bree faced Antoinette. “I don’t have to ask how you’re holding up. You both look awful.”
Antoinette chuckled. “Right back at you.”
Bree nodded. “It’s been a crazy time, but this… It tops everything. Seein’ Tempe like this?” She clenched her jaw. 
“I know. I almost didn’t want to fully enter the room at first, too afraid of what I’d see.”
Rania stiffened next to her. 
“What is it?”
“What did the doctors say?” Rania addressed Bree.
“That they can’t wake her up yet, and then a lot of medical talk that went right over my head, so I took pictures of her charts.” 
“Is she all right?” Antoinette asked, her entire body a coil of tension.
“She’s not in worse shape overall,” Rania said.
“Can you be more specific?” Antoinette struggled to keep her tone even.
“Her electrolyte balance is off, but they are treating that. The brain swelling is down a little, but not as much as I’d hoped for by today. No additional bleed, which is excellent.”
“What’s her prognosis?” Bree asked.
Rania sighed. “I’d like to see her in person and check on all the labs, see her most recent CAT scan. I’m still mostly positive.”
“I don’t like the word ‘mostly,’” Antoinette said.
“I’m with your wife on that.”
“As I’ve told An, there are never any guarantees, and complications can arise at any point, but so far, all issues look like they are delaying the recovery, not preventing it. And again, she’s young and fit.”
Antoinette frowned when color rose high in Rania’s cheeks. 
“That’s good.” Bree nodded.
“Can I get you anything? Coffee, tea, water?” Antoinette asked, suddenly remembering her manners.
“God, I likely don’t need more caffeine, but I’d not say no to some tea.”
“We only have unsweetened.” Antoinette offered an apologetic smile, grateful Tempe had told them about her mother’s affinity for everything sweet.
Bree grimaced. “A coffee, then. You do have sugar in this house, I’m assumin’?”
Rania chuckled. “We do. Honey as well. You could also add sugar to the unsweetened tea.”
“No, thanks. I never get the ratio quite right. I prefer coffee with sugar, then.”
“Any milk?” 
“Yes, or cream if you have it.”
Rania made to rise but Antoinette squeezed her leg. “I’ll get it. Stay.”
Antoinette left for the kitchen to prepare the coffee. A few minutes later, she returned with a tray containing coffee, cream, sugar for Bree, and a pot of still seeping mint tea for her and Rania.
“Thank you.” Bree proceeded to fill her cup almost half with cream, then she added coffee before spooning in an ungodly amount of sugar.
Rania’s eyes widened, and Antoinette was sure her thoughts ran along the way of ‘highway to diabetes.’ Personally, Antoinette thought Bree shouldn’t have worried about caffeine, as her vile concoction seemed to be low on actual coffee. 
They sipped their beverages in silence before Bree cleared her throat. “How come you guys never set up a power of attorney? Why are Sam and I still Tempe’s next of kin?”
Rania sighed. “We’d talked about it, and I’d written our attorney for more information, on changing our wills and adding health directives that will also include Tempe. But then life happened, and it fell away.”
“We also talked about making Tempe our next of kin.” Antoinette said. “You always think you have so much time left.” 
“So you talked about this with each other, or with Tempe, too?”
“Both. We first had a talk with Tempe, but—”
“What did she say?” Bree asked.
“She didn’t want to discuss it, really. She said she’s young and healthy, and… She trusts us.” Antoinette dropped her trembling hands into her lap. “We wanted to change things regardless, but like Ran said, life kinda got in the way. We’ve been so busy with… stuff. But that’s no excuse, and we’ll set things up as soon as Tempe is out of the woods.”
Bree nodded. “That was my biggest worry. You two are married, so you have all the rights and protections that come with that, but Tempe, she’s left out.”
“She’s not. Like I said, we will set things up, but even without it, we’d not exclude her if anything were to happen to one of us.”
“Of course not, but it’s still smart to take precautions. What if we both were incapacitated?” Rania said.
“She’s right. If you care about Tempe, you need to help protect her as best as you can since she cannot marry either of you, yet you’re living as if… you’re all married to each other.”
Antoinette flinched at the words, her mind flashing back to Rania’s face when she’d said those words just the other day. Her head dropped. 
Rania sought her hand and squeezed. “We’d love to marry Tempe, but alas, that’s not possible, at least not legally. But yes, we will do everything in our power to make sure she won’t be left out, no matter what happens to us.”
“Good,” Bree said. “And I’ll tear into this stubborn child once she’s awake. Too young.” Bree scoffed. “Life changes in a second, as we’ve seen.” She sighed. 
“Maybe not right when she wakes up,” Rania said. 
“Yes, yes. That was implied.” Bree emptied her cup. “Now, tell me about you three. How does this work?”
Rania coughed, placing her mug down on the table with so much force, liquid sloshed over the rim. “What?”
Bree flushed. “Oh, my God, not that. I meant, Lord knows I struggled with Sam, and Seren drives me up the wall, too. If we had a third one in the mix, jealousy aside, I just don’t get it.”
Antoinette shrugged. “We just work. It’s like… We were happy before Tempe, and our life ran along a predictable but comfortable path. I mean, all couples have their issues and their moments when you get on each other’s nerves, but nothing major.”
“I suppose that’s necessary if this is gonna work,” Bree said.
“Adding a third to a sinking ship will capsize it for sure. We weren’t looking for anyone. In fact, I’d never even considered adding someone to our relationship. And we were friends at first, but there was always something between us. From the beginning, Tempe confounded me,” Rania explained.
“Yeah, but it was never like, ‘Oh, I’m falling in love with this new person and out of love with my partner.’ I never wanted to leave Rania, but I also wanted Tempe in our lives. Luckily, we all felt that way.”
“It’s odd because before we met Tempe, while we were happy and complete, when I look back now, there was something missing, but it’s like, we didn’t know, and we didn’t see it until Tempe filled that space. And now, everything is just so… full.” Rania smiled. 
“That makes me beyond happy. Tempe has always been the odd one out in some ways. She’d never been at the level of her peers because she always seemed beyond them. And now, with you two, I feel like she’s finally at a place where she can be who she is without censoring herself.”
“We hope she feels that way.” Antoinette pulled Rania’s hand onto her lap. “We just want her to be happy, and to be back with us.”
Rania nodded. 
“What do your parents think of all of this?” Bree asked. 
Antoinette groaned. “My mother is convinced that Tempe has designs to ‘steal’ Rania from me, while at the same time never really acknowledging that we are married.”
“What? How does that work?”
“I don’t know. It’s always been that way. They don’t accept this reality, but they’re not arguing against it? It’s weird. They’ve come to terms with us living together and sharing our lives, and well, to them, Tempe is our roommate,” Antoinette said. 
“Excuse me?”
“Haitian culture is still pretty conservative. For them to be as accepting as they are in their own way, me living with a woman, and a foreigner to boot—”
“Hey! I was born here, same as you. And if I’m a foreigner, so are you. We’re both second generation.”
Antoinette waved her off. “Of course. I’m talking from the perspective of my parents.”
Rania grumbled. 
“Where is your family from? I don’t think Tempe ever mentioned that.”
“We’re originally from Lebanon,” Rania said.
“So you decided not to rock the boat further by telling them you’re also with Tempe. I’m not sure what I think of that. I suppose I understand, but I’m not a fan. What does Tempe make of it?”
“Oh, she wanted it like that for the longest, but we’d been discussing changing things, being more open, but then the accident…”
“Is that why she always escapes when your family is visiting?”
Rania chuckled. “Among other things, yes. Let’s just say Tempe’s habit of running around dressed in a tank top and short shorts did not endear her to my mother-in-law.”
“Oh, yes. I can see that. I don’t know where this child got it from—the heat, mind you, not the chest. I’m well aware of where she got that from.”
Antoinette snorted while Rania ducked her head. 



shouts and chicken 
JULY 2023
ANTOINETTE’S PARENTS WERE A handful. They’d always been that. She knew how to handle them, and so did Rania after all these years. Tempe, though? 
After the disastrous previous visit in January, Tempe had declared she’d visit her mother or sister the next time Antoinette’s parents stopped by. Since Antoinette’s parents lived in New York and stayed for around two weeks for each visit, Rania and Antoinette had complained that a two-week separation seemed extreme. 
Tempe had eventually caved and agreed to return earlier, thanks to Rania’s logic and a promise to make it up to her. They hadn’t decided what that would look like, but Antoinette’s head swam with possibilities—one of them she planned to turn into reality now. 
Her mother was in the kitchen preparing dinner while her father watched a soccer game, and so Antoinette escaped unnoticed to sneak into Tempe’s room, delighted to find the door unlocked. 
Tempe had returned from Minnesota half an hour ago and announced (that meant she told Antoinette since she didn’t talk much to her parents, and Rania was still at work) that she planned to marinate in the shower. 
The water turned off the moment Antoinette entered the walk-in closet that connected the bathroom to the bedroom/office. 
“Right on time,” she whispered with a smile. Antoinette nudged the door open and took in Tempe while she stepped out of the shower—her long brown hair dripping water over her back and chest, beads of liquid trailing down an expanse of smooth skin Antoinette longed to taste.
“Did you enjoy your shower?” Antoinette asked in a rough voice. 
Tempe started, tightening her grip on the towel she’d just wrapped around herself. “Jesus Christ, An! You almost gave me a heart attack. How did you get in here?”
“Through the door. They’re these wide apertures in walls, and you use them to get from one room to the next.”
Tempe glared at her. 
Stepping closer, Antoinette halted when Tempe’s exhalations caressed her face. “I missed you.”
Tempe’s posture loosened. “I missed you, too. Both of you.”
Antoinette smiled. “I know.” Her gaze held Tempe’s brown eyes before she allowed it to wander to her neck, but when her perusal encountered the blue towel, she frowned. “Could you drop the towel?”
Tempe chuckled. “No.”
“Does that mean you’re incapable of dropping the towel, you have an ethical or religious reason for refusing, or do you merely not wish to drop the towel?”
“I know you and all of this,” she gestured between them, “is trouble.”
Antoinette pouted. “But you like my kind of trouble.”
“Not when your parents are here,” Tempe hissed, her cheeks turning crimson. 
“They’re downstairs, busy cooking and watching sports. They’re not gonna hear your shouts.” Antoinette worried her lower lip.
“I’m not the loud one. That’s your wife.” The irises in Tempe’s eyes grew.
“Like you have no appreciation for that.” 
Tempe’s flush deepened.
“May I at least kiss you?”
She sighed, and Antoinette stifled a triumphant smile when Tempe’s gaze dipped to her lips. 
Antoinette loved that Tempe struggled to resist her, them, and it seemed only fair since neither Rania nor she seemed capable of resisting Temperance. What a name. It was insanely fitting, given Tempe lived such a moderate life and displayed more restraint in a given week than Antoinette had shown in her entire life. And robbing Tempe of that had proven to be utterly delightful, though she doubted that was on Bree’s and Sam’s minds when they’d named their oldest. God, she’d go to hell for such a thought. Well, at least in some circles, for Antoinette didn’t believe in hell. 
“Yes,” Tempe breathed, and in a flash, Antoinette connected their lips in a gentle, lingering kiss. She inhaled Tempe’s nearness and sighed.
Antoinette’s hands traveled down to Tempe’s hips and with a sudden burst of inspiration, she adjusted her hold and drawing back, she lifted and deposited a gasping Tempe on top of the sink counter. 
“An, I said—” 
“I didn’t remove the towel.”
Tempe opened her mouth to say something, but her words transformed into a groan when Antoinette leaned forward and licked into her mouth. She sucked at Tempe’s tongue, grazing it with her teeth before she allowed her to withdraw, only to follow along and continue their game. 
Tempe dug her fingernails into Antoinette’s back. If it weren’t for her shirt, half-mooned indents would now adorn Antoinette’s skin. 
Antoinette halted their kiss and pressed forward to stand between Tempe’s dangling legs. “May I open the towel?” she asked, entranced by the internal quarrel that seemed to play behind Tempe’s eyes. Yet, given how Tempe chewed on her lower lip, the flush high in her cheeks that had started traveling south to her chest, Antoinette considered her chances of winning that argument—
Her thoughts careened to a stop and her heart pelted against her chest wall when Tempe opened the towel, letting it sink to the counter so that she was only sitting on it, and then spread her legs.
Antoinette clenched her jaw and when she locked on Tempe’s heated gaze, she panted and pushed even closer. She clasped Tempe’s head and lost herself in a passionate kiss. Pressing as close as she could into the v of Tempe’s legs, Antoinette raked her nails down Tempe’s back. 
Tempe groaned, leaning into her touch. 
Antoinette loved Tempe’s responsiveness. She grabbed her ass and pulled Tempe forward, overcome by the urge to taste her.
Tempe moaned and sought Antoinette’s lips in a hard kiss. 
Her head swam and arousal twisted in her stomach, only to intensify at the sound of Tempe’s whimpers when Antoinette scratched her fingernails along the soft skin of Tempe’s inner thighs. 
Tempe’s hands shot to the edge of the counter, as if she tried to anchor herself. She sighed when Antoinette crouched low and ran her tongue against her thighs, soothing the red tracks her fingernails had left behind. Then, lacking even an ounce of patience, Antoinette licked up Tempe’s length. Without preamble, she swirled her tongue around Tempe’s entrance and pressed inside. 
Tempe moaned, her knuckles paling when she tightened her grip on the marble. 
Antoinette scooted even closer and held on to Tempe’s thighs, licking and sucking at her inner folds, drawing them into her mouth before sliding up. She circled Tempe’s hardened nub, enjoying the breathy pants spilling from her lover above her. She loved her taste, and the sounds Tempe made during love making usually left Antoinette a swollen, wet mess. 
Tempe closed her eyes and arched her back, shuffling her hips toward Antoinette. 
With a small sigh, Antoinette shifted again and sucked Tempe’s clit into her mouth, immediately applying pressure and picking up the pace of her tongue. 
Tempe sobbed, her fingers finding purchase in Antoinette’s dark curls, scratching along her scalp. 
Antoinette sucked harder. She could do this all day. From the start, she’d felt enthralled by how receptive Tempe was to their touch, and even though she’d only been gone for ten days, it seemed like forever, and all Antoinette could think about was Tempe’s heady taste and how she’d longed to sample it again. 
Temple released a low groan, and a shudder shook her frame. She was close, and Antoinette yearned to guide her to a hard release, to feel her body quake above her. 
“Faster,” Tempe croaked. 
Antoinette’s eyelids fell shut, and she picked up her pace. 
Tempe panted. 
“Cheri wap vini?” her mother’s voice called through the bedroom door, reaching them even in the bathroom. 
Tempe froze and clutched Antoinette’s head, urging her to stop.
Antoinette groaned. 
“Mwen te panse ou ta ede ak poul la? Ki kote w ye?”
She’d murder her mother. “I’ll be right down,” she called.
“What did she ask?” Tempe whisper-shouted.
Antoinette chuckled. “Essentially, if I’m coming. I’d rather see you come.”
Tempe swatted Antoinette’s shoulder. “You can’t be serious—” She covered her mouth to stifle a groan when Antoinette not only sucked her back into her mouth but also pressed two fingers inside. 
Yes. She was serious. She needed to see and feel Tempe come. 
Tempe leaned forward, her hips rocking against Antoinette’s face and fingers. “God,” she released a low moan. 
Antoinette fastened her hold on Tempe’s hips while once more increasing both the speed and pressure of her pumps and tongue until she felt a shudder grip Tempe, who arrested, her body growing taut before rapid quakes shook her frame, and a stymied shout broke free that she tried to bury in Antoinette’s hair. 
She trailed her tongue once more around Tempe’s swollen nub, loving the drawn-out shivers such an action always wrought before she pulled out her fingers and rose. 
“You’re terrible.”
“And you are delicious.” She leaned close and kissed Tempe deeply. She pulled back. “See?”
Tempe rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what to do with you.”
“Oh, I have a ton of ideas, but first, I should help my mom with the chicken. We wouldn’t want her to barge in here and think that you’re not after my wife, but after me.”
Tempe paled. “She wouldn’t dare! Your mom believes this is my room.” She jumped off the counter.
Antoinette released a small laugh. “I love it when you get all worked up in righteous indignation.”
Tempe rolled her lips. “Don’t you have something else to do?”
“Yes, yes.”
When Antoinette stepped back, Tempe reached out and grasped her hand, tugging at it. “For the record,” she said. “I am after your wife, too.”
Antoinette chuckled. “That’s fortunate since I’m sure she’ll pay you a visit tonight after my parents go to sleep.”
Tempe shivered and tightened her hold on Antoinette’s hand. “Come here,” she pressed out and yanked at Antoinette’s arm. 
“Temp—” She collided with Tempe’s still nude form, her exclamation swallowed by Tempe’s hungry lips, by her searing tongue entering her mouth and licking along her palate. 
Temple clawed at her shirt before unbuttoning her pants.
Antoinette drew back, panting, soaked and throbbing. She tried to appeal to reason. “I gotta go. My mother—”
“You should have thought of that before you came to my room.” Tempe narrowed her eyes. “Not to mention all those text messages you sent me.”
Antoinette grinned. “I wanted to ensure you knew we missed you.”
“I read some of them while talking to my mother.”
“Whose fault is that?”
Tempe remained silent but pulled both Antoinette’s pants and underwear down her legs before rising and pushing her back against the door to her room.
Antoinette stumbled backward and opened her mouth, but any sound of protest morphed into a rough moan the instant Tempe trailed her fingers through slick, tender folds. 
“You’d have left here being this wet?” Tempe breathed, pressing their chests together.
Antoinette licked her lips when she gazed into Tempe’s eyes, shuddering at the vision of blown pupils staring back at her intently. 
Tempe drove three fingers inside Antoinette’s sodden heat. “You’re not the only one who enjoys the feeling of a woman coming so hard her inner walls grip your fingers.”
Antoinette gasped, both at the fast and deep penetration and the rough, whispered words. She had to agree with Rania about the appeal of Tempe’s voice and of having sex with a real talker. 
Tempe dipped her head and sucked at the skin of Antoinette’s neck while she quickened her thrusts before using her thumb to brush over Antoinette’s swollen clit.
Antoinette strained, arousal lighting up her nerves while Tempe’s strokes pressed her against the door. She’d already been close from loving Tempe, and after a few deft brushes over her clit, she felt her climax barreling toward her like a high-speed train. 
“Come for me,” Tempe murmured, her hot breath washing over Antoinette’s ear and raising goosebumps along her skin.
Antoinette closed her eyes and gritted her teeth to keep from shouting when her body locked, then released in hard tremors as a blinding climax sped through her body.
Tempe sucked her earlobe into her mouth and grazed it with her teeth. 
Antoinette bumped her head against the door and released a sigh. 
“Antoinette, ou pa kwè ou te pale ase ak zanmi w la? Poul la pa pral koupe tèt li!” echoed through the door to Tempe’s bedroom. 
She covered her face and groaned. “I’ll be right out, Maman,” she called back.
Tempe snorted. “I see you didn’t say ‘you’re coming’ since, you know, you already did.”
Antoinette felt her face heat. When had the tables turned on her? “What happened to you in Minnesota?”
Tempe pressed a lingering kiss on Antoinette’s lips. “I missed you and Rania.”
“I suppose now that I’ve talked enough with my friend, I shall go out and cut the chicken, since according to my mother, it won’t cut itself.”
Tempe laughed. “Better you than me. I’m not going near that woman when she has access to a knife.”
Antoinette shook her head, then pulled up her panties and pants. “Ugh. I wish I could make a pit-stop to our bedroom first for a fresh pair of panties. These are sticky.” 
Tempe snorted. “I’d say that’s on you, but as I’m not a cruel person…” She left the bathroom and opened her underwear drawer, grabbing a pair of black boy shorts and held it out to Antoinette, whose eyes widened. 
“Uh…”
Tempe waved the underwear. “Come on. I really don’t want your mother bursting into my bedroom.”
Antoinette rolled her eyes, then grabbed the offered garment. “Thanks.” She rubbed the back of her neck. 
“This makes you bashful—the thought of wearing a pair of my panties? Yet sucking my clit and pushing your fingers inside me while your parents are thirty feet away from us, with your mother eventually right outside my door, that’s perfectly tame and fine?”
“Yes?” 
“Get out of here.”
Antoinette chuckled. “Yes, ma’am.” 



murder and stealth 
JULY 2023
RANIA HAD RETURNED HOME later than planned because a last-minute emergency close to the end of her shift had delayed her departure. By the time she’d showered and headed back to the bedroom, Antoinette sat on the bed, drawing on her tablet. 
“Hi, how was today?” Rania asked, putting on her panties before rummaging through her drawers for a shirt and shorts. 
“Good, good.” Antoinette pulled her tablet to her chest. “Yours?”
Rania sighed. “The usual. How did your parents behave once Tempe returned? Is she all right?”
Antoinette chuckled. “My mom uttered a few curses under her breath, which Tempe ignored, and my dad was too busy watching soccer to have an actual reaction.”
Rania chuckled. “Poor Tempe. I should go check on her.”
“You totally should. Perhaps my mother won’t demand that you help with the chicken while your face is buried between Tempe’s thighs.”
Rania’s eyes widened. “Wow. That’s… And you’re still alive?”
“It was a close call. You better watch out because she’s in a mood.”
“I wonder why.” She stepped to the bed and leaned closer to Antoinette. “Hey,” she said.
Antoinette smiled. “Hey.” She scooted closer and joined their lips in a soft kiss. “I told Tempe to expect your visit,” Antoinette whispered. 
“Did you now?” Rania murmured. “I shall not disappoint her then. Too bad you can’t join us.”
Antoinette sighed. “Indeed. I’d love to at least watch you. But it’s only four more days.”
Rania hummed. “I’m going to grab a piece of fruit first and make sure your parents are out for the night.”
Antoinette chuckled. “Enjoy.”
After checking that the house stood still and swallowing the last piece of her banana, Rania stole to Tempe’s room, feeling almost like a teenager trying to sneak out of the house. Not that she’d have ever done such a thing. Her heart thrummed in her chest, a mixture of anxiety over getting caught (They were grown women! They could do as they pleased.), and seeing Tempe again. Rania sometimes marveled at how their lives had changed. 
She loved them both with an intensity that sometimes scared her. Rania craved them in the same way, and she had never thought it possible to have such feelings for two people at the same time. Yet, here they were. 
She rapped her knuckles against the wood of Tempe’s door in a soft knock before opening it and stepping inside. Rania leaned against the door and gazed at Tempe, who sat on her bed in a similar position as she’d found Antoinette in, with the difference that Tempe seemed to read and had the covers up over her legs. 
“Hi.” Tempe placed her tablet on the nightstand. 
“Hi,” Rania replied, confused by the sudden bout of shyness overcoming her. 
“You’re late.”
“Oh?” She laughed. “I didn’t realize we had an appointment.”
Tempe chuckled. “Are you going to stand by the door all night?”
Rania canted her head before padding over the soft carpet toward the bed. “How was your trip?”
“Uneventful, but nice. It was good spending time with Mom. She is so much more relaxed now.” She frowned. “It’s eerie sometimes. I don’t think I’d ever realized what a shadow my dad had cast.”
“Hmm. A relationship that struggles makes everything heavy.”
“I suppose.” Tempe pushed a lock of her hair behind her ear, something she often did when she felt unsure about something. 
“It’s not on you.” Rania settled on the bed.
“I know, but I still feel awful for some of the… stuff I used to say to her back when she was still with Dad. I always thought her to be… absent and almost selfish.”
“And now you don’t see her like that anymore?”
Tempe shook her head. “She’s so different with Seren. She’s happy.” Her voice rang low.
“That doesn’t mean that she was never happy with your father, but people and relationships can change. It most certainly says nothing about her love for you and your sister.”
“I guess.”
Rania clasped Tempe’s hand. “You could talk to her.”
Tempe held her gaze, then a soft smile played on her lips. “Yeah, I actually could.”
Rania chuckled.
“On a much darker note, I feel I should inform you that I will murder you wife and her mother.” She canted her head. “Not sure about the order yet.”
Rania laughed. “An told me what happened.”
“Of course she did,” Tempe grumbled.
“I’m going to veto your plan. Not only because I’m fond of my wife and Fabienne, but I also don’t have time to visit you in prison.”
Tempe snorted. 
“Especially since they wouldn’t even offer us conjugal visits.”
Tempe pursed her lips. “True. That would be a bummer. Besides, I gave as good as I got.”
“I’m glad you see reason. And I don’t doubt that one bit.” Rania leaned closer.
“Indeed,” Tempe breathed, before she kicked off the covers and surged forward to claim Rania’s lips in a bruising kiss, shuffling to straddle her lap. 
Awash with Tempe’s clean scent and warm skin (She just now realized that Tempe was only clad in panties and a t-shirt), Rania’s heart thudded while heat shot to her core. She’d missed Tempe, and she couldn’t wait to have her in their bed again. This sleeping apart business wasn’t working for her. 
Tempe pulled Rania’s lower lip between her teeth and rasped along the flesh before dipping her head and nibbling, sucking at her neck.
Rania groaned, pulling Tempe closer. 
Tempe splayed her fingers beneath Rania’s shirt.
Rania closed her eyes as she felt their breasts press against each other when Tempe drew closer.
Tempe turned her head and Rania shivered when her hot breath washed over her ear. “I want you under me, and I want to feel your walls quiver against my fingers when you come.”
Rania groaned, allowing Tempe to rearrange their positions so her lover lay stretched out on top of her. She spread her legs to accommodate Tempe, who resumed their heated kiss. 
“You’re wearing too many clothes,” Tempe murmured, once more licking down her throat and nibbling at her collarbone. 
Rania stroked Tempe’s back. “I could hardly walk up here naked.”
“Good point.” Tempe rose and drew back to straddle Rania’s lower thighs to help divest her of her shirt and lower her shorts. “At least you didn’t bother with a bra.”
Rania raised one eyebrow. “You didn’t even bother with a bra or pants.”
“I’m in my room, in my bed, and I was waiting for you.”
Rania’s breath caught in her throat. She didn’t understand why Tempe’s matter-of-fact openness sometimes still got to her. 
Tempe shrugged off her top and dropped it on the floor to join Rania’s garment. She leaned back down, and both women sighed at the first contact of their nude chests. “I missed you.” 
“I missed you, too.” Rania joined their lips in another kiss, sucking at Tempe’s tongue, unable to stop her hips from rocking upward.
“I can tell,” Tempe murmured with a smile after breaking the kiss. “Remember, we gotta be quiet.”
Rania flushed. God, she was too old to be this bashful. How did she end up in a relationship with two younger women, anyway? Her thought process derailed, and she released an almost pained moan when Tempe sucked her nipple into her mouth and laved it with her tongue while rolling its stiff twin between her index finger and thumb. 
Tempe ran her other hand down Rania’s twitching stomach and ghosted her fingers over her panties. She trailed two fingers down over damp fabric and moaned against Rania’s breast. “I can feel your heat through your panties.”
Rania tightened her jaw, remaining silent since she couldn’t think of a thing to say in response, especially since Tempe was right: she was soaked, and they hadn’t done much yet. 
Tempe claimed Rania’s lips again in a short, hard kiss while stealing her hand beneath the band of Raina’s underwear, trailing through sodden curls. “God, I love the way you feel,” Tempe gasped.
Rania moaned, digging her fingernails into Tempe’s lower back. She didn’t know how to remain quiet.
“Off. I need this off,” Tempe ground out and rose so she could scramble to pull Rania’s shorts and panties all the way down and off her legs, before taking off her own panties and pushing all items to the side. Seemingly unable to resist, she stretched out between Rania’s thighs and with a groan, lowered her head and licked between Rania’s legs. “You’re so wet,” she said with a delighted sigh before resuming her ardent quest to drive Rania insane.
And you are such a talker sometimes. Rania grabbed the sheets. 
Tempe licked around Rania’s entrance before trailing up and circling her tongue around her straining bundle of nerves.
Rania moaned, then whimpered when Tempe engulfed her clit with her lips and sucked hard while pushing two fingers inside. “God,” she croaked, lifting her hips and undulating against Tempe, who picked up her speed, pulling out of her only to push back in, this time with three fingers. 
Rania groaned at the stretch and the pressure. Arousal flared brighter through her veins, igniting her every cell when her body shook while she followed Tempe’s rhythm. When she had come up here, she hadn’t realized how much she needed exactly this, fast and hard, and as usual, Tempe read her right, even concerning something Rania hadn’t grasped herself right away. 
Tempe’s tongue lashed Rania’s clit between sucking while her fingers thrust both fast and deep until Rania grew taut. Tempe used her free hand to anchor Rania’s hips right before tremors crashed through her frame.
Rania swallowed the shout that tried to break free. She quaked in a hard release when a blinding climax burned through her veins. With her hands gripping the sheets and her body bowing under Tempe’s relentless onslaught, she gasped. Her voice broke and tears filled her eyes when another wave built, fast and like lightning tearing through her as Tempe latched on to her, seemingly intent to fuck her into oblivion. 
“Tempe,” Rania stammered, her body covered in sweat while her heart drummed against her chest wall and her hands shook. 
“I need you to come again,” Tempe rasped before continuing, propelling Rania into another climax. 
This time, she sobbed, unable to quieten her voice when her body trembled in another hard release. “Stop,” she rasped and pulled at Tempe, who pouted, but ceased her ministrations and clambered up to cover Rania’s body.
“I love the way you come.” Tempe sunk her head to kiss Rania, swallowing her helpless groan. 
Rania clung to Tempe and yielded into another heated kiss, resigning herself to not getting much sleep tonight. While continuing the kiss, she traced one hand down Tempe’s chest, cupping her breasts, rubbing across stiff nipples before meandering further south. 
Tempe groaned and widened her legs, her body tensing in seeming anticipation. 
Rania broke the kiss, and both women moaned when her fingers dragged through the copious amount of wet heat between Tempe’s thighs. 
“God.” Tempe panted, her hips pressing down.
Rania sought Tempe’s lips again in a hungry kiss while she trailed her fingers up to rub Tempe’s clit in slow motions, adding the amount of pressure her lover enjoyed.
Tempe reciprocated Rania’s kiss frantically while rocking her hips along Rania’s strokes. 
She scratched down Tempe’s back, leaving red lines on pale skin.
Tempe arched into Rania’s touch, breaking the kiss with a groan. “Harder,” she rasped.
Rania gritted her teeth. Tempe’s skin showed marks so easily, and at first, she’d been reluctant to follow up on such requests because she always felt bad afterward when she saw Tempe’s back. After a discussion that she still swore had made even Antoinette blush (She denied it.), she’d come to understand that while Tempe’s back might look angry, it didn’t hurt her. 
Rania pushed two fingers inside Tempe while scratching her fingernails harder down her back at the same time.
A whimper spilled from Tempe’s lips while her hips sped up their pace.
After a few more pumps, Rania pulled out and refocused on Tempe’s clit again, this time increasing her tempo while applying the same amount of pressure. 
Tempe buried her face in Rania’s neck, her fingers digging into her upper arms. “Ran,” she mumbled, then gasped. 
Rania’s fingers ghosted up and down Tempe’s back, as if trying to soothe the marks she’d left behind, while keeping up the rhythm and speed of her fingers dancing between Tempe’s legs.
Tempe stiffened before a sob fell from her lips when hard tremors shook her body. 
Rania slowed her efforts, reveling in the aftershocks that jolted Tempe, who released a soft moan against the damp skin of Rania’s neck.
“You’re both killing me,” Tempe mumbled. 
Rania chuckled. “You’re young. You can take it.”
Tempe rolled onto her side. She pulled Rania closer, whispering, “Even if I couldn’t, I’d still want you.”



seachange 
AUGUST 2023
RANIA HATED COMING TO the hospital as anything other than a doctor. Being a patient was awful enough, but being there for a loved one turned out to be one of the most harrowing experiences of her life. At least things with Antoinette had eased, and after discussing what happened, they could now move forward. Even without a conversation, Rania would have been fine, but it was good they talked it over. 
Bree led them into the waiting room, a place Rania had never spent a significant amount of time in, and sitting down now made her want to shout. In fact, everything about the current situation had a scream lodged in her throat—one she’d swallow, as always. 
“You know what? This is silly. Come on.”
Antoinette frowned, but both followed Bree.
Rania’s pulse picked up speed when she noticed Bree leading them toward Tempe’s room.
“I’m gonna talk to Sammy, but while I do that, you girls go inside and stay with my baby.”
“But—” Rania started.
“What? Would you rather sit in the waiting room?”
“Of course not.” Antoinette grasped Rania’s hand. 
“Good. Just wait a second here while I get Sam.” 
Bree went into Tempe’s room and a moment later, she exited with Sam behind her.
“What are they doing here? I told the hospital that—”
“Oh, hush. Go inside, girls.” She made a shooing motion with her hand, so they opened the door and entered Tempe’s room.
Then both stood frozen, glancing at each other as Bree’s voice echoed through the door. 
“What is wrong with you? Why wouldn’t you let the girls see Tempe?” Bree hissed.
“Why do you keep calling them that? You realize one of them is your age, and yet you’re OK with them being with our twenty-five-year-old daughter?” Sam spat. 
“Rania is two years younger than I am. Never mind that Candy is over twenty years younger than you, so you don’t have a leg to stand on!”
“But we’re… and they’re…”
“What? You’ve never had an issue with homosexuality before.”
“Until it cost me my wife.”
“We were over before I ever met Seren. Don’t you put this on me, or on our daughter.”
Sam sighed. “Tempe is so young! She has her whole life ahead of her. Why does she want to… be with them?”
“Because she loves them.”
“But they are married!”
“They’ve been in a relationship for almost a year. And they’re happy. Isn’t that what counts?”
“Yes, but how does it work? How can they have a future? And won’t Tempe always be the side piece? They are married!”
“I don’t know the intricacies of their relationship, nor do I understand how they’re all fine with this arrangement. I couldn’t share Seren with anyone, but that doesn’t matter. We don’t have to understand Tempe’s choices to love and support her. And I swear, if you call our daughter a side piece again…” 
“Of course I love my daughter.”
“I don’t question that. Your love for the girls is likely the only thing I’ve never doubted about you.”
“I don’t like this. Why didn’t she stop herself?”
Bree laughed. “From falling in love?”
“Yes! No! I don’t know. Can you stop yourself from falling in love with someone?” 
“I don’t know. I’ve never tried. I suppose? Even if you can’t, you still get to choose what you do and whether you act on your feelings.”
“Then why didn’t Tempe walk away once she realized she’d fallen for a married woman? For two married women,” he grumbled. 
“Why would she have?”
“This can’t have a happy ending. The odds are stacked against them, and Tempe is the one who’ll get hurt the most, and I won’t have it!”
“We didn’t have a happy ending, Sam. And there were no odds against us. We had it all. Look at us. Aren’t you much happier now?” 
Silence.
“Sammy, when Tempe was born, we promised we’d always support our child, our children. We swore that nothing could ever change that. Tempe is still the same person she always has been. She doesn’t have a jealous or possessive bone in her body, and I suppose that must help with their arrangement. Again, we don’t have to understand it. We just need to accept it and wish for her happiness.”
“Even if we know this will end in tears? Isn’t it our job to protect our children?”
“Tempe isn’t a child anymore. She makes her own decisions. Everything ends in tears eventually. That’s life. But some tears are happy, and if they’re not, we hopefully have someone in our lives who offers us their shoulder. Or hands us a tissue. Tempe has two someones, and they’ve been going through hell, Sam, cut off, not knowing anything about the woman they love.”
“But—” 
“Listen to me, if you keep this up, you’ll lose Tempe. She’ll already be pissed when she wakes up and hears what you did.”
“If she wakes up,” he whispered. 
“Don’t you dare say that! Don’t you dare even think that, Samuel Worrington, or so help me God, I’ll throttle you and make sure you suffocate while in a hospital, surrounded by doctors and nurses! Tempe will pull through!”
“You know I want nothing more than that,” he croaked. 
“Then start acting like it! The girls are allowed to see Tempe!” Bree snarled before yanking open the door to Tempe’s room.
Rania and Antoinette jumped the moment Bree returned. 
Bree smiled and nodded. 
Rania nearly cried as the weight of the last few days fell off her. They’d been so entranced by the conversation and its outcome that they’d not moved from the spot.
Antoinette took Rania’s hand.
“Are you going to be OK?” Rania asked.
“Of course. He won’t make a fuss. And now we’re finally here with Tempe.” Bree reached out and clasped their intertwined hands, moisture brimming in her eyes. Bree nodded, and they all let go before she and Antoinette stepped closer to Tempe’s bed.
Rania had walked the halls of this hospital countless times before, but now every step she took felt as if her legs were made of lead. While Bree and Antoinette had immediately dashed to Tempe’s side, Rania stayed back, feeling almost frozen, overwhelmed by the sounds and scents, the whir of the machines. Before, they had been preoccupied and tense listening to Bree and Sam, and she hadn’t fully grasped the heaviness drudging through her, almost paralyzing her. Now, though, this was it. 
Antoinette, holding Tempe’s hand, turned to her. “Come on. What are you waiting for?”
Rania released a harsh breath and edged closer. When she stood next to her wife, she almost had to force herself to look at Tempe. She gritted her teeth as tears sprang to her eyes. God, how could you miss someone like this? 
Tempe still looked pale, lying motionless on her back, connected to so many machines. The swelling and bruising of her lips and tongue looked much worse today than the last time they saw her. 
Rania trailed a quivering finger over Tempe’s icy hand. She hated everything about this, even if she also experienced a level of relief that should bring her to her knees. Rania had not seen Tempe’s chart, but just being here with their love seemed like a giant step forward, even if Rania’s emotions resembled a screaming cyclone inside. One she needed to face at some point—soon—but right now, she preferred to put a lid on all of this and focus on just being there. 
They stayed for an hour, and then Bree asked Tempe’s doctor to give Rania access to her medical files. Rania immediately perused them while Antoinette and Bree relocated to the hallway. 
Rania’s earlier relief wrought into something more tangible once she inspected all available notes and reports. Tempe’s progress remained slow-paced, but it headed in the right direction. Her labs looked better, and the most recent scan appeared as expected. So, when she returned to Antoinette and Bree, the weight in each step seemed considerably lighter. 
“What’s the verdict?” Antoinette asked. 
“She’s making progress. Slowly, but she’s going in the right direction. I’m cautiously optimistic.”
“Yes! Not a fan of the cautious doctor speech, but this is fantastic! How long can we expect them to keep her sedated?”
“I’m not sure, but I’d say at least ten to twelve days total, but don’t take that as gospel. In medicine—”
“Things can change at any moment, yes.” 
“Are you OK?” Rania asked Bree, who’d been silent so far.
“Yes. Just tryin’ to process everything.”
“Where are you staying?” Rania gestured for them to head toward the exit.
“Oh, I booked a hotel room. Seren will hopefully join me in a couple of days, and Faith will get here tomorrow. She was on vacation with Alex, and they had a hard time scheduling their return flight.”
“What if you stayed with us? You and Seren can take the guest room, and Faith can stay in Tempe’s room.”
“That’s sweet, but I don’t want to burden you.”
“You wouldn’t be. It’d be nice to have you guys with us,” Antoinette said. 
Rania nodded. 
“If you’re sure. Thank you.” 
They headed for Bree’s car. Once inside, she turned on the engine and was about to exit her parking spot when she slammed on the brakes. “Wait. Tempe’s room? Why does she have her own room? I thought you’re all together?”
“No, no. It’s not like that,” Antoinette started.
“We all have our areas that we can withdraw to if needed or to get some alone time. An has her art studio, I have a little cottage in the garden, and Tempe has her room. It also acts as her office, but she doesn’t usually sleep there,” Rania explained.
Bree hummed, and seemingly mollified enough, she backed out of the parking spot and drove onto the road. “I really don’t get this,” she mumbled.
Neither Rania nor Antoinette replied. They sometimes struggled to understand how their relationship functioned so well, too.
Back home, they showed Bree to the guest room after pointing out the bathroom she could use. Bree called Faith before they all had a late dinner. At first, their conversation was a bit awkward and stilted, but once they started sharing stories of Tempe, the tension bled away, and they had a pleasant evening.
They planned to head back to the hospital tomorrow morning, and at some point, during the afternoon, Bree would pick up Faith and meet them back at the hospital. 
“I need to call Sonia and tell her that we’ve seen Tempe. She called yesterday. I’d forgotten about meeting her for coffee, and we talked on the phone. I told her about… everything.” 
“Oh, OK. That’s good. I’m glad you got to vent. How’s she doing?”
“They’re fine. She wanted to bring us food and asked how she could help.”
Rania sighed. “She’s so sweet. They both are. Do you remember their reaction when we told them about us and Tempe?”
Antoinette chuckled. “Yes, I also recall feeling like punching Sebastian.”
They’d been nervous to tell their friends about this change in their lives, but they shouldn’t have worried since all of them accepted them with open arms and a few jokes. 

“You’re joking,” Sebastian said. “I was so sure Tempe was hitting it off with Nina. That woman had been talking non-stop about Tempe.” He frowned. “Then again, she did stop a while ago, but I just thought she was worried about getting on our nerves or wanted to keep things private.”
Antoinette glared at Sebastian. “Yes, well, that wasn’t going to happen.”
“I knew it! You were into her the first time I met her. Both of you were so grumpy during that cookout. The daggers you shot at poor Nina.” Sonia shook her head. “Did you know back then already?”
“That we were in love with Tempe?” Rania asked, and when Sonia nodded, she continued. “No. I mean, we both tried to ignore it, to push our feelings away, or transform them into a purely platonic friendship.”
Sebastian laughed. “Ha! Good luck with that! Though maybe that’s a woman thing, is it, babe?” 
Sonia rolled her eyes. “I doubt it, though it’s not as if I can speak for all women in existence.”
“Right. So, how’s it going then?”
“Sebastian!” 
“What? I’m not asking about that, Jesus Christ, woman. But I see where your mind went.”
“No, I just know you.”
Antoinette chuckled. “It went well once we laid our cards on the table. But it was nerve-wracking. The scariest thing I’ve ever done in my life, but it was worth it.”
“I’d say, judging by the lovesick grin both of you are wearing. Maybe now we will need insulin shots in the future.”
“Oh, shut it,” Rania said, swatting Sonia. 
“We’re happy for you, guys, seriously. Tempe is such a lovely person, and we saw that she makes you happy and that she loves to be around you. Why didn’t you bring her today? Is she busy, or… did you think we’d kick you out?”
Antoinette ducked her head. 
“Seriously?” Sonia exclaimed.
“In our defense, our families would have a collective stroke, so… We wanted to first test the waters, so to speak, before plunging Tempe into all of it.”
“Aww. That’s disgustingly protective.”
“As Ran said, shut it.”

When they got ready for bed, Antoinette turned to Rania. “What are we going to tell Bree when she asks how all of this started?”
Rania blanched. “She wouldn’t, right?”
Antoinette chuckled. “I’m pretty sure that question will pop up, especially with Faith here as well. You recall how much she likes to tease Tempe.”
“Yes, but given the circumstances, I highly doubt that—”
“What? That people will be in need of a distraction?”
Rania sighed. Antoinette was right. They needed to think of a more sanitized version of the actual events that led to them getting together.



fear and daring 
JUNE 2022
THEY’D GONE TO THE movies together before, and it had all been fun and games, but they had never watched a lesbian romance that turned out to be this explicit. Tempe had been relieved that they’d met for a quick bite beforehand so that she’d be able to return home and cool off afterward. 
There’d been a moment during the movie when Antoinette had leaned close to whisper something to Tempe when the scene changed and suddenly… stuff was happening. Tempe’s head had spun—her mind freezing from Antoinette’s nearness, the scent of coconut in her nose, and the images on the screen. Once they left the theater, she’d been in a hurry to say goodbye and head home, yet Antoinette had thwarted that plan by inviting her over to their place for a nightcap. 
Odd choice of phrasing, Tempe thought, but as always, unable to resist a request from either one, she’d driven to their house.
Antoinette had offered to prepare some snacks and quickly disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Rania and Tempe alone in the living room. Things had been a bit awkward between them since their archery/spa outing. She still recalled the sound of Rania’s groan in too much clarity, and try as she might, her mind refused to bury that memory. Everything was so different with them, and Tempe’s usual way of handling… well, anything, often failed when it came to Antoinette and Rania.
“Did you like the movie?” Rania asked. 
Tempe’s eyebrows rose. “Yes, though it was more… explicit than I expected.” She fought off a flush. 
“Yes, indeed. That’s always so awkward in a movie theater with strangers.”
Tempe nodded. The strangers hadn’t even breached her awareness, given that she’d been too busy clinging to her sanity. Recently, she teetered on the brink of this silly infatuation with her friends spinning out of control, and she needed to snuff it out since it could only lead to heartbreak. They were happily married and, therefore, off-limits. Not that she’d make a move if they were unhappily married. Her mind could be a true disaster. 
Tempe had no stellar or extensive romantic experience, but she had to admit (at least in her mind) that her ideal woman would be a cross between Rania and Antoinette. She sighed. Now she just had to find someone like that. 
“Are you all right?” Rania asked.
Tempe felt touched by the concern painted on her friend’s features. “Yes, of course.”
“Ran, can you please come into the kitchen?” Antoinette called. 
“Excuse me. I’ll be right back.” She nodded at Tempe before rising and heading out of the room. 
Tempe released a shuddering breath once the door fell shut. She had met no one like Rania and Antoinette before—they seemed like an inevitable storm gearing up to swallow her, and the worst part was that Tempe wanted it. She’d let them and probably even enjoy it. 
God, what was happening to her?
She had never had such friends, and their connection both delighted and scared her. Tempe sometimes worried that she put too much energy and focus into their friendship. She should concentrate more on work and maybe see, if she’d find someone, she could actually date. Yet, she always fell back into their orbit.
A bang interrupted her thoughts. Tempe frowned, then rose to her feet. She strode toward the kitchen and opened the door, about to inquire if everything was all right and if they needed any help, when she stood frozen to the ground, unable to tear her gaze away from the sight in front of her. 
Antoinette had pressed Rania against a kitchen cabinet, and they were locked in a deep kiss, one of her hands palming Rania’s breasts. 
Heat rose in Tempe, coiling low in her stomach and rising to her neck. Her lips parted, but no sound escaped while she stared mesmerized at her friends’ intimacy. 
Their kiss broke and Antoinette’s lips found Rania’s neck instead.
Rania sighed, pushing back against the cabinet. She turned her head to the side, and when she opened her eyes, she gazed right at Tempe. Rania’s eyes widened, and she groaned. Her eyelids flickered while she seemed to tighten her grasp on Antoinette’s arm. 
Tempe panted, unable to fathom her body’s reaction to this display while she stood there, aroused beyond measure at witnessing her friends’ private moment. 
Rania’s gaze was back, and Tempe feared she could see right through her, that Rania knew how this affected her, and she worried they both could hear her traitorous heart thrashing in her chest. 
Tempe swallowed a groan when Rania bit her lower lip.
After another breathless second, Rania shook her head and pushed Antoinette back. 
“What’s wrong? Are you OK?” Antoinette asked. 
“Yes,” she croaked. “I’m sorry, Tempe.”
Antoinette spun around, and her mouth fell open when she saw Tempe.
“No, no. I’m sorry. I just heard a bang, and I was wondering if you guys were OK or needed any… help.” She flushed. God, while proud of having recovered her speech, ‘needing help’ in this situation sounded just awful. She needed to leave. She couldn’t be here, feeling like this because she’d seen her friends… Tempe realized she needed to put some distance between them because this went beyond anything she could handle while being so close. God, I want them both, and that will never—
“Hey, are you all right?” Antoinette suddenly stood right next to her.
“Huh? Yes, of course. Spaced out, I guess.”
“OK.” Antoinette sounded less than convinced. 
“But I gotta go. I forgot about a work deadline, and I need to… I need to take care of that tonight still.”
Rania tilted her head. “A work deadline on the weekend?” 
Tempe clenched her jaw. She sucked at lying. “Yes, yes. It’s a new design. Anyway, thank you. I had fun tonight.” She waved and turned to leave. 
“Tempe wait,” Antoinette called after her. 
Tempe halted but didn’t turn around. 
“Drive carefully,” Antoinette said after a beat. 
Tempe nodded and left. She needed to think and figure this out in a way that would avoid losing Rania and Antoinette because that scenario seemed unbearable. But how? 



release and relief 
JULY 2022
TWO WEEKS AFTER TEMPE had bolted from their home, Antoinette returned from the mailbox and heard Mary call out from her yard, so she strode over to talk to her. 
“Hi, Mary. How are you?”
“Good, good. Have you heard from Tempe recently?”
Antoinette stiffened. “Not much. Why? Did something happen?”
“Funny, I was going to ask you the same. Do you have a moment to sit with me?”
Antoinette did not want to discuss Tempe with her grandmother, however, there was no feasible way out, so she nodded and followed Mary inside the house. 
“Coffee, tea? Water?” Mary offered her.
“No. I’m good, thanks.”
Mary nodded. “Go ahead. Sit down.”
They settled in the living room and at first, the ticking standing clock in the corner created the only noise in the room.
“Why do you look like you’re readying yourself for your execution? What happened?”
“What? I’m not. Nothing. Tempe is just busy.” Antoinette shuffled in her seat. 
Mary tilted her head. “You’re a terrible liar, dear.”
Antoinette sighed. “We didn’t fight or anything.”
“But?”
Antoinette was in fact a terrible liar, which explained why she started sweating in a house that most of the time felt a bit chilly to her. What was she supposed to say? ‘Your granddaughter caught us making out in the kitchen and ran away and has been silent ever since?’ That would only raise more questions for which she had no answers.
“Look, I can see you’re uncomfortable, and you don’t have to tell me what’s going on. I just noticed that Tempe has been off, and…” She sighed. “You girls are so good for each other. Our Tempe has always been such a loner, and it’s been a joy to see her open up to you, to be so happy around you.”
“That’s… I’m glad to hear that.” She rubbed her hands along her thighs.
“Just whatever it is, whatever happened, talk about it. Don’t let it ruin what you’ve built between the three of you. It would be a shame if you lost that.”
“Yeah. I know.” Antoinette rolled her lips. She’d been upset with how things were between them, but she had no idea on how to fix it. Rania had commented on how distracted and moody Antoinette was, but she’d managed a reprieve, though she knew her wife wouldn’t hold back forever. At one point, she’d ask what was going on, and she had no answers for her either. The problem, she’d been moody before the kitchen incident because her growing feelings for Tempe had put her on edge. She knew she had to talk to Rania about it, but she feared nothing more. 
Rania seemed worried about Tempe, too, and she knew her wife missed her as well, but Rania possessed a never-ending reservoir of patience, unlike Antoinette, who often found herself in front of soil that the sun had baked dry.
The following weekend, Rania was off work, and they were both in the kitchen when Antoinette couldn’t hold it in anymore. “I miss her,” she mumbled, putting a few remaining mugs into the dishwasher. How utterly pathetic, and to bring this up with her wife to boot. If only she could keep things inside easier. 
“Me, too,” Rania said in a hushed tone, sitting at the kitchen table. She shut her laptop and sighed. 
“Why did it freak her out to see us kiss? She’s gay, too!” Antoinette closed the dishwasher and joined Rania at the table. That seemed a safer topic. 
“I don’t know. Maybe I should have stopped things earlier, but I was truly surprised, and I don’t know…” Rania rubbed her eyes. 
How long had Rania noticed Tempe standing there? Antoinette suppressed the heat rising at that visual. “It still makes no sense for her to suddenly be monosyllabic in our chat and to go, ‘Oh, I’m so busy with work,’ when we’ve spent the last six months seeing each other all the time.”
“Perhaps that’s the problem. Maybe she’s realized that we spend too much time together. We knew this could happen.”
“Bullshit,” Antoinette grumbled. These things were two-way streets, or three-way streets in their case. Was that even a thing? Either way, no one spends that much time with someone if they don’t enjoy it. 
“Yes, on that note.” Rania folded her hands and leaned forward. “What’s going on with you?”
Antoinette frowned. “What do you mean? I told you there’s nothing.” At least nothing she should bring up. God, she didn’t keep secrets from her wife, and this one only had the potential to usher in a world of hurt. 
“You did, and I let it go because I assumed you needed more time to think, but it started right before Tempe walked in on us, and now it’s three weeks later, yet you’re still sulking.”
“I just miss Tempe.” Antoinette avoided Rania’s gaze, hoping her wife would drop it.
“When this started you had no reason to miss her.”
“Right.”
Rania grasped Antoinette’s hand, interlocking their fingers. She stroked her thumb over the back of her hand. “An, talk to me.”
Silence. 
“I don’t know how,” Antoinette whispered after minutes had passed in heavy stillness. 
“You don’t know how to talk to me?” Rania said, disbelief coloring her tone. 
“No, of course not. I just… This is hard, and I tried, you must believe me, I tried not to go there, to stop myself from feeling like this, but I don’t know how, and I… I love you.” So much for keeping this to herself.
Rania smiled. “I love you, too.” She squeezed Antoinette’s hand.
“I love you, but I’m also in love with Tempe.” Tears shot into Antoinette’s eyes, and she tensed, bracing for impact. “I won’t do anything about it, and I mean, I have no clue how she feels, but most importantly, I don’t want to lose you. I’d never do anything that could compromise our relationship, and I’ll get over it, so this break might be good after all, and—”
Rania pressed a finger against Antoinette’s lips while brushing at her tears with her other hand. “Hush, love. It’s all right.” Her shoulders slumped. “I’m in love with Tempe, too, and God… I feel the same way. I never want to lose you.”
Antoinette released a choked sound, a mixture between a laugh and a sob, while she shot forward and hugged Rania, who pulled her close. Relief flooded her, almost making her dizzy, and for a second, she drowned out the question of, ‘And now what?’ while basking in the joy of not having damaged her relationship with Rania.



wishes and wonder 
AUGUST 2022
IT HAD TAKEN ALMOST a month until Tempe no longer seemed to avoid them, until she started writing more in their group chat, until she reached out to spend more time together. They had gone out to dinner since and had also met for a movie night that had started awkwardly, but then they had all fallen back into their routine. While Rania didn’t find it hard to be patient, this time apart had tested her, and she’d been relieved when their lives returned to normal. 
After Antoinette’s brave confession, they hadn’t talked more about this situation, about their feelings for Tempe and for each other. They both acted as if nothing had happened, and in a way, nothing had. It was a conversation between them, an acknowledgment of sorts, but it also came with the realization that there was nothing to do. Neither wanted to lose Tempe or make her uncomfortable. Beyond that, losing each other was out of the question, and so things returned to how they’d been. 
Tonight, they met at Tempe’s place—her roommate had left to visit family in New Mexico, and so Tempe had invited them over. She’d cooked for them, and after dinner, they sat in the living room chatting, catching up on work, when Tempe’s phone beeped. 
“Sorry, it’s my mom,” she said, typing a quick reply. 
“No worries,” Rania said.
Another beep, and Tempe groaned before typing, then throwing her phone next to her on the couch. 
“Are you guys fighting again?” Antoinette asked. “Do you wanna talk about it?”
“Oh, no. We’re not fighting. My mother is still worried I’ll spend the rest of my life alone. No amount of me telling her that I’m happy and that I like my life as it is seems to matter. She… well…”
“What?” Rania asked.
“She thinks I spend too much time working, and not enough time going out enjoying my twenties. This apparently impacts my chances of finding a girlfriend.”
“You could always tell her you’re dating us, since you tend to be a little overachiever…”
Rania glared at Antoinette. Perhaps they should have discussed their… infatuation with one Temperance Worrington, and what that meant for interacting with her. 
Tempe dipped her head and pulled at a string of the cushion next to her. “I’d say that would open another can of worms.”
“Yes, but she’d be off your back, right?” Antoinette asked.
“She’d be on my back differently,” Tempe replied with a small smile. “Though she’d likely believe it given I talk about you all the time.” She flushed. 
Antoinette glanced at Rania, who shook her head. 
Rania willed Antoinette to drop this, to let this go and not take this any farther than—
“Do you think she’d accept it?” Antoinette asked. 
Rania closed her eyes. If wishes were horses and all that. Such a stupid saying, and why would Antoinette—
“That I’m dating two women or that I’m dating a married couple?” Tempe asked, now having raised her head, catching and holding Antoinette’s gaze, as if challenging her at her own game. 
Rania’s stomach dropped. 
“Both?” Antoinette’s voice sounded rough, and she seemed in as much of a trance as Tempe herself. 
“I don’t know. She’s straight, but she never had a problem with me being a lesbian. As for dating two women at once, that would be harder to swallow, and you being married…” Tempe worried her lip. “Hypothetically, I think she’d worry a lot, but she trusts me. At the same time, she can also be really distant and lost in her own world. Still, she’d be OK with it in the end.”
“Very progressive,” Antoinette said. “I wish our parents were more like that.”
Tempe frowned. “That sucks. I’m sorry.”
“It is what it is,” Rania said. 
“That’s a terrible saying. What does it even mean, aside from accepting something you don’t want? I mean, I don’t…” She sighed. “Never mind. I just really hate that saying.” 
Rania smiled but wondered once again, albeit with fond exasperation, why Tempe had to be so adorable. 
“How would that even work, though? Such a relationship, I mean. Hypothetically?” Tempe asked. 
Rania fidgeted.
Antoinette leaned back against the couch. “I suppose you spend a lot of time together, go out, like I don’t know, watch movies, go to restaurants, hang out at home. The usual stuff. Whatever people are into.”
“We already do that,” Tempe said.
“Yes, but with a different intent. Mind you, I’m not sure about the relationship part because I’ve not experienced that, but sex with two women is… interesting.” 
Both Rania and Tempe’s gazes snapped to Antoinette.
“Seriously? With Rania and…” Tempe blurted out, before slapping her hand over her mouth.
“What?” Rania asked.
“Sorry. That’s none of my business,” Tempe said. 
“No, no. Don’t worry. You can always ask us anything. It was before I met Ran. In college, one night with two friends that sort of happened.” Antoinette shrugged. 
Rania frowned. “You never told me about that.” 
“I’m sure there are still a few things about each other’s pasts we don’t know. This never mattered, and the topic hasn’t come up before.”
Rania raised one eyebrow. Not like they hadn’t discussed both being in love with Tempe. 
Antoinette ducked her head. 
“Did you like it?” Tempe asked, sounding almost breathless. 
Rania balled her hands into fists at Tempe’s tone. 
“I did, yes,” Antoinette said in a low voice, her gaze fixed on Tempe, and Rania noticed her pulse pounding in her neck. 
Rania didn’t know what to do or say. This train sped by her so fast, and while she feared its derailment, she couldn’t look away. Leave it to Antoinette to push forward. 
“It was overwhelming, in a good way. I always wondered what it would be like if you loved the two women in question.”
Damn you, An. Rania’s heart pelted her chest. 
“You didn’t love them?” Tempe asked. 
“No. We were just friends.”
“Are you in the habit of sleeping with your friends?” Tempe asked.
Antoinette spluttered. 
Serves you right. Rania suppressed a laugh. 
“Not since I got married, though Rania is my best friend, too, so…”
“You guys are so sweet. I wish I had that, too.”
“What if you could?” Antoinette asked. 
Rania wondered if the turmoil inside her signaled a stroke. A heart attack?
Tempe’s eyes widened, and her mouth opened, then closed. “You… you mean… with you? Both of you?” Her voice cracked. 
Rania felt the urge to throttle Antoinette (but also to kiss her) and to hug Tempe. 
Antoinette caught Rania’s gaze, who nodded after a moment. 
“Yes,” Rania said. “With us.” Because at this point, what was even left?
Tempe released a shuddered breath, then rolled her lips. 
Time seemed to slow down, and each breath took eons while she waited, hoped, and feared, full of worry and suspended in a moment where everything would change, regardless of what Tempe would say next. 
“I’d want that,” Tempe breathed. “Yes,” her voice rang strong. 
Rania exhaled harshly and her hands unclenched. 
Antoinette smiled. 



exchange 
AUGUST 2023
ANTOINETTE WISHED RANIA DIDN’T have to return to work, though she managed to stop by a few times on her breaks to check on Tempe. While her wife still looked far too pale for Antoinette’s liking, she seemed farther away from breaking, which also relieved some tension in Antoinette, who based her internal alarm on Rania. A situation where Rania panicked would lead to Antoinette losing consciousness, so seeing Rania relax even a little eased things for her as well. 
Antoinette and Bree had been with Tempe all morning when, at noon, Sam and Mary showed up. She chatted for a moment with Mary, trying to console the distraught woman—how odd that we could do that even while torn up inside ourselves. Finally, Antoinette excused herself and headed for the cafeteria. Bree joined her a little later, but neither had much of an appetite. 
“Faith’s plane is supposed to land at three thirty. I’ll pick her up and come right back here.”
“Sounds like a plan. We can all head home together after visiting hours are over. Rania’s shift ends at eight, so she should be back soon after.”
Bree nodded, stirring an ungodly amount of sugar in her coffee.
“Is everything OK with Sam?” Antoinette asked after silence had set between them.
“Huh? Oh, yes. He’s never gonna approve of your relationship. Not that you’d need that. I suppose a part of him is so convinced you’re not going to last that he’s preparing his ‘I told you so’ speech.” She sighed. “No, that’s not fair. He’s truly worried that this can only end in heartbreak for Tempe.”
“Do you think that as well?”
Bree took a sip of her drink. “Yes and no. My inability to comprehend your arrangement is coloring my perception. I understand it rationally, but emotionally… Perhaps I’m too possessive. I wouldn’t want Seren to love anyone but me like that.”
“Fair enough. But why does your lack of understanding mean we’re doomed?”
“Oh no, it doesn’t mean that at all. I’m just lacking in imagination, I suppose. While I could picture being so in love with someone that I would accept a disadvantageous arrangement for the sake of getting to be with them, I know myself enough that it would kill me over time.”
“And you assume Tempe did that. That she fell for both of us.” Antoinette frowned at Bree’s facial expression. “One of us? And that she accepted this… arrangement because she’d not get us, or one of us, any other way?” Antoinette’s heart thumped hard. 
Bree canted her head. “It crossed my mind at first, but no. I don’t think so. Tempe is too headstrong to fall into such a trap. She’s also not emotional enough.”
“Tempe is plenty emotional,” Antoinette exclaimed. 
Bree smiled. “Of course she is. I didn’t mean that in the sense of her lacking feelings. More like, I run into a situation blindly, propelled forward by my emotions. Yet, Tempe contemplates the same situation half to death before she makes a move.”
“Rania is like that, too.”
Bree hummed. “Yes, unlike you.”
Antoinette’s eyes widened before she smiled. “I suppose we have that in common.”
“We do, and we both fell for the opposite of that, you even twice.” Bree chuckled. 
“Yes, well…”
“I do believe you’re serious about my daughter. Both of you, of course. You only have to watch how you look at Tempe and how broken up you were over not being able to see her.”
“We love your daughter.”
“I know. And she loves you. So, how this ends,” Bree shrugged, “is out of my hands. As it should be, mind you. At some point, we need to let our children go and respect their choices, even, or especially when they differ from the ones we’d make.”
“I agree, though I can’t speak from experience.”
“Did you ever want children?”
“No. We never saw kids in our future. Neither does Tempe. We had a long discussion about this, about potential pitfalls and problems. In fact, Tempe made a presentation to discuss this.”
Bree startled, then laughed out loud. “That does sound like our Temperance. I remember one time, oh, she was about twelve or so, she had written an essay on why we should allow her to be part of an exchange program that took place the following year, where several students would attend a school in London for two weeks while their students would fly here and attend Tempe’s school. We hadn’t even heard about that program, and she’d already written ten pages on the advantages of her taking part.”
Antoinette chuckled. “I can imagine. I’m assuming she went.”
“Yes, of course. How can you say no after hearing such thoughtful arguments?”
“You can’t.” Antoinette suppressed a sigh. She missed everything about Tempe, her laughter, her exasperation at Antoinette’s antics, her rants about inefficient co-workers, how distracted she’d sometimes get because she felt so drawn to Rania and her, how shy and full of wonder she could be one moment, and then say something a minute later that would make your head spin. 
Instead, Antoinette heard the hissing of the ventilator, the beeping and whirring of all the medical gadgets keeping Tempe alive. She always held Tempe’s hand, but she struggled sometimes to fully look at her because her bruised face hurt her heart. 
There was also a stillness that hung over Tempe’s room that got to her. While she was rarely alone in the room with Bree, or Mary, or even Rania at her side, there was only so much either of them could say. Everyone seemed lost in their heads, in memories and regrets. It was one of the most miserable places to be. 
At times, when Antoinette stood there and stroked Tempe’s hand, she wished they could switch places. She’d always been incredibly perceptive of other people’s emotional states, which could be draining beyond measure. What made it worse was that she didn’t just recognize or understand their emotions; it sometimes seemed like she could feel them too. She’d often longed to alleviate the load people were carrying, especially when confronted with a struggling loved one. 
Here, Tempe wasn’t suffering emotionally—at least not to Antoinette’s knowledge—but she was injured, in pain (more so once she’d wake up again), had a long, hard road of recovery ahead of her, and knowing her, she’d feel terrible for having caused this, for having put her family through all of this. 
So Antoinette wished she could take this from Tempe—the present and the future—to spare her all this grief. She knew that in such a scenario, Rania and Tempe would be in the same state she and her wife were in now, filled with uncertainty and fear, but they would handle it with much more grace than she did. Also, there’d have been no problems with restricted access. 
Of course, that this would also free Antoinette of her own fears and worries held some appeal, too. Perhaps you couldn’t be inherently selfless about anything, as even here her wish would also benefit herself.
They left the cafeteria, and once they entered the elevator, a nurse followed them inside. She smiled at Bree in greeting and started a lively conversation about the weather and alligators, of all things.
When they left the elevator, Bree paused and touched Antoinette’s arm. “Did I imagine this, or did this woman completely ignore your existence?”
“You did not.”
“Why was she so rude?”
Antoinette raised one eyebrow. 
“Do you know her at all? I’m assuming you’re no stranger at this hospital with Rania working here.”
“I don’t visit too often, but yes. I know her. We’ve ridden the elevator together a few times, but she has never said a single word to me.”
“Does she know you’re Rania’s wife?”
“I think so.”
“And she isn’t this rude to Rania?”
“I doubt it.”
“I suppose Rania is also a doctor.”
“There’s that,” Antoinette conceded. 
They continued their trek toward Tempe’s room. 
“I’m sorry she was so rude to you. Does Rania know how she treats you?”
Antoinette shrugged. “It happens. Like I said, I doubt it. I never brought it up with her. You see, Rania may be middle-eastern, but she looks white, and she has no accent. So she doesn’t experience these types of microaggressions.”
“Don’t you think she’d want to know that this nurse is a racist ass?”
“She never said anything. For all I know, she could be jealous of my hair. But seriously, if I told Ran about every instance of racism I encounter, we’d not talk about much else.”
Bree’s eyes widened. “People suck.”
Antoinette snorted. “That they do.”
“I meant that regarding what you experience, not that Rania doesn’t go through the same.”
“Yes, Bree. I got that.” 
“Good, good.”
“When’s Seren getting here?”
“Tomorrow, but that’s what I wanted to say. She’ll have two marshals with her because that was the only way they would let her leave.”
Antoinette frowned. “I’m not sure where we’ll house them. We have some air mattresses, and—”
“No, no. They won’t come inside.”
“Oh, OK. I see no issue, then. So the trial is over?”
“No, but they are mostly done with Seren’s part.”
“Good. I hope it’ll all work out.”
“Thank you. Me, too.” Bree grasped the handle of Tempe’s door. “Ready?”
Antoinette straightened. “Yes.” 
She talked with Mary, and Sam left shortly after with Bree to pick up Faith at the airport. 
“I still can’t believe this.” Mary’s voice cracked. She stroked Tempe’s hand. 
Antoinette stood on the other side of Tempe’s bed, touching only the tips of her fingers, careful not to disturb her broken arm. She looked so small. “I know,” she whispered.
“It shouldn’t be like this. I should be here, not her.”
Antoinette frowned. “From the accident?”
“No, in general. I’m at that age where…” Mary shrugged. “Old people and hospitals go together, no? It should be me lying here and Tempe visiting.” Tears spilled down Mary’s cheeks and she wiped them, almost angrily. 
“I’m sorry. I’m not sure Tempe would agree. She’d say that her chances of a full recovery are much better than yours would be, and so it makes sense for things to be as they are.”
Mary chuckled. “She has a protective streak, doesn’t she?”
Antoinette hummed. “Yes. Stubborn, too.” 
“She got that from her mama.”
Antoinette snorted. “Please. As if stubbornness doesn’t run in both family lines.”
“Watch it.” Mary sent a watery glare at Antoinette, but her mood was almost playful, and Antoinette felt lighter at having lifted Mary’s spirit a little. It also struck her how they seemed to have contemplated the same thing—how both wished they could take Tempe’s place. 
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TONIGHT WAS THE NIGHT, and Rania broke out in a cold sweat just thinking about the conversation ahead. Time had flown by since Antoinette’s quip had revealed that they were all on the same page. They were supposed to use the previous week to decide, to think about everything and come up with worries and concerns before meeting the following Saturday. And that day had arrived. 
As soon as they settled on the couch with a drink, Rania jumped right to the heart of the main issue that had plagued her mind all week. This one difference would be an unsurmountable hurdle and doom a potential relationship between the three of them from the start. She sometimes struggled to believe that they had even reached a place where they were considering this at all. 
One of Rania’s hands tightened on the armchair. “What about children?”
“What about them?” Tempe asked with a frown.
“Do you want children? That’s… We don’t. While we both adore children and love our nieces and nephews, we never wanted kids of our own.”
“I don’t want children either,” Temperance said without hesitation. 
Antoinette tilted her head. “Are you sure?”
Tempe nodded. 
“You’re still so young, and—”
“Can I be honest?” Tempe asked.
“Of course. Isn’t that what we’re here for? To have an honest discussion?” Antoinette asked. 
Tempe sobered, her gaze drifting between Rania and Antoinette. She released a hard breath before blurting, “I hate children.”
Rania opened her mouth but said nothing, while Antoinette’s eyes widened, yet she also remained quiet. It was Rania who first found her voice. “Come again?”
Tempe sighed. “I hate children. I know that’s not a thing to say in polite company, and I generally don’t word it quite like that. But as you said, honesty is important if… this,” she gestured between them, “is supposed to work.”
The other two women nodded, Rania more slowly than her wife. 
“I think I hated children when I was still a child myself. I told you how I always felt like I didn’t fit. I preferred adults, and I’d whine and complain when my parents shooed me out of the room to play with my ‘little friends’ while they were spending time with their friends. I’d have preferred to sit with them and listen.”
“Why do you hate children?” Rania asked. 
Tempe shrugged. “They’re annoying. Not to mention, they are incoherent. They don’t know what they want and are constantly changing their minds. There’s no permanence with them. They are also perpetual reservoirs of germs, and—”
Rania laughed. “You got that right.”
“I can’t stand them. They aren’t cute or adorable. Children are gross and have neither a sense of hygiene nor an ounce of respect for boundaries. They say anything that pops into their heads, and they just… I can’t.” 
Antoinette snorted. “I suppose that assuages one of your worries, Ran.” 
“Yes, but—”
“Look, I know I’m quite a bit younger, and this worries you. I understand that, and I can’t make this fear go away, but please believe me, I was never… young. Never in my thoughts or behavior. My mom always complains that she’s given birth to a thirty-year-old woman. So, going by that, I’m older than you both.”
Rania chuckled. “I will admit that you never seemed… your age.”
“I can tolerate children. Your nephews and nieces, I mean. You wouldn’t have to worry that I’d be awful or rude to them.” Tempe held her gaze.
“I doubt there’s a rude bone in your body.” It felt freeing to say things like this to Tempe, and to look at her and not hide the affection welling up inside. 
Tempe smiled. “I have a few questions, too.” She grabbed her bag and pulled out her laptop. 
“Don’t tell me you’ve prepared a presentation for us?” Antoinette said, making Rania bump into her. 
Tempe scowled at Antoinette, seemingly refusing to dignify that question with a response. Instead, she opened her laptop and her long fingers trailed over the keyboard. “All right, here we go. How would this all work? Logistic wise first.” She looked at them.
Antoinette’s mouth opened, but for once, she seemed unable to find anything to say. 
Rania smiled. That alone was worth a lot. “I suppose we first date?”
“Date how?” Tempe asked.
“Again, we hang out and do what we feel like doing together.”
“That isn’t a change from the last several months,” Tempe pointed out. 
“No, but the intent is different,” Antoinette said. “Now we know that we all want to sleep with each other.”
“It’s not just about that, though. About sex, I mean.” Rania pursed her lips.
“Obviously not, but we’d also all be lying if we pretended we didn’t want that,” Antoinette argued.
“True.” Tempe ducked her head. 
“Does that make you uncomfortable?” Rania asked.
“That’s not the right word. It’s more… overwhelming. I… It’s one thing for me to feel that way, but for both of you?” Her gaze glided from one to the other. “You’re risking a lot more than me. You’re married, and I… I’d hate to cause problems. Then I’d rather we’d just stay friends.”
Her words touched Rania. “You are so sweet it hurts sometimes.”
Tempe flushed. “I don’t know what to say to that.”
“What else do you have in your little presentation?” Antoinette asked.
Tempe tore her gaze away from Rania. She looked at her screen and frowned. “What about sex?”
Rania’s eyebrows almost crawled off her forehead. She cleared her throat. “Can you be more specific?” 
“How would that work?”
Heat crept up Rania’s neck.
“You’ve had sex before, right?” Antoinette asked, mischief dancing in her eyes. 
“Yes, of course. I’m not… asking about the mechanics,” Tempe hissed the last part, then rolled her eyes. “What rules will there be?”
“Are you asking about kinks? Because we’re pretty boring. I mean, we sometimes use strap-ons, but—”
“An!”
Tempe’s face burned, and she dipped her head.
“What? If she’s had sex and now asks how this works, what else—”
“No, I meant you guys are married.”
“Yes,” Rania said. 
“You have sex with each other.”
Rania chuckled. “Indeed.”
“So that would continue, as it should. I mean, once the three of us are… an item.”
“Yes,” Antoinette said.
Tempe sighed. “Are you really going to make me say it?”
“Well, if you wanna do it, you should be able to say it,” Antoinette said, and this time, Rania did slap her arm.
Tempe narrowed her eyes. “Will we only have sex all together or would it also be OK for me to sleep with one of you at a time?”
Rania gritted her teeth and fought against the heat spreading through her. 
“That’s for all of us to decide, but as you said, Rania and I won’t stop having sex with each other. That never even occurred to me, to be honest. So, it would only be fair if all variations were game here. What do you think, Ran?”
“It makes sense. I don’t see a reason to restrict that. I mean, sometimes one of us might be sick, not at home, or not in the mood. So, if the other two are, then—”
“Why should they suffer?” Antoinette quipped.
Rania rolled her eyes. 
“That’s one way of putting it.”
“Putting what where?” Antoinette asked, her eyes sparkling. 
Crimson once more rose to Tempe’s cheeks. 
“An, I swear to God, I will throttle you one of these days.”
“I’d ask who will then make you come so hard you’re close to passing out, but I suppose Tempe might be up for that.”
Tempe dropped her face into her palms. 
“I’m sorry, Tempe. But you’re a lot of fun to mess with, and your reactions are too adorable, so it’s hard to resist.”
Tempe laughed, then raised her head. “It seems like there are other ways in which you find me hard to resist.”
Antoinette cleared her throat. “Right.”
“But we want to be frank here,” Rania started after a moment. “We’re not in this for sex. Don’t get me wrong, we obviously desire you.”
Tempe held Rania’s gaze.
“But this isn’t… We don’t need to liven things up in our bedroom. You’re not an experiment for us, and we aren’t looking for a fling. We have feelings for you, Temperance.”
Tempe swallowed hard.
“So if you’re in this for an adventure, I don’t know, to sleep with two older women, then—”
“Who you calling old?” Antoinette exclaimed. 
Rania sighed. Sometimes she had no idea what to do with Antoinette, though the throbbing between her legs gave her some ideas. Later. “I said older, but maybe you’re hard of hearing, dear.”
Antoinette narrowed her eyes, and Rania noticed the pulse in her temple ticking, which didn’t help her situation any. 
“While I may have an affinity for older women, this isn’t casual for me either. You’ve become my best friends over these last eight months. I don’t want to imagine a life without you, and that was why I’d withdrawn after that… kitchen incident. I realized I wanted you both, badly.” She sighed. 
“Go on,” Rania said.
“I didn’t think it would be possible, or that you’d feel the same. And so… I needed some distance to clear my head, to find a way to just be your friend, to see you as just friends.”
“Did that work out?” Antoinette asked.
“Obviously not.” Tempe chuckled. “But it would have, in the long run. I’d rather have you as friends than not at all. Even if there’d have been moments that would have been hard and painful. You’d be worth it.”
Rania fought the moisture welling in her eyes. “You’re worth the risk to us, too. We feel the same way about you.”
Tempe nodded. “I’m not moving in with you, though.”
Rania laughed. “We weren’t going to suggest that.”
“Not yet,” Antoinette said. “But down the road, that’s where we are heading, right?”
“Yes, if it all works out. But I’ve just moved into my new place and left the roommate of horrors behind. Though my new one might not be better. Either way, I want… I need some time alone, and I also think we should first see how all of this works, no? Our lives are entangled enough as it is, and if it turns out that this isn’t what we want, then it would be easier to—”
“Untangle?” Rania asked.
“Yes.” 
“How boringly rational.” Antoinette sighed. 
“Not everyone jumps in first and then asks how deep the water is, An,” Rania said.
“Yes, but if I didn’t have such tendencies, we’d all still be sitting there, twirling our thumbs, lost in angst that we’re about to lose each other, instead of embarking on this awesome journey together.”
“There’s that.”
“True,” Tempe said. “But I think we’d be in trouble if we all shared your more… brash tendencies.”
Antoinette laughed. 
“Anyway, there are a few more things I wanted to discuss…” Tempe said.
Rania leaned back and smiled. This might work after all. 
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RANIA ARRIVED HOME MORE tired than she’d expected. She supposed the days she had off hadn’t been restful (more the opposite) and additionally, she’d gotten out of her regular rhythm. Once she entered the house, she sighed when the scent of tchaka greeted her. How Antoinette had the time to prepare this meal, she didn’t know, but she was grateful, given it was one of her favorite dishes.
“Hey, how are you?” Antoinette greeted her. 
“I’m fine.” Rania returned Antoinette’s quick kiss. “Thank you for making tchaka. I’m actually starving.”
Antoinette hummed. “I figured. The slow cooker was my friend. Go shower. I’m calling down Faith and Bree to join us for dinner.”
“Oh, right. Faith arrived today. How is she doing?”
“Exhausted and worried, but she seems OK.”
“Good. I can’t wait to see her again.” Rania headed for the bathroom to take a shorter shower than she longed for, but her stomach would stage a riot if she didn’t eat soon. 
Bree and Faith were sitting at the dining room table when Rania entered the room. 
Faith rose and raced over to hug Rania, who returned the embrace. “I’m so sorry dad was being such an ass to you guys.”
Rania squeezed Faith before releasing her. “It’s fine. You mom fixed it all.”
“Thank goodness. I still don’t know what he was thinking.” Faith sat back down. 
Rania liked Faith’s enthusiasm and forwardness. When they first met earlier in the year, their relationship with Tempe had been barely six months old, and she’d been nervous. Despite being quite different, the Worrington sisters were close, and Rania wanted Faith to be OK with them. She shouldn’t have worried. Faith had hugged them in a tight embrace as soon as she’d finished greeting Tempe, welcoming them to their ‘tribe,’ as she’d phrased it. Then Faith had proceeded to tease her older sister by stating that, “I remain impressed that you managed not just to snag, but to keep two hot women. One alone would have been something already, but two?”
Tempe had flushed before shooting back, “Don’t let Joe hear you, or he’ll think you plan on switching teams.”
Faith had only laughed. “He knows I’m too interested in what’s between his legs for that.”
Tempe had groaned, defeated. She’d raised her hands, “All right. No more of that or I’ll send you right back home.”
They’d had a great time, and Antoinette had even stopped teasing Tempe for the duration of Faiths’ visit, arguing that she was being needled enough, which had later resulted in an interesting encounter in the bedroom where Tempe had thanked them for their thoughtful consideration and for enduring her ‘brat of a sister.’ 
Antoinette entered the room, drawing Rania out of her thoughts. “Why haven’t you guys started eating? Ran, sit down and eat.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Rania said.
Bree chuckled.
They all dug in, and the conversation flowed easily, even though Tempe’s situation remained on their minds, always hanging over them like a darkened cloud on a humid summer day where you could never tell if the wind would blow it away or if the sky would open and flood the usually hard baked soil. Rania could see it in all their faces. They’d talk, laugh, and for a moment, everyone would sober and just stare into space. 
“Did you get a chance to see Tempe today?” Rania asked.
“Yeah, only for twenty minutes, then they kicked us out. It’s worse than I thought. Seeing her there, I mean.” Faith cleared her throat. “I still insulted her, figuring I might as well try to annoy her into waking up, but Mom scolded me and explained that she needed to stay under sedation for now.”
Antoinette chuckled. “I’m sure Tempe will get back at you once she wakes up.”
“She better,” Faith grumbled. 
Bree shook her head. 
Rania leaned back in her chair and observed the others, and while listening to their conversations, she pondered why they’d not had such a get-together before. She glanced at Tempe’s empty chair. She wondered if Antoinette had guided them away from it or if they’d somehow understood it was hers. 
People often said that you still feel an arm or a leg after it has been amputated, and some even experienced pain in the missing limb. The power of the mind had always fascinated her—how it could take on a life of its own and override reality—stuck on how things used to be or lost in fear about an uncertain future. 
Right now, Rania ached like she’d never experienced before. She felt Tempe’s absence almost like a physical blow. Even though she kept going over her chart and obsessively checking any new entries and lab results, she still seemed to dangle in mid-air. They all did. With the difference that, for the first time, Rania cursed her medical knowledge since it made her worries and fears more explicit and detailed than what the rest of their little gathering could come up with. 
Tempe was making progress, and Rania tried to remind herself of that. She knew that if Tempe were just a regular patient, she’d not lose any sleep over her slow-paced recovery. But she wasn’t just any other patient, and so emotions continued to drown out her reason. She hated every second of this, and she’d never understand how Antoinette could live like that, always immersed in a kaleidoscope of feelings. 
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ANTOINETTE ADORED FAITH. THE two sisters were so opposite it was almost funny. Weren’t siblings supposed to be more alike? It wasn’t just looks—where Tempe had a muscular, compact frame, Faith stood half a foot taller, slender and lanky—but their personalities differed greatly, too. 
Faith was as direct and blunt as Antoinette herself, which she appreciated. Not that she had an issue with more thoughtful introverts, after all, she’d fallen in love with two such women, but sometimes it was nice to be around someone who didn’t mince words either. 
So far, they had their best day at the hospital on day eight since the accident. The swelling of Tempe’s brain had finally seen a significant reduction. Not to where the doctors felt comfortable weaning her off her sedation, but enough that they now weren’t just cautiously optimistic, but optimistic without a qualifier. Even Sam had been more bearable, although Antoinette supposed her buoyant mood over Tempe’s improved prognosis could cause that perception as well.
On their drive back home, Antoinette recalled the time Rania had come down with a nasty flu. A rare occurrence indeed as she thankfully didn’t get sick often, given she was the worst patient ever. It had also shown them how determined Tempe could be.

“Leave me alone,” Rania croaked. 
“You need to eat something.” Tempe stood in front of the couch with a bowl of chicken noodle soup in her hands. 
“I’m not hungry.” Rania turned around so that Tempe now faced her back.
“Mary made it, and it’s delicious. She’d always make a batch for Faith and me when we were sick. It has healing powers.”
Rania snorted, then coughed.
“Let it be.” Antoinette paused her drawing. “She’s a terrible patient. Just let her stew in her misery. She’ll get better.”
“I will not let Rania ‘stew in her misery.’ I’ll help her feel better, whether she wants it or not!”
Antoinette shrugged. If Tempe wanted to learn the hard way, who was she to argue?
“She doesn’t want it,” Rania rasped, still not turning. 
“Don’t be silly. What would you tell a patient who acted like this?” Tempe put the bowl on the coffee table. 
An alarm went off. 
“Oh, the tea.” Tempe dashed to the kitchen.
“Make her stop, An,” Rania begged. 
Antoinette snorted. “My name is Bennett and I ain’t in it.”
“I hate you.” 
“I love you, too.”
Rania grumbled. 
“Look, I know you want to be left alone when you’re sick, and Tempe will get that eventually, but right now she’s really worried and wants to help you. So maybe indulge her a little?”
“Why do I have to indulge her? I’m the one who’s sick!” Rania hissed. 
“Suit yourself.” That would be as much as she’d get into this drama. Those two stubborn idiots could figure it out themselves. She’d given each her best advice, and if they ignored it? Well, they were their own person after all.
Tempe came back with a steaming mug. “This is a mixture of peppermint, fennel, and chamomile. I added some honey to make it taste better. It’s too hot to drink right now, but in about five minutes, you can start sipping it.” She placed the cup on a coaster next to the bowl of soup on the coffee table.
“Do you want me to feed the soup to you?”
Rania made a sound between a whine and a whimper and buried her face deeper in the pillow. 
“You really need to eat. And you also should’ve taken the vitamins I bought. From now on, I’ll make sure both of you take your daily vitamins.”
“What did I do?” Antoinette exclaimed.
“You’ve been neglecting your health as well.”
“I haven’t!”
Tempe glared at her. 
“And how do you propose to do that? Are you going to hide them in our food?”
“That’s not a bad idea.”
“You wouldn’t dare!”
“Watch me!”
Antoinette threw a pillow at Tempe who failed to catch it, and instead slapped it off its course to where it almost fell into her soup.
“Hey! Be more careful!”
Rania sat up, glowering at both before rising to her feet. She swayed. 
Tempe rushed closer and steadied her. “Are you OK?”
“No! I’m not OK. I feel like shit warmed up, stuck in the blender, eaten, and then regurgitated. My head is pounding like a jackhammer took up residence in my skull, and all I want is to be left alone and sleep. So, I’m going to the bedroom. I should’ve done that to start with but thought I could spare myself the energy of walking there.” She drew away from Tempe and turned before stalking, more like wobbling, to the bedroom.
Tempe stared after her with wide, tear-filled eyes. She flopped down on the couch. “I blew it, didn’t I?”
“Yup.”
“I only wanted to help.”
Antoinette hummed. “Sometimes the most help we can offer someone is to allow them to do things their own way, even when it seems wrong to us. Rania doesn’t get sick often, and her illnesses never linger, but they do knock her down. All she needs is that we leave her alone and let her rest.”
“But—”
Antoinette raised her hand. “I’m not suggesting letting her starve or not looking after her, but you’ve been flying around her like…” She frowned. “Some kind of hovering insect.”
“OK, that’s a new one.”
Antoinette waved her off. “I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, but stressing Rania out because she doesn’t do what you think she should be doing—never mind, she is a doctor—isn’t going to help her get better.”
“I just want you guys to be OK. I don’t want to lose you.”
Antoinette halted. “Lose us? Because Rania caught the flu?”
Tempe pinched the bridge of her nose. “I just… She looks so frail and weak, and… Don’t take this the wrong way, but you guys are older than me, and when I saw her like that, it hit me that statistically speaking, you will leave me, eventually.”
Antoinette rose and settled next to Tempe on the couch. She grasped her hand. “Nothing is guaranteed in life. And statistics don’t say a thing about individuals. We might both hit one hundred while you die at eighty-two from a heart attack during sex.”
Tempe chuckled and wiped her eyes. “I know. I just got scared, and I wanted to help.”
“I know.” Antoinette cupped Tempe’s cheek. “It’s all right. Rania won’t hold it against you.”
Tempe sighed. “I hope so.”

Now, Antoinette cringed at the memory of talking to Tempe about her dying before them. It had almost become a reality. Life was so damn fragile. She supposed people remained in denial of that because you couldn’t live your life with your mortality always in the back of your mind. 
Back then, Rania had eventually relented and allowed Tempe to fuss a little over her. She, or better they, had also dutifully started to chew the vitamin gummies Tempe would always leave next to their drinks during dinner. It was hard to bitch about someone loving you so much. 
They spent most of their day at the hospital, with Rania once more coming in and out of the room and spending her lunch break with them. Seren arrived right before five, and Bree had left to pick her up from the airport. While this was obviously their first time meeting Seren, Faith had met the woman several times during her visits to see her mother.
Seren turned out to be quiet, but observant. Bree seemed much more at ease now that Seren had joined her, too. All she seemed to miss was Tempe waking up and being fine, and here they all longed for the same.
After dinner, they relocated to the living room.
At first, their conversation stayed on the surface and didn’t delve into anything too personal until Faith asked, “So, I’ve asked Tempe before, but she told me to shut it. Thing is, I’m not good at that. How did you guys get together? Like, how did it come up? Did you just go to Tempe and say, hey, we like you? Oh, and even more so, how did that discussion come up between you two?”
“There’s a reason your sister told you to hush, sweetheart. Don’t ask such invasive questions,” Bree admonished her daughter. 
Seren chuckled, which drew her a glare from Bree.
“What?” Bree asked. 
“Nothing. I’m merely sensing a certain family resemblance here.”
“Really? When did I ask invasive questions?” 
“Oh, the day we met?”
“You were kidnappin’ me, and there was a gun in your candy bowl!”
“You hide weapons in your candy dish?” Rania asked with wide eyes.
Seren sighed. “In extreme situations, apparently.”
“We’d be interested to hear that story at some point. When it’s… OK for you to share,” Rania said. 
“It’s quite the tale,” Bree said, now gazing fondly at Seren.
Antoinette’s heart grew heavy, and she clasped Rania’s hand. She missed Tempe. 
“Don’t forget about my question,” Faith interjected. 
“Oh, we haven’t forgotten. I’m contemplating how to censor that story to avoid scarring you and your mother for life,” Antoinette said.
Rania squeezed her hand, while Bree covered her eyes with one hand.
“Yeah. Let’s not go there.” Faith grimaced. 
“An is joking. Her sense of humor can be challenging,” Rania said.
“You know, you always say that. It’s starting to give me a complex.”
“That’s OK.” Rania patted Antoinette’s hand. 
“So?” Faith asked. 
“Your sister called me a ‘dog with a bone,’ on the first day we met. Has she ever referred to you in such a manner?” Antoinette asked. 
“Maybe.” Faith’s gaze dropped to her fingernails.
“Thought so,” Antoinette murmured. “It started as a joke, I suppose. I’m going to tell you the first part of your inquiry, but you’ll have to live without an answer for how Ran and I figured this out since it’s none of your business.”
“Fair enough,” Faith said. 
“Wait, wait, sweetheart. Are you sure you’re not invading your sister’s privacy?” 
“They should know, right?” Faith asked. 
“I doubt Tempe would have an issue with what An is about to tell you.” Rania once more squeezed Antoinette’s hand.
“All right. I’ll admit, I’m curious myself. All I know is it involves a presentation,” Bree said.
And so, Antoinette told them the censored version of how they got together. Neither of them even hinted at the events of the night after that conversation, after Tempe had gone back home. 
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“DO YOU THINK WE’RE making a mistake?” Rania asked when they lay in bed after Tempe had gone back home. She wanted Tempe to be a part of them, more so than she could fathom, but she worried that they were asking for too much. 
“No. We discussed this topic to death, and Tempe’s little presentation on rules and regulations covered everything. Do you have doubts now? Because, as Tempe said, we don’t have to do this. We can forget about it and just be friends with her.”
“You don’t want to have sex with your friends!” Rania exclaimed, then closed her eyes. “Besides, I miss her. I want her here, in our lives.” 
“Me, too. Though the friends and sex bit, I’d say that depends.”
“Be serious! Despite that one-night adventure with two of your friends…”
“I am! I’ve had other friends with whom I would totally have had sex, given the right circumstances, and I’ve done so in the past.”
“You just… You don’t count because most people don’t share your laissez-faire attitude towards intimacy and love.”
“Maybe they should. Less angst and drama.” Antoinette shrugged.
Rania sighed. “What we’re about to embark on could lead to a lot of angst and drama.”
“You worry too much.”
“Perhaps.” But weren’t her fears rational here?
“This isn’t about sex, Ran. If it were just that…” She shook her head. “I don’t need that.”
Rania snorted. “You don’t need sex? Since when?”
“You are enough. You always have been enough for me, and that will never change.”
Rania’s eyes softened, and she smiled.
“This… Tempe isn’t… she’s not a replacement or someone I need to fix anything. We aren’t broken, Ran. We’re growing.”
“I know we’re not broken, love.” Rania cupped Antoinette’s cheek. “I just hate the idea of one of us getting hurt, and that includes Tempe. I worry about her.”
Antoinette smiled. “I know you do, but we’ll be fine. Love and hurt often intersect. It just depends on what you do when the hurt comes. I think we’ll all want to work through it and fix whatever problems may arise.”
“You’re right.”
“Naturally.”
Rania swatted Antoinette. “You’re also a brat.”
“Yes, but a hot one.”
Rania laughed. “So modest, too.”
“Did you find it hard not to drag Tempe in here tonight?”
Rania flushed. “We’re not there yet.”
“That’s not what I asked. I saw the way you looked at her. I know that look.”
Rania worried her lower lip. “I might have wondered what she tastes like.”
Antoinette groaned. 
“Her voice,” Rania said, and a shudder ran through her.
Antoinette tilted her head. 
“I’m not sure what it is about her voice, but it gets to me. We were talking the other day, and she told this story about this idiot at work. You know the one?”
“The ass who tried to steal her idea?”
“Yes,” Rania said. “She cursed at some point, and… God, it drowned me.”
“You do enjoy talking in bed.”
“That doesn’t mean you don’t push it sometimes,” Rania said with a playful glare.
“Hmm, only in the way that gets you wet. I’m assuming Tempe saying ‘fuck,’ achieved much the same?” By now, Antoinette drew close enough that their exhalations mingled. 
“Wouldn’t you like to know?”
“I would,” Antoinette whispered. “Do you want to hear about my dream?”
“Will I regret it?”
“Most definitely, in the most delightful of ways.” Antoinette propped up her elbow on the mattress and rested her head on her palm. She traced the fingers of her other hand down Rania’s chest. 
Rania’s eyelids flickered. “Tell me,” she rasped. 
“It was vague, you know, the typical dream ambiguity where there’s no real beginning, and context is whatever. We were in bed together, the three of us.”
Rania groaned, covering her eyes with her hand. “I was afraid of that.”
“You do know me a little.”
Rania laughed. “I’d hope so.”
Antoinette trailed her fingers down to the waistband of Rania’s pajama pants. “You and I were kissing while Tempe licked between your legs.”
Rania clenched her jaw, fighting against the need to rock her hips. 
Antoinette leaned closer and pressed her lips against Rania’s in a soft, lingering kiss. “You were pretty loud in my dream, but you’ve always loved me sucking your clit or pressing my tongue inside you.”
Rania trembled and bit her lower lip. She wanted Antoinette to touch her, but she also knew urging her on would only have the opposite effect on days when her wife seemed to be in a teasing mood. “Did you watch her?” she asked instead.
Antoinette’s breathing hitched. She halted her fingers that had crept beneath Rania’s pants and now rested on top of her panties, still too far away from where she wanted them to be. “I was kissing you, remember?”
“The entire time?”
“No.”
Rania hummed. “Did you like what you saw?”
Antoinette’s eyes blazed in the way that usually meant trouble—the good kind. “You know I did,” she croaked, then surged forward and claimed Rania’s lips in a bruising kiss while her fingers finally stole beneath her panties, stroking fast through liquid heat. She sought and found Rania’s sensitive entrance and pressed two fingers inside with a groan, only to pull out amidst Rania’s protests. 
Antoinette scrambled to pull Rania’s pants and panties down past her knees, not bothering to take them off fully before she returned to her previous position, and after one broad brush through Rania’s folds, pushed back inside. “I needed more space,” she said before licking into Rania’s mouth. 
Rania’s hand tightened on Antoinette’s upper arm while she pushed her pelvis down, trying to take Antoinette deeper. She broke the kiss. “Did you dream about this, too? About being inside Tempe? I know how much you like to feel me tighten around your fingers when I come.” 
Antoinette panted, stilling her strokes inside. “Yes.” Her voice cracked. 
“What was I doing then?”
Antoinette licked her lips. “You were sucking at her clit, and I watched every stroke of your tongue, every one of Tempe’s twitches and shudders, listened to all her sighs and whimpers.”
Groaning, and with her eyes screwed shut, Rania gyrated her hips with Antoinette’s ever faster growing thrusts. She trembled when Antoinette’s thumb found her clit and rubbed in quick strokes, adding exactly the right amount of pressure Rania craved. 
“Come for me,” Antoinette murmured into Rania’s ear.
Rania panted, her shirt clung to her skin, and she dug her nails in Antoinette’s arm when she stuttered to a halt before falling into a series of quakes, her body arching as she crashed into a hard climax, Antoinette’s name on her lips in a shout. 
Antoinette sighed, then once more claimed Rania’s mouth before pulling back. “You’re right. I love feeling you come.”
“You don’t say. I almost expected you to go for the nightstand drawer.” She used her feet to get rid of her pants and panties that Antoinette’s impatience had left around her ankles.
“Hmm, no. I wanted to feel you on my skin.” Antoinette pressed another kiss against Rania’s lips. 
Rania spun them around and, with a satisfied grin, hovered over Antoinette. “All this talk about me burying my head between Tempe’s thighs.” She sighed, shaking her head. 
“Yes?”
“Take off your pants.”
Antoinette’s eyes widened. She lifted her hips. “A little help?”
Rania slid off Antoinette and divested her of her pants and underwear. She lay down between Antoinette’s legs and spread her folds, gazing intently at the glistening, swollen lips. “You always get so wet when you make love to me,” she breathed, mesmerized. 
Antoinette twitched, then moaned when Rania dipped her head to taste her essence. 
Rania loved Antoinette’s taste any day, but when she was worked up like that? Delicious. She could do this forever.
Antoinette groaned, trembling when Rania licked her clit while penetrating her with shallow strokes.
Rania knew there were moments when this combination—low but insistent pumps with pressure and suction on her clit—catapulted her wife into a rapid and hard climax, but she had to be in the mood for it, and it seemed that tonight she was.
Antoinette clutched the sheets and arched her neck. Her chest heaved with rapid pants. She groaned.
Rania added more pressure, grazing the swollen nub with her teeth while she increased the tempo of her thrusts, but kept them shallow.
“God,” Antoinette moaned. “Go deeper,” she ground out. 
Rania did, and a second later, Antoinette’s body bowed, and Rania struggled to hold on when tremors shook Antoinette’s body as she called out her release. 
Antoinette slackened and sighed. She placed one hand over her eyes. “I needed that.”
Rania hummed and climbed up her body. “We didn’t even get fully undressed. That has been a while.”
“Indeed. I’m blaming you.”
“Excuse me? You started this with your dream and all. I wanted to have a serious conversation about… you know?”
“Yet you went right along. As if you haven’t envisioned kissing Tempe, or diving between her legs, sampling her essence, and pushing deep inside.”
“Oh my God, An, shut up! Don’t get us started again!”
Antoinette chuckled. “It’s the weekend, and you’re off work. We have time.”
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ANTOINETTE HAD BEEN NURSING a headache all day. She resisted taking painkillers because she recently struggled with swallowing pills, and she hated the flavor of all chewable and liquid medication, so those were out, too. She knew the pill-swallowing thing was mental from when she’d almost suffocated while taking an allergy pill a month ago. Since then, it felt like they were always getting stuck in her throat, so she avoided taking any, and instead, she hoped her headache would just disappear again. After all, it had also shown up on its own. 
Rania was off today, and right before they wanted to head out to visit Tempe, the doorbell rang. Rania opened it with Antoinette right behind her. 
Antoinette’s eyes widened when she recognized the woman at the doorstep. She looked older than when she’d last seen her, her locks now more gray than black, but her face still shone with the same warmth Antoinette remembered.
“May I help you?” Rania asked.
“Yes, is this… Does Temperance Worrington live here, and if so, may I speak to her? My name is—”
“Samantha Graves,” Antoinette said, still stunned. 
Rania turned to her. “You know each other?”
“So do you. One of her paintings hangs in our bedroom.”
Rania’s eyes widened. “Oh. Please, come on in, Ms. Graves. Tempe… She lives here, but she’s in the hospital currently.”
Samantha sighed. “I was worried about her, but I’d hoped she’d just forgotten, but as time passed, I became worried, so I asked my grandson to find her address.” She stepped inside. “Thank you.”
“What’s this about?” Antoinette asked. 
“I came to check on Tempe, but also to deliver her order. She said she needed it by September, and I won’t be back in town until next year.”
“I’m not sure I follow.”
“I know you two mean a lot to Tempe, and I’m quite fond of her. It seemed so out of character for her to stand me up first and then not contact me or return my messages. May I ask what happened to her?”
Antoinette exchanged a quick glance with Rania, who seemed just as confused as she was. 
“Perhaps I should first get Tempe’s… Will one of you help me? It’s not that heavy but cumbersome, and my arthritis makes things like that harder. William, that’s my grandson, the one who found Tempe’s address. He loaded it in my truck for me.”
Feeling still bewildered, Antoinette nodded and followed Samantha to the vehicle. Her brows rose when she spotted the covered canvas. “Is that a painting?”
Samantha hummed. “That’s for Tempe, in a way.” She chuckled. “You attended a few of my workshops years ago, is that right?”
“Yes, ma’am, I did.” Antoinette lifted the canvas out of the vehicle and carried it inside, Samantha right behind her. “I doubt you remember me.”
“I don’t, but Tempe told me about it. I saw so many people over the years, and I’m not good with faces, or better, their recall.”
“That’s all right.” Inside, Antoinette carefully placed the canvas down and leaned it against the wall in their living room. 
“This is supposed to be a gift, for you from Tempe, so it likely should stay covered, but… How sick is she?” Samantha seemed to brace herself.
“She had a bad car accident, and the doctors had to put her into an artificial coma. It’s been over a week. She’d gone to the city for an errand, but there was a storm, and…” Rania trailed off. 
“Oh, no. That all happened during last week’s storm, correct? Because if it is, then I’m afraid I was her errand.”
“Yes, it happened last Tuesday.”
“Will she be OK again?”
“We hope so. The prognosis looks promising so far,” Antoinette said.
“What did you mean by being her errand?” Rania crossed her arms in front of her chest.
“We had set up a meeting.” Samantha sighed. “You see, I live in Orlando and only travel to West Palm occasionally to visit a friend. I’d asked Tempe to meet that day because I’d arrived in the city the day before and wanted to give her the painting before I left again because she said she was only free that day.”
“No wonder she was so elusive about where she was going,” Antoinette grumbled. 
“Again, this is a gift for the two of you, so she likely just wanted to keep it a surprise. I’m heading back home tomorrow, so I thought I’d bring this by, and again, I needed to know what happened to Tempe.”
“Her phone got destroyed in the crash.” Rania cleared her throat. “We got her a new one, but… We’re waiting for her to activate it, so I’m afraid it’s been impossible to reach her.”
Samantha nodded. “Will you tell her I’d love to hear from her when she’s up to it? No rush or anything.”
“Yes, of course.” Antoinette had so many questions. “May we invite you for a cup of coffee? We could talk for a bit, if you have the time.”
“Oh, that would be lovely.”
“Awesome.” Antoinette was about to head to the kitchen when Rania clasped her hand.
“I’ll do it. Go sit down with Ms. Graves.”
“Goodness, call me Samantha, please.”
“All right, thank you, Samantha. I’m Rania, and this is Antoinette.”
Samantha nodded. “That I know.”
How on earth had Tempe struck up a seemingly… friendly acquaintance with such a reclusive person as Samantha Graves? Antoinette guided Samantha into the living room and they sat down. 
“You look like you’re about to explode if you don’t ask me a million questions.”
Antoinette smiled. Her face would always betray her. “Yes, I’m afraid that’s true.”
“Go on, then.”
“We should wait until Rania gets here.”
They chatted about an upcoming exhibition they wanted to attend in Miami next year until Rania entered the room a little while later. 
“Do you want to see it?” Samantha asked.
“You said it’s a gift,” Rania pointed out. “I think we better wait for Tempe to… show it to us.”
“It’s up to you, obviously.”
“I don’t wanna wait, but we should,” Antoinette said. 
“Good. Then let me tell you a story instead.” 

The next few days passed much the same. They spent most of their time at the hospital, rotating who sat with Tempe while the others went for walks outside or grabbed some food in the cafeteria. They talked a lot, exchanging Tempe stories, some of which Antoinette couldn’t wait to bring up with her—like how Tempe got lost at the fair when she was seven and refused to follow a police officer back to the information center to reunite her with her parents unless he knew the secret code (ice cream sandwich). He hadn’t known, so he’d radioed a colleague who brought Tempe’s parents back to her.
Bree, apparently in love with her cloud storage, showed them so many pictures of Tempe, from baby Tempe to four-year-old Tempe eating a slice of watermelon double the size of her face, then grinning into the camera with her two front teeth missing, Tempe on her first day of school, ten-year-old Tempe at the beach with Faith building sand castles, thirteen-year-old Tempe with braces (unlike most teens, Tempe hadn’t complained but pointed out that they were necessary to fix her teeth), to Tempe during her high school graduation hugging Mary.
Rania and Antoinette had asked Bree to send them some pictures, but Bree said she wanted get Tempe’s permission first, since it was one thing for her to show the images to others, and another to share a copy of them, even if they were partners. 
Antoinette had pouted, but Rania had seemed pleased.
“It’s quite sensible. We wouldn’t want Tempe to be mad at all of us.”
“I suppose.” Antoinette had sighed, and considering her current company, she had refrained from remarking that she often quite enjoyed the sight of an enraged Tempe.
Despite such moments of levity, these waiting days were draining.
They often propelled Antoinette into awful headspaces, chasing her up and down emotional rollercoasters. Her every day revolved around the hospital visit, and she woke up each morning hoping Tempe had improved enough that they’d start weaning her off sedation, only to find that they weren’t there yet. Thankfully, they had endured no setbacks, and the bleed the doctors evacuated during their emergency operation after the crash seemed to have healed. 
Even though Tempe’s prognosis had gotten better, Antoinette still experienced moments of almost bone-crushing sadness, especially at night, before falling asleep. Her mind would spin, and she’d imagine all kinds of horror scenarios—both how things could have been and how they could deteriorate still. She didn’t share any of that with Rania since she deemed it enough for one of them to be so depressed. 
Antoinette didn’t understand why her mind would go there: Tempe never surviving the accident in the first place; a new bleed that would cause a stroke; Tempe never fully recovering from the accident. Tempe dying. Losing Rania, too. Standing in front of their graves. She’d choke up, with silent tears running down her cheeks, while Rania slept next to her. 
Of course, that also meant she wasn’t getting enough sleep because it always took some time before she could release those dreadful thoughts and focus on something that would allow her to drift off, usually into a fitful slumber. Antoinette didn’t understand why she did this. Was there something wrong with her? Who imagined shit like that? Your mind didn’t know the difference between imagined and factual loss and treated these demented brainchildren emotionally like real events. Her heart always felt like a crumbling boulder in her chest, one she’d decided to crush. 
People were stupid. Minds were stupid. And she’d never understand why she’d sometimes torture herself like this. Would the resulting aggravation stop her? No. Did ‘knowing better’ ever change how we acted in the end? She doubted it. 
Antoinette knew taking Tempe off sedation wouldn’t mean she’d come home soon, and she’d need rehab, but it was an enormous step in the right direction. They had also finally repaired her broken arm. That waiting game had been tough, as had been the sight of the nurses wheeling Tempe out of her room and back to the operating room. 

Thirteen days after the accident, Rania shook Antoinette awake.
“Wha…” Antoinette groaned, first trying to get back to sleep before she bolted up. “Is it Tempe?” she croaked. “Is she OK?”
“Yes, yes. They had started reducing her meds last night and they’ll take her off the vent in a bit. She might wake up today!”
“Are you serious?”
Rania frowned. “Would I joke about this?”
Antoinette jumped out of bed and scrambled to the bathroom before halting and facing Rania again. “Did you tell the others yet?”
“No. I wanted to talk to you first.”
Antoinette nodded. “Meet you out there for breakfast? Or should we head in and grab something to eat on the way?”
“We have time. She will not wake up that quickly. Besides, Mary and Sam want to do the morning shift.”
Antoinette grumbled. 
“I’ll see if the others are awake.”
“Good, good.” She yawned, nerves flitting through her, almost like fireworks going off where they shouldn’t. Tempe might wake up today. 
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WHEN THEY ARRIVED AT the hospital, Mary rushed toward them outside in the hallway in front of Tempe’s room. 
“She’s not awake yet, but she stirred and moved. That godawful contraption is off, and she’s breathing on her own. They said something about fitting her with a helmet until they can put that piece of her skull back, but you know all about that.”
“That’s all good news.” Rania hugged Mary.
“A helmet?” Bree asked. 
“To protect her brain. She’s better to where they can wake her up, but her brain is still too swollen to put the bone back. Once she’s awake, she’ll move, and you want to avoid the exposed brain getting injured.”
“Ugh, I hate this,” Antoinette grumbled. “When do you think they will reattach the bone?”
“I don’t know. I’ll talk to the doctors later. And hey, this is all good, OK?”
“I know. It’s just… All this stuff, and she has another surgery ahead of her, and—”
Rania stilled her by seizing her hand. “This will take time, and yes, it’s hard, but let’s try to focus on the positive.”
Antoinette chuckled. “Usually, I’m the one telling you that.” 
“Listen to your wife,” Mary said. “Tempe will be fine.”
Sam joined them, and then he and Mary left to get something to eat.
“All right. Enough talking. Let’s go see my baby.” Bree strode toward the door and opened it for them all to enter. 
Rania felt faint with relief at seeing Tempe looking so much better. She’d slowly but steadily improved, and today, she only looked like she was sleeping, unlike in some of her nightmares, where Tempe coded when her brain started hemorrhaging. Rania rarely dreamed of medical issues like that. She had dreams about shifts at the ER, and there had been moments, especially after losing a patient, where she’d dreamed of that, but such dreams usually didn’t involve her loved ones.
Until now. 
“She looks better, right?” Faith asked.
“Yes, she does.” Rania squeezed Faith’s arm, anchoring herself as much as Faith in hope. 
Bree sat in the chair next to Tempe, stroking her hand and talking to her in a low tone. Faith stood next to Bree.
Rania and Antoinette moved to the other side of the bed, to Tempe’s hand that still had the IV running into her. 
“I thought they took her off the medicine. What’s left now?” Antoinette stepped closer to the medicine carousel connected to Tempe. “There’s still so much stuff there.”
Rania hummed, never taking her gaze off Tempe. “They aren’t all active, but they’re still feeding her, and she isn’t without medicine. They mostly stopped the sedation.”
Antoinette sighed. 
“She always hated hospitals.” Bree leaned back in her chair. 
“Really?” Rania asked. She couldn’t recall Tempe ever mentioning something like that. 
“Yes. When she was a child, maybe around eight or nine. God, I should remember this more, but time flies and everything in the past sort of clusters together and loses its form.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Anyway, she had a concussion from playing hockey.”
“She played hockey?” Antoinette asked. 
Bree waved her off. “Not really. It was a regular exercise group for kids that met once a week. They always did something different. That day, they were playing hockey, and one of her opponents got a little too… determined and ran into her. She fell and hit her head pretty hard.”
“Oh, no.” Rania reached out and stroked Tempe’s fingers.
“She had to stay in the hospital overnight for observation because she’d vomited and was overall pretty loopy.”
“I’m glad they kept her. These things can escalate faster than you realize.” Rania figured she was once more incapable of seeing anything Tempe related as just a doctor—most minor concussions weren’t that problematic. But this was Tempe, baby Tempe at that. 
“They were swamped that day, and she spent most of the night on the floor.”
Rania frowned. “What? They had no bed for her?” 
“Oh, she was in a bed. They just had no room. She complained it was so loud and bright that night, and that she couldn’t sleep.”
“Poor Tempe,” Antoinette said.
“So that was already a terrible first impression, but then this nurse…” Bree sighed. “She was a butcher, honestly. Tempe has always had small veins that tend to roll away, and that nurse…” Bree pursed her lips. “Let’s say taking blood wasn’t her strength. They ended up having to hold Tempe down because she was thrashing on the bed, trying to get away. They didn’t get a lot of blood, and when they pulled the needle out, it was bent.”
“Holy cow,” Antoinette exclaimed. 
“Why didn’t they right away get someone else? It makes no sense to continue if the child is already that upset. They should’ve waited and let her calm down and then send someone else to try.” Rania wished she could hug Tempe, but that would have to wait for quite some time. 
“Tempe wanted to go home and never, ever return to the torture chamber, as she called hospitals for a while.” Bree shook her head. “And now look at her.” She blinked rapidly, then wiped her eyes. 
Faith rubbed her shoulders.
“Well, at least she wasn’t aware of anything that has happened here.” Antoinette traced her fingers over Tempe’s arm.
The door opened and Seren entered. “Sorry. Parker took longer than expected to tell me about his latest game.”
“Is he all right?” Bree asked.
“Yes, he’s fine. He sends you lots of hugs, for Tempe, too. I told him we have to wait a bit for that.”
“Good.”
“He also said he and Claire got lots of chocolate for you from that candy store you like so much. Apparently, they had a sale.”
“He’s the sweetest little boy.” Bree cleared her throat and rose. “Excuse me.” She walked up to Seren and grasped her hand, and together they left the room.
“This is so hard on Bree. She hasn’t really been eating much, and I’m not sure she’s sleeping all that well. I keep hearing them through the ceiling in the middle of the night, talking and then there are footsteps.” Rania spoke once the door had fallen shut.
“Mom’s been through a lot recently, and now Tempe… Not that it’s her fault.”
“Of course not,” Rania said.
“Huh. I heard nothing,” Antoinette said.
Rania chuckled. “You generally sleep too hard for that, and your current restlessness aside, your earplugs likely didn’t help there either.”
Faith took her phone out of her pocket and glanced at the screen. “Sorry. I gotta take this. I’ll be right back.” She left the room. 
Antoinette clasped Rania’s hand. “It’s hard for us all, but yes, it must be different seeing your child like that.”
“I suppose. I don’t know.” Rania sighed. “I sometimes wonder if I just don’t get this connection by virtue of not having children, but…”
“What?”
Rania shook her head. “It’s silly. And likely inappropriate and would upset many people.”
Antoinette snorted. “You realize who you’re talking to, right?”
“There’s that. Yes.” She pursed her lips. “I sometimes just find this focus on children annoying. As if having a child is the deepest bond you can have. What does it say that we form the closest connection with people who share a part of us, a physical part?”
“I never thought of it like that. But parents react strongly to their kids being endangered. You can get people to do almost anything if you threaten their kids. Why is that otherwise?”
“People do a lot for family and for their partners,” Rania argued. 
“Yes, but have you seen a woman lift a car to free her husband?”
“Isn’t that just an urban legend?”
Antoinette shrugged. “I haven’t researched it.”
“I don’t know. I guess it bothers me, this whole notion of ‘You don’t know love until you have a child.’ Again, it seems selfish that we supposedly only love like this if we’re related.”
“But that’s not true. People love their adopted kids, too.”
“Yes, and what about all those couples who think they can’t conceive and adopt instead? Then suddenly, they get pregnant and end up with buyer’s remorse about the child they adopted.”
Antoinette frowned. “I’m sure that happens, but more often, these people just get another child to love. Are you OK? Where is this coming from?”
“I don’t know. I told you it’s silly.” Rania rubbed her eyes.
“Your emotions or worries are never silly to me.”
Rania smiled, touched by Antoinette’s solemn gaze and earnestness. 
“This has been a lot, Ran. And you’ve been pushing yourself even more so than usual. Don’t worry about it. We’re all bound to have moments where we fear we’re about to lose our minds.”
“Yes, but Tempe is close to waking up, and—”
“Precisely. It’s like… right before the climax, and—”
Rania’s eyes widened. “What?”
“Huh? Oh, no. Not like that. I was thinking of stories, shows and stuff. You know how there’s always a crisis, the buildup to the climax of the story, and we’re right before that.”
“But wouldn’t Tempe’s accident have been the climax?”
“Perhaps, but it depends on what your focus is. We’ve been on edge all these days. It’s been two weeks of this… not-knowing horror spiel where we are hoping, we’re scared, too afraid to fully hope, yet we can’t help but long for a positive outcome. It’s like a forever lasting strain, and this tension is about to snap, so…”
“I guess so. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.” Rania suppressed a pout. She hated feeling petulant, and even more so when her feelings were all over the place. But Antoinette had a point. 
Tempe stirred, her hand twitching. 
“Ran,” Antoinette exclaimed.
“I saw.” Rania’s heart hammered. “Tempe, honey. Please wake up.”
Both women stared unblinkingly at Tempe who had once more stilled. 
Antoinette sighed. “Another false alarm.”
“She’ll wake up.” Rania clutched her hand.
Bree and Seren came back in after a while, at which point Rania and Antoinette went to get some coffee before returning to the waiting room closest to Tempe’s room. They’d been reprimanded about the hospital’s visitor policy and having too many people in the intensive care room at once, but they wanted to remain close by.
“You should keep in mind that once Tempe wakes up, she’ll be confused and disoriented. She might cry or start shouting. Or she could fall right back asleep,” Rania cautioned.
“Yeah, I read up on that recently.”
“Oh, you did? You never said.”
Antoinette shrugged. “It’s not like any of this would’ve been new information for you.”
“True, but you tend to ask me instead of a search engine.” Rania didn’t know why she felt put off by this. It was utterly ridiculous, and she contemplated shoving it in a box labeled ‘emotional turmoil—ignore.’ 
“Don’t worry. You’re still my most favorite medical expert. I’m not gonna trust the internet over you.” Antoinette intertwined their fingers.
Rania narrowed her eyes. “That’s not what I meant, though you have a point. People researching their symptoms often think they’re dying.”
“Yes, but that wasn’t what I was doing.”
Rania sighed. “Just ignore me. I’m irrational right now, it seems,” she grumbled. 
“How awful.” Antoinette smiled. “I still love you.”
“Watch it.”
Faith’s dash into the waiting room interrupted them. “She’s coming to!”
Rania and Antoinette sprung up and raced after Faith. They hurried to Tempe’s bedside, across from Bree, who held her daughter’s hand. 
“Sweetheart, you’re all right. It’s OK. You can open your eyes. We’re all here. You’re safe,” Bree crooned.
Seren’s hands rested on Bree’s shoulders. 
Tempe’s eyelids fluttered.
Rania grasped Tempe’s fingers while Antoinette held onto her arm.
Tempe groaned, then her eyes opened, before flickering closed again. 
“Mom,” Tempe rasped, licking her lips.
“Yes, baby, I’m here,” Bree croaked. 
“Where… Ran, Antoi…” She trailed off, her voice getting softer with each syllable.
“We’re here, too.” Rania’s voice broke. 
“About time you woke up, Tempe,” Antoinette said with tears in her eyes.
The corner of Tempe’s mouth seemed to lift before she drifted off again. 

The five of them stayed at Tempe’s bedside (yes, ignoring all the instructions they’d just received earlier in the day) until half an hour after visiting hours were theoretically over—the one time Rania used her doctor’s card to make this happen and quiet down all complaints. None of them wanted to leave, and while Seren had offered, Rania would have hated for Bree to be without her in that moment. So, they all stayed. 
During this time, Tempe had come to a few more times, but she’d been more sluggish than upset with each waking moment, and each wakefulness lasted longer than the one before. 
Rania had also talked to Tempe’s doctor again, and they discussed both the helmet fitting for the next day and when they would try to replace the bone flap that currently rested in one of the hospital’s freezers. Tempe would hate everything about this, especially given Bree’s story about how much Tempe loathed hospitals. Even so, the hard part was over. Although, she supposed, the difficult part for them was over. For Tempe, the upcoming weeks and months would likely mark the most challenging time of her life. But she and Antoinette would remain by her side and support her however they could. 
Bree and Seren planned to stay for two more weeks, and Parker was supposed to fly in on Monday. Faith wanted to stay longer than that, but she was also restricted to the next two weeks because she had to return to university. Sam would have to head back by the coming Friday. Rania hadn’t listened to his reasoning, and she couldn’t say she was sorry to see him go.
Their friend Sonia called that evening before dinner, inquiring about Tempe’s progress, elated to hear that she had woken up, and once more asked if she or Sebastian could be of any help. Yet they were dealing with so many people already, and as much as she liked them, Rania would scream if she had to interact with one more person right now. 
Later, they all had dinner together, a much livelier affair now that Tempe had taken such a huge and important step in her recovery. Shortly after ten, they all said goodnight and headed to their respective rooms. After getting ready for bed, Rania joined Antoinette who had already curled up under the blankets. 
Rania shuffled closer to her wife. “She’s awake.” Tears shot into her eyes.
“Yes, love. She is.” Antoinette dried the wet streaks trailing down Rania’s cheeks. 
“She’ll be back, here, home with us.”
“Yes. Back in our bed.” Antoinette pulled Rania closer.



mice 
OCTOBER 2023
NINE WEEKS AFTER HER accident, Tempe still sometimes saw white mice running up and down the wall, but at least by now, they looked more translucent, and she ignored the visual that at first had her screaming. After thirteen days in a coma, two more weeks in the hospital that included another surgery to reattach the missing piece of her skull (She tried not to think about that.), and then weeks of rehab that still continued today, she finally felt like her life was on track back to normal. 
Things had calmed down a lot. Early on, she struggled. Well, they all did, but she had created more drama. Tempe still fought to understand how volatile her emotions had been during the first few weeks back home. She cringed when she recalled some of their arguments, especially an early one where she’d lashed out at Rania and Antoinette because they felt it was too soon for Tempe to be driving. 

“You are not my keepers!” Tempe ground her jaw. “I get you guys are worried and what happened was awful. Believe me, I get it, but it was an accident, and it doesn’t make me an invalid who can’t make her own decisions.”
“We’re not trying to tell you what to do,” Antoinette started.
“Sure looks like it to me.”
“We only want you to slow down. You’re expecting too much of yourself too quickly,” Rania said.
“I’m fine!”
“You saw the mice again just yesterday!” Antoinette pointed out. “What if this happens when you’re driving or—”
“It’s been three weeks since I came back home! That’s more than enough time to resume my life, and my doctor cleared me to drive. Not to mention, this hallucination won’t interfere with that. I know they’re not real.”
“What if it’s something else, something you’re not used to, and it startles you, and—”
“What if this never goes away? What if I can never get my life back? You guys… you’re walking on eggshells around me. I can’t work yet, and now I can’t drive, and—”
“Hey, hey.” Rania held up her hands, edging closer to Tempe, acting as if she were a deer who’d sprint away any second. “Come here.” She pulled Tempe close.
At first, Tempe wanted to pull away, to push Antoinette and Rania away, to punish them so they’d feel just as bad as she did, but then she realized they already were, and while misery did indeed love company, she didn’t want that for them, or for herself, and she’d missed them terribly. So instead, Tempe clutched Rania close, her fingers digging into her back. 
“I’m sorry,” Tempe muffled into Rania’s neck.
“It’s all right. You almost died, honey. I can’t… We can’t…”
“I know.” Tempe drew back and held out her hand for Antoinette, who grasped it and squeezed. Tempe pulled, and Antoinette hastened to hug them both. 

God, all they had endured, during and after this ordeal. 
Right after, her parents had still been there, and Faith had stayed with them, too. Her family was often siding with Rania’s and Antoinette’s concerns, and that overwhelming opposition—so she’d seen it at first—had infuriated Tempe even further. 
She’d suffered from terrible nightmares for weeks after waking up. It wasn’t just that she had to contend with visual hallucinations from the prolonged sedation; at first, she didn’t even recall the accident.
Until it came back to her, night after night. Often, these visions were worse than the actual collision. For a while, her subconscious added Rania or Antoinette to the car, and each time they died while Tempe was stuck in the upside-down vehicle, crying and screaming with blood all around her. 
Needless to say, this led to many sleepless nights with Tempe waking up sweat-soaked to both Rania and Antoinette rubbing her back and murmuring soft, heartfelt reassurances while Tempe panted, close to tears and filled with a blinding fury and desolation she’d never known. 
That she woke up Antoinette, who slept like the dead, told her everything she needed to know, and she hated it. She felt like a burden. This was her issue to work through and handle, but of course, Antoinette and Rania disagreed vehemently. 
Tempe had protested until Antoinette had shut her down with the words, “Would you do that to us? If one of us had gone through a trauma and struggled to adjust, would you turn us away and say, ‘Well, this is on you? Deal with it?’”
“Of course not!”
Both women had stared at her as if she seemed surprised that one plus one equals two, and Tempe had grumbled and allowed them to wrap themselves around her until they all drifted off to sleep again. 
The nightmares still haunted her, but not as often, and they’d become blurrier and vaguer. She rarely woke up screaming or bawling anymore. 
Tempe still didn’t drive a lot, and she’d hidden the panic attack she’d experienced on her unofficial first drive, never telling Rania or Antoinette about it or how she’d had to pull over, her heart beating so fast she worried it would stop from sheer exhaustion. Sweat had poured over her body, while her skin had been clammy and cold. Fifteen minutes later, she’d calmed down enough to drive back home.
She’d picked that day for a secret first quick drive through their neighborhood since Rania was at work, and Antoinette taught an art seminar at a local college because the thought of driving alone had Tempe break out in a cold sweat. She had feared exactly that happening—her losing it when she drove again—so she wanted to do it alone, hoping her official first drive would be more successful.
Her dad, despite being a total asshole for keeping Rania and Antoinette away from her (They’d had a very heated conversation about that.), had always recommended getting right back on your feet after a fall, so that fear wouldn’t make you too scared to try again. 
That warning had echoed in her ears, and given her trepidation about driving, she congratulated herself for scheduling this first secret drive. Not that anyone would agree with her. Still, when she drove with them in the car, she only panicked a little and didn’t suffer a full meltdown, so, progress. More importantly, her loves didn’t freak out. She hated what all of this had done to them, how on edge they were still, how they gave Tempe way too much leeway, and how they felt uneasy about being intimate. She’d tried to reason her way through their resistance, but so far, she’d failed. 
“No, no. It’s too early. A chunk of your skull had to be reattached.” That had been Antoinette’s argument, upon which Tempe had glared at Rania. 
“Is that your professional assessment?” Tempe had asked. 
“I’m not particularly professional when it comes to you.”
“Yes, let’s go with that.” Tempe had pulled Rania close. 
“I want to, believe me. But I’m just not—”
“Comfortable.” Tempe had sighed. 
At this point, she figured she’d just have to sleep naked. Perhaps that would entice them to be more… comfortable. On the other hand, it might only once more inspire Antoinette to draw her like she’d done early in their relationship.

Antoinette rolled over and seized her sketchbook off her nightstand before placing cushions against the wooden foot end of the bed and leaning against it.
“What are you doing?” Tempe asked, feeling lazy but still buzzing from the delightful hours they’d just spent in bed together. She lay pressed next to Rania, missing the warmth of Antoinette against her back.
“I’m drawing.”
“Yes, but what are you drawing? And what’s so important that you must do it now and abandon us?”
Antoinette snorted. “I abandoned you by moving four feet away?”
“Yes. What if I wasn’t done with you yet?”
Antoinette stopped drawing and gazed at Tempe. “You were the one who said she needed a break.”
Tempe pouted. 
“Cute, but not working.” Antoinette drew her gaze across Rania’s body before inspecting Tempe in the same manner. “Also, I’m not drawing objects right now.”
“Semantics, An.” Rania’s fingers trailed idle patterns down Tempe’s nude back.
“Hmm, I suppose. Well, I’m drawing the two of you.”
“Why?”
“Because I want to.”
“You’ve drawn me so often, and you must have drawn Rania at least a thousand times.”
“Ye of exaggeration. Yes. I’ve drawn both of you a lot. However, why does there have to be a limit, and what number would that be? Once I’ve drawn you one hundred times, I need to walk away from inspiration?”
“But we’re naked!” Tempe sputtered.
“You are? I didn’t even notice.”
“An, come on.”
“You’re still all flushed and radiant, while also so relaxed, pliant almost. I want to capture this, so hush. Let me draw.”
“Tempe, honey.” Rania reached out and turned Tempe’s head toward her.
“Yeah?”
“This is a lost cause. I can guarantee you that only we will ever see these images.”
Tempe’s mouth opened, then closed. “Images. As in plural?” she squeaked. “She’s drawn you like that?”
“We’ve been together for almost thirteen years.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“Kiss me,” Rania whispered.
“What?” Tempe trembled, in utter disbelief that arousal once more ignited so rapidly. 
Rania lifted her head.
Speechless but still drawn to Rania’s flushed face, the rapid pulse beating against her neck, and the slightly parted lips, Tempe ducked her head and connected their lips. It was a soft kiss at first, a sweet caress, and Tempe sighed. Her sigh morphed into a groan when Rania rose higher and cradled her head before deepening the kiss, licking against Tempe’s palate. 
Tempe’s hands shot to Rania’s breast, and she tugged at a pert nipple, rolling it between her fingers.
“On second thought, that drawing can wait,” Antoinette breathed, abandoning her sketchbook in favor of joining them.



taste and surprise 
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TEMPE STRUGGLED TO FATHOM, not only how she got here—stretched out naked on Rania and Antoinette’s bed—but how she would survive this with a single brain cell intact. 
When she had fallen for them, for the married couple who’d become her best friends in this new town so far from home, she’d assumed she’d lose them. That she’d have to withdraw and get used to a life without Antoinette’s reckless boldness, without Rania’s sharp wit, without the laughter, care, warmth, and life they had introduced into her regimented existence. 
She had always known she carried an infinite amount of love and affection within her, and when Tempe was younger, it had been much easier to release it, to let this fondness flow freely from her and pour into those around her. Growing up had introduced more barriers, and for a long time, she felt unable to even touch these obstacles, much less push through them. 
Her mother, Bree, had always said that she admired Tempe for her willingness to risk her heart, to carry it so openly. What her mother never realized was that a huge part of that had been fake, a feint to distract so that the façade of the well-adjusted, open-hearted, and put together woman would be enough for others, and therefore no one would dig deeper. No one would try to peek behind the ‘mirage Temperance’ she’d created. But seriously? What else could anyone expect from someone with her name? Behind this pretense, Tempe had remained both skeptical and scared. 
It seemed too much to risk opening yourself up only to be disappointed and gutted when everything came crashing down in the end. She didn’t know why she assumed this, why she’d always been sure that romantic entanglements would end in disappointment, that baring your soul only left you vulnerable, and eventually, you’d find yourself on your knees, trying to piece back the shattered mess someone you trusted had left behind. 
Why on earth would she allow that to happen? Being alone didn’t come with such a risk, with such potentially devastating consequences. It only came with the bite of loneliness, but that seemed easier to endure than what had to be a hollowed-out existence after your hopes and dreams had been run through a blender. 
Yet, Antoinette and Rania had not only seen through it all but had approached her with such finesse and stealth that by the time she’d realized it, Tempe had already been lost to them. To be fair, Tempe didn’t believe this had been their plan or goal all along, given that this development had overwhelmed them all.
They’d been so patient and gentle with her—as friends, back when this thing between them hadn’t been approached, even before Tempe had started to comprehend why she thought of them all the time, why her heart would drum wildly in her chest when they talked, when they hung out, when Rania, the most tactile person Tempe had ever met, grazed her arm, or touched her shoulder. 
Even after everything had been out there and they’d agreed to give this a try, they had moved at a glacial pace. While their sexual tension sometimes threatened to suffocate them, leaving them speechless and out of breath, they treaded carefully over the next several weeks, as if this change between them resembled a fragile creation that too much pressure would shatter.
Then, after endless discussions and assurances, they’d finally made it to the bedroom. They’d divested each other of their clothes until they had tumbled onto clean linens, and her lovers (Tempe never thought she’d need plural for that) had decided they needed to direct their laser focus on her. Considering that she was dealing with a doctor and an artist who both tended to hyperfocus on whatever caught their attention, Tempe was screwed. Literally. 
She thought it sweet that they wanted to ensure she wouldn’t feel like an outsider, that was, until she realized what it meant to have such foci zeroed in on her with the goal to make her pass out from arousal.
Currently, Tempe clutched the sheets with pale fingers, her back bowed, a panting mess when Antoinette licked her breasts before sucking a pebbled nipple into her searing mouth while her fingers rubbed and pulled at the other straining bud. 
Meanwhile, Rania lay between Tempe’s parted legs, licking and nibbling the sensitive skin of her inner thighs, inching closer with each touch yet never drawing near enough. 
Tempe wanted to shout; she wanted to pull them closer while pushing them away. She wanted to feel Rania’s tongue lick through her wetness; Tempe craved Antoinette’s fingers pushing inside her; she yearned to feel both all around her, pressing her hard into the mattress, but she had no words. Much like coherent thoughts, they had abandoned her, and instead only whimpers and moans bled from her lips. 
Antoinette scraped her teeth over her nipple, sucking hard before releasing it with a plop. She moved up and connected their lips in a hard kiss, sucking at Tempe’s tongue while shuffling closer, laying halfway on Tempe’s torso.
Heat suffused her skin, sending Tempe spinning. 
Antoinette worried Tempe’s lower lip, her pupils blown, long ago having devoured her warm, brown irises, and Tempe struggled to believe that she had this effect on Antoinette—a woman so full of passion and energy and who loved her wife so deeply, yet she’d also fallen for her. 
Rania groaned and spread Tempe further before she lowered her head and licked up from Tempe’s soaked entrance to right under her clit. 
Tempe shuddered at feeling Rania’s tongue lapping at her heat, even if she continued to neglect the swollen nub begging for attention. 
She clutched Antoinette closer, her mouth going slack, and Tempe gazed at Antoinette, who appeared to watch her avidly while her wife sucked Tempe’s clit into her mouth. 
Tempe choked out a sob and her eyelids trembled closed. 
“Look at me,” Antoinette rasped, her fingers returning to play with Tempe’s breasts. 
Tempe eyelids fluttered open, and she caught Antoinette’s feverish gaze. 
Clasping Tempe’s hand and pulling it closer, Antoinette kissed her fingertips before sucking one digit into her hot mouth. 
Tempe gasped, her gaze flickering from Antoinette to the vision of Rania’s head moving between her thighs. She groaned when two skilled tongues tending to her body threatened to overwhelm her. 
Antoinette smirked and released Tempe’s finger. Her gaze followed Tempe’s, and she released a low moan when she watched Rania lick and suck between Tempe’s legs. 
Tempe quivered and panted while Rania’s talented tongue drove her higher—she didn’t just suck her clit, she also slid her tongue lower to push inside, lick along her labia, and graze her bundle of nerves with her teeth before once more lashing her tongue in hard circles across her clit. 
Arousal swept through Tempe in waves, and her body arched while her grip on the sheets tightened. She was so close. 
“I bet you taste delicious,” Antoinette breathed into her ear. 
She trembled. A choked whine left Tempe’s mouth, a sound she’d never heard in her life, yet it fell from her lips at Antoinette’s words and the move that followed—Antoinette leaving Tempe’s side and scooting down to join her wife. 
“I want to taste her, too,” Antoinette croaked in a rough, needy tone that shot straight to Tempe’s core. 
Tempe didn’t know what to wish for, but she knew she didn’t need much, and the thought of Rania’s tongue stopping tore a broken “Please” from her dry lips. 
Rania added one final swirl before raising her head. She grasped Antoinette and pulled her close, lowering her wife’s head until she joined their lips in an ardent, hungry kiss. 
Antoinette groaned and claimed Rania’s lips, seemingly intent on imbibing Tempe’s essence from her wife’s tongue. 
Tempe’s mouth fell open, and her eyes widened as she wondered if arousal had ever caused a stroke. At least she’d have a doctor nearby to attend to her. 
Her eyes greedily feasted on the vision before her—of Rania and Antoinette so close—a collision that left Tempe breathless while she lay there panting, shaking with arousal, and her body covered in a sheen of sweat. 
“Oh,” she exhaled harshly, a sound that morphed into a loud groan when Rania, while continuing her deep kiss with Antoinette, brushed her hand through Tempe’s sodden curls, rubbing her clit before trailing her fingers lower and pushing inside with one digit. 
Tempe moaned, unable to tear her gaze away from the spectacle in front of her. She’d tried to rise onto her elbows, but her body collapsed under her, and instead she arched her back when Rania massaged her entrance before pushing back in with two fingers. 
They broke their kiss and Rania’s gaze lowered to rest between Tempe’s legs, on her swollen folds and the abundant wetness she and Antoinette had caused. 
Tempe shuddered in anticipation when Antoinette once more smiled, and after a quick glance of seemingly silent communication, Rania shifted to the side. She straddled Tempe’s leg to make room for Antoinette, who stretched out between Tempe’s thighs, her side pressing against Rania, who continued her strokes. 
Antoinette dipped her head and licked around her wife’s fingers while she pushed in and out of Tempe. 
Rania moaned, an almost tormented sound that sent shivers down Tempe’s spine, amplified by Rania’s heat bathing her thigh.
Whimpers intermixed with moans, and an exclamation of disbelief left Tempe when she watched and felt Antoinette and Raina careen her toward an explosive climax. 
“Jesus,” Temple hissed when Antoinette sucked on her clit while Rania sped up her pumps, causing wave after wave of liquid arousal to slosh through Tempe’s veins, coagulating in her lower belly, a knot of sheer, pure heat—an intoxicating pressure that set her aflame. 
Tempe exhaled harshly, then her breath stuttered in her chest, and she froze, her body growing taut before quakes crashed through her frame, shaking her in a long and hard release. 
“God,” Tempe gasped and covered her face with both hands when tears spilled from her eyes. 
Rania and Antoinette ceased their attentions and scooted up to each press against one of Tempe’s sides, covering her with warmth. 
“Are you all right?” Rania asked. 
The concern in her voice soothed Tempe while also drawing her out of her stupor. She lowered her hands and gazed first at Antoinette, then at Rania, before nodding. 
“I am. That was just… a lot.”
“In a good way?” Antoinette’s hopeful lilt touched her. 
“Yes. You always surprise me.” She offered a shy smile which the two women returned. 
“Well, we still got a few surprises planned if you’re up for it,” Antoinette said. 
Rania swatted her upper arm. 
“What?”
“Let her rest a moment.” She shot a small glare at her wife, who offered a sheepish grin in return.
Tempe laughed. “I’m good.”
“You definitely taste good.” Antoinette grinned. 
Rania rolled her eyes while Tempe flushed, averting her gaze. 
“Uh uh, none of that.” Rania grasped Tempe’s chin, lifting her head so their gazes caught. “She’s right. You are delicious.”
Tempe groaned. They’d be the death of her. But what a way to go. 



anticipation and heat 
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AFTER HER CONFESSION TO Rania, Antoinette had first worried about jealousy. She had never considered herself a particularly jealous person, but then she’d wondered how she’d react to Rania being with Tempe. So, she’d pictured such a scenario and quickly realized that jealousy wasn’t the emotion staggering through her when her mind conjured up visions of Rania loving Tempe, quite the opposite. She realized then that they might have a chance at this, especially after posing a few sly questions about all of this to Rania. 
The threesome she’d had in college had never been about a true emotional connection. It had been about lust, desire, and the excitement of trying something new. Sure, she’d cared for both women; otherwise, she’d not have slept with them, but there had never been the risk of shattering something essential to her well-being, to her heart, unlike her connection with Rania and Tempe.
Antoinette remembered that quite memorable night with Rania early on after their decision to embark on this journey as three, where they’d… discussed Tempe, talked about being with her like this, and they’d decided then that they’d make love to her first. Not that they’d shared this plan with Tempe, yet it had proven to be quite successful, not to mention an utter, overwhelming delight. 
Now, however, Antoinette found herself between Rania—pressed up against her back—and Tempe, who faced her, grasping her cheeks to lean in for a heated kiss. God, she loved her taste. She couldn’t describe it, yet sampling it almost left her humming. 
Rania snuggled closer and palmed her breasts, pulling at her nipples, rubbing them into firm peaks.
Antoinette groaned, surrounded by heat, lost in the sensation of her wife pressing her groin into her ass and Tempe kissing her deeply while tracing her hands down her twitching belly.
“Spread your legs for me,” Tempe breathed, her voice rough and low, shooting directly between Antoinette’s thighs.
It also seemed to affect Rania, who’d in the past pointed out her appreciation for the cadence of Tempe’s voice, given Antoinette felt her shudder against her. She spread her legs, hissing when Tempe’s deft fingers ran through her swollen, drenched folds, circling her entrance before moving higher. 
Antoinette trembled in both excitement and anticipation. She kissed Tempe harder, sucked at her tongue and shifted her hands from her hips up to tease her nipples before drifting lower, dipping through soaked curls into the wellspring of Tempe’s arousal. 
Tempe moaned into their kiss, pulling back, “It’s my turn,” she pressed out, shuddering when Antoinette brushed her thumb over her straining clit. How much she adored this woman and her responsiveness to their touch. 
“Are these the remnants of our… previous engagement?”
Tempe narrowed her eyes, then gasped when Antoinette pushed two fingers inside her core. She bit her lower lip, and Tempe’s feverish gaze shot heat between Antoinette’s legs. 
Antoinette’s head spun from being inside Tempe while feeling her fingers play with her wetness.
“Rania,” Tempe whined, seemingly unable to stop her hips from grinding against Antoinette’s hand.
“Play nice,” she mumbled into Antoinette’s neck. “You’ve had your turn.”
Antoinette groaned. “Who made these rules? I don’t like them.” She barely refrained from pouting, but she pulled out of Tempe before lifting her glistening fingers, and, with a wicked grin, she sucked them into her mouth, delighting at the shivers that ran through both women. 
“You’re awful,” Tempe grumbled, grasping and lowering Antoinette’s hand so she could lick into her mouth instead. She resumed her trek through Antoinette’s curls to press two fingers inside her core.
Antoinette gasped when Tempe’s fingers filled her, but she still found her way back to Tempe’s breasts. 
Rania groaned and, pushing Antoinette’s hair to the side, she peppered her neck with open-mouthed kisses while rocking against her ass. 
Tempe pulled out of her and instead focused her attention on the bundle of nerves her previous explorations had neglected. 
Antoinette sighed and stopped playing with Tempe’s breasts, gripping her upper arms instead. Her eyes fell shut, and she shivered when Tempe picked up the pace of her swirls. 
“Oh, God,” Antoinette exclaimed, digging her fingernails hard into Tempe’s arm, her breath spilling out in a shuddered gasp when Rania joined Tempe and filled her with two, then three fingers, keeping up steady thrusts while Tempe rubbed her clit in fast circles, resuming their kiss. 
A current of molten lava seemed to pulsate through Antoinette, igniting her nerves while her heart trembled in her chest when arousal almost made her lightheaded. She wouldn’t last. This was madness—an overload of sensation that shot shivers down her spine, erupting goosebumps all over her skin. Her heart picked up its speed, now thundering in her chest as if determined to claw its way out of this insanity, away from the fullness and friction, from the pressure, from the flow of arousal that singed her from the inside while her lovers dismantled her sanity with each stroke, with each pull. 
Their kiss had grown sloppy until Antoinette pulled back, panting. 
Rania nibbled at Antoinette’s earlobe before licking up the shell, grazing her teeth against Antoinette’s tragus while keeping up her deep strokes. 
Tempe lowered her head to suck one of Antoinette’s nipples into her mouth, raking her teeth over the pebbled skin while she continued to rub Antoinette’s clit. 
Pants and whimpers filled the room along with the sounds of their fingers catapulting Antoinette ever higher. 
“Ran,” Antoinette croaked when her wife hit a particular sensitive spot inside. Her world spun when arousal coiled in her lower stomach, seeming to radiate outward and burning every nerve ending. She opened her mouth in a hoarse sob, calling out Tempe’s name as her body arrested, suspended in a haze of pleasure that had risen higher and higher until it tumbled off the cliff, seizing Antoinette in the fall when a wave of hard quakes overtook her frame, and she shook in an intense climax. 
“Enough, stop,” she rasped, for the first time noticing tears streaming down her face. 
Rania and Tempe withdrew at the same moment, both shuffling nearer, holding Antoinette close between them. 
Tempe kissed Antoinette’s damp cheeks while Rania nuzzled her neck. 
“Are you all right?” Rania whispered. 
Antoinette could only nod, feeling drowsy, warm and boneless, lost between the two women she loved more than she could measure, more than was likely healthy. But what else was there?
No time seemed to have passed when Antoinette groaned. Her eyelids trembled and heat once more swamped her body. Sweat pooled at her lower back, and she arched, her hands seizing the sheets. “God.” She panted. When she opened her eyes and gazed down her body, she groaned at the sight of Tempe’s head between her thighs.
“She’s back.” Rania turned Antoinette’s head and sunk in a deep kiss.
Tempe picked up her ministration and instead of lapping at Antoinette’s heat, her mouth found Antoinette’s swollen nub and she sucked. Hard.
Antoinette moaned into Rania’s mouth, releasing the sheet, and instead clutched her wife closer—lost in the arousal Tempe catapulted through her body. She generally needed more downtime between orgasms than Rania did, but this time, her body seemed to make an exception since another release hurtled toward her, or was she running toward another climax?
Rania broke the kiss, and her gaze wandered between Antoinette’s blown pupils and Tempe’s head. “I want to watch you come.”
Antoinette whimpered, and her eyelids closed.
“Look at me,” Rania demanded. 
Antoinette struggled to keep her eyes open when Tempe’s persistent and clever tongue worked its magic between her legs, but she also needed the connection with Rania. 
Rania stroked a finger down Antoinette’s cheek. “Come for us.”
Antoinette’s jaw clenched, and she halted before stumbling into a blinding climax when Tempe’s suction and pressure shot her over the edge, aided by Rania’s gaze—her wife seemingly ravenous to devour them both. 
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RANIA DIDN’T COLOR OUTSIDE of the lines. She had always done everything by the book, from childhood through school, university, medical school, and residency. Her parents couldn’t have been prouder than they had been on the day she’d received her medical degree. Fine, marrying a Haitian woman had not been according to any book her family had ever read, and therefore had been dismissed. However, this hadn’t impacted how they felt for each other, and they had enjoyed a great life with their careers and circle of friends. 
Enter one Temperance Worrington and their world had flipped on its axis. While the closeness developing between them took all of them by surprise, and the strength and fervor of their connection still filled them with awe and disbelief alike, Rania couldn’t imagine living her life in any other way. She ached for Tempe, and yes, that included a physical aspect, but that remained the smallest part of what drew her to Tempe. Although tonight, as they explored that facet of their relationship for the first time, she struggled to cling to her sanity. 
She’d expected sex between three people to be different, and unlike Antoinette, she’d never experienced that before. Still, tonight had sent her reeling. Rania felt inundated with desire—making love to Tempe for the first time, then joining Tempe in loving Antoinette had left her as close to the edge as she’d ever been without having been intimately touched herself. 
When Tempe rose and turned to her with a self-assured smile so attractive Rania throbbed, she shook her head. “I’m not sure what plans you’re spinning in that wondrous mind of yours, but I won’t last.”
“Aren’t older people supposed to be… less quick?” Antoinette said with a grin. “Perhaps we shouldn’t have organized this based on age.”
Rania rolled her eyes.
“We didn’t! And why on earth are you so rude to Rania? Have you lost your mind?” Tempe exclaimed, and her sheer indignation made Rania chuckle. 
“You’re so cute,” she whispered, pressing a soft kiss on Tempe’s shoulder. 
Tempe huffed. “I am not. Your wife, on the other hand, is a brat.”
Antoinette and Rania laughed. 
“You’ve noticed that just now?” Rania stroked Tempe’s cheek. 
“Hey!” Antoinette exclaimed. “Lucky for you, I don’t discriminate based on age.”
Rania snorted. “So there are characteristics on which you do discriminate?” 
Antoinette tilted her head. “People who are always hot. There’s something wrong with them.”
“Hey!” Tempe swatted Antoinette. “You’re ridiculous. It’s normal for people to have different perceptions of temperature, and that doesn’t make them weird or… worthy of discrimination.”
Antoinette chuckled. “You’d be defensive here, given you’re one of them.”
Tempe glared at Antoinette. 
“I’d like to point out, though, that you’ve just admitted that there are reasons where it might be justified to discriminate against someone,” Antoinette said. 
“I did no such thing! In fact—”
Rania sighed. She reclined on her side of the bed and spread her legs. 
Tempe’s head snapped to her, her eyes widening. “What are you doing?”
“Since the two of you prefer to argue, I’ll have to continue without you.” Rania twitched when she trailed her fingers through her slick folds. 
Tempe, now sitting motionless in the middle of the bed, swallowed hard, unable to tear her gaze away from Rania’s fingers playing with glistening flesh.
Antoinette, who lounged next to Tempe, leaned closer and murmured into her ear, “We’ll have a lot left to teach you if you don’t know what Rania is doing.” She stroked down her back.
Tempe clenched her jaw, shivering. “Quit the age jokes,” she ground out, before lunging forward and grasping Rania’s hand in a tight grip. She loosened her hold and, with a look of utter concentration, she lifted Rania’s hand and pressed her damp fingers against her soft lips. 
Lips Rania had tasted and longed to sample again. Rania felt like she couldn’t breathe with her heart hammering in her chest and wild palpitations drumming against her neck. She released a choked groan when Tempe sucked two of her fingers into her mouth and swirled her hot tongue along her digits. 
“God,” Antoinette groaned.
Rania would have agreed if she had retained the ability to form words. She arched her back. 
Tempe released Rania’s fingers to lie between Rania’s spread thighs. “Finally,” she murmured while ducking her head and licking through Rania’s swollen folds. Her fingers dug into Rania’s thighs, pressing her harder into the mattress. 
Antoinette shuffled up to lie by Rania’s side, kissing her eagerly. She sucked at her tongue before worrying her lower lip while her fingers pulled at her wife’s stiff nipples.
Rania shook, breaking their kiss and clawing at Antoinette’s back. Arousal lashed through her veins, and her body froze until she shook and called out a helpless, choked sob when her release thundered through her. 
Tempe raised her head, pouting. “That was way too quick.”
Antoinette chuckled. “Lucky for you, Rania hardly needs any recovery time.”
Tempe canted her head. “Oh,” she said with a small smile growing bigger. “That’s good to know.” She ran her fingertip over Rania’s clit. 
Rania groaned, her hips jerking toward Tempe’s caress. 
“Hardly means none, right?” Tempe rasped, trailing her fingers down to massage Rania’s entrance. 
Rania pressed her eyes shut while arching her neck. She shivered. She wanted Tempe’s mouth back on her. Though that voice also did terrible things to her. Then there were her— “Jesus,” she hissed, moaning when Tempe pushed three fingers inside. 
“Too much?” Tempe asked with wide eyes, halting her thrust halfway. 
“No,” Rania pressed out while one of her hands sought to anchor herself by clutching Antoinette, who seemed as lost in Tempe, in her words—in her fingers pushing in and out of Rania’s wet heat, in the sounds of her strokes echoing through the room and mingling with their breathy sighs and moans. 
Tempe lowered her head again, and while continuing her deep thrusts, she lapped at Rania’s clit, sucking hard before twirling her tongue around and over the top of the straining nub in fast circles. 
Rania’s free hand seized the sheets, her knuckles paling. She panted when Tempe’s onslaught catapulted her toward another release. 
Antoinette licked Rania’s breasts, scraping her nipples with her teeth before raising her head and whispering close to Rania’s ear. “Pay attention.”
Rania blinked rapidly, unsure what Antoinette meant, though she caught on when her wife shifted lower and sat next to Tempe’s stretched out form. 
Antoinette scratched her fingers down Tempe’s back. 
Tempe groaned against Rania’s heat but kept up the movements of her tongue. 
Rania shivered at the vibrations intermixed with Tempe’s clever tongue while trying to focus on Antoinette, or better, on Tempe, because her wife wanted her to pay attention to Tempe’s reaction, yet her eyes struggled to remain open when her body urged her to lose herself in Tempe’s ministrations. 
Antoinette ran her fingers over Tempe’s butt before catching Rania’s gaze, who nodded, at which point she trailed lower, palm up, reaching between Tempe’s legs. She moaned. “You’re so hot and wet.”
Tempe shuddered, causing her fingers to twitch inside Rania, who closed her eyes, only to snap them open again, unwilling to miss the sight in front of her.
“I love how my fingers feel encased inside your heat. Shall we start with two?” 
Tempe released a low whine, and Rania watched a shiver run through her that soon morphed into a hard tremor. 
Rania bit her lower lip.
Tempe panted and her eyelids fluttered shut. Her tongue grew sloppy against Rania’s clit while her fingers ceased their strokes, but remained inside. She pressed her forehead against Rania’s groin.
Loosening her grip on the sheets, Rania ran her fingers through Tempe’s dark tresses, her gaze glued to Antoinette’s arm, picturing how her fingers stroked Tempe’s warm, sodden flesh. 
“I love this position, Ran. You should try it later.” She sighed. “You can push so deep inside her.”
Arousal coiled in her core, flooding Rania with heat.
Tempe clutched Rania’s thigh and stiffened, a moan dripping from her lips.
Antoinette’s gaze shifted from her hand, stroking between Tempe’s legs, to Rania, who returned her heated gaze with a heaving chest. She bent forward, almost reclining on top of Tempe, who shuddered when Antoinette’s warm breath swept over her ear. “I want to feel you come around my fingers while you’re still inside Rania. I’m sure she’ll enjoy that, too.”
Tempe groaned. 
Rania felt like she was drowning, and she couldn’t decide which circumstance had her spinning faster—feeling Tempe’s breath against her heat, the pressure of Tempe’s fingers filling her, or watching her wife fuck Tempe. She almost yearned more for Tempe’s release than her own.
Antoinette pulled out of Tempe, who whimpered and dug her nails into Rania’s thigh.
Rania shuddered, pressing down her pelvis to draw Tempe’s fingers in deeper.
“After this, I want to take you with Rania until you are lost in tremors and your voice is hoarse from all your shouts.” Antoinette smiled when both women groaned in response. She pushed back into Tempe, and Rania saw her arm trembling, likely under the strain of picking up the speed of her thrusts. 
Tempe quivered, leaving red, half-crescent nail imprints on Rania’s thigh. 
Rania hissed and tightened her hold on Tempe’s head when the pressure of Antoinette’s thrusts propelled Tempe forward, making her fingers curl inside Rania, who groaned, arching her back when a fast release shook her body. Panting, she forced her attention back to Tempe, who had lifted her head and stared at her with wide eyes. 
“Did you just…” Tempe stuttered, her face flushing. 
Rania nodded. 
Antoinette chuckled. “I know. I grapple with envy sometimes, too.” She seemed to increase the speed of her attentions again until Tempe gasped.
Tempe froze before a drawn-out moan wrung from her lips and she quaked in harsh tremors, moaning her release against Rania’s heat. 
Rania gritted her teeth when arousal flooded her again. She loosened her hands and was about to pull Tempe back up, eager to put Antoinette’s suggestion into action, when Tempe’s mouth once more fastened on her clit and she resumed her pumps. Rania shook, and a surprised but delighted groan broke from her lips. “Yes,” she ground out, bowing her back. 
Tempe quivered when Antoinette removed her fingers and trailed her digits over her damp back, but she never slowed or ceased her efforts to push Rania over the edge again.
Rania moaned, shaking until she felt herself stiffen to the point where she feared her back would snap, but then Tempe’s tongue shoved her off the cliff, and she fell into a blinding climax that razed through her frame like a wildfire devouring bone-dry kindle. “Stop,” she croaked, trembling, after she realized Tempe meant to continue. She pulled at Tempe’s arms. “Come up here.”
Tempe lifted her head and the soft smile on her face tugged at Rania’s heart. She clambered up and stretched out on top of Rania, kissing her deeply. “I love having you on my tongue,” she mouthed after breaking the kiss.
Rania groaned and covered her eyes with one hand. “I’m not sure I’ll survive two talkers.”
Antoinette chuckled and rose to lie next to them, stroking her fingers from Tempe’s back down to Rania’s sides. “You’ll make do.”
Rania hummed. “Now, about that idea of yours,” she said and grinned at her wife. 
Tempe groaned. “What about a little break? We’ve been at this for hours.”
“Oh, the youngest one throws the towel first? How disappointing,” Antoinette drawled.
Tempe raised her head and glared at her. “I didn’t say quitting, and you’re the one who—” She gasped when Rania rolled her off her, and she landed on the bed, pressed between both women. 
“Your request for a break seems to have been vetoed, two to one,” Rania mumbled, drawing a finger over Tempe’s lips while pressing closer, entangling their legs. 
Antoinette shuffled nearer from the other side, pushing her groin into Tempe’s ass. “I’d say.”
Tempe laughed before once more claiming Rania’s lips in a deep kiss, one hand reaching behind her, grasping Antoinette’s ass.
One of Rania’s hands sought Antoinette, too, and finding Tempe’s hand on her wife’s skin, she settled her palm on top. This would be a long night. 
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THEY WERE HAVING DINNER one night, and when Antoinette turned to Rania, she paused upon noticing her wife’s tear-stained eyes. She opened her mouth to ask about it when she realized that Rania was staring at Tempe, who wasn’t doing anything really, just sitting in her chair and eating her food. 
A lump formed in Antoinette’s throat, so she cleared it.
Tempe raised her head and looked from one to the other. “Yes? Is everything OK?” She frowned. “What’s wrong?” She wiped her mouth with her napkin.
“Nothing,” Antoinette said. 
“It’s just a lot sometimes. It hits me, especially thinking back to this chair standing empty, not knowing if we’d get you back.” Rania shook her head. “We missed you so much, honey.”
“Oh.” Tempe placed her fork down. “I can’t say that I’ve missed you because I was out of it, but… I’ve had dreams, nightmares, really, where it was one of you who’d been in the car, and…” She rolled her lips. “I didn’t live your side of this, but I get it. I’m sorry you had to go through that.”
“No, please don’t apologize.” Antoinette clasped Tempe’s hand. “We’re just happy you’re with us again, and like Ran said, there are moments when it hits you—how bad it was and all. I can’t tell you how painful it was to sit here with your chair empty.”
Tempe smiled. “That’s a unique declaration of love. I love you both, too.”
They had moments like this, where the events of the recent months hit them and they almost buckled, holding back tears when memories rushed to the forefront, when dark clouds, thoughts, and fears of loss and heartbreak overshadowed their happiness, until they managed to shoo away those dark specters and instead drew closer together while watching a movie or holding onto each other at night. 
Despite experiencing remnants of their old life, they also still struggled. Rania had warned Antoinette about how hard Tempe’s recovery would be, and she believed her, but picturing something and experiencing it turned out to be two vastly separate things. 
In all their time knowing Tempe, she’d been solid and… not predictable, for Antoinette hated that word to describe someone, but there’d been a steadfast quality to Tempe that had both fascinated and exasperated Antoinette (OK, mostly because that meant she’d now always be outnumbered since Rania shared that quality.). 
Yet, since Tempe’s return home, this trait has often wavered. 
The thing was, neither Rania nor Antoinette expected, or God forbid, demanded, that their lives and Tempe would return to normal (whatever that meant). They only wanted Tempe to be OK, to allow herself to fully recover, to take it easy, and to just… be there with them. 
However, Tempe had other ideas. 
She resented her slow progress, saying that even though it had been weeks, she still struggled with everything. Tempe wasn’t a moody person, but now her disposition jumped from decent to sulky, to furious, to desolate in the blink of an eye. Worst of all, Tempe generally directed all this anger and frustration at herself. Sure, she sometimes got upset with them because they thought she was rushing and expecting too much of herself, but most of that dark cloud that hovered over Tempe for the longest time eventually rained down on her own head.
Tempe had reined all this in while her family was still there, but once they left, it seemed like the last remnant of her self-control shattered, or perhaps, she then allowed herself to be more open about the emotional rapids razing through her. 
Antoinette vividly recalled one of their earlier confrontations.

“That’s not what I meant!” Rania said.
“Then maybe you should speak clearer next time, or I don’t know, think first,” Tempe snapped. 
“Hey!” Antoinette exclaimed, while Rania didn’t even flinch. “We’re only trying to help.”
“No, you expect me to function, and I don’t. I can’t. I wish I could, but this… All of this.” Tempe sighed. “I don’t know how to get back to normal. I can’t concentrate for shit, and I’m so exhausted all the time. And the headaches.” She rubbed her temple. 
“That is all to be expected, given what you’ve been through. You’re demanding too much of yourself,” Rania said, repeating an all too familiar refrain.
Antoinette admired her wife’s calmness, meanwhile she had to hold on to herself to temper down her own frustration. “We don’t expect you to function. We expect you to take better care of yourself, and to stop being such an asshole to everyone.”
Rania closed her eyes.
Antoinette wondered if Rania realized that this was her censored reply. 
“I’m the asshole here? You’re the ones telling me what to do! Just because you’re older—”
“Oh my God, Temperance. Are you serious? This isn’t about age, and we’re not telling you what to do,” Rania ground out.
“You don’t want me to drive!”
“Because you’re still having hallucinations. We’ve been over that.” Antoinette sighed. “And for the record, you’re an asshole right now, but mostly to yourself. We’d prefer for you to unleash some of your rage on us instead.”
“You didn’t like what I said to Rania two minutes ago, so maybe make up your mind.”
Antoinette rubbed the back of her neck. “OK, put it on me then. You can’t blame me for reacting when I fear someone is hurting Rania’s feelings. It’s instinct. So lay it on me. I can take it.”
“What the heck, An? I don’t need your protection, and we’re all in this together. Yes, Tempe, it would be better if you raged at us than to internalize all your anger and frustration and beat yourself up because you’re not back to your regular life.”
“What if I’ll never be back? What if I remain this… broken shell and then what? What will you do with me, then?” Tempe’s voice rose and her cheeks flushed. 
Rania frowned. “Wait, what?” 
“She thinks we’ll leave her if she doesn’t get back to where she was. Where we were before.”
Rania’s gaze shot from Antoinette back to Tempe. “You can’t seriously be afraid of that.”
Tempe only stood there, breathing harshly. 
“We knew this recovery would take a while. You didn’t just have a cold. You were in an accident that almost killed you, that led to a brain bleed and landed you in a coma for two weeks. You fractured your arm, and you struggled to walk at first.” Antoinette’s voice broke. “We don’t have any expectations for the speed or completeness of your recovery. Tempe, we were so scared. I can’t…”
“We love you, and we’re not going to walk away because you take longer to recover than you think you should, and if… if there are lasting changes, we’ll get through that too and help you as much as we can. As much as you’ll let us. This isn’t some fair-weather arrangement.” Rania sounded affronted at the very thought of this, that she even had to say something so blatantly obvious. 
“But—”
“There are no buts, Tempe. You’re stuck with us,” Antoinette said.
Tempe covered her eyes, a broken sob escaping her mouth, at which point Antoinette and Rania raced to her side, pulling her between them.
“We’ll get through this, honey.” Rania pressed a lingering kiss right above Tempe’s ear, where the hair was still much shorter. 
“I hate this,” Tempe cried, clutching both Rania and Antoinette. “I want my life back. I don’t want to be so angry and scared all the time.”
“We know,” Antoinette whispered, tightening her hold on them both. “You’ll get there. But you have to be patient. And please, let us help you.”
Tempe nodded. “I’ll try.”

They convinced Tempe to see a therapist. While they continued to be there and support her, Antoinette and Rania argued Tempe could benefit from seeing a professional. Tempe had rejected the idea at first—one more sign of her failures—but a week later, she told them she’d made an appointment with a local specialist. 
After seven weeks at home, and with Tempe driving once again, things had improved a lot. While Tempe still had some hallucinations, they had become fewer and less intense as time passed. One issue that kept coming up was the lack of physical intimacy. They were still close physically, sleeping in the same bed, cuddling at night, and on the couch when they’d all settle there together. However, so far, Antoinette and Rania had rejected all attempts to escalate things beyond a few chaste kisses. In fact, Rania and Antoinette hadn’t had sex since the night after Tempe had woken up.
At first, things were too hectic and emotionally taxing, and once Tempe was back home in their bed, Antoinette and Rania were too worried about her and wanted to make sure she was ready before getting back to sex. Rania had even told Antoinette that medically speaking, there was nothing to worry about, though changes in sexual desire and arousal were also quite common after traumatic brain injuries. She didn’t think this seemed to be the case here, and even though she knew they could have sex, much like Antoinette, she hesitated.
Much to Tempe’s utter frustration. 
“There’s no way an orgasm is going to make my brain bleed again,” Tempe argued.
“I know that,” Rania said.
“Then what’s the problem?”
“I don’t know. It just seems all so rushed. You’re not fully recovered yet, and—”
“I might never be. You both said that won’t change how you feel about me.”
“Of course it won’t change anything. We still want you in every way,” Antoinette said. 
“Very much so.”
Tempe sighed. “You sometimes seem more scared than I am.”
“I suppose. Maybe we are. It’s always hard to be on the outside, to stand by without being able to do anything to help.” Rania pushed a strand of Tempe’s hair behind her ear.
“Is that because of Dad, and… what he did? Keeping you out?” 
“That didn’t help,” Antoinette said.
“It didn’t last that long, though. We saw you most of the time you were in the hospital. So, no, that’s a minor issue. When you were in a coma…” Rania shook her head. “I’ve never felt so helpless in my life. I have all this knowledge, the skill to treat and heal people, and yet there I wasn’t enough.”
Tempe reached for Rania with her free hand. “I’m so grateful for all you’ve done. You are more than enough, both of you. Always.”
“So are you. We’ll find our way back into the bedroom,” Rania said.
“It’s over there,” Antoinette quipped. 
Rania swatted her with a couch pillow, while Tempe laughed. 
Antoinette sometimes marveled at how much Tempe had changed, how much more open she was and how she no longer flustered that easily, which had made their first few months of living together so much fun for Antoinette since she’d tease her mercilessly. She fondly recalled the first time Tempe ‘caught’ her washing her underwear. 

“Wait, you’re doing laundry?” Tempe asked with a frown.
“Yes? Is that… Do you just buy new clothes and throw them out after you wear them once? Because let me tell you, that’s a waste of money and terrible for the environment.”
“What? No. Of course not.”
“Then why is me doing laundry so shocking? Do you think using the washing machine or dryer is against my religion?”
“Stop making fun of me.”
Antoinette shrugged. Tempe’s outraged expression was often too adorable for words. Not that Antoinette would ever say that, at least not in such a moment, given that she preferred to live. “Then what is it? I’m honestly confused.”
Tempe picked up a pair of deep green boy shorts. “These are my panties.”
“Yes, and? They were in my hamper. For the record, I also do Rania’s laundry and I can do yours, too. I enjoy it.”
“Washing Rania’s clothes?”
“No! What’s it with you? Am I messing up your highly controlled laundry system? I enjoy doing the laundry. It’s relaxing.”
“OK. But don’t you think it’s weird, you washing my underwear and all?”
“You mean because I touched your worn panties?”
Tempe nodded.
“My dear Temperance, I put my tongue between your legs. In fact, I don’t just put it there, I lick, and kiss, and nibble, and press my tongue inside your—”
“OK, OK, I get the picture.” Tempe turned crimson. 
“You’re so adorably shy sometimes. Yet, in bed, you’re quite the talker.”
Tempe shoved her hands into her pants pockets. “There’s a time and place for such… talk.”
“And the laundry room on a Sunday morning isn’t it?”
“Right.”
Antoinette laughed.



lucky 
OCTOBER 2023
TEMPE STARED AT THE painting that had caused all this. No, that was wrong. It was her fault for being stupid enough to drive in that awful weather. She should have listened to Rania and spared all of them a ton of grief. They could have found another way of delivering the painting. Hell, Tempe could have driven to Orlando and picked it up. But hindsight and all of that. Yet the picture filled her with warmth and joy. 
Samantha had been so happy when Tempe had contacted her once she’d been home for a few days. She had thanked her for delivering the painting and apologized for standing her up, which had made Samantha quite mad, not the thank you part, but the “I’m sorry for not making it to our meeting” bit. As if Tempe had chosen to get into an accident that put her in a coma. She hadn’t meant it like that and tried to explain, “I’m just sorry for the inconvenience. The weather was terrible, and you were out there waiting for me.”
“My dear Temperance. I appreciate your thoughtful heart in this, but I was waiting in a café for you, chatting with a friendly young woman about art, drinking a cup of tea, whereas a ton of metal almost flattened you. I wasn’t the suffering party.”
Tempe loved the painting. It was supposed to be a first anniversary gift for Antoinette and Rania, a celebration that had fallen a bit flat on account of Tempe having just been released from the hospital, though according to Rania and Antoinette, having Tempe back home was the greatest gift. 

“I know Samantha brought this by while I was… out of it, and that she asked you not to look at it.” Tempe had been so pleased when Antoinette had grumbled about this. She’d have hated missing out on seeing their first reaction to her gift. It was bad enough they knew it exited, but she understood why that had been unavoidable.
“Yes, do we finally get to see it?” Antoinette asked.
They’d just finished dinner, everyone had prepared a favorite dish of the other two, so they’ve had tschaka, kafta, homemade apple pie, and a few other dishes. 
Tempe was too impatient to wait any longer and wanted them to see her gift. “Yes, you do.” She rose, but before she could go to the back of the living room where the painting still stood, Antoinette rose. “I’ll get it. Sit down.”
“I can get it.”
“Of course you can, but please let me do it.”
Tempe sighed, then nodded. 
Antoinette retrieved the painting and brought it back to the table. She put the still covered canvas on the wooden surface and stepped away when Tempe placed her hand on top.
“I’ll tell you the story of how this all happened after, but I really want you to see it. Are you ready?”
“Yes,” they said in unison. 
Tempe smiled and with one tug, she removed the cover from the painting. 
Rania and Antoinette gasped.
Tempe gazed at the canvas: a painting of a candid photo Mary had taken of the three of them while they were all sitting outside in Mary’s garden. In the image, Tempe told them the story of how she’d scared Faith half to death when they were kids by playing a gruesome song that detailed how a child-eating monster selects his victims and then… well, eats them. Faith had been terrified—their parents had been out for the night at a gala—and grown-up Faith still, to this very day, blanched and turned off the song whenever it played.
The picture must have been taken when she’d recounted the moment of little Faith shouting and Tempe covering her mouth to prevent their parents, who had just returned home, from entering her room and grounding her. Faith, naturally, had bitten Tempe’s hand, which ensued in a whispered-shouting match that ended with both siblings scampering into their beds, pretending to be asleep, when footsteps approached in the hallway.
No matter how upset Faith might have been with her, she never wanted her big sister to get in trouble with their parents. 
Antoinette and Rania were laughing in the picture, their eyes glowing with joy and wonder. It was a moment of such utter relaxed happiness that Tempe’s heart had almost stopped when she’d first seen the picture. Sometimes, when she looked at Rania or Antoinette, she felt almost breathless, and her mind couldn’t catch up with how much her life had changed—for the better—and how much joy and happiness these two women had brought into her life. 
Tempe didn’t believe Rania and Antoinette had changed her, more like she’d been on this path, and being with them had sped up the process, so that she now felt more at ease with who she was and her place in life. 
Instead of being the odd one out, she had found her place and had become a part of a whole. The image represented that. This painting now hung next to another gift, one Antoinette and Rania had bestowed upon her some time ago—the ‘chicken scratch’ painting from when Tempe had first joined them at one of Antoinette’s gallery openings. 
Back then, shortly after receiving that present, Antoinette told her more about the artist who had created the abstract art piece Tempe had fallen in love with. She had gushed about Samantha Graves’ art and the workshops Antoinette had attended several years ago—how inspired she’d felt by her. In fact, Antoinette’s most recent showing, which they had delayed so Tempe could join them, even featured a piece that had been inspired by one of Samantha’s art shows.
Once she’d contemplated anniversary gifts, Tempe recalled Antoinette’s love for Samantha’s art, and so with little hope of succeeding in her quest, she had researched Samantha Graves. She unearthed her email address and sent her a message, a heartfelt plea to consider painting a picture that meant the world to her for their anniversary. She’d told her their story, but also put on paper what Rania and Antoinette meant to her. Tempe spoke of the two women, nothing private or delicate as she’d never betray their confidences. It related more to how she saw them.
To Tempe’s complete surprise, Samantha had replied and after several emails back and forth full of fascinating conversations, Samantha agreed to paint the photograph for her. 
“You realize she stopped painting a while ago, right?” Antoinette breathed, finding her voice first.
Tempe flushed. She’d felt awful about that once Samantha had told her that she hardly painted anymore because of her arthritis. “Yes, but I didn’t know that when I’d asked. I just thought she might be working on a bigger project or an exhibition.” 
“This is so beautiful. It’s… more touching than the photo itself.” 
“Thank you.” Antoinette pressed a soft kiss on Tempe’s lips. 
“Yes, honey, this is wonderful. Thank you.” Rania hugged and kissed Tempe as well.

They hung the painting in the bedroom—not because that location would avoid questions from both Rania’s and Antoinette’s parents who didn’t enter their bedroom, but because they all considered this moment to be so incredibly special that they didn’t want to share it with the world. Tempe had been relieved that the circumstances of the painting didn’t taint it for her. No negative emotion welled up in her when she gazed upon it. Sometimes she wondered what went on in Rania’s and Antoinette’s heads when looking at the picture. 
They had professed to love it, and she didn’t doubt them, but she still worried that some of the darkness of her accident and the surrounding weeks were encapsulated and irrevocably tied to this painting. 
Rania entered the room. “There you are. I was wondering what kept you. The movie is all set up. An made too much popcorn.”
Tempe chuckled. “What else is new?”
Rania hummed, stepping closer to Tempe and embracing her from behind. “Are you OK?”
“Yeah. Just thinking. Do you ever… When you look at the picture, what do you see?”
“Us. Being in love with each other.”
Tempe leaned back against Rania and smiled. “Is that all?”
“What else would I see? I sometimes also think of that awful song you played for poor tiny Faith.”
“Hey! She’s taller than I am!”
“I was referencing her age.” Amusement colored Rania’s tone.
“Anything else?”
“Do you mean the accident?”
Tempe nodded, almost bracing herself. 
“No. And if it does pop into my head, it’s more with a sense of relief. It’s a memory of all we have endured and overcome, and that we came out on the other side.”
Tempe fully relaxed against Rania. “I was scared it would always act as a reminder of my accident.”
“Do you think of that when you look at it?”
“No. I just realize how lucky I am.”
Rania pressed a kiss against the nape of Tempe’s neck. “That we all are.”
The door opened, and Antoinette’s head popped in. “What’re you all waiting for? If you don’t get a move on, I’ll eat all the popcorn by myself.”
Tempe laughed. “And that would be different from usual, how?”
“Come on, slow pokes. I’ve been wanting to watch that movie forever.”
Tempe took Rania’s hand, and together they headed toward a grinning Antoinette. 

The following Sunday, Rania was at work and Antoinette working on her art when banging and shouting drew Tempe out of her book. She rose and headed toward Antoinette’s studio, knocking on the door.
A terse “Come in,” rang out a moment later. 
Tempe nudged the door open and stepped inside. “Are you OK?” she asked, though Antoinette’s tense posture and her fisted grip on a paint brush already offered an answer. 
“Yes, sure. I didn’t mean to disturb you. Go back to relaxing with your book.”
Tempe canted her head. “Yeah, not sure how much I can relax knowing you’re this worked up.”
Antoinette’s shoulders drooped. 
Tempe drew closer, touching Antoinette’s arm. “What’s up? Talk to me.”
“I don’t want to burden you, Temp. You’re still recovering and—”
“Stop treating me like a fragile flower! I’m still part of this partnership, aren’t I?”
Antoinette’s head snapped up and she gazed at Tempe with wide eyes. “Of course. How can you doubt that?”
“You guys keep shielding me from stuff, and you started to internalize things, and my God, do I need to say this? It’s not healthy. Talk to me!”
Antoinette released a rough chuckle. “Let’s sit?”
They settled on the couch standing in the corner of the room. 
“I struggle to paint. Drawing isn’t as bad, but the painting…” She heaved a sigh. 
“What’s troubling you? No inspiration?”
Antoinette held Tempe’s gaze.
“Oh, An.” Tempe reached out and stroked Antoinette’s cheek when tears had sprung to her eyes. 
Antoinette leaned into the gesture. “While you were in the hospital, early on, when your father didn’t let us see you…” She sighed. 
Tempe’s free hand balled into a fist. God, she always got so mad at him again whenever she thought of this.
“I had this idea to draw a field of sunflowers for you.”
“Really?” Tempe had once told Antoinette how much she loved sunflowers and that, as a child, she’d visited a large field of sunflowers on a vacation with her family, and how she had dreams about running through the field, surrounded by these beautiful, giant, yellow flowers. They had always been such joyful dreams that whenever she felt lost or stressed, she’d picture running through that field again, and the thought would ease her agitation. 
“It never looked quite right, and… after I’d blown up on Rania, I’d ravaged my studio and destroyed the painting.”
Tempe nodded, well aware and still heartbroken over this incident. 
“Whenever I paint now, that’s all I see. I see Ran’s face as she recoiled from my touch, I see this room, shredded, my art in pieces, and I can’t… It just doesn’t work.” She frowned. “I get so angry.”
Tempe held Antoinette’s hand. “Remember that discussion we once had about how anger can be helpful if used in a healthy way?”
Antoinette sighed. “I knew those words would bite my butt one day.”
Tempe smiled. “That’s because you’re smart. My point is, you seem lost in anger and guilt. The latter is much harder to work through, and it tends to cling to you like tar. And so, I wonder if the anger isn’t a sort of camouflage to direct away from your guilt.”
“I said horrible things to Rania. I destroyed a piece of art I made for you.” Antoinette’s voice broke.
“Rania forgave you. She knows you didn’t mean it. And the painting?” Tempe shrugged. “It’s fine. Just create a new one.”
“I told you I can’t!”
“No, that’s what you believe right now because you’re punishing yourself. You need to forgive yourself, both for your words and actions. You’re the only one who is still holding on to this burden. And now you’re allowing it to negatively impact your art.”
“Well, maybe I’m not sure I deserve forgiveness. Maybe Rania forgave me too quickly because why else would this still haunt me? Why did it make me destroy that painting?”
“You don’t forgive because people deserve it, but because they need it and because you can’t heal without it. Look, this clings to you because you feel like you should have been punished somehow, but punishments rarely work as we intend them to. They often cause more or different damage.”
“So that’s it? I let go because I hurt myself otherwise.”
“Yes.” Tempe squeezed Antoinette’s hand. “You’re not going to be a good partner to us if you’re lost in self-recriminations. So, if you don’t want to work on letting go for yourself, do it for us.”
Antoinette narrowed her eyes. “You don’t fight fair.”
Tempe shrugged. “If the battle is worth winning…”
Silence fell.
“I just don’t know how to do it. How to let go and move on,” Antoinette mumbled into the stillness.
“One day at a time, and for the most part, just whenever you get so lost, tell yourself that what you’re feeling is OK, but that you’re choosing to let this go because you know your actions back then don’t reflect who you are. And just keep painting.” Tempe shrugged. 
“That will work?”
“It’s worth a try, isn’t it?”



trouble 
NOVEMBER 2023
RANIA STILL HAD TO bite her tongue when Tempe was about to head somewhere with inclement weather approaching. Though, to be fair, Tempe had become much more interested in weather reports and refrained from driving during storms if possible. But to Rania, a crack of thunder already filled her with anxiety if she knew Tempe had some place to be. However, this was more her issue than Tempe’s, hence the swallowing of all words of caution. 
While it had taken some time, after almost three months at home, their lives had mostly returned to normal. Tempe’s mood had stabilized, perhaps also because she was finally back at work (she couldn’t before since gazing at screens caused terrible headaches) and now spent hours a day complaining about code she wanted to set on fire. Her sessions with her therapist also seemed to have aided in taking off some of the pressure she had placed on herself and her recovery. 
With their lives once again running on familiar tracks, they still found themselves at an impasse when it came to sex. Tempe complained that it had been almost four months, whereas Rania argued that her time in the hospital didn’t count, and that alone accounted for almost a month. Add Tempe’s first month back home, which was overshadowed by her recovery and rehab, during which none of them thought much of sex, and so those four months turned out to be a big exaggeration.
“That still leaves us with a way too long dry spell, and your parents, both sets, and my mother will be here in less than two weeks for Thanksgiving, and I’m not having sex while they are here,” Tempe announced, narrowing her eyes. 
“Unlike last time, you mean?” Antoinette drawled, causing Tempe to flush.
“Neither encounter was my idea.”
Rania chuckled. “You were waiting for me half-naked in bed.”
Tempe crossed her arms. “I’m always half-naked in bed. Not that this means anything to either of you anymore.”
“That pout, while as cute as ever, still won’t work.” 
“An is right. Also, if you think we’re not beyond tempted, then you must have…” She trailed off, feeling ‘hit your head hard,’ a tad inappropriate given the recent past. 
“But Antoinette is so terrible at resisting temptation, so why can you do that suddenly?”
“Hey! That’s not true. I can show restraint when necessary.”
“That’s the thing, it’s not necessary. Not anymore.”
Rania bit her lower lip. She wondered if they were stuck in a fearful loop that did none of them any good. Her conundrum: she knew her fear was irrational and that if Tempe felt up to it, sex shouldn’t be a problem at all, plus, she wanted to sleep with An and Tempe, badly. All of this together made her wonder if giving in would be based on that desire instead of truly being what was best for them. But again, who would decide that and for how long were they going to wait because—
“Are you listening?” Tempe asked.
Rania blinked owlishly. “What?”
“She was lost in her head. You were saying?”
“I have a proposal.”
“Go on,” Rania said, though her first unuttered thought sounded more like ‘Oh, God.’
“Do you recall the time before we talked about being more than friends, when I’d walked in on you making out in the kitchen?”
“Yes.” Antoinette’s rapt focus seemed almost comical, though the mention of that night didn’t leave Rania unaffected either.
“We were kissing, not making out.”
“Right, keep telling yourself that. So, I had some interesting dreams after, the kind that made it hard for me to look you in the eyes for a little while.”
“Do tell!”
Rania could only register the beating of her own heart.
“I’d rather show you.”
“What?” Rania stuttered. 
“It’s harmless, as I’ll mostly be watching, but you guys won’t stop this time.”
Rania swallowed hard. She doubted it would play out like that. 
“I’m game,” Antoinette said. 
“Of course you are,” Rania grumbled. 
“So? What about you?” Tempe asked.
“Yes,” Rania breathed after a moment of hesitation. Even her willpower had its limits.
The following weekend, they lounged on the couch and watched a movie when Antoinette excused herself and headed to the kitchen. 
Rania was about to ask Tempe something when Antoinette called out. 
“Ran, can you come in here, please?”
Rania frowned, and squeezing Tempe’s hand, she rose. “Be right back.” Once she entered the kitchen, she froze. 
Antoinette leaned against the cabinet with a grin on her face that meant trouble. The very same location where Tempe had found them before they started dating. She reached out her hand, beckoning Rania closer. “How long do you think it’ll take Tempe to catch on and come in here?”
Rania couldn’t answer because all words fled her mind and instead, she throbbed. This had been the longest stretch of inactivity, definitely since Tempe had joined them. There may have been a dry spell that lasted longer before, also due to external circumstances. 
“She’ll catch on pretty quickly,” her own voice rang hoarse in her ears. 
“Then you better get here.”
Rania nodded and hurried to Antoinette, who immediately spun her around and pressed her against the cabinet, sinking into a hungry and deep kiss.
Antoinette’s hand pushed under her shirt, and she lifted her bra to palm her breast.
Rania moaned into the kiss, pulling Antoinette closer.
Sucking hard at Rania’s tongue, Antoinette pushed her leg forward and widened Rania’s stance.
Lost in the sensations thrumming through her, Rania shuddered when Antoinette withdrew to devote her attentions to her neck. She opened her eyes and startled when Tempe stood across from them, breathing hard. She’d not heard her come in. Rania’s arousal spiked at taking in Tempe’s rising chest and flushed features. 
Antoinette rolled Rania’s nipple between her thumb and index finger, nibbling along her neck. 
Even though Tempe’s proposal had been for her to watch, Rania felt overcome with the need to eliminate the distance between them, to have Tempe here with them, not just watching. Rania moaned and her eyelids flickered closed when Antoinette’s hand snuck under her pants and panties to stroke through liquid heat. 
Rania forced her eyes open and shuddered at the visual of Tempe’s gaze focused on Antoinette’s hand moving between her legs, though Tempe couldn’t see the clever fingers driving her higher. 
Antoinette rubbed Rania’s clit hard and fast until it all stopped. 
Rania sputtered and opened her eyes again to protest, only to groan when Tempe suddenly stood so close that she noted her blown pupils while her breath ghosted over her skin. 
Tempe had seized Antoinette’s hand and her wife had stilled her movements, panting as hard as they all did. Dropping to her knees, Tempe pulled down Rania’s pants, followed by her panties. 
Antoinette made to move her hand back, but Tempe once again grabbed her wrist. This time, she guided the glistening fingers to her face and, with a groan, she sucked them into her mouth. 
Antoinette’s lips parted and her eyes widened, exhaling in a rush. 
Rania shuddered at the sight of Tempe on her knees and the wisp of tongue lapping around her wife’s fingers to lick off Rania’s essence.
Antoinette trembled, and a gasp fled her lips.
Tempe released Antoinette’s fingers, nipping at the tips in parting before shifting and focusing on Rania, trailing her hands down her inner thighs.
Holding her breath, Rania’s fingernails dug into her palms when anticipation almost made her lightheaded. 
Tempe smiled and surged forward, licking through Rania’s folds while pulling at Antoinette’s thigh.
Antoinette drew closer, her gaze shifting from Tempe’s head between Rania’s legs up to her wife, who struggled to keep her eyes open. 
Arousal thundered through her veins, and Rania rocked her hips forward.
Tempe’s fingers dug into Antoinette’s thigh when she licked higher, sucking Rania’s swollen nub into her mouth. She twirled her tongue around her clit, scraping her teeth along the sensitive flesh. 
Lost in a surge of pleasure racing through her, Rania moaned while Tempe’s tongue drove her ever higher. She’d been well on her way to a hard release with Antoinette working her fingers, but this turn of events made her tremble with sheer excitement. She’d missed being with them both more than she could express.
Antoinette leaned in and kissed Rania, her fingers finding Rania’s breasts, playing with her nipples.
Tempe pressed her tongue inside before shifting, moving up to once more pull Rania’s clit into her mouth. She pressed two fingers inside and added shallow pumps, stroking in and out.
Heat slithered through Rania, and she panted while her hands found Tempe’s head and she ran her fingers through her hair. She longed to pull her closer, but even in this state, the need to remain careful with Tempe won out.
All the nerves in her body seemed to light up, and Rania shivered. Her body grew taut, then she arched her back before freezing. A broken sob spilled from her lips when Tempe’s attentions—her searing tongue and hard strokes—propelled her over the edge. Tremors shook Rania, and she tightened her hold on Tempe, urging her to stop.
Tempe swept her tongue once more up her length before pulling back and withdrawing her fingers. 
Rania shuddered, her body slackening against the cabinet, though she remained upright. “That was more than watching,” she breathed, still so enthralled by Tempe’s now flushed, damp face and her swollen lips that tugged into a pleased smile. 
“Watching seemed… inefficient.”
Antoinette chuckled, but the sound died in her throat when Tempe shifted and glanced at her. 
Rania suppressed a grin. She enjoyed seeing her wife on the receiving end of such a stare—a look that meant just as much trouble. 



revisited 
NOVEMBER 2023
TEMPE FELT ASHAMED OF how long it had taken her to catch on. She’d first sat there drinking water, waiting for Antoinette and Rania to return from the kitchen, when she almost choked on her final sip and jumped up. Were they really… Her heart had thumped in her chest, and she had scurried to the kitchen, only for that poor muscle to skid to an abrupt halt at the vision that greeted her, the deliberate déjà vu. 
She had never planned on only watching. Back when this had first happened, she’d been too surprised, then too worried to fully enjoy the display, though her mind had taken on a life of its own and ran with this visual inspiration. Hard. Now, she was so turned on it almost hurt, and she couldn’t just watch them, as hot as it was to see Antoinette with her hands down Rania’s pants. She needed to taste them. Both. 
Her stomach had clenched, and heat had shot to her core at the first taste of Rania on her tongue again.
It was over much too soon, and so Tempe turned her focus to Antoinette, who stared at her with glassy eyes and parted lips. She drew closer and grabbed the hem of Antoinette’s pants, pulling them down along with her panties. Once more too impatient to draw this out—they’d waited long enough—Tempe buried her face between Antoinette’s legs, groaning in delight and excitement at the wellspring of wet heat waiting for her. 
Antoinette fell back against the cabinet, releasing a drawn-out moan. 
Rania stepped out of her pants and underwear and edged closer to Antoinette. She pressed against her side, but her gaze rested on Tempe while she worried her lower lip. 
They both tasted differently, and Tempe stipulated that the longer the arousal lasted, the stronger the flavor. She loved both their tastes, and she tried to remember to ask them later for their thoughts on the differences in aroma, but Antoinette’s moan when Tempe sucked hard on her clit while sliding one finger inside derailed her curiosity.
Antoinette’s chest rose and fell in rapid succession, and she leaned her head back against the cabinet, closing her eyes.
Rania whispered something into Antoinette’s ear that Tempe couldn’t hear, but whatever she said in combination with her finger toying with Antoinette’s breasts made their lover groan, then swallow hard.
Tempe, immersed in her own arousal, increased her efforts, needing to see Antoinette come. After pulling out, she reentered Antoinette with two fingers while speeding up her tongue painting her clit. 
“God,” Antoinette pressed out before Rania claimed her lips in a torrid kiss. The visual made Tempe moan into Antoinette’s heat.
Antoinette’s hips seemed to chase Tempe’s tongue, speeding up to keep the rhythm. 
Sweat pooled at Tempe’s lower back, and she tightened her grip on Antoinette’s hips. Thankfully, she was only clad in a tank top and shorts, but she still felt like burning up, and her clothes clung uncomfortably to her sticky skin. Still, she’d melt before stopping. 
Antoinette broke the kiss with Rania when a shudder ran through her frame. She froze in place with her eyes screwed shut and her lips parted as a violent quake ransacked her body, and she called out her release.
Tempe pulled out of Antoinette but only slowed down her tongue, still enjoying Antoinette’s flavor.
A chuckle ran through Antoinette before she tugged at Tempe’s upper arms. “Come up here, you lunatic.”
Tempe pressed a quick kiss on Antoinette’s curls and rose. She gazed at her lovers with a broad smile and cupped Antoinette’s cheek. “Takes one to know one, huh?” Then she turned and licked into Rania’s mouth, whose eyes widened before falling shut when she returned Tempe’s deep kiss. 
Antoinette ran her hand across Tempe’s back.
Tempe drew back. “She’s delicious, isn’t she?”
Rania groaned. 
Antoinette tugged at Tempe’s top. “Aren’t you a bit overdressed?”
“I’d say we’re all wearing too many clothes, and you’ll fall on your face if you take a step with your pants around your ankles,” Rania pointed out before taking off her shirt and bra, throwing them carelessly onto the floor. She gazed at both women and raised one eyebrow.
Antoinette and Tempe scrambled to remove their clothing fully. 
“Do you want to take this to the bedroom?” Tempe asked.
“No time.” Antoinette seized Tempe’s arm and pulled her to stand pressed against Rania.
Tempe’s subsequent question turned into a moan instead. She shuddered at being held so tightly against Rania’s nude form, while Antoinette, equally naked, molded herself against her back. 
Rania sought Tempe’s lips, kissing her deeply again.
A whimper fell from Tempe’s lips, interrupting their kiss. She shuddered, overcome by arousal, when Antoinette pushed two fingers inside her. 
Rania smiled, and her fingers trailed down Tempe’s chest, gliding over damp skin and rubbing her nipples before sneaking lower. 
Tempe bit her lip in anticipation while also moving in tune with Antoinette’s thrusts.
Rania’s fingers found Tempe’s sodden core, and she stroked through her folds. For a moment, she even halted Antoinette’s fingers to move up and down the digits before withdrawing and moving higher to circle Tempe’s clit.
Tempe groaned, longing for speed, more friction, more pressure, but instead, Antoinette’s pumps were almost leisurely in their tempo while Rania’s fingers merely ghosted over her clit. “More,” she ground out.
“But we had to wait so long,” Antoinette whispered into Tempe’s ear, nipping at her earlobe.
Rania licked along Tempe’s neck before sucking the skin into her mouth and scrapping it with her teeth.
“Yes, that’s the point,” Tempe grunted. “I’m… really close.”
“We know,” Rania whispered against Tempe’s throat.
“We don’t need…” Tempe moaned when Antoinette added a third finger. 
“You’re saying?” Rania asked, nibbling at Tempe’s neck, and her strokes over Tempe’s clit were still as maddeningly soft and slow as before.
Tempe gritted her teeth. “We can continue. After.” Her eyelids trembled.
“Naturally, but that doesn’t mean we need to rush now.” Antoinette pulled fully out of Tempe, who whined at the loss, then moaned when Antoinette’s fingers joined her wife’s with the seeming goal of driving Tempe to distraction.
“Please,” Tempe mumbled, fearing her legs would give out before she’d find her release. She clutched Rania’s back, her fingers digging into her skin.
Instead of heeding her request, Antoinette captured Rania’s lips in a bruising kiss over Tempe’s shoulder. 
Tempe groaned. They were killing her. Well, she could play that game, too. Tempe lowered one of her hands and stroked through Rania’s wetness. 
Rania shook and broke the kiss with a moan.
“You’re so wet,” Tempe breathed, wonder and arousal fighting for dominance, while Antoinette had taken over stroking Tempe in Rania’s stead.
Rania’s hand shot down and gripped Tempe’s wrist. “Wait.”
Tempe pouted and withdrew her fingers from Rania’s clit to move them down and press inside instead. 
Rania’s eyelids stuttered closed, and she panted. “Not yet.”
Tempe halted and pulled back out. She curled her arms around Rania’s neck and kissed her. 
Rania returned the kiss while also sneaking her fingers back down between Tempe’s legs, once more in search of her hardened nub. 
Antoinette withdrew from her clit and pressed her fingers back inside Tempe. 
Groaning, Tempe trembled when both women picked up the pace of their ministrations, and she leaned back against Antoinette to steady herself. 
Rania bowed her head and sucked Tempe’s nipple into her mouth, worrying the bud with her teeth while she stroked her clit fast with the perfect amount of pressure. 
“Ran, stand up straight,” Antoinette said, and once Rania did, she pushed Tempe forward to lean against her wife. 
Tempe groaned and rested her head in the crook of Rania’s neck. She was so close. 
They both kept up their pace, pushing Tempe closer and closer to the edge. Then she was right there, hovering at the brink, when Antoinette raked her fingernails down Tempe’s back. Hard.
Tempe stiffened, then her body arched as the sting on her back combined with the applied pressure and pace catapulted her into a powerful climax. She sobbed when tremors chased through her body, clinging to Rania with Antoinette pressed against her back.



revelations 
NOVEMBER 2023
ANTOINETTE HADN’T BEEN LOOKING forward to Thanksgiving, a holiday she usually quite enjoyed. After spending last year’s celebration without Tempe, who’d headed to her family in California, she dreaded this year’s festivities for different reasons. The good: Bree, Seren, Parker, Faith, and her boyfriend Joe would attend and stay for an entire week starting Tuesday night. The bad: both Rania and Antoinette’s parents would be there, while their siblings were celebrating at their respective in-laws. 
It wasn’t so much that she didn’t want their families there or to meet, but the space issue alone would force them to tackle what they’d discussed doing since before Tempe’s accident: coming out to their families. They hadn’t discussed this in great detail recently given all that had happened, but all of them had been on the same page—they’d do it when the time was right. Now, circumstances seemed to force their hands.
Antoinette had never been a fan of conflict, and while she generally spoke up, especially in her intimate relationships and friendships, where her family was concerned, she tended to just go along, if at all possible. 
Making her true opinions known would often result in too much drama to be worth it, especially given her own experience that nothing ever changed. So why would she bother? She’d rather arrange herself with her family’s expectations and try to make the best of it. No matter what they’d want, she’d not change her life, but she’d never felt the need to insist on anything, publicly or loudly. 
Yet, Tempe. 
For this week, Seren, Bree, and Parker stayed in Tempe’s room (the latter on an air mattress), while her parents got the guestroom. Rania’s parents slept in the den upstairs (They had bought an insanely comfortable sleeper sofa). Meanwhile, Faith and Joe were sleeping in Antoinette’s studio, also on an air mattress. That meant that Tempe had to stay where she always slept, in their bed.
The first two days went well, and nothing happened. They all had a good time, and no one asked any questions. Everyone hung out in various small groups, talking, cooking, eating, playing games, and working, as in the case of Rania, who didn’t get off until Thursday, and of course, that was when all hell broke loose.
They had consumed a delicious Thanksgiving dinner and were sitting around the table when Fabienne’s gaze traveled from Antoinette to Rania, who sat with Tempe, talking quietly, with her hand resting on Tempe’s arm. 
Fabienne’s lips pursed. “Cheri, ki kote ti fi a dòmi?”
“Sispann rele l yon ti fi!” Calling Tempe a girl! Seriously? Antoinette gritted her teeth. Her mother spoke perfect English, but likely thought it politer to speak in Creole so that she could avoid a scene. However, whether Antoinette answered in English or Creole, she would start a scene.
“Antoinette!” Fabienne glared at her daughter. 
“She sleeps in our room.” She hoped her mother would drop this.
“Who does?” Lena asked.
Antoinette sighed. So much for that. 
“Temperance,” Fabienne said.
“Yes?” Tempe said, shifting her focus to Fabienne.
Silence. Everyone’s attention seemed to concentrate on this one conversation. 
Antoinette’s gaze found Rania’s, hoping her wife would take charge, because not only had it been her idea, but she was also much braver than Antoinette, not to mention more diplomatic.
“Tempe sleeps in our bed, as she always does,” Rania finally said. 
Or that. Antoinette had to force herself to release the stranglehold on her spoon as the metal had started to dig into her skin. 
Tempe stiffened in her seat but said nothing.
“Excuse me, what?” Lena exclaimed. 
“Do women your age still have sleepovers?” Elias asked. 
“Èske ou fou?” Fabienne addressed Antoinette, while her father covered his wife’s hand with his own. 
“Kite li ale,” Michael said. 
Antoinette offered her father a small smile, grateful for his attempt to getting her mother to drop it.
“Pe la, cheri.”
Naturally, that wouldn’t work, but yes, Antoinette wanted them all to be quiet. 
“Rania, ashrahi li, please,” Lena said. 
“I don’t see what else I need to explain here.”
“Who cares if they have sleepovers,” Elias grumbled. 
Lena glared at him. 
Bree cleared her throat. “How about everyone who doesn’t wish to be a part of this conversation follows me into the kitchen for a quick clean up?”
The sound of chairs being pushed back hurriedly rang through the room, while Seren muttered, “How utterly diplomatic of you,” but she still clasped Parker’s hand and joined Bree, Faith, and Joe as they darted out of the room.
Antoinette gazed longingly at their retreating backs. Lucky bastards.
Rania sighed. “We’ve been meaning to talk to all of you about this.” She turned to her father. “I get that sometimes not acknowledging a reality you don’t know how to handle, or were raised to believe wrong, or sinful, is easier, especially when someone you love is involved. But Dad, you know Antoinette and I are married.”
Elias dropped his head.
“I’m sorry if any of this disappoints or upsets you, but—”
“Yes, yes, we know you’re married to Antoinette, and she’s a lovely woman. I don’t understand this other… business. I thought Temperance was your friend who lives with you because…” Lena tilted her head. “You never said why.” 
“Because she had a terrible roommate,” Fabienne answered.
“She did, but that’s not why she stays with us.” Antoinette leaned back in her chair. She couldn’t let Rania do all the heavy lifting, though she was sorely tempted.
“So you lied to me!” Fabienne narrowed her eyes.
“No, I just told you what you wanted to hear.” 
Her mother’s eyes widened. 
“So you’re all what? Involved? But you’re married!” Lena shook her head. “Where does Temperance come in, and why doesn’t she say anything!”
“No one has addressed me yet. You’re all talking like I’m not even in the room.” Tempe dropped her hands into her lap, probably to avoid anyone seeing that they were shaking, but Antoinette had noticed, and she longed to reach out for her. She smiled when Rania did so. 
“You all need to listen to me,” Rania started. “If we could, we’d marry Tempe in a second. We don’t care if you approve of us and our relationship. We love you and want you in our lives, but after all these years, it’s about time you acknowledge that we’re not just friends or roommates. We are wives. And we are happy.”
Antoinette waited for the explosion, but only stillness sounded, and she realized she’d never experienced a silence so deafening. 
Then all their parents started speaking at once, a mixture of Creole, Arabic, and English, from complaints about how hurt they were that their children had lied to them and now didn’t care about them anymore, to inquiries about how all of this worked, and if Tempe wasn’t way too young for them, and then, what about children? At this point, Antoinette wanted to scream. Or better, scream louder. She rose and nodded at Rania and Tempe, who also stood, and together, they headed for their bedroom.
Antoinette had first considered going to the kitchen, but she didn’t want to talk to Tempe’s family either, and she didn’t wish to give her and Rania’s family the impression that there were sides and that they were on the wrong one. 
Once they closed the door, Tempe spun around. “What on earth were you thinking?”
Antoinette startled. “I thought this is what you wanted? To tell them.”
“No! Well, yes, but not like that! Not on Thanksgiving with all our families around.” She paced. 
“My mom asked me where you slept. What was I gonna say?”
“I don’t know! Not that! And then you!” Tempe halted and poked Rania’s chest, her eyes filling with tears. “I don’t want this!”
“What?” Rania and Antoinette exclaimed at the same time. 
Antoinette felt faint as nausea coursed through her. 
“Not that! I’m not talking about us,” Tempe scrambled to add once their shock registered with her. “I don’t want you to fight with your families because of me, or worse, lose them. I can’t… That’s too much, and—”
“Tempe, no offense, but that’s not your decision.” Antoinette grasped Tempe’s arm and halted her pacing. 
Tempe’s eyes widened.
“In all honesty, we’d grown complacent with just accepting how things are, with placing the comfort of our families above us, and allowing them to diminish what we share,” Rania said. “And after everything that’s happened, I don’t want to hide away such a huge part of my life. I don’t want to act as if you’re just our friend.”
“Me neither. I don’t want to sneak around just to give you a kiss when they’re here.”
“We’re also sick of sleeping apart. Life is… too short.” Rania cleared her throat. “We saw, no, we felt what it’s like to fear for your life, to at least gaze at the horror of losing you, and I just… I… We need you to know how important you are to us, to our happiness.”
Tempe could only shake her head when tears brimmed, then fell. She angrily wiped at them. “I know you love me and want me. I don’t need a big declaration, and I surely don’t want to bring about the misery of you losing your families. Can’t you see how damaging that would be?”
Rania sighed. “An is right. It’s not your decision.”
“I know you did this for me, and—”
“We did it for all of us, and let me make this clear, what happens next also isn’t our decision,” Antoinette said.
“But you just—” 
“It’s up to our families. They decide what this will mean to them and what it does to us.”
“Because you placed that on them! This didn’t have to happen!”
Tempe let go of Antoinette’s hand and resumed pacing. 
“Do you remember when you asked me if I’m, or better, if we’re ashamed of you?”
“That’s what brought this on? I’m sorry. I was just emotional and felt insecure that day. Much like you did when you thought I was going to allow my dad to talk me out of our relationship. That’s no reason to blow up your family,” Tempe huffed.
“You did it,” Antoinette said. “Your father seems to be loosening up some, and while I doubt that he’ll ever fully embrace us like Bree does, there’s been progress, but that was never guaranteed.”
“Yes, but that’s different.”
“Why? Because you’d have been the one to suffer if it had gotten worse instead?” Rania asked.
“Yes!” Tempe halted, her shoulder sagging. “You’ve been through so much over these last months, and… I know how hard my recovery has been, and how angry I was for so long. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause all this trouble, and now—”
“Hush, honey.” Rania stepped up to Tempe and cupped her cheeks. “We love you. We didn’t just talk to our families because of you. We were sick of how things were, too. This has been building for a while.”
“Yes, it has been going on for too long. They dismissed our relationship, our marriage, and we let them.” Antoinette sighed. “You just helped us see we were complacent cowards.”
“Don’t say that!” Tempe reached out and pulled Antoinette closer. “I love you both so much, and no one…” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I don’t think I’ve ever been someone’s priority, not like that. I don’t know what to say.”
Rania and Antoinette smiled. 
“There’s nothing you need to say. We understand.” Antoinette stroked Tempe’s face. 



doubts 
NOVEMBER 2023
TEMPE THOUGHT SHE HADN’T heard right when that awful discussion started after Thanksgiving dinner. Still reeling, she couldn’t decide what shocked her more—that this came up at all or what Rania and Antoinette ended up saying. When they started their relationship, one of Tempe’s biggest fears had been that she’d mess up their marriage. She’d worried that she’d somehow drive a wedge between them, not necessarily in the sense of jealousy, since they all seemed easygoing on that. 
No, she worried about upending their established routines and habits, from daily rituals to conflict resolution. A couple who had been together for so long had sorted out their lives and if they were happy, and Rania and Antoinette had been happy when they’d met, adding someone else into the mix would inevitably create a disruption. 
It hadn’t always been easy, especially figuring out how to deal with conflict as you didn’t want two to gang up on the other or to always vent your issues to one of your partners. They all needed to talk, to make time to discuss whatever issues came up. Their communication usually worked out great, but Tempe had been on edge the first few months until she felt that this could work in reality, and wasn’t just a delusion, a wishful hope because they were so infatuated with each other. 
Yes, there had been moments when her interactions with Rania’s and Antoinette’s parents got to her, but that related more to her mood or state of mind at the time. While she’d been open to the idea of telling their families the truth, she’d never have demanded or even asked for a change. She’d never want them to fight with their families. The very notion of Rania or Antoinette having a strained relationship with their families because of her broke her heart. Then she’d have preferred to continue their usual charade.
Antoinette’s and Rania’s words had touched her. She knew they loved her, of course, but it was one thing to know something and another to be told all of… that. They’d marry her in a second if they could. That statement bounced through her mind like a ping-pong ball stuck in a washing machine. It spun around and around, reverberating in her head, never stopping.
The rest of the evening had been tense, but no one had said anything else, though later Faith had sought out Tempe and dragged her to Antoinette’s studio.
“That was quite… something.”
Tempe sighed, not sure she felt up for this discussion, but she also knew Faith wouldn’t just drop it.
“Would you marry them, too? If you could, I mean.”
“I never entertained that notion since it’s impossible, so why bother?”
“That’s not an answer. Indulge me.”
“Why? It seems moot, and building such a fantasy…” She shrugged. “The reality will only sting more.”
Faith nodded. “That’s kind of an answer.”
Tempe rolled her eyes. 
“Are you OK?”
“Sure.”
“Come on. It’s me you’re talking to. You don’t need to be brave or keep up the façade of the well-adjusted, functioning Temperance Worrington. Do you do that with your ladies? Because that can’t be good.”
Tempe clenched her jaw. “I’m not sure who I am when I’m with them. Sometimes I feel more like the real me with Rania and Antoinette than ever before.”
“Ouch.”
Tempe waved her off. “You don’t count.”
“The compliments keep on coming.”
Tempe bumped into her. “You know what I mean.”
“Go on.”
“I don’t know. We all have so many faces, don’t we?”
“And they just shattered the one you’ve been wearing around their families.”
Tempe’s shoulders slumped. “Yeah. I’m feeling a bit raw here. Unsure. What if their families turn away from them now? All because of me!”
“You didn’t make anyone do anything. Don’t put that on yourself. Antoinette and Rania chose to let the cat out of the bag, so to speak. And no one forces their families to abandon them. We heard most of the conversation from the kitchen. Rania didn’t just declare her love for you.”
“Yes, but—”
“No. You can’t control what other people say or do. Most of the time, you can only guess at their motivations, and for that, you usually only have your own experience to guide you, but people often don’t act like you do. Or think like you do.”
“I don’t know. People are all pretty similar in the end. Seek pleasure, avoid pain, and all that jazz.”
“Perhaps, but there are endless routes there, and people have different thresholds for pleasure and pain.”
Tempe flushed and lowered her head. 
“All right. I’m not touching that one.” Faith cringed. 
“I just don’t want to ruin things for them. We fit so perfectly, and this could… What if it…”
“Ends you?”
“Yes,” Tempe whispered. 
Faith hummed. “Do you remember when I was so in love with Paul during my senior year in high school?”
“That’s a hard one to forget. You were so convinced you guys were the perfect match. You couldn’t stop gushing about him. Whatever happened to him?”
“Don’t know. We went to different colleges, and that was that. But that’s irrelevant, or not. Do you remember what you said to me back then?”
“I said so many things, most of them probably not that nice.”
Faith chuckled. “No, you were great there. You said, and I’m mostly paraphrasing, ‘If you guys are truly perfect for each other, you’ll find a way to be together, and if you don’t, then you weren’t perfect for each other because otherwise—’” 
“You’d be together,” Tempe mumbled. 
“Yes. And that is true. We sometimes get lost, and just because we have a crush on someone doesn’t mean they’re the perfect fit.”
“Obviously, but we’re not talking about a crush here, Faith. Things are a bit more serious between us. The stakes are vastly higher than what happened back then with Paul.”
“Of course. I’m not comparing the two. I just want to throw back your wisdom. If you guys are perfect for each other or better, the right fit because perfection is… difficult, anyway, if you guys work, then this won’t end you.”
“I still might have cost them a lot.” Tempe hated this. She hated feeling like this. 
“And it seems to be a price they are willing to pay. So instead of being an ungrateful, pouting brat, you could be happy that they love you so much.”
Tempe held Faith’s serious gaze. She had a point. 
“Tempe, they were shattered when you were in the hospital. They kept up the act of hanging in there and being strong, but I watched them. They were lost and devastated. We all were, mind you.” She grasped Tempe’s hand. “You could see you were missing, like they seemed so incomplete and there was this giant hole that seemed to stand between them. It’s hard to describe, but they really, really love you and want to be with you.”
“I know. I feel the same way.”
“Good. Don’t get lost in your head and shut down because you think you’re causing trouble for someone, two someones, you love. Don’t withdraw because you decide they are better off without you.”
“But what if they are?”
“Then, big sister, they will figure that out in time on their own. And if that’s the case, you can’t stop it, anyway. I highly doubt that they’re better off without you. Just enjoy what you have. Stop thinking so much.”
Tempe chuckled. “You realize who you’re talking to, no?”
“Yes, you blockhead. That’s the problem.”
“Hey!”
“Allow yourself to have this, OK? Rania and Antoinette are adults in charge of their own lives and choices. Treat them accordingly.”
“I’ll try.”
“Good. And now, let’s get some dessert. There’s a piece of apple pie with my name on it, and Joe better not have devoured it or he’s not getting any tonight.”
Tempe groaned. Her sister had always been a blessing and a curse. 
Later that night, they lay in bed together, with Rania resting on her back, Tempe snuggled next to her, and Antoinette cuddled up against Tempe with her arm slung around both.
“Are you OK?” Rania asked. 
“Yeah. I had a good talk with Faith. Offered a different perspective.”
“Care to share?” Antoinette lightly bumped into Tempe. 
Tempe hummed, contemplating the offer. She didn’t want to rehash it all again, but she still had one nagging question that her talk with Faith couldn’t assuage since her sister wouldn’t have been able to provide an answer. 
“Even though we’d talked about this before, you guys still surprised me. Not just with telling your family about us, but… your declaration.” Tempe fisted the fabric of Rania’s shirt before relaxing her hand. 
“That we’d marry you if we could?” Rania asked.
Tempe nodded.
“It’s true.” Antoinette stroked her hand along Tempe’s arm. “Is that a surprise to you?”
“Yes and no. Perhaps before the accident less so, but after, I was such… a pain.”
“You weren’t. Besides, you were recovering from a traumatic injury. Not even you’d manage to be all calm and rational about that.” 
Antoinette’s reply drew a small chuckle from Tempe. 
“Besides, this one incident doesn’t make up who you are or what we have,” Rania said. “You need to let this go. Stop torturing yourself with these recriminations.”
“I suppose.” Tempe sighed. “It’s just hard to reconcile.”
“The accident?” Rania tucked a strand of Tempe’s hair behind her ear.
“No, not that.”
“What is it?” Antoinette asked, shuffling even closer.
“Being loved like that.”
Silence fell, and for a moment, it seemed like no one knew what to say to that.
“I’ve told you before that I often felt like I was on the sidelines, and that changed when I met you guys, and even more when we got together.”
“Yes.” Rania held Tempe’s hand.
“For most of my life, I played the role of the well-adjusted child, teenager, and then adult. I did what was expected of me. Most of the time, it didn’t bother me, but sometimes I felt like a spectator of my own life because who I was inside and who I presented to others often didn’t match.”
“Do you still feel like that?” Antoinette’s fingers traced idle patterns on Tempe’s hip.
“No. But that’s the thing. When I first came back from the hospital, I wanted to fall back into that, to function and to return to normal as fast as I could, but I couldn’t.” She frowned. “And no, don’t say it’s because it was an extreme event. I didn’t want to, and even if I did, I couldn’t make myself fall back into that role. It didn’t fit anymore, and it made me so angry, at myself, and… at you,” she whispered the last part.
“At us?” Rania asked. “Why?”
“Because you showed me a different way of being, of living, and so this new, freer side of me wanted to just be how I felt, not hide and act like I’m fine, but the old me, the one who functioned out of habit, that part worried that if I showed how I truly feel, if I allowed you both to see my anger and fear, then…”
“We’d think less of you,” Antoinette finished for her. 
“Yes, but also that it would lead to, I don’t know. You distancing yourself from me, and so it would usher in… the end.”
“But that didn’t happen,” Rania pointed out.
“I know, but it was hard because I was so angry. It seemed like you’d taken away my shield and for a while, I didn’t know how to get through everything without this coping mechanism.”
“And now? How does that relate to what happened today?” Antoinette asked. 
Tempe huffed. “After I got over this fear, you out us to your families and pronounce you’d marry me. What do you think?”
Rania chuckled. “I don’t know. That you’re not always right, I suppose.”
Tempe glared at her. “You of all people should know that that’s not a pleasant feeling.”
Rania raised her head but stopped short of connecting their lips.
Tempe’s breath caught. 
“Yes, but sometimes being wrong can be awesome if it means you get what you want.”
“And what do I want?” Tempe breathed, mesmerized by Rania’s nearness and Antoinette’s hand trailing across her bare skin under her tank top.
“Us.” Rania claimed Tempe’s lips in a sweet kiss.
Tempe smiled into the contact, feeling both lighter and heavier, but since the latter arose from excitement seeping through her veins, she decided this worry of hers might be truly needless. She groaned when Antoinette pressed her groin against her ass, and pushing back, she sunk into a deeper kiss while Antoinette palmed her breasts. Yes, this was the best form of conflict resolution indeed. 



gift 
JULY 2024
ALMOST A YEAR AFTER Tempe’s accident, they headed to a distillery opening in Texas. They’d booked flights because Rania didn’t have enough time to make the trip via car, especially since they also wanted to add a surprise visit to Bree and Seren in Minnesota afterward. E, the owner of the distillery, was Seren’s best friend and had invited Bree’s entire family to attend the festivities. Combining these two visits made the most sense. 
The last year had been full of ups and downs, and sometimes Rania wondered why people always assumed the worst. Why was it so much easier to fall into the worries of a conflict escalating, of losing a friend, losing a relationship? Losing family. Antoinette and she had hidden their concerns from Tempe to avoid causing her any more grief, yet both had been quite worried about how their families would deal with their Thanksgiving revelation. 
While her mother had grumbled for a while, she’d moved on and accepted Tempe and her role in their relationship. She didn’t understand it, as she’d pointed out during one phone call with Rania early in the new year, but “You can’t understand everyone, and people do what they want in the end. You must choose if this lack of understanding is worth losing someone you love over.” She’d paused, then added, “I still say she’s too young, but what do I know?”
In the end, it wasn’t worth it to her parents to lose Rania over this, and so things had mostly returned to normal, and whenever they interacted, everyone did the best they could, even if there remained some awkward and stilted moments. Still, Rania felt lighter after realizing that she could keep them all. She’d never have given up Antoinette or Tempe, but God, losing her parents would have been an excruciating blow. 
For a while, early in their relationship, Rania had tried to learn Haitian Creole, and she understood some, but over the last year she’d grown thankful for having stalled in her efforts over the years. Fabienne still mostly talked in Creole to Antoinette, at least to scold her, judging by Antoinette’s long-suffering expression.
Tempe had fully recovered from her ordeal. She’d even gone back to exercising half a year after being discharged from the hospital, and she looked stronger than ever. 
They’d rented a car at the airport and booked a hotel room in College Station before driving to E’s place in the middle of nowhere. 
“I’m surprised E never moved after what happened to her barn. And all the stuff before,” Tempe said when they arrived. 
“I suppose the good outweighs the bad.” Antoinette shut the door, gazing at the house. “Are we early?” She frowned.
Rania chuckled. “How offensive. I know how much you prefer to arrive late to everything.”
“That’s not true. I’m on time for all my appointments. I’m just more flexible in my personal life.”
Tempe snorted. “That’s one way to put it. I especially liked how flexible you were last night.”
Antoinette grinned. “Thank you. I’m glad my efforts were appreciated.”
“Hush. I can’t take you guys anywhere. Let’s go and say hi.”
They greeted E and her partner, Nicole. Tempe hit it off with Nicole, and they were quickly laughing and chatting like old lost friends. Antoinette ended up in a deep conversation with Amy, Nicole’s older sister, while Rania discussed different moonshine flavors with E, suggesting she’d try making a pineapple flavored one, which then led to a discussion whether pineapples belonged on pizza (They did, especially in combination with jalapeños.). 
Seren later stepped next to Rania and offered her a drink.
“I’m not sure I should have more moonshine.”
“That’s just unsweetened tea. Bree told me you ‘heathens’ only had that at your house.” She shrugged. 
“Oh, thank you.” Rania could use the caffeine. “I’ll never understand how people can drink sweet tea. Such a rancid sludge that gets you one step closer on your path to diabetes.” She grimaced. “I can’t tell you how often I end up with sweet tea when ordering unsweetened at restaurants or drive-thrus.” Rania canted her head. “The latter happens more often. Mind you, I always ask again, ‘That’s unsweetened tea, right?’ when they hand the cup to me. Often, they go, ‘Oh, right,’ and then make me a new one, but I’ve also had it where they said, ‘Yes, yes. Of course,’ only for me to gag when I took a sip, and the sweetness almost killed me.”
Seren’s eyes widened, and then she laughed. “You’re lucky Bree didn’t hear that. She’d be liable to change her mind and say she doesn’t like you after all.”
Rania hummed. “We don’t want that.”
“How have you all been holding up?”
“Good. Pretty great. You know, it took a while for things to return to normal.” She paused. “Actually, I don’t think we’re back to where we were.”
“I’m sorry. It might just take some more time.”
Rania reached out and touched Seren’s arm. “Oh, no. Sorry. It’s not a bad thing. Before the accident, we were in a good place, the three of us, and that’s still the case. But our understanding of each other and our appreciation for what we have, it’s grown. I think in the end, as horrible as it all was, it brought us closer.”
“I can see that. An extreme event can bring people closer together.”
Rania smiled. “Yes, you’d know all about that.”
“Very true. Either way, I’m happy to hear it. Bree had been so worried, not just about Tempe recovering, but about… everything. How you guys would deal with it all, and then the Thanksgiving bomb.”
Rania closed her eyes and sighed. “Yes, that. Again, I’m so sorry. It wasn’t planned. We never meant to involve you all.”
“It’s fine. I suppose it just made Bree anxious in a different way, but she’d been keeping up with Tempe, and so she quickly saw that it all seemed to have worked out.”
“It has, yes.” Rania cleared her throat. “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For being there for us, and for making Bree so happy. It has helped Tempe a lot, and I think seeing her mother like this, it helped free her, too.”
“Oh, that’s… Of course. I mean, making Bree happy is a bit selfish for me, isn’t it?”
Rania laughed. “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.”
Later, Rania found her way back to Tempe and Antoinette, who both had seemed to enjoy themselves that day.
“We should invite them over,” Tempe said. 
“Who?” Antoinette asked.
“All of them.”
Rania laughed. “I’m not sure we can house them all at once.”
“I didn’t mean they all need to show up at the same time. But I wouldn’t mind hanging out with them again. I like Nicole, and her sisters are a riot. Even her parents are almost disgustingly sweet.” 
“I enjoyed talking to E. I think I like her approach to life.”
“You had a philosophical discussion about life?” Antoinette asked.
Rania narrowed her eyes. “You sometimes make me sound downright dimwitted with anything that’s not related to science.”
“No, no. I’m just surprised, considering it’s not your favorite topic to discuss.”
“Perhaps I’ve changed. Mind you, I still think some books you read are written by a bunch or granola-chewing, sandals-with-socks-wearing fools.”
Tempe snorted. “What an insult.” 
Rania waved her off. “You know what I mean.”
“And since E is a moonshine-making, non-sandals-with-socks-wearing philosopher, she meets your approval?” Antoinette appeared to stifle a laugh. 
“Yes. She’s… all right.”
“You are both nuts. You’re lucky I like you.” Tempe shook her head.
“That we are.” Rania leaned into Antoinette and reached out to intertwine her fingers with Tempe’s.
They weren’t just lucky, but gifted—with family and friends while also forging their own connection that appeared to withstand the odds and more adversity than they had seen coming. Although, to be fair, people rarely expected hardships to befall them. All too often, we led our lives as if there would never be an ending in sight, as if there’d never be a bill coming due. 
Rania used to be much more cautious and reluctant to take risks, and while she’d never be the risk-taker between the three of them, she felt infinitely grateful that Antoinette had dared to jump into this raging current for them because it had offered her the greatest happiness she’d ever known. 



butter queen 
JULY 2024
ANTOINETTE HAD ALWAYS THOUGHT the two best things she’d ever done in life were asking Rania out for a cup of coffee and then marrying her. Now, she had to add the quip she made that led them to this togetherness she sometimes still struggled to grasp. Whenever she marveled at that, she also experienced a moment of dread when the memory of Tempe’s accident rushed back to the forefront of her mind, and she recalled how awful she’d been to Rania shortly after. 
However, if Antoinette had learned one thing over the last year, it was that regrets were useless. They didn’t work and accomplished nothing, at least nothing positive. Admittedly, knowing that didn’t make letting go of guilt any easier, but she’d managed it. They’d made it through that trauma, and Rania had forgiven her and held no grudges. In fact, Antoinette was sure that Rania never even thought again of the accusation Antoinette had hurtled her way. She sighed. We truly make the most effective enemies of ourselves. 
Thankfully, their families hadn’t turned enemies after their Thanksgiving outing. Her mother couldn’t stop herself from needling Antoinette at times, but the comments weren’t painful and often included her mother’s eyes sparkling with humor. She supposed Fabienne had been more worried about the demise of Antoinette’s marriage because she’d feared the “ti fi sa a ki pa janm vin fret” was out to ‘steal’ her wife. 
As a concession of “the girl who never gets cold,” Tempe had worn shirts instead of tank tops, at least when her parents visited in the winter (though what winter did you have in south Florida?). Although that also always meant trouble for Rania and her, since Tempe set the AC lower to compensate, and thereby freezing them all. 
The distillery opening turned out to be a blast. The moonshine tasted better than she expected. She’d feared that she’d have to lie to their hosts because she’d not insult E’s creation, even if it had been disgusting. Still, she remained skeptical of the licorice flavor Nicole’s sister, Joy, had been raving about all evening. 
Antoinette had spent quite some time talking to Nicole’s older sister, Amy, who told her about her recent trip to Europe, regaling her with what to check out in Paris, and how you shouldn’t count on the punctuality of German trains. To Antoinette’s surprise, Amy had more to say about this park (she’d already forgotten the name) than any of the famous Parisian monuments (apparently, the Bastille tower monument seemed to be a disappointment). Antoinette was about to ask why talking about a photo booth Amy had discovered in said park made her turn almost as red as her hair, when Tempe’s laughter caught her attention.
For a moment, Antoinette lost herself in watching Tempe chat with Bree. When they met Tempe, her relationship with Bree had been strained, and while they had already talked regularly, it seemed to have been more of a chore that Tempe adhered to because she felt bad otherwise. Now she genuinely appeared to enjoy the time she spent with her mother. And seeing Tempe and Rania happy and carefree (her wife chose that moment to laugh at something E had said) made Antoinette the happiest person in the world. 
They drove back to their hotel after midnight, although neither of them seemed tired. A wired energy hung in the air. 
“So, who are we inviting first?” Antoinette asked, picking up Tempe’s earlier words. 
“I think we should invite them all, like tell them they should visit and then they can see what times work for them. It would come across as odd if we just invite one or two. I mean, the others might think we’re excluding them,” Tempe said.
“I agree. Tempe, didn’t you exchange email addresses with most of them?” Rania asked.
“Yeah. You’re thinking of a group email? Shooting it out to all and see?”
“I like that idea. We’ve had a lot of luck with group chats.” Antoinette sighed. When stillness was her answer, she gave a quick glance to Rania, then Tempe, before gazing back at the road. Both women stared at her with various degrees of incredulousness written on their faces. 
“What? Oh, good Lord, I didn’t mean it like that!” Antoinette exclaimed. “Sheesh. Really? I think three are more than enough. Can you even imagine adding more?” She shuddered. “The logistics alone. We’d have to get an even bigger bed, though I suppose you could also rotate who sleeps with whom and in what bed and whatnot.”
Rania rolled her eyes while Tempe shook her head. 
“What? Come on. It’s a funny thought experiment.”
“Yes, one you should quit while you’re ahead.” 
“First of all, dear Rania, I have zero interest in expanding our relationship. Never mind that I highly doubt any of the couples present tonight would be game for that, but the idea is still fascinating. Do you think there are people who do that? Like four or five people who are in a relationship with each other?”
“Stranger things.” Tempe shrugged. “If you can think it, someone else thought it, too, and likely did it or will do it.”
Tempe had a point, but Rania seemed to have serious qualms. “You’re right. However, once you keep adding people, I’d say the connections become unstable. The ‘more the merrier’ is a sentiment that might work for parties, but for intimate relationships? I doubt it.”
“It would be hard to maintain this focus and connection,” Antoinette agreed. 
“At some point it’s also too much. Not that you cannot love many people, but there are only so many hours in a day, and you have work, you must sleep, and what time is left? Someone would always be left out, or you’d automatically have couples forming.”
“Well, some couples just share each other for sex,” Tempe said. 
Rania’s gaze shot to her. “We’re not doing that either!”
Tempe tilted her head. “I wasn’t suggesting it. But since when are you jealous?”
“I’m not,” Rania huffed. “Three is just the perfect number, and I don’t know. I don’t like the idea. We’re enough, aren’t we?”
“Most definitely,” Antoinette said. 
“Of course. I can hardly keep up with you guys, and I’m over a decade younger than both of you. In fact, Rania is almost—”
“Yes, yes.” Rania reached back and patted Tempe’s leg. “That old joke aside, I’m glad we’re all in agreement that three is the perfect number.”
Antoinette smiled, and her heart grew heavy, but not with sadness or dread. Sheer happiness spread at how lucky they all were, not just because Tempe had survived the accident and fully recovered (minus scars and screws), or because their families had embraced them and had been less dismissive and more accepting of their relationship, no, they were lucky because they’d found each other and achieved an almost seamless balanced state that left each of them content most days of their time together. 
“Hey, none of you told Mom or Seren we’re coming, right?” 
Antoinette opened her mouth, but before she could say anything, Rania interrupted her.
“No, An. Don’t make that joke, please. I didn’t tell them about our plan to visit. Why?”
“Mom said something about a vacation they’ve planned, and I’m not sure when that is. What if we go to Minnesota to surprise them and then they’re not even there?”
“Well, I’m sure we’ll find something to entertain us. We can explore the area and just hang out,” Antoinette suggested.
Tempe frowned. “In Minnesota? What’s in Minnesota to check out?”
Antoinette glanced and Rania, who returned her grin, and together they said, “St. Olaf.”
Tempe groaned and covered her eyes with one hand. “Seriously?”
Antoinette and Rania laughed. Life indeed was good. 
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TEMPE LOVED HER LIFE. She never thought this was where she’d be, and her move to Florida had been the most spur-of-the-moment decision she’d ever made—completely unlike her. Yet, the opportunity had presented itself, and it had just seemed right. While she much preferred the temperatures of the Minnesotan summer days she’d enjoyed when visiting her mother (compared to regular Floridian ones that left you steamed like a bag of crabs at the grocery store), she’d forever be grateful to have found her way here. 
And to think Mary had to ambush Tempe into meeting Rania and Antoinette, and now look where they were. Sometimes life made no sense, but she felt nothing but gratitude for her life currently. Those dark months after the accident were behind them, and aside from a rare twinge in her arm, she wasn’t dealing with any lasting issues. More than that, she now also felt that she’d left most of the emotional trauma behind as well. 
Tempe still couldn’t express how much Antoinette’s and Rania’s support meant to her, and how lucky and loved she felt that her… temperamental disposition that lasted for months hadn’t damaged anything between them. 
She sometimes wondered how odd it was that a traumatic event could usher in so many positive changes. Even her relationship with her father had somewhat improved. He’d finally come around and begrudgingly admitted that he needed to trust her decisions more. He vowed to do that from now on, and while he’d never be a fan of their relationship, he’d work on accepting them, and Tempe didn’t ask for more.
She’d always been close to Faith, but since the accident, they had made more time to be present in each other’s lives and not just accept that life, time, and distance got in the way of hearing from each other. So now, they chatted pretty regularly. 
Her relationship with her mother had seen the biggest transformation. The disconnect that had kept them at arm’s length since Tempe’s late teen years had vanished. She couldn’t say if the accident had accomplished that, or if they both had changed to where they could be who they were. Their new relationships hadn’t altered their personality or anything—it was more that both seemed freer to be who they were. 
As such, it hadn’t been that much of a surprise to spend some time at the distillery catching up with her mother.
“Parker is such a cutie,” Tempe said.
“High praise from someone who hates children.”
“What? How… I mean…”
Bree chuckled. “Oh, sweetheart, I do know you a little.”
“Anyway, he’s… different. I don’t know.” Tempe watched Parker run around in a field with other children in attendance. She supposed she also liked that she was watching them all from afar. 
“Mmhmm, though I’m biased, and I love children, so… However, Seren will be pleased to hear such a compliment about her son.”
Tempe groaned. “It’s no big deal. Anyway, how are you guys doing?”
“We’re fine. Going on vacation soon. I can’t wait to go somewhere warmer than Minnesota. Do you know they consider the 60s warm? It’s so nice to be here in Texas and not freeze for a change. In July.” Bree rolled her eyes. 
“The 60s are plenty warm. I’d say those are the perfect temperature. I dream of setting the AC at the house to sixty-eight, but Rania and Antoinette would riot.”
“Rightfully so, you heathen! At least your girls make sure I don’t need to bring a winter jacket when visiting you in Florida,” Bree grumbled.
“You’re ridiculous.”
Bree looked almost affronted. “Please, so are your significant others, then, too.”
“Not my girls?” Tempe smiled.
“Yes, your girls. How are you holding up? You look so much stronger. It’s different seeing you in person again.” Bree stroked Tempe’s cheek, who leaned into the gesture. 
“I’d say I’m back to where I was, physically, at least. My stamina is still not where I want it to be, but I’m working on it. I started to go swimming more.”
“That’s good. And up here?” Bree touched Tempe’s forehead, then dropped her hand. 
Tempe hummed. “I still have nightmares from the accident, but they rarely visit me, and it’s not… These are not the horror scenarios I dealt with for months. The rest…” She shrugged. “My shrink has helped a lot, even though I resented Antoinette and Rania at first for suggesting therapy.”
“They were right.”
“Yes, don’t let them hear you say that, especially Rania.”
Bree laughed. “I don’t know how Antoinette deals with two women who always have to be right.”
“Oh, we find our ways.”
“I have no doubt.” Bree pointed at a necklace with a circular pendant Tempe wore. “That’s new.” 
Tempe flushed. “Yes, well, uh…”
“Yes, do tell!”
“It’s… You recall that Thanksgiving statement by Rania?” Tempe resisted ducking her head, exasperated by feeling shy about this. “Where she said they’d marry me if they could?”
Bree’s eyes widened. “You got married without me?”
“No, no!” Tempe hurried to explain. “We might still do that, a sort of private ceremony, and you’d be there, of course. No, this is… They have their rings, and I don’t like to wear rings, but this pendant,” She touched the smooth metal, “we’ve exchanged it as a symbol of sorts.”
“A symbol of sorts?” Bree’s lips twitched.
“Yes, well, can we change the topic? I promise we will not get married without you.”
“You better not.” Bree smiled fondly at her daughter, then started talking about a new candy store that had opened near their place in Minnesota, and how Tempe would have to accompany her there during her next visit.
After a lively discussion on the way back home over the benefits and pitfalls of romantic relationships that include more than three partners—while Tempe wasn’t jealous, the idea of sharing Rania and Antoinette with someone else made her feel odd—they arrived at their hotel close to one in the morning.
Once everyone had taken a quick shower (quite the accomplishment for both Antoinette and Rania), they stretched out in their bed, arms and legs all intertwined.
“Did you guys have a good time?” Rania asked.
“You couldn’t tell? Perhaps you had too much moonshine.” Antoinette traced Rania’s arm. 
Tempe swatted Antoinette’s arm. “You’re so rude sometimes. I don’t know how we put up with you.” 
“Hey! That wasn’t rude.”
Rania chuckled. “You’re both terrible.”
“Wow, thanks. That’s what I get for defending you against this brat.”
Antoinette frowned. “You don’t find it kinda wrong to be calling your elder a brat?”
Tempe laughed. “My elder? That’s a good one.”
“I aim to please. Amuse, whatever you prefer.”
“That you do.” Rania shuffled. “And I’m still sore from last night.”
“Aww, but it was totally worth it.” Antoinette kissed Rania’s cheek.
“That it was.”
Tempe worried her lower lip when the events of the previous night flashed through her mind. She sometimes marveled at how compatible they were in every aspect, and how much laughter, happiness, and yes, sex, this connection had brought into her life. Tempe had never been this attached to anyone—the couple of women she’d dated before not only seemed distant and vague, but they were almost an imitation of the life she was leading now. She’d never craved them or felt so full of love when looking at them that she feared for a second none of this could be real—a fever dream.
Over the last year, Tempe had also pondered how much time she used to spend locked inside her head. Not that she’d withdrawn from life before meeting Antoinette and Rania, but her tendency for overthinking—to be honest, she’d spent time contemplating thinking about thinking—had separated her from life, from enjoying just being without worrying and analyzing everything half to death. Despite her harrowing accident that had upended their lives for quite a while, and strangely enough, brought them all even closer, Tempe had reached a place where she finally took life less seriously. 
And with that outlook came a strange sort of freedom she never knew existed.



afterword
This is it, the end of Constellation. Kind of bittersweet and surreal still, but I'm also excited for all the new adventures that are swirling in my head. And who knows, maybe one day I'll add to Constellation—while not planned, you never know.
If you made it until here, once more, thank you! I hope you've enjoyed the adventures of Tempe, Antoinette, and Rania. 



mailing list
Come join my mailing list and receive exclusive content, including a free copy of The Fall, a fantasy romance wherein Death falls in love with a grief counsellor—only available to members of my mailing list. 
https://sabrinablaum.com/#mailing-list




coming soon
Look out for  firelight, the tale of a future queen and her High Mage, out in spring 2024. 




also by sabrina 
Fantasy
The Well of Shadows
Romance 
The Chase
The Deal
The Truce
The Homecoming
A Question of Sincerity



about sabrina
Sabrina has always written and used to tell her grandmother bedtime stories. She is a German native, and currently resides with her family in east Alabama. 
For more information and updates on future releases of additional novels, check out her website: sabrinablaum.com, or follow her on Twitter: @BlaumSabrina, or Instagram: BlaumSabrina

UNSER LEBEN IST DAS 
WOZU UNSERE GEDANKEN ES MACHEN. LEO.




acknowledgements
W.B. Gerard, my late friend and mentor who remains an inspiration to me—in writing as in life. 
Tatiana, thank you for all your help—support that goes back a couple of years with this particular novel. Thank you for always taking the time to read my projects more than once, and for your willingness to do these final reads, especially since you've been so insanely busy this year. With this one, your last read showed me what was missing, and as always, this story is better because of your input. 
Cecilia, thank you for reading another one of my books, and for your helpful feedback. Thank you for listening to me complain a lot this time around. Also, thank you for your help in creating a new website. I appreciate you. 
Mark Paxson, once more, a huge thank you for your continued support and insights. Your input is truly beneficial to my writing. 
Juanita Barrett, I might have to upgrade you to grammar and comma queen. 👑 Thank you!
Flo, Willow, Silas, and Rodna, thank you for allowing me to share your lives. I am blessed with the most loving and supportive family, and you mean the world to me. 
Flo, thank you for everything. This one had to be for you, given there are Haitians in it! Even if I flunked on the outfits. Also, as promised, your title is now official and in writing. 🐲😱 All my love, forever and at least one more day. 



publisher

Babette B. Publishing 300 Opelika Rd P.O. Box 581 Auburn, AL 36830



Table of Contents
dedication
foreword
1. beginnings
2. waiting
3. backup
4. children and foundations
5. heat and bones
6. contention
7. pillows and brats
8. coming and going
9. boneless
10. life and hope
11. babbling and spinning
12. asunder
13. shattered
14. arrows and spas
15. silence and gods
16. drenched
17. sunscreen and distraction
18. unmoored
19. solace
20. justice and mayhem
21. kinship and greed
22. parents and jealousy
23. penance
24. lifelines
25. shouts and chicken
26. murder and stealth
27. seachange
28. fear and daring
29. release and relief
30. wishes and wonder
31. exchange
32. brash and meticulous
33. clouds
34. fragile
35. dreams and reality
36. unexpected
37. transition
38. mice
39. taste and surprise
40. anticipation and heat
41. stamina and colors
42. enough
43. lucky
44. trouble
45. revisited
46. revelations
47. doubts
48. gift
49. butter queen
50. life less seriously
afterword
mailing list
coming soon
also by sabrina
about sabrina
acknowledgements
publisher


cover1.jpeg





images/00001.jpg
2 P =






images/00004.jpg
THE
SABRINA BLAUM

B -





images/00006.jpg
® Qﬁu
© o 0o o






images/00005.jpg
sabrma'b\





images/00007.jpg





