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  Co-Parenting
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I rang the bell and shifted Jonathan’s bag on my shoulder. Susie stood beside me, chewing the edge of her sleeve, already half leaning toward the door. 
It opened a few seconds later.
Quinn.
She blinked like she hadn’t expected me to be on time.
“She ran to the store,” she said. “She’ll be right back.”
I nodded. “Great.”
She didn’t move.
“Should we leave the kids on the porch all night, or... you want to let them in?”
Susie pushed past before Quinn could answer. “Hey, Quinn.”
Jonathan followed, quiet.
I brought up the rear. The house barely looked like the same one my ex-wife and I bought ten years ago. Same hardwood floor under my boots, but now there was a bright rainbow runner down the hall, and a slightly too-perfect arrangement of shoes and jackets by the door.
Quinn walked ahead to the kitchen. I watched her go.
“She said ten minutes,” she added, not looking back.
“I’ll wait.”
I dropped the bags at the edge of the hallway and leaned against the counter.
“Shouldn’t you tell them to get ready for bed?”
“They know what to do.”
“They’re kids, Quinn. They need direction.”
She turned. Arms crossed. “We have a system here.”
“I’ll bet you do.”
The silence snapped tight. She opened the fridge, stared inside like she was hoping to find the last word behind the condiments, before slamming the door too hard and turning to glare at me.
“Thanks for bringing the kids, Jake. You can go now.”
“No thanks, Quinn. I think I’ll stay until my ex-wife gets here, since she’s the person I share custody with.”
She smiled, dangerous and a little dark. “Suit yourself.” She turned, pressing a glass against the icemaker, then filling it with cold water and holding it out to me. “Water?”
I took it, and our fingers touched. She didn’t let go, and when I met her eyes, she winked.
“Thanks,” I said.
She nodded once, clipped.
I drank, slow. Let her watch me. “You really don’t help the kids with their bedtime routine?”
She shrugged. “Dawn does, but I feel like they’re old enough to handle it themselves.”
“They’re still young, Quinn. Six and ten is not old enough to not need direction.”
“You know a lot for a guy who’s only around on the weekends.”
“I used to be here every night, if you recall.”
“Well… times change, don’t they?”
“Unfortunately, they do.”
That earned half a smile. “You have a retort for everything, don’t you?”
“I’ve always been complimented on my sharp tongue. Well-practiced.”
“Really? Who told you that?”
“Dawn certainly did enjoy my tongue.”
“Right up until she replaced it with mine, I guess.” Her eyes were dark, piercing as she hurled the dagger across the counter at me.
I swallowed and set the glass down. “Touche, Quinn. Point to you.”
She crossed her arms. “You done?”
“Just getting started.” I didn’t smile this time. “You always this uptight, or just around people who remember what came before?”
Quinn’s jaw tightened. “You’re predictable.”
“I prefer the word dependable.”
We stood there, not talking, until Susie’s voice echoed from down the hall.
“Quinn? Daddy?” she called. “Can someone help with my braid?”
Quinn didn’t move.
I turned and walked down the hall to my daughter.
I sat cross-legged on Susie’s bed and she handed me her hairbrush and settled in front of me, her braid already unraveling at the end. I untangled her hair with my fingers, then began pulling the brush through from top to bottom. She squirmed every time I tugged too hard.
“Daddy, gentler,” she whined.
“I’m being gentle, little miss drama queen.”
She huffed.
I was halfway through smoothing the top when I heard the front door open, followed by grocery bags hitting the counter.
Keys in the bowl. A pause. Footsteps.
Dawn appeared in the doorway a few seconds later.
Hair twisted up in a loose bun. Tank top clinging low on her shoulder, a bra strap peeking out. Yoga pants like second skin. Tanned from the start of spring. Barefoot, like always. She looked good. Too damn good.
“Sorry,” she said, brushing hair out of her face. “Lines were insane.”
I kept brushing. “You’re fine.”
“I can take over. You probably need to go.”
I gave her a look over Susie’s head. “I’m good.”
She nodded once and crossed into the room, stepping around a pile of stuffed animals on the floor.
“You braid it, Mommy. Daddy pulls too tight.”
I rolled my eyes in mock exasperation and handed Dawn the brush. She sat beside me and pulled Susie her direction, expertly braiding her hair in no time. She held out her hand and I handed her the elastic when she finished.
Susie grinned over her shoulder at both of us. “Teamwork.”
“Darn right,” I said, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “Now teeth.”
She darted off.
Dawn watched her go, then looked at me. “Thanks.”
I shrugged. “Missed this part.”
Her expression shifted just a little.
We followed Susie down the hall. Dawn didn’t say anything else, but her shoulder touched mine as we walked. Susie brushed her teeth with a little too much foam and a lot of flair. Dawn wiped her chin, handed her the cup to rinse, then sent her down the hall with a kiss on the head.
Jonathan was in his room, in bed, reading. I knocked once and stepped in.
“Lights out time, buddy,” I said.
He gave a small nod. Dawn followed me in, tugged the blanket up over his legs, and kissed his forehead. I rested a hand on his shoulder and gave it a squeeze before we stepped out.
Susie was already curled up when we reached her room. Dawn adjusted her pillow. I tucked the blanket tight around her sides.
“Night, monkey,” I said.
She grinned. “Night, Daddy.”
We both kissed her and pulled her door shut behind us.
Then we were alone.
She was close enough I could smell coconut in her hair.
Close enough to touch.
I didn’t.
Her arms were folded, and she looked down the hallway instead of at me. I did the same.
It felt like we were both waiting for the other to say something neither of us should say.
Then came the pop.
Sharp, from the kitchen. Followed by Quinn’s voice: “Come on, you two.”
Dawn looked at me, eyebrows lifted. I gave her a half shrug.
We walked back out together.
Quinn was at the counter, a bottle of champagne already open, foam trailing down the side. Three glasses lined up. She filled the last one and raised it.
Dawn blinked. “What is this?”
Quinn grinned. “A toast. Grab a glass.”
Dawn hesitated, then took the glass she offered.
I reached for the third without asking.
Quinn raised her glass a little higher. 
“To co-parenting,” she said, eyes on me. “And sharp tongues.”
I took a long sip and didn’t answer.






  
  Want Never Left
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Dawn took a small sip, her eyes still on Quinn, waiting for an explanation. 
Quinn drank deeper. She set her glass down with a soft clink, then stepped in front of Dawn. She cupped her jaw with one hand. No warning. No ask. Just leaned in and kissed her. Hard.
Dawn stiffened, one hand half-rising like she might pull away, but she didn’t.
The kiss deepened. Quinn pulled her in tighter, fingers sliding up into the bun at the back of her head. Dawn’s other hand found Quinn’s hip.
I stood still. Glass in hand. Watching.
The sounds were soft. Breath and pressure. Skin shifting against skin. I felt it low in my gut, heat blooming fast and wrong. I shouldn’t be hard for this.
Quinn broke the kiss and trailed her mouth along Dawn’s cheek, down her neck, just beneath the curve of her jaw. Her mouth opened against Dawn’s shoulder.
Then she looked at me.
Not shy. Not asking.
Her eyes locked on mine as she brushed her lips over the strap of Dawn’s tank top. Then she raised her hand and curled two fingers inward.
Come here.
She didn’t speak. Just held my gaze as she rose back up and kissed Dawn again, slower this time. Controlled.
I finished my champagne in a single swallow.
Then I stepped forward and reached for the glass in Dawn’s hand.
She let me take it. Her fingers relaxed without breaking the kiss. I set it down on the counter beside mine, then leaned in and kissed her shoulder.
She startled, just a breath, just a twitch under my mouth, but Quinn didn’t stop kissing her. Neither did I. I pressed closer, the front of me flush against her back, letting her feel exactly what she was doing to me.
Her free hand reached behind, fingers brushing my thigh, then gripping my arm hard enough to hold me there. She moaned softly into Quinn’s mouth.
I slid one hand around her waist, flattening my palm against her stomach. The other hovered, unsure, before I touched the bare skin just above the waistband of Quinn’s jeans.
Quinn didn’t react. Just kept kissing Dawn, deeper now, slower.
Then, without pulling back, she reached down and moved my hand to Dawn’s breast.
I hesitated.
She pressed my hand in.
I felt the swell of Dawn’s breast through the thin fabric of her tank. My fingers curved gently around her, thumb grazing higher.
She gasped against Quinn’s lips, into the space between them.
I felt her nipple harden under my hand.
Quinn didn’t stop.
And neither did I.
Quinn dipped her head and pressed her mouth to Dawn’s breast over her tank top and bra. Dawn arched slightly into the touch, then turned her head.
Her mouth found mine. Months of tension pulled tight in that kiss, everything we hadn’t said crashing into the heat of it. Everything in me lit up.
Quinn leaned in close and whispered, low and rough, against Dawn’s neck.
Then, a door opened down the hallway. A creak. A small click.
We pulled apart fast. Dawn flushed. Quinn straightened. I stepped back, adjusting the front of my jeans. No one spoke.
I turned and walked to the hall.
Jonathan was just outside the bathroom, blinking, hair flat on one side.
“You okay, buddy?”
He nodded. “Had to pee.”
“Alright. Back to bed.”
I waited while he went. Gave him a quick pat on the shoulder and pulled the blanket back up once he’d climbed in. He didn’t ask questions. Didn’t even look curious. Just tired.
When I got back to the kitchen, I expected tension. I expected Dawn to be flustered, Quinn to be cold, the moment gone.
Instead, there were three fresh glasses of champagne on the counter.
Dawn handed me one.
“You should stay,” she said quietly. “But you need to be gone before the kids wake up.”
I looked at her. Then at Quinn.
Quinn didn’t smirk or look smug. Her fingers curled around the glass, eyes never leaving mine.
“You sure this is a good idea?” I asked.
Dawn nodded once.
We drank the champagne quickly. My eyes strayed from the woman I'd married to the woman she left me for... both beautiful in their own way. Quinn was more muscular than Dawn, a hair taller, and her features were sharper, her hair darker. I'd never thought of Quinn as someone I was attracted to at all, and now I was being invited into her bedroom.
My former bedroom. It was surreal.
I set my glass down only a moment before the women set theirs down. Quinn reached for Dawn's hand and pulled her toward the living room. Dawn looked back at me.
“You coming, Jake?”
I didn’t answer. Just followed.
The master bedroom still sat off the far corner of the house, just beyond the couch and the old woven rug. The layout hadn’t changed, but the bedspread was dark red now, heavy-looking, the color of cabernet. Twinkle lights were strung around the headboard, throwing soft, gold light across the walls. The room felt different.
Quinn and Dawn kissed again, this time with no restraint.
There was no performance in it. No show. They wanted each other. I saw it in the way Dawn reached for her hips, how Quinn angled her head and backed her toward the bed.
Quinn pulled Dawn’s tank top over her head and dropped it. Her hands went to the clasp of her lace bra and unhooked it, sliding it off her arms and dropping it to the floor.
Dawn’s breasts were full, flushed, and heavy. Her nipples were already tight, and I couldn’t stop staring. I hadn’t expected to see her like this again. Not ever.
She turned to me. Her eyes didn’t waver. She reached up and
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