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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Aidan Graywolf stared at his phone. His fingers gripped his whisky glass the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        AIDAN MARCELLUS GRAYWOLF. I know you didn’t send ME that message. I’m not an interfering wolf mother. Be glad you’re not here or I’d take a switch to your behind for real. We will discuss your manners when you come home. I’m not happy right now.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Shit.”

      A hand touched his arm. “What’s up, AG?”

      He slid his phone to his brother Jason and raised his glass of scotch. He drained the liquor then signaled the bartender. Seeing the look in Jason’s dark gray eyes, Aidan nodded.

      “Yeah, I’m a dead man.”

      “Why the hell did you send that text to mom?” Jason asked. “I know you’re not drunk because you can hold your alcohol better than anyone I know. Mom’s been on your ass but even you aren’t that careless.”

      “I didn’t. Not intentionally. Mom sent me a message while I was in the middle of venting to Nina and apparently I replied to both.”

      The bartender set the glass of Macallan on the counter. Aidan grabbed it and gulped half. Fortunately, the scotch went down smooth as silk, although it didn’t change the possible length of his life span. He put his glass down on the bar top. His hand scrubbed his face. “I’m seriously fucked, Jase.”

      “Yep, you are,” his brother agreed. “So glad not to be you. Did you apologize?”

      “Of course. Immediately after I got her text.” His phone buzzed and Aidan glanced at the screen. “What the fuck? Mom just blocked me. I don’t believe this. Come on Jase, you know I’ve done worse.”

      Jason peered first at the phone’s screen and then at his older brother’s stunned face. It took several glares to end his laughter. “I’m sorry AG, but this is some seriously funny shit. I mean, you’re the one she’s held up to me and Evan on the manners thing. So let me have a moment here.”

      Aidan’s screen lit up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nina Graywolf: Hey, got a text from mom. She’s on one. If I were you, big brother, I wouldn’t visit anytime soon. AG, this is going to take some serious groveling & Dad. [image: woman facepalming, medium-dark skin tone]What the hell were you thinking? Unless you can promise her a grandchild within two years. Not that mom’s going to let you ever forget this but you know a gran will move you back to the pedestal.

      

      

      

      

      

      Aidan moaned when his brother Evan’s emojis popped up. His fingers moved swiftly on the phone’s keyboard:

      
        
          
            
              
        Aidan: You enjoying this?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Evan: YES

      

      

      

      

      

      Aidan shook his head at the gif Evan sent and eyed the brother sitting next to him. “Thanks for the share, Jason. Now why don’t you go play somewhere else?”

      Jason laughed. “You’re welcome. I’ll give you a moment to wallow and then remember why you’re here. You better enjoy tonight. Seeing that you’re on mom’s bad side, it may be your last time.”

      Aidan sighed as his grinning brother strolled away. He looked around the sectioned off bar attached to Linc’s Place. Maybe he could make something good come from an otherwise painful night. He signaled the bartender who nodded and refilled his glass. This time Aidan sipped his drink.

      When he decided to meet up with his brother, he reasons not to complain. He wasn’t in Georgia, where Alice Graywolf was moving with the subtlety of a category five hurricane in her efforts to marry him off, which was the very reason he was in trouble.

      As the firstborn, he was his mother’s primary landfall for grandchildren. Until a month ago, he evaded whatever she threw at him—suitable women who happen to live within thirty miles of his Alpharetta home. Knowing his mother, she’d ran extensive background checks, including medical records. She was determined to get the first grandchild and wanted no impediments.

      After the last setup, he threatened to move to another country if his mom didn’t leave his private life alone. For the first time in her campaign, his mother had backed off. Now this.

      The vibration of his phone beneath his palm reminded him he needed to fix this mess. He swiped the surface and glanced at the time. Nine-thirty. Tapping the text icon, he saw his cousin Deacon’s message. Aidan sucked his teeth before he typed, et tu Brute?

      His mood upended, Aidan’s gaze swept the room for Jason. Superficial conversation and dinner were not where his head was at the moment. All he needed was a failure to perform to cap the evening off. His fingers held his glass and a dry chuckle escaped his throat. When irony decides to bite, it does it with a vengeance.

      Aidan scanned the room once more then shook his head. He was sleeping alone tonight, and it wasn’t because he was on his mom’s shit list. Most of the women were all too familiar and all too predictable. They were at the top of their career game, ruthless, and utterly boring. Not one of them held his interest long enough to be invited to share his bed for the evening.

      He raised his glass to finish his drink. The smooth liquid, however, trickled down his throat swallowed but not tasted when his body shivered, the hairs on his neck tingling. Aidan recognized the sensation, and searched for its source. It had been a long time since he’d felt it—the physical foreshadowing that only showed up when he was on the prowl.

      Whoever she was, the woman had to be exceptional to trigger his reaction. He placed his glass on the bar’s countertop and turned his full attention to the club. His nose rose slightly in a wolf-like manner and he inhaled deeply. Her scent was distinctively subtle yet powerful enough to capture his attention. When she entered the room, he slid off the bar stool.

      The pull was visceral and immediate. He needed to discover who she was and begin the hunt to get her into his bed for the night. As he studied her, the part of his brain still held by reason realized she was nervous. She didn’t belong in the club. It wasn’t her attire since the elegant Armani black-and-white sheath dress she wore marked her as either lawyer or lobbyist, and in DC you’re usually one or the other—or both.

      Even though her clothing said she belonged, the stiffness in her posture and the expensive tote bag she held tightly against her breast were all signs. Her gaze darted about the room with the nervous energy of Doppler waves. Finally, the tightness in her limbs uncoiled. He followed her movement through the crowd toward a woman sitting at the end of the bar. The sway of her hips reminded him of a belly dancer he’d seen perform in Marrakech. This woman’s walk possessed the same grace, yet, unlike the dancer, his Armani-wearing woman was totally unaware of the sensuality trailing in her wake.

      Mine.

      He didn’t bother to question the claim. Whoever she was, he planned to make her his for the next twenty-four hours.

      His belly dancer hesitated, glancing in his direction as if she overheard the silent declaration. Their eyes locked and seconds whipped by, frozen time for both hunter and the hunted. The room’s overhead lighting cast a seductive silhouette around her head. Aidan watched her lips part and her tongue snaked  across her bottom one. The gesture snatched the air straight from his lungs and chilled the blood flowing through his veins. He’d seen his share of beautiful women; hell he even dated one. Yet this woman made him rethink his standards.

      Aidan closed his eyes and inhaled. The intensity of the sensual pull was unexpected and unnerving, since it was laced with a desire to discover more about the woman than just the sexual release her body might offer. As the desire took root, he inclined his head. Her chin lowered as if she were going to acknowledge him, then she slowly shook her head.

      His gaze raked her silk-wrapped curves one more time as she hurried to join a woman at the end of the bar. Taking a sip of his drink, he pondered the effect she’d had on him. He couldn’t remember the last time desire hit him this hard.

      No matter, he didn’t need an explanation, just the woman in his bed tonight. No sooner had he mentally voiced the thought then another swept in and Aidan shuddered. It was the soft voice of his Choctaw great-grandmother whispering,

      She’s the one.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Is that your last condom?”

      Aidan chuckled as Marisa Price’s question hovered in the air while she leaned on her elbow and watched him reach for the packets on the nightstand. Her breath hitched when he held up the packets.

      “No, I have a few more.”

      “Good, although you won’t need one at the moment.”

      “Why not?” He questioned.

      “Because,” her smile mischievous, “I have other plans before it’s required.”

      He’d discovered quickly in the bedroom his prim Shakespeare professor was full of surprises. Despite her sensuous curves, silken brown skin, and full sexy mouth, She was a novice when it came to lovemaking. What also surprised him was the level of non-sexual intimacy that quickly grew between them.

      Breakfast that morning was the first time he had no desire to kiss and leave. He and Marisa had talked, pretty much about everything. Their careers and their love of Shakespeare, especially the idea that the writer may have had a Black mistress.

      What they didn’t talk about was Marisa’s past. Aidan realized she knew more about his life than he knew about hers. He glanced at her and decided to remedy that omission once he satisfied the ache in his groin.

      A soft slurp drew his eyes to her face as her tongue did a slow drag across her luscious bottom lip. “Hungry much?”

      “Perhaps,” she said with a wicked grin. “Open up, Mr. Graywolf.”

      He obeyed, his eyes following her sensual movement as she crawled up between his thighs. Her hair fell in wild tangles about her shoulders. Several strands brushed his erection and electricity jolted through him. She continued to crawl until the junction between his thighs halted her progress. She looked up at him, her pupils dilated and bright with desire. “I believe I’m going to enjoy this.”

      He knew what was coming yet when the tip of her tongue swiped the head of his dick, he nearly came off the bed. Damn!

      Her tongue was warm, slightly wet, and rough. If she licked him again, he wasn’t certain he’d survive. The tenderness in her touch was throwing a torch onto dry wood. As if she’d read his mind, Marisa did a slow lick along the length of his penis. His skin burned beneath the rough surface of her tongue as it glided downward until it reached his balls. She gently sucked one into her mouth, the tip of her tongue flicking the sensitive flesh. His hips jerked and a soft growl ruffled the air.

      She took her time teasing him, alternating between a slow drag and a delicate glide. She released his ball and sucked the other one into her mouth. Soft kisses and feathery licks replaced the suckling and a shiver went through him. Her lips parted and her tongue snaked across his scrotum before she licked from the base of his penis to its head. The tip of her tongue flicked across the top, capturing his precum.

      Her gaze met his, a shy smile on her face. “Until last night, I had no idea a penis could taste so good.”

      Marisa’s mouth moved slowly down until he felt the slight tightening of her throat. She adjusted the position of her head to accommodate him and then gave him an unimaginable experience.

      He’d been sucked before, in fact it was one of his favorite ways to orgasm but nothing compared to the dance Marisa performed with her lips, tongue, and teeth. Her mouth moved in ways he hadn’t thought possible, loving his sensitive skin to the point of blissful pain. His dick had never been so responsive to a woman’s mouth. Not even Elinor’s, and she was definitely skilled.

      His self-control was near extinction and he wanted to release inside Marisa. His fingers gently gripped her shoulders and pulled her mouth from his erection. “I need to be inside you, Risa. Let’s get you protected.”

      

      Marisa reluctantly released Aidan’s penis with a quick curl and drag of her tongue. She inched her way up his body. She loved the skin-to-skin contact, the way his body had written itself on her synapses and her subconscious. If she had to put the vision into words, she’d describe him as the perfect union of Idris and Chris H. Idris’ waist, hips, and thighs, and Chris’ chest, abs, and arms.

      That was where the comparison ended. In all else, Aidan was original. His soft reddish-brown color, black shoulder length hair, and startling dark gray eyes had been an added sucker punch to the intelligence and sexy humor that got her into his bed in the first place.

      She gazed at him and his hands enclosed her head, drawing her mouth closer to his. Air stuck in her throat at the possibility of another scorching hot, five fire emojis hot, kiss. Who would have thought a kiss could bring her to the brink of an orgasm? In fact, Aidan’s mouth had taught her what boneless felt like and what kissed senseless meant.

      His mouth brushed hers and she felt something different in his touch. His tongue moved inside her mouth as if holding an intimate conversation with her body, an invitation to join him wherever he intended to go. For a brief second, she started to pull away, sensing whatever inspired the kiss might be a feeling she wasn’t certain she was ready for or willing to take. Instinctively, she felt the need to protect herself.

      His hands released her, his mouth enough to hold her prisoner, and moved to her breasts. Both nipples were hard knots of exquisite pain by the time his hands abandoned them to trail along her sides. She trembled when long fingers caressed the insides of her thighs, the tips brushing against her curls. Her hips performed their own dance, arching to meet his touch.

      “Will you let me have this moment, Risa? I have to be inside you, feel your pussy on my dick.”

      She nodded and lifted her hips. Aidan’s strong fingers guided her onto his hardness. She squeezed her muscles as she took more and more of him. His voice husky, he whispered, “Yes, baby.”

      Her eyes stared at his face. His lips were clenched, his eyelids shuttered. She knew he was fighting for control. Not tonight, Mr. Shining Star.

      Her movements were languid, teasing rises and falls. With each upward stroke, she tensed, letting her inner muscles do all the work. On the downward stroke, she opened to his dick like one of her favorite flowers, the California poppy. Her rhythm echoed a time-lapsed capture of the poppy, slowly unfolding to absorb the heated friction then just as slowly enclosing the sensations in cellular memory.

      Aidan’s fingers gripped her flesh and took control of their passion. As he moved in and out of her, Marisa lowered her head to capture his mouth. Their tongues twisted, dipped, and danced in sync with his thrusts. All thoughts of flowers left her mind when he maneuvered her onto her back.

      She screamed his name when he thrust into her, the feel of him against her inner flesh an electric shock that nearly snatched all air from her lungs. His hips mimicked her earlier dance, finding the sensitive spots that threatened to coalesce into a cyclonic super cell. With each deep stroke, he pushed her further toward losing herself in him.

      Her hips gyrated, trying to halt the free fall. Aidan’s hand glided between their wet bodies. His thumb caressed her clit as a finger curled inside her, pushing against the special spot, his dick locking his finger in place. When her orgasm hit, Marisa felt as if she’d been sucked into a tornado. Pleasure buffeted her over-stimulated nerve endings.

      Her legs wrapped his hips, as an aftershock whipped through her and her inner muscles constricted. A hollow groan echoed in her ears seconds before a rush of heat exploded inside her. Aidan’s thrusts continued as his sacs emptied. He shifted his weight from her and their hearts began the return to regularity.

      His arm draped across her breasts and his mouth brushed her chin. “Stay another day, Risa.”

      She stared into a pair of seductive gray eyes. As much as she needed to end their 36 hours one-night stand, something deep inside her resisted.

      “Marisa?”

      “Yes, I’ll stay one more day,” she agreed even as her reason whispered, beware your heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Papers are due by 9 p.m. tomorrow. The drop box turns into a black hole at 9:01, sending your brilliance out into the multiverse, which means I can’t grade them. Get them in on time and you’ll enjoy your summer.”

      Marisa Price smiled at her students as they filed out of the classroom, several stopping to ask a quick question or to wish her a happy summer. When the room emptied, she turned to erase the whiteboard. In two days her year-long sabbatical officially begins.

      Shakespeare’s Blacke Lady was finished except for the final proofreading. The book was about to change everything people thought they knew about Shakespeare and “the black lady” of his sonnets. To think, the evidence scholars had been searching for had been tucked inside her maternal family’s Bible, locked in her great-grandmother’s old trunk, and sitting in Aunt Bette’s attic for years.

      Despite her academic training, Marisa knew not to trust her own expertise and had sought the advice of the foremost paleographic scholars on Elizabethan handwriting. Dr. Leslie Shelton was the last expert to verify the letters’ authenticity and help with the transcriptions. On August 12th the identity of Shakespeare’s black lady would no longer be a question mark. Nor the secret baby she and the “Bard” had.

      And she had done it all without Dr. Jerome Heller, PhD, the man she unwisely married, and wisely divorced.

      One of her undergraduate professors, Jerome cultivated her the way a gardener does a prize rose and for exactly one year of their three-year marriage, she’d felt like a prized summer rose. Then winter came.

      The solo conference trips, the belittling innuendos about her ability to survive academia without him, and the emotionless sex. The first time she challenged him, things changed and the abuse truly began. She accepted it all because she believed she loved him.

      Believed him until the day she came home and found him in bed with one of his students. The day he beat her and kicked her out of his house. It was also the day she reclaimed her life.

      Hindsight is sometimes a pair of blinders.

      She should have seen the dark side of the man coming. The attempts to woo her back and when that didn’t work the subtle efforts to sabotage her career. Even though they weren’t in the same department, he managed to make her tenure a battleground. She got her tenure only when she received an offer from another university.

      Their divorce was even uglier. She had file based on irreconcilable differences. He countersued, claiming adultery and emotional abuse on her part. He demanded that the bible and its contents be considered community property. Jerome only backed down when she threatened to bring evidence of his physical abuse into court. In the end, he got the house, she kept her family’s heritage.

      Marisa walked out the classroom and closed the door, smiling as she made her way to the parking lot. She and her daughter were going to have a fabulous year together before Mira started kindergarten.

      Mira Alice had been an unexpected blessing in her life once Marisa got over the initial shock of her pregnancy. Jerome had convinced her she was infertile. He’d refused to let her use any form of birth control. Her failure to get pregnant during marriage was also convincing.

      Lo and behold, thirty-six hours with Aidan Graywolf flushed that lie down the toilet.

      Guilt wiped the smile off her face. Mira was four years old and Aidan had no idea he fathered her. Marisa blew out air. She’d made the decision to withhold the information despite both her cousin Dani and best friend Portia’s protests. She wasn’t about to let another man dictate her life, or use her daughter to control her. When Mira was born, the last name on her birth certificate was Price and no father was listed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Marisa made sure the house’s alarm system was set before heading upstairs. As always, her first stop was her daughter’s room. She grinned and shook her head when she peeked in. Mira’s blanket was tangled around her legs, her body draped sideways on the bed. Whatever repairs she might make, Marisa knew the bedcovers would be on the floor or twisted around her daughter’s body by morning.

      “I love you Mira Alice,” she murmured, kissing a soft cheek.

      She silently left the room and entered her bedroom. Tired, she cut ten minutes off her nightly ritual and slipped into her favorite sleep shirt and shorts. Grabbing her tablet, she climbed into bed, propped three of her six pillows against the headboard, and leaned back.

      She checked her TBR but none of them called to her. Probably because Aidan’s face kept imposing itself on the book covers. As she typed his name, she was aware guilt prompted her search.

      “That’s all you got for me? A couple of sexy mugshots at a fundraising event and an updated corporate bio since the last time I checked?”

      She went to various social media. “For a player, Aidan, you keep a pretty low profile. Must be that gorgeous model draped on your arm in the fundraising photos. Even your brother Jason’s on social media.”

      Her gaze returned to the image of Aidan and the stunning woman. Was she the Elinor behind the text Marisa had read before she fled Aidan’s room? If so, there was no way she could compete. The woman was absolutely gorgeous.

      Marisa started to close her tablet and hesitated.

      “This is not smart, Risa,” she mumbled even as her fingers ignored her brain and tapped the Messages icon, then Aidan’s name. She hadn’t deleted any of his texts. Her breath caught in her chest as she re-read for the thousandth time his irreverent and erotic texts. With each one, she felt the familiar sensation ripple across her body. Desire. Pure unadulterated desire.

      She knew she’d spontaneously combust if the man of the hour strolled into her bedroom at that moment. Then she came to the one message that fired all her cylinders.

      
        
        I was looking forward to dining on the sweetest fruit on earth when I awakened. Take my time licking the delicate juices overflowing your tantalizing flesh before taking a bite. I guess I’ll just have to wait to harvest that sweetness again sometime in the future.

      

      

      The text came the week she suspected she was pregnant. She hadn’t replied, and hadn’t deleted the message either. Each time she re-read the text, another piece of her heart succumbed.

      Aidan’s lovemaking was hard-wired on her synapses. It was impossible to forget the feel and taste of him, the hard silk of his dick against the roof of her mouth once she became bold enough. He had taught her ways to pleasure a man she hadn’t imagined. He’d also shown her lovemaking and sex were two different experiences.

      Ten days after she received the text, a confirmed pregnancy verdict sent her world reeling. For a long weekend she debated whether to text him and tell him he was going to be a father. In the end, she decided not to.

      When Mira was born, she told Dani she was taking a vow of celibacy and focus on her daughter and her academic career. Her cousin had laughed and, for Christmas, gifted her with a sex toy she’d named Randolph. Randy was satisfactory, but no substitute for the man.

      Marisa groaned in frustration. Why was her brain suddenly locked on Aidan Graywolf? She hadn’t seen him in five years. It had been a booty call for both of them. So why couldn’t she let go of the memories? Of the way he made her feel, even when they weren’t making love? Of the man’s gentleness and attentiveness as he listened to her?

      She powered off her tablet, placed it on the nightstand, and turned off her lamp. She knew one answer to all her questions slept in the bedroom across the hall. Mira’s gray eyes and smile were all Aidan. Marisa sighed and snuggled beneath the covers. Sleep wasn’t going to come easily tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Marisa listened to the audio reading the proof pages while she scanned the transcribed letters for errors.

      
        
        [1603/4]My dearest Isabel,

        It would please me to find you are well & your heart is pained by our separation. I am made bereft by your absence. The theatre has command over much of my time, which eases my anguish. We had a good profit tonight, the actors are pleased with their wages. I would send you a portion of mine yet Black Bess is tied-tongue when I speak of you. As night settles, I think of you lying beside me. The smoothness of your dusky flesh. The sweetness of your cony on my rod. To know I left my seed deep in you…why did you not tell me you were with child, Isabel? Did you flee from me in fear I would not claim what was made in love? Why must I hear such news from Bess? I await your answer. Yours, Will.

        [1604] It has been six months since you fled London. Your absence feeds my anger and a new tragedy has been born, Othello. I think of your betrayal as I write his jealousy, & mine. I cannot believe you to be so cruel yet here I sit with nary a word. Not a word of the babe. Othello has cruelly murdered his fair Desdemona and I share his rage. Like my Othello, I am an old jealous ram. Write & assuage my misery if you have any pity for your Will.

      

      

      No matter how many times she read the letters they still left her awestruck to know the inspiration for Othello was more than an Italian novella. Shakespeare’s jealousy had fueled the tragedy and he blamed Isabel.

      “My dear Mr. Shakespeare, you have no right to be jealous since you cheated on your wife Anne.”

      Setting her highlighters on the desktop, she scooted her chair away from the desk. “Okay Marisa, you’re definitely getting loopy when you start fussing at a dead man.”

      She stood and stretched for a couple of seconds before her mind returned to the relationship between the mysterious Isabel and William Shakespeare. It was obviously a May/December affair but how old was Isabel, and what did she look like.

      Where did they meet? Was she multiracial or were both her parents African-born? Dusky was a generic word for Black people and its usage didn’t tell her whether Isabel was light or dark skinned. What was significant was Shakespeare’s insistence she reply since it meant the woman was educated.

      “Who are you Black lady of the sonnets? Where did you go when you left your lover? Isabel and Shakespeare, this is a serious plot bunny.”

      Frustrated by the lack of information beyond Isabel’s single letter, Marisa went to the window overlooking her small garden. She laughed as two hummingbirds darted in and out of clusters of honeysuckles draped over the redwood fence separating her house from her neighbor’s. When the pair flew away, she returned to her desk.

      “This book isn’t going to finish itself.”

      She sat down to read the transcription of the last two letters between Shakespeare and Isabel.

      
        
        [1605] Heartless Isabel. You have torn my heart asunder and for that I shall never forgive you. No villain I have ever writ can compare to you. Were your professions of love bootless lies? Did I give my heart to the devil? You admit the child is mine yet you wed another? Deny me my right to name what is mine? Curse you, may you be damned forever. Your enemy. Will.

        [1615] My dearest Will. Bess has brought word of your illness. My heart is grieved and I pray for your return to health. I would send a miniature of your daughter but I fear it would fall into the wrong hands. Your daughter has my blackness but she possesses your eyes and sweet smile. Each day I look upon her, I marvel at the precious gift you have given me and am reminded of our love, of you, sweet Will. You took my innocence and with it my heart. Know I would come to you were not my husband dying. A wasting disease has claimed nearly all his strength. He has perhaps a fortnight before death comes for him. He has been a good father to our daughter and she will inherit his worldly possessions, for my body refused to bear him a son.

        I would return your letters but they are all I have left of you, so I will keep them. I will remind you of the words you writ for me, dear Will;

        love is not love which alters when it alteration finds, or bends with the remover to remove. O no! it is an ever-fixed mark. Your Isabel.

      

      

      As she read the lines from one of her favorite sonnets, Marisa sighed. She sympathized with the poet and his Black mistress, although she had more empathy for Isabel’s plight. Hers was a story of anguish and heartbreak at the deepest human level. Isabel had fallen in love with a married man who fathered her child. She was more fortunate than most women of her age since her arranged marriage meant her daughter was not born illegitimate.

      Somewhere in the pit of Marisa’s stomach particles of guilt and anxiety took form. Were her actions worse than Isabel’s?

      Yep. At least Isabel sent word to Shakespeare that she was pregnant.

      What did Marisa Price do when she found out she was pregnant? Nothing. Not a single text or phone call to let Aidan know he was going to be a father.

      “Isabel’s diss has nothing on mine,” Marisa muttered, carefully returning the letters to their protective covers. “Lord help me if he ever finds out.”

      Her phone buzzed, startling her from her mood. She glanced at it and tapped the accept icon. “Portia girl, what’s up?”

      “Hey, Risa. Got a minute?”

      “Sure.”

      “I need to talk to you, attorney to client. I’m driving to Santa Cruz. Me and Dani will be there in half hour. What’s for lunch?”

      Marisa laughed. “Whatever you have to talk to me about can’t be serious if you’re asking about lunch. On today’s menu is chicken quiche, strawberries from my garden, and whatever you want to drink.”

      Dani’s voice came over the car’s phone system. “Yum. Is my girl there?”

      “Nope, you’ll have to make do with me, cousin. Naylor invited Mira over to hang.”

      “Your word or my niece?”

      “Bye.”

      Forty minutes later, Marisa heard Dani’s voice as she and Portia came through the backyard and into the house. “Where do you want to eat?”

      “Dining table,” Portia answered. “We’re going to need some space.”

      “Okay.” Marisa’s gaze nervously shifted between her two best friends. “Fix your plates. Water, lemonade or wine?”

      “Wine,” Dani announced. “I’m not driving, Portia is.”

      Once they were seated at the table, Marisa looked at Portia. “This is either an intervention or something seriously bad has happened. Spill.”

      Portia reached into her tote and lifted out a manila envelope. She placed it on the table and pushed it toward Marisa who reached for the envelope but didn’t open it. “What’s going on, Portia?”

      “You need to read what’s inside, Risa.”

      She slid the papers out and began reading. Her heart skipped a beat before it sped up. Marisa looked up at Portia, who nodded, and then returned her gaze to the document she was reading. She reached the signature line and her lips parted. “Petitioner, Aidan Marcellus Graywolf. What the hell is this?”

      “As mama would say, ‘baby girl, the baker’s come to claim his own’,” Dani dropped.

      Marisa glared at her.

      “He’s filed for joint custody.” Portia retrieved the papers. “He’s also requesting a paternity test. Once it’s legally determined Mira is his⁠—”

      “Of course, she’s his. He’s the only man I’ve had sex with in five years.”

      “Relax, Risa. It doesn’t take much to recognize Mira’s a Graywolf. Those eyes and that smile alone give her away.” Dani sipped from her wine glass. “You need to hear the rest.”

      Portia started talking again. “He’s also asking for physical and joint legal custody of Mira. A paternity test has been scheduled for Friday. Here’s the place you’ll need to take her. A court hearing has been set for August 12 here in Santa Cruz.”

      Marisa lurched from her chair. “There is no way I’m going to let Mira live that kind of existence. I’ve seen what it does to some of her classmates, especially when their parents don’t live in the same town. Aidan Marcellus Graywolf has no idea who he’s messing with.”

      “Did you read the part where Aidan filed for joint legal and full physical custody?” Dani pressed.

      “I got that, Danielle,” Marisa said through clenched teeth. “If he doesn’t piss me off, he gets shared legal and visitation rights.”

      “No need to shoot the parrot,” her cousin retorted.

      Portia looked at Marisa. “Sit down, Risa.” Once cooperated, Portia said, “It’s not that simple. He’s enrolled her tribally, which affects custodial agreements and how the courts decide these cases. Even in California.”

      Marisa stared at her friend and then her cousin. “Doesn’t he need my permission to enroll her?” Both women shook their heads. Marisa’s fingers gripped her glass. “You mean he can enroll her and there’s nothing I can do about it?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Are you kidding me? That man dropped his sperm and now he wants to be a father? We all know Aidan’s lifestyle doesn’t include a sick child, school meetings, and field trips. Hell, he doesn’t even know Mira. This is all ego.”

      She angrily shoved her chair away from the table and began pacing the dining room.

      “Whose fault is it he doesn’t know his own daughter?”

      Marisa halted at Dani’s words. “Excuse me? Whose freaking side are you on?”

      “Yours,” Dani said, raising her hands in mock surrender. “Always have been, always will be. You just need to admit you didn’t exactly play fair.”

      Marisa’s gaze swung to Portia. “Do you have any idea how Aidan found out about Mira?”

      Portia shook her head. “I can send a request to his lawyer. I’m aware this is a landmine Risa, but  you need to rein in your emotions. We’re not your enemy.”

      “You’re right, I shouldn’t take this out on you and Dani. I’m sorry.” Marisa sucked in a deep breath and her fingers pushed through her short curls. “His name isn’t on her birth certificate.”

      “Yeah, and he wants to change that.”

      Teary-eyed, Marisa looked at her cousin. “I can’t let him take her from me.”

      “You gotta trust Portia on this, Risa. She’s the best at getting our butts out of trouble. Well, most of the time. Remember the age of reason argument?”

      “Don’t remind me,” Marisa half groaned and half laughed. “Switch versus being grounded wasn’t the argument I expected her to make or Aunt Bette and Miss Morgan to buy. I’ll never forget the end result of that Portia logic for the rest of my life.”

      “Uh, hello. I’m sitting right here.”

      “Yeah, that wasn’t one of her finest moments, but she is one of the best family lawyers in the state.”

      Portia sucked her teeth. “I’m still sitting here, and thanks, Danielle.”

      Dani stuck her tongue out at her and stood. “As Mom would say, no use stirring a burnt pot of grits.”

      “I know you didn’t just drop another Aunt Bette-ism. I always hated whenever she’d dropped that one.”

      Portia laughed. “Hey, Ms. Bette had a point.”

      “Anyway,” Dani interrupted. “I say we have a girls night in Santa Cruz once my niece gets home. I vote pizza and ice cream. When Mira’s in bed, it’s a Chadwick night.”
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        * * *

      

      Marisa came down stairs and walked over to the popcorn machine. She popped a large batch and opened another bottle of wine. Ignoring the hurt circling her heart, she went to the refrigerator and pulled out a bowl of grapes and strawberries. Setting the snacks and the wine on a bamboo tray, she strolled into the living room.

      “That girl is a handful when you two show up together,” she said to the women sprawled across her sofa. “What’s the movie?”

      “Captain America, Civil War,” Dani announced. She was curled up at one end, a quilt draped over her legs. “Figured you needed a dose of laughter and some serious Avengers’ eye candy. Is Randy locked and loaded for later?”

      Portia took a sip of her wine before she lifted her gaze to Marisa. “As your best friend, you really need to find something made of real flesh. How long has it been?” She squinted then grinned. “Oh yeah, five years. That’s a severe drought in this state.”

      “Hey, I’m her bestie,” Dani pointed.

      “Nah, you’re her bestie cousin.”

      “Y’all need to quit, and Portia you’re just wrong on so many levels,” Marisa retorted. “Given the reason you two are sitting in my house, I’m better off with Randolph. Dani, start the movie.”

      
      “If one of you gift me one Chadwick, one Tom, and one Sebastian,” Marisa said, rising from her chair as the film credits began to scroll. “Randy would die from lack of use.”

      “Damn girl, all three?” Portia went to her and pulled Marisa against her. “We need to do this more often, and without a legal incentive. Are you good?”

      Marisa shrugged. Dani got up to join the group hug. “It’ll be all right, Risa. For what it’s worth, I’ve heard Aidan is  good people. You’ll need to find common ground.”

      Marisa hugged her back and then Portia. “Don’t worry about the dishes, I got it. What time do you two leave in the morning? Can you stay for breakfast with Mira? She’ll be disappointed if she doesn’t get her favorite Aunt’s pancakes.”

      “You got everything I need?” Dani asked.

      “Are you kidding? That child made sure I checked the cabinets. Twice. She’ll probably wake you at six-dark thirty, so get some sleep. Good night, you two. Love you both. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      “Me neither,” Portia quipped as she danced up the stairs behind Dani. “Good night, Risa, and don’t worry. We’ll figure this out.”

      Marisa strolled into the kitchen. It didn’t take long to load the dishwasher, although Aunt Bette’s censorious voice played in her head. Child, there’s no need for a machine to clean your dirty dishes
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