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CASSIDY







“I’m so excited for you!” On my tablet screen, Cadence tempers her exuberance, waving both hands in front of her face, and clapping silently.

My cousin is in her woodworking barn and I’m sitting at my kitchen counter.

I swing my feet between the bar stool rungs, exuberance warms my chest. I feel like a Care Bear with my belly badge radiating out, spreading love and sunshine.

“I can see it in your eyes. You have a million ideas already,” I say to her.

“Of course, I do.”

“And the build-out won’t be too much?”

“You know who you are speaking to, right?” My cousin crosses her arms over her coveralls, her comment dripping with sarcasm. “Do you want a count of how many historical renovations I’ve done?”

“But do you want to be the lead contractor for this one?” I’m in planning mode and Cadence has a lot on her plate.

I loved the support both Isaiah and my family gave me when I published the cookbook. The investment more than paid for itself and I’m proud of my accomplishment. However, when I looked back and analyzed why I dragged my feet about writing it, the main reason was I wanted more. I just didn’t know at the time what more was. Or how to use the experience I had to get there once I finally figured it out.

Since the concert tour and book tour ended, I also realized I miss cooking for people. Not every day. I do cook for my husband and me. It’s dabbling in the kitchen with an end result in mind that feeds my passion. I need some place I can go to use as a test kitchen the way I used the guests at Kingsbrier’s bed-and-breakfast.

So, I put in an offer to buy an empty building downtown across from Preston Hardware.

The first official Benita’s Kitchen location will be a cross between bakery and savory shop for take away hors d’oeuvres, some of which are available seasonally on the winery’s banquet hall menu. I have plans to expand to grab-and-go meals, but baby steps are important.

I spent the first three months of my marriage enjoying Isaiah’s undivided attention, which also meant I wasn’t always able to focus on the second volume of the cookbook. Instead of including a little bit of this and a little bit of that, this draft centers on baking and desserts.

“I’d tell you if I wasn’t able to fit it on my calendar. The space is perfect. An absolute blank canvas for us to work our magic on because I know you have ideas I’ll need to incorporate. Besides, if the seller accepts your bid, Uncle Colton won’t back burner anything you need. Look at how fast Cavanaugh Construction got your house built. You’ll be in business before you know it, Cass.”

“It does help when you have a father in the construction business,” I sigh.

“If you’d asked me years ago about keeping it in the family, I’d probably have a different viewpoint and want to reject my mother’s involvement. But I can’t deny that preferential treatment got me where I am.”

“Even if you aren’t glamorous, like Aunt Colette.”

“Says who? Do you see the paint spatter in my hair?” She points to her ponytail. “It’s all the rage. And these coveralls?” She steps away from the camera, posing.

“Those are sexy,” I tease.

“They are! They leave everything to the imagination.” Cadence groans “everything”, drawing out the word. Then she bends forward, cackling while I laugh. “Seriously, though, let me know as soon as you hear if you get the space downtown. I can’t wait to see the inside and the bones of the building.”

“I will. I’ll bring the keys into Preston Hardware and make you a copy.” My watch dings with an alert that the front gate is open. “I have to go. If I don’t see you, have a great weekend!”

“Talk soon!” My cousin flips her protective eyewear down and waves.

I slide off the barstool and trek through the front living room that’s attached to the kitchen, toward the main entry. The sheer size of our new house felt overwhelming until we made it a home. Outside on the covered porch, I use a column to spy on what’s going on in the side yard.

Isaiah is crouching in front of Aria. They’re having a serious discussion about a dandelion.

My dad, who’s never met a tractor he didn’t like, is teaching Isaiah the finer points of lawn maintenance and weed control. Obviously, Isaiah is still getting the knack of it.

Aria is two now. She’s part of our lives both infrequently and all at once. Which is to say, Isaiah and I are ready at a moment’s notice to swoop in whenever Dillon needs help.

Dillon wants Aria to feel close to Kylie, but after the first six months of living in California, he decided LA—and the reporter’s constant interruptions—weren’t his style. So, Dillon packed their things and shuttered the house in Malibu.

Knowing Isaiah was the friend who knew Kylie the best, they settled in a cute suburb on the other side of Houston. The proximity allows for frequent visits and plenty of independence for Dillon to raise his daughter his way.

As Kylie’s beneficiary, Isaiah still controls the bulk of Aria’s trust. Money has never been a subject of contention between Isaiah and Dillon, nor has the ease of understanding that neither of them wants her life turned into a sideshow.

I think the months Dillon watched us raise Aria made him aware that, had he not stepped forward, she would’ve grown up here at Kingsbrier with as close to a normal childhood as we could provide. Simply put, both men want what’s best for this little girl, and they’re willing to work together for her sake.

We’re taking care of Aria overnight because Dillon has begun seeing someone. A serious relationship for him is a step in the right direction, though he’s not ready to introduce the woman he’s dating to his daughter.

Isaiah thumbs his chin, searching Aria’s features. She looks more like Kylie each time we see her. A smile plays on his face while the little girl finishes whatever she’s saying to him.

I like the attention my husband gives her. That he makes her feel valued and important. That he hasn’t stopped trying to be the best man he can be where she’s concerned.

They hold the puffy white weed and blow at the same time. The seeds scatter in the air.

I step onto the grass as Monty glides the car down the driveway.

“Cazde, wook!” Aria calls to me. “You see!”

“I did.” I clap for her. “It’s so pretty.”

I wish Rhi were here to snap a picture.

Monty parks the car near the garage of the matching gate house. Two doors open and shut. Monty’s footsteps recede, making himself scarce. He’s off to enjoy a few hours of peace in the space he lives in on our property.

Monty is currently Isaiah’s only security guy. From what I gather, their friendship is closer to what it was before I entered the picture. They work out together and Monty goes to guys’ night at the Grille with the men in my family. Sometimes without Isaiah when my husband would rather say home.

Aria bends to grab another dandelion. She spins, running on chubby toddler legs, holding it as if it is as precious a gift as she is. Her arms wide, she lunges at Ezra, who has kneeled in the grass, so she can show him what she found. By the time she’s reached Isaiah’s younger brother, the dandelion has lost almost all of its seeds and the stem gets squashed between them.

Not that it really matters. Aria’s been asking for him since she arrived.

Ezra catches Aria with an exaggerated oomph, collapsing on his back like she’s tackled him. It’s a rough and tumble game they’ve played, ever since she saw him tossing a football around with my nephew, Wilder.

As they roll on the ground, Ezra tosses and tickles Aria. Their hair and clothes get covered in last week’s yellowed grass clippings, but I don’t mind. The weather this afternoon is perfect… And I’m on cloud nine about becoming a business owner and that they are both here with us. It makes our big house not seem as empty.

Rather than going to his father’s, Ezra came to visit a few months ago for his winter break. At the end of his vacation, he told Isaiah he didn’t want to go back to their mom’s, and Ezra asked if he could stay. The discussion on Isaiah’s and my part seemed more in depth than what it took for their mother to concede.

In the end, Isaiah and I looked at each other and shrugged. Having a kid around wasn’t anything new to us. We were glad to provide a little stability to Ezra’s life.

“I guess we’re getting a crash course in parenting a teenager,” Isaiah said when he enrolled his half-brother in school.

Ezra gets up, brushes off, and slings his backpack over his shoulder.

I go to ruffle his brown hair and ask, “How was your Friday? Any homework?”

He ducks away from my hand. “Nah. I did it in class, so I didn’t have to do it over the weekend.” Except, he leans in for a side hug and I know what he’s about to say, “Can you pack me more mini banana muffins on Monday?”

“I have some left over in the pantry if you want them now.”

“Yeah. Now is good. Cuz after my friends saw them in my lunch again, I got none. You should like, sell them or something. You could become more famous than that guy over there.” He tosses a thumb at his brother.

My lip quirks. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. I’ll keep it in mind.”

“Hey Aria, want a snack? Cassidy baked banana muffins.” He extends a hand to her.

“I coming!” She abandons Isaiah for a second time.

Isaiah makes a smarmy face, but his brown eyes are alight with joy. He loves how accepting Ezra is of younger kids and how easily he adopts a brotherly role.

I’m sure we’ll get a dose of angsty teen when the newness of living here wears off, but I’m grateful we’re giving Ezra what he needs; a stable environment and a home filled with love. It was what we wanted to provide to Aria.

I think what makes our situation work so well is that Isaiah couldn’t be prouder of who Ezra is. He wants to see the dream his sibling has for himself come to fruition. If Ezra doesn’t choose to stay with us through high school, I hope he comes back to visit often.

The pair go inside and the front door snicks closed. Isaiah approaches me, dusting his jeans, while we watch them through the big front windows walking toward the kitchen.

“He’s so good with her. It makes me excited to see what will happen this fall.”

“When we bring Aria and Dillon to the high school to see one of Ezra’s football games?” I ask coyly.

Isaiah’s brother hasn’t made it a secret that he wants to try out to play for the team Uncle Drew coaches.

“There’s that, but—”

“Oh, you mean when we cut the ribbon for Benita’s Kitchen!” I smirk.

“Cass.” My husband reaches out, caressing my round belly.

The baby reacts, rolling a limb along the top of my bump. Our eyes meet and we grin like fools.

If this pregnancy wasn’t a Christmas wish come true, I’m definitely having a honeymoon baby.

What makes it even more special? It’s a little girl.

Just what her daddy wanted.

“Hello, …Cora?” Isaiah says to the baby, arching his brow.

“Nah.” I shake my head.

We’ve been through all the books and keep trying names on for size. After caring for an infant, then a teen, and essentially doing this parenting thing backwards compared to everyone else we know…

“Who would have thought the hardest part was coming up with what to call you, little person?” I ask my stomach.

“Me. I did. I still do. Why do you think I left it to Monty last time?” he pauses, suggesting, “What about Merritt?”

We haven’t crossed that name off the list on the refrigerator door.

“Merritt has merit. I still like it for a boy better. Merritt Rumor. The irony will drive the press crazy. Maybe next time?” I shrug.

“We’ve got to get this settled soon, chou.” Isaiah frowns, pulling his cell out of his back pocket.

“Why?” I laugh at his frustration, placing a palm on his forearm to temper his disappointment as he scrolls his camera feed. “She won’t be born for months.”

“I’m tired of talking to her by calling, ‘hey you, baby’ to get her attention.”

Awe. Isaiah talks to my belly a lot. It’s one of his favorite pastimes in between writing songs for his next album.

“Ha!” He finds what he’s searching for on his phone and holds up his screen.

I’m about four years-old in the picture, sitting at a pink table covered in plastic food, having a tea party. Lopsided bows tie up my blonde pigtails and the strap of my pinafore has slipped off my shoulder. In my lap is the doll I carried everywhere. Dirt and grape stains cover her dress from my free-range adventures at the winery.

Cherished, childhood memories return in an instant, flooding my heart. I loved that doll. I keep her in the closet in my room at my parents’ house.

“Where did you get this picture from?”

“Same place I snagged this one you have on your phone.” He flicks a finger to show me the picture of Gatlin wearing the oversized headphones, the too-small Longhorns jersey, and the pineapple boxer briefs. “Your cousins were texting them rapid fire to one another and each other’s spouses while we were setting up for dinner. I thought saving this one was good in case I needed to blackmail Gatlin someday.”

“I didn’t know you were in that group chat.” Getting ready for the wedding kept me preoccupied.

“I was. What’s the doll’s name?”

“Imogen.”

“Imogen is really beautiful.”

I gasp when the baby stretches, pushing up into my ribcage. She settles low, and intuition makes me feel like she’s content and falling asleep.

Isaiah widens his stance, grabbing me under my knees and sweeping me off my feet.

“Ooh!” I yelp at his swift, smooth, and unexpected movement.

At first, I thought my husband went overboard, reacting to my morning sickness and to every ache and pain I have. But given his experience, I quickly came to realize his reactions are understandable. They remind me how invested he is in our marriage. How important becoming a family man is to him. And how much he truly loves and wants the best for me.

Not to mention his attentiveness in bed is stellar. The pregnancy sex is steamier than anything I’ve read in a romance novel.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes.” I nod, rubbing my baby bump. “I think she likes it.” I lift my other hand to Isaiah’s cheek, smoothing it over his stubble.

“Imogen Roomer. I love it.” He leans his forehead to rest against mine.

I tilt my chin up, pressing my lips to his. “Just one problem,” I say, winking one eye closed. “We still have to choose a middle name.”
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