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    To Tim, who is my moon, stars and sun. Life has had it's ups and downs but I wouldn't change a thing. Well, not much, anyway.
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Yours is the light by which my spirit’s born: yours is the darkness of my soul’s return~ you are my sun, my moon, and all my stars. ~ E. E. Cummings
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To love and be loved is to feel the sun from both sides. ~ David Viscott
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Chapter One
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“It’s a boy!”

David Naughton heard the excitement in his sister’s voice, although she sounded tired. Of course she would be.  Her labor started sometime the previous day, and had lasted over twenty-four hours. “Congratulations, Sis! Is he okay? Ten fingers, ten toes?”

“All the requisite body parts accounted for, including a headful of light brown hair, which has Clint wondering where that came from since we’re both blond.”

He laughed and changed lanes on the highway to make his exit. “Tell that husband of yours the hair lightens up as the kid gets older, or so they say. Unless it’s not his, then tell him whatever you want to.”

“Shush. Where are you? I thought you’d be here by now.”

“Got a late start. I’m about thirty minutes out.”

“Which explains the ‘you sound like you’re in a well’ phone connection.”

“Yeah, I’m driving and using the hands-free. So how are you, Dana? Doing okay?”

“Exhausted, exhilarated...my emotions are running the gamut. I’m good.”

“Glad to hear it. And happy little Stevie is finally here.”

“We did not name him Stevie.”

Dave snorted. His sister had been ‘Daddy’s little girl’ for as long as he could remember, and it hadn’t improved with age. Their parents divorced when they were teenagers and while they both lived with their dad, Dave had tried to be there for their mom. Dana stayed firmly encamped in their father’s house with his new wife and kids. “Okay, so what is the baby’s name?”

His sister hesitated. “Sam.”

“Sam?” Dave repeated, knowing full well there was more.

“Samuel Steven.”

He laughed again, but didn’t give her too much static. “Nice. I’m going to let you go, traffic is getting hairy out here and I’ll be there in just a few.”

“Thanks, David. See you soon.”

He pushed the ‘end call’ button on his steering wheel and adjusted his sunglasses. Then he smiled. He’d had no doubt his sister’s first son would somehow be named Steve. Dana’s husband of two years was just as enamored of their father as she was. He even worked for the man at the Marshall Gazette, one of the newspapers Steve owned. It was no secret Steve was grooming Clint to take over running the paper one day.

Dave didn’t really mind. He could have had a position on the Gazette in an instant had he wanted it. Instead, he chose a different family paper in Wichita, so he’d be a couple hours away. Close enough to go home when he wanted, but not too close. 

The job had worked out for the first two years. The managing editor was cool, a friend of his father’s sure, but regardless, Tom Smith had been a good man to work for. Then the economy took a nose dive and his dad had to make some tough decisions. Smaller newspapers struggled with news available twenty-four/seven online. Steve hadn’t wanted to sell the Wichita paper, but another publisher made him an offer too hard to resist. He’d discussed it with Tom at great length, including Dave in some of the meetings. They all could see the sale was the best way to go, even if it meant Tom no longer had a job. Steve offered him a position at any of his remaining seven papers, but Tom declined, saying he and his wife were ready to move to a warmer climate in Florida.

Dave kept his position as a sports reporter, but the new managing editor was harder to work for. After nearly a year of the man’s petty micro-managing, Dave gave five minute’s notice, said ‘see you, screw you,’ and walked out. He knew at the time it wasn’t a smart move. He wasn’t too worried. Tom would provide him a good reference if he needed one. Deep down, he realized he’d probably never need one. He could work for his dad anytime he wanted. 

At the moment he was doing freelance reporting for an online sports magazine. When he got tired of that and decided he was ready to make a move and settle down somewhere new, he’d bring it up to his dad. After the initial explosion and his father had a chance to yell at him for a while, they’d discuss where he might like to work. 

He still wasn’t convinced that place was Marshall. He loved his father and stepmother, and enjoyed spending time with his younger brother and sister. But he also loved his privacy, and could never imagine moving in with them as Dana had done when she graduated from college.

He drove into Marshall and glanced around. The town never seemed to change much. It’d grown to about fifty-thousand people and acquired a few new restaurants and shops, but generally stayed the same. People called Kansas a ‘fly-over’ state but he’d never felt that way. Fresh out of college he’d had other job offers and knew, in theory, he could go wherever he liked. Part of him wanted to travel and go places he’d only read about. The bigger part remembered the trauma his family had been through when his parents split up and later when his stepbrother died. Something deep inside pulled at him, a desire to remain within a few hours’ driving distance of all of them. 

Dave drove straight to the town’s one hospital. He passed the emergency entrance and pulled around to the front parking lot. The old brick building held lots of memories for his family, the worst of which took place in the emergency and intensive care departments. Fortunately, he was able to bypass them today and head straight to the third floor Family and Birthing Center.

A phone hung on the wall outside the door. He tucked his sunglasses into his shirt pocket and lifted the receiver.

A woman’s voice responded, “May I help you?”

“Dana Stewart?” Dave didn’t realize they had so many protective measures in place for newborns, but now that his nephew was here, he didn’t mind a bit.

“I’ll buzz you in,” the woman said.

He replaced the receiver and heard the door’s soft buzzing sound. He pressed it open and entered the cool, light green space.

A petite pony-tailed blonde in Winnie-the-Pooh scrubs met him. “Hi. Dana’s in three-ten. The baby’s in there now, so you might want to knock first.” She motioned toward a corridor to their right.

“Will do.” He cocked his head. The nurse, or apparent nurse if the stethoscope hanging around her neck was any indication, looked strangely familiar. Pretty, with clear blue eyes and a light smattering of freckles across her nose. Definitely a face he’d seen before. “Have we met?”

She smiled. “I’ve been through this with a few of your family members. I used to work in Intensive Care. I was on duty the night your brother had his accident.”

One of the worst nights of my life. “Ah, that’s it.” He glanced at her nametag. “Carys. I remember. You were supposed to get off at seven a.m. that day, but stuck around because of everything that was going on.”

She beamed. “You do remember. I just couldn’t leave. It was a horrible time.”

Dave smiled. “You were very kind to my family.”

Her eyes reflected the pain those memories brought up. “I can’t imagine how you all held up. Personally, after that night, I put in a request to be moved to a different ward. I’ve been in several departments but am so glad I finally landed in maternity.” She looked around. “People are happy here. There’s the rare bad outcome, of course, but more folks than not leave this department with genuine smiles on their faces.”

He grinned at her assessment. “True. I’m glad you ended up here, too. I expect it’s a much more pleasant place to work.”

She nodded. “Nice to see you again, uh...”

He extended his hand. “Dave. Dave Naughton. The pleasure is mine.”

They shook, and he couldn’t help noticing how soft and smooth her hand felt. And warm. Obviously, it’d have to be all those things to work around newborn infants. It just surprised him, as did the sizzle which shot down his spine. He released his grip and cleared his throat. “I’d better get—”

She nodded, and watched him go.

Did he see a pang of regret in her eyes? Had she felt the same jolt he’d experienced? Questions for another time. Room three-ten was directly in front of him, the door part-way closed. He knocked softly and stuck his head in. “It’s Dave.”

“David!” his sister called. “Come in!”

He entered and glanced around. Dana sat up in bed, a small wrapped bundle in her arms. Her husband Clint sat on the bed facing her, but the room was otherwise empty. “Hey! I thought there’d be more people here.”

“Who else do you need?” Clint grinned. 

Dave glanced back over his shoulder. “That little blonde nurse is pretty cute. Maybe you could call her for help or something.”

Dana waved a hand. “Shush, you. Get over here and meet your nephew.”

Approaching the bed, he leaned in a pressed a kiss on her cheek. She looks good. Tired, but very happy. He glanced down at the sleeping child. He could only see rosy pink cheeks. The head was covered by a knit cap, the rest of him was cocooned in a little blanket. “Hey Stevie. How you doing, little man?”

Dana made a face at him. “Hi name is Sam.”

Dave smiled. “Oh, that’s right. He’s very cute. As Dad would say, you two do good work.”

Clint ran a finger over the baby’s face. “That’s exactly what he said. They just left a while ago.”

Dave noticed the large bouquet of red roses sitting on the table behind them. “Yes, I can see he’s been here. Roses are Dad’s answer to everything.” 

He suddenly realized he shouldn’t have arrived empty-handed. “Oh, shoot. I got you something but forgot to bring it in. Too big of a hurry, I guess.”

Dana shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. We’re just glad to see you. Mom’s coming tomorrow to stay for a week. Will you be able to see her before you leave?”

Dave realized they thought he still worked his Monday through Friday job at the newspaper. His new position offered more freedom, and much less pay. “I can stick around a while tomorrow.” He looked at the baby. “Convenient of you to arrive on a Saturday.”

“We try to accommodate.” Dana said in a high-pitched voice to her son. “Grandpa even brought the kids up for a few minutes. They were excited to see their nephew.”

Dave chuckled. “How did he react to the ‘grandpa’ business? I know he said he was okay with it, but now that it’s become a reality...I mean, he’s got a five-year-old daughter, for crying out loud!”

Clint smirked. “He seemed okay. Not sure about Catlin, though. She appears willing to let Grandma Barbara take that title. We’ll find something else for Sam to call her.”

“There probably aren’t a lot of thirty-four year old grandmas out there,” Dana agreed. “Although, I guess there could be.” A puzzled expression crossed her face, then she shook her head, apparently too tired to try and figure it out. She looked up at Dave. “Do you want to hold him?”

He raised his hands. “Oh, no thank you. I’ll just watch for now.”

“Chicken.” Smiling, Clint reached for Sam and scooped the child into his arms. He stood and placed a kiss on Dana’s forehead. “Why don’t you try and get some rest? The nurses suggested you sleep when he sleeps.”

“I suppose I should. He’ll be awake again before we know it.”

Dave touched her arm. “I’ll leave you to relax. Have a good night. See you tomorrow sometime.”

“Don’t rush off,” Dana insisted.

He could tell she was exhausted, and smiled. “You need to sleep. We’ll catch up soon.” He moved toward the door and paused when it opened.

The blonde nurse entered with a smile. “How are we doing in here?”

Clint spoke up, “Dana was just going to catch a nap.”

“Good idea,” the nurse agreed. “I need to take the little guy for a couple quick tests. Why don’t we just keep him until he wakes, then we’ll bring him back.” She took Sam and nestled him in the rolling bassinet next to Dana’s bed. 

“Sounds perfect. Thank you.” Clint settled into the recliner on the other side of the bed. “I might close my eyes for a minute, too.”

“See you.” Dave nodded to them, then followed the nurse and Sam out. 

“They did so well.” She smiled over her shoulder at him. 

“Yeah, aren’t they just the cutest things?” His tone was sarcastic but he grinned to take the edge off. His sister and her husband seemed to live fairy tale lives. They even had an abstinence agreement until they were married. He shuddered at the thought. 

“They seem very happy.”

“That’s because they are very happy. What you see is what you get with those two. Barbie and Ken couldn’t play it any straighter.”

She paused. “I think that’s nice.”

He glanced at her nametag and then realized it probably appeared that he was staring at her chest. He quickly met her gaze. “Well, um, Carys.” Another thought struck him and he checked out her left hand. No ring. “I, uh...”

Dave didn’t know what to say. He needed to leave, but something inside him said ‘stay’. He didn’t know the pretty blonde other than their chance meeting two years earlier, but she seemed like someone he might want to know. 

She smiled, seeming to sense his discomfort. “Do you live around here?”

“I used to. I live in Wichita, now. For the past three years or so.”

She nodded. “Traveling by yourself?”

He grinned. “Are you reading my mind? Because I was trying to think of a tactful way to ask if you were married, or engaged, or living with someone, or seeing someone.”

Carys smiled. “No, no, no and no. And I wasn’t reading your mind. I was just wondering the same thing about you.”

He took a step closer. “No, no, no and no.”

She looked at Sam, who slept quietly in his bassinet, then back up into Dave’s eyes. “So if I was reading your mind, what would I discover is going on in there?”

He laughed. “Now that’s a scary thought. We might not want to take that leap yet. Perhaps start with something safer—say dinner? What time do you get off work?”

She made a face. “Midnight. But tomorrow’s my early night, I’m off at six. Will you still be here?”

Sunday night. His mind raced. His dad would expect him to go back tomorrow. But he wouldn’t know if Dave went out to dinner first. He could leave after he dropped Carys off. 

He glanced at the baby. “I’ll stick around to see Sam and the family tomorrow. So, yeah. Dinner sounds great.”

“They’ll go home in the morning as long as both of them are feeling fine.” 

Do I detect a note of disappointment? He grinned. “They boot them right out, don’t they? I thought I might get to see you again.”

She pushed the bassinet down the hall. “You will. Tomorrow night. Pick me up here at six-thirty? I should be changed and ready by then.”

Dave followed her. “Six-thirty it is.” He wanted to add that he was looking forward to it, but hated to sound like a letch.

“I’m looking forward to it.” Carys smiled at him. “Meet you out front. I’d better get this little guy into the nursery. See you.”

“See you,” he repeated, wondering what just happened. He watched the sway of her hips as she walked away, shook his head, and smiled.
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HIS FATHER’S HOUSE was just a few minutes from the hospital. Dave pulled his rust colored Nissan Murano into the circle drive out front and grabbed his overnight bag. Stepping into the foyer, he heard the unmistakable sounds of a board game in progress.

“Sor-ry!” his brother Charlie spouted to some poor soul whose token had evidently just been sent home.

“That’s not fair!” Five-year-old Clarissa yelled back. “Mama! Charlie did it again!”

“It was too fair!” a third voice chimed in.

David stepped into the family room and saw his brother and sister sprawled on the floor around the game, their friend Jenny joining the fray.

“Is Charlie cheating?” David teased, setting down his bag.

“I’m not cheating!” His eight-year-old brother shook his head vehemently. 

“He’s not.” Seven-year-old Jenny took Charlie’s side. No surprise there. The two friends were so close, if she didn’t have cocoa-colored skin, people might assume they were twins.

“David!” Clarissa jumped up and ran to hug him. “Did you see the baby? He’s so tiny! I wanted to hold him but Daddy said not today.”

He dropped onto the sofa and drew her into his lap. “Hey, Lissa. Give the kid a chance to catch his breath. He’s not even a day old yet. You’ll have plenty of chances to hold him.”

“It’s your turn,” Charlie told her, irritation oozing from his voice.

“I don’t want to play anymore.” She leaned back and snuggled into Dave.

“Baby.” Charlie stuck his tongue out at her, and wiped her pieces off the board.

Jenny cast a disparaging glance at Clarissa but knew better than to join in the taunting. She could be sent home. “Keep playing,” she told Charlie, turning her attention back to the game.

Dave wrapped his arms around his sister. “Where is everybody?”

“Roscoe pooped on the floor. Mama sent him outside and Daddy’s cleaning it up.”

“Poor Daddy.” Dave chuckled. It wasn’t a shock that his old man got that end of the deal. His father would do anything for Catlin, there’d never been any doubt about that. From the first time they met, nine years ago, she’d had him wrapped around her little finger.

Problem was, at the time, he wasn’t quite divorced. His parents had been having problems for a long time, and were separated when his dad went to ‘Back to School’ night and met Catlin, who was going to be his and Dana’s English teacher. The couple started a passionate, intense relationship, but it wasn’t meant to be at that time. It took a strange series of events and the better part of a year before everyone realized that Steve and Barbara’s marriage was truly over, and Catlin was the woman for him.

“Poor Daddy, what?” his father entered the room, drying his hands on a paper towel. His eyes lit up when he spotted Dave. “Hey, son. When did you get here?”

“Right after the poop incident, apparently.” He grinned. “How you doing, Grandpa?”

“Grandpa, grandpa,” the children repeated in sing-song voices.

Steve dropped into his recliner. “Enough out of you three, or you’ll all be sent to bed without any gruel.” He smiled at Dave. “I’m good. Did you see the boy? He’s a keeper.”

“Yeah, I did. Cute kid from what I could see. They had him pretty bundled up.”

“Oh, Catlin got in there and unwrapped him. Had to count the toes and all that.”

Clarissa patted Dave’s face to get his attention. “I don’t want gruel for dinner. I thought we were having pizza.”

He shook his head. “Dad always threatens gruel, Lis. But have you ever had it? I think not. Don’t worry, he’s just going all Charles Dickens on you.”

Jenny snickered. “Charles is a dickens!”

“Stop it!” Charlie shoved her arm.

Steve looked at Dave. “Thanks for that. Jimmy and Jetta are out for the evening, so Jenny’s spending the night. If you keep getting them riled up, you might be on babysitting duty.” To the children on the floor he said, “No shoving, you two. Your behavior determines how late you’ll be allowed to stay up tonight.”

“Yes Sir,” they replied in unison, then broke up in a fit of giggles.

Dave rolled his eyes, the humor escaping him. He turned to his dad. “What’s up with Roscoe? He knows better than that.” The golden German Shepherd had been in their family for years.

Steve shrugged. “Getting older. Happens to the best of us.”

Dave grinned. His father would turn fifty on his next birthday, and he knew the man hated the idea. It didn’t help that Catlin was barely thirty-four. She’d always kept him young, but Dave thought his dad was finally starting to show his age. He appeared tired, thinner than usual, and had a few more hints of gray around his temples. “You’re just a pup,” Dave scoffed. “You’ve got a lot of living left to do, my good man.” He tickled his sister’s ribs. “This one’s going to keep you hopping, as if the rest of us weren’t enough.”

Clarissa squirmed away, laughing. She traded laps and snuggled up to her father. “Do you want to hop, Daddy? I can get my jump rope.”

“No thank you, princess. We’re good, right here.” He held her tight and leaned back in his chair.

“David! Hi!” Catlin entered the room and moved behind the sofa. She squeezed his shoulders and placed a kiss on his cheek. “How are you? How was the drive? Job going okay?”

He chuckled, and recalled his conversation with Carys a short while earlier. Glancing over his shoulder he replied, “Fine, fine and fine.” His stepmother looked good. Her curly brown hair bobbed to her shoulders, and she just seemed happy. She’d been a knockout when he was in high school, but he wouldn’t ever have admitted it since she was dating his father. He remained aloof, but had always thought Catlin was cool. “How are you, Grandma?”

She squeezed his shoulders harder. “Not ready to be called ‘grandma’, thank you very much. Although Sam is pretty cute. He might get away with it, but the rest of you better think twice before that word passes your lips again.”

Dave raised his hands. “I give, I give! Sorry Mama.”

She tweaked his cheek and moved to stand in front of Steve’s recliner, hands on her hips. “In my spot again, princess? We’re going to need to talk about this.”

Clarissa smirked, while Steve smiled and patted his other leg. “We’ll make room.”

“Tempting.” She leaned in and pressed a kiss to his lips. “But I’ve got pizza to order. Any special requests?”

“The usual works for me. The kids are having gruel. Not sure what Dave wants.”

“Daddy!” Clarissa complained.

Charlie piped up, “We want pineapple and ham on our gruel, please.”

“I know you do.” Catlin crinkled her nose at him. “One Hawaiian and one supreme with no onion or green pepper. Davey, you up for pizza or did you have other plans?”

He shrugged. “What plans would I have? Pizza sounds great. Supreme with extra onions and jalapenos, please.”

She returned her hands to her hips. “Oh, I don’t know. Someone said they saw you talking to the cute little nurse at the hospital today. Carys?”

He rolled his eyes. “I was making polite conversation, nothing more. Does Clint call here regularly with status updates or does he post them to Facebook like everybody else?”

Catlin grinned. “You’re losing your touch, buddy. Because rumor has it she was asking about you. If you didn’t take advantage of that, then you are not your father’s son.”

He tapped his wrist where a watch might be. “Pizza? Tonight?”

“Chump.” She cackled as she headed for the phone.

“Chump! Chump!” Three little voices echoed around the room.

Dave glanced at his father. “I’m surprised your hair isn’t totally silver by now.”

Steve leaned back and closed his eyes, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “Some days, I’m surprised about that myself.”
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DAVE PADDED DOWN TO the kitchen the next morning and found it blissfully quiet. He couldn’t believe that his dad hadn’t woken him to attend church with the family. He also knew his parents appreciated him playing with the children as much as he had after dinner, giving the folks a break. When he finally fell into bed he was out before he had the chance to think about Carys’s shapely hips, and figure out where he was going to take her for dinner.

He mulled it over as he fixed a cup of coffee in the Keurig. It wouldn’t surprise him if she had the restaurant all picked out before he got there. She seemed to know exactly what she wanted, and wasn’t worried about going after it. Not the kind of woman he usually dated, but he was up for the challenge. He welcomed it.

The family returned with three chattering children and one big box of donuts.

“Upstairs, out of your church clothes before you can eat,” Steve instructed, and the kids raced off.

Dave rubbed his temples. “Is Jenny staying all day?”

“Twenty-four hours, that’s the deal.” Catlin put plates on the table. “They keep our two for eighteen, we keep her for twenty-four. Once a month.”

“Eighteen hours?” He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the explanation, but asked anyway.

Catlin waggled her brows. “Twelve hours just doesn’t quite cut it. Eighteen is better.”

“Go Dad.” Dave grinned, shaking his head. “Hope that runs in the family.”

“T.M.I. dear,” Steve told his wife as he passed her, reaching for cups. “Too much information.”

“Whatever.” She waved a hand. “The boy used to live here. I think he knows we have sex.”

Dave nodded. “I suspected it, anyway, when Charlie was born. I try not to dwell on it. What I was really thinking is that the kids are so much noisier when there’s three of them.”

Steve ran a hand through Dave’s tousled hair. “There used to be five of you, remember? We managed just fine.”

“Yeah.” Dave
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