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      Matt Dalton held his breath.

      The doctor removed his glasses and tapped them against the document in his hands, his blank face conveying nothing of the opinion he was about to render.

      “Mr. Dalton, based on this report, I’d say there’s about a ninety-nine-percent chance this boy is your son.”

      Matt’s pulse raced. It’s what he expected, but the doctor’s words of confirmation made it real. He had a son. He was a father. Nothing so profoundly life-changing had ever happened to him, and it took his breath away.

      He stood up, shoving one hand in his pocket and extending the other to the doctor.

      “Thank you,” he managed, his throat tight. “It’s good to know for sure.”

      In his heart, he’d known it was true from the instant the boy’s grandmother had opened the photo album and slid it across the table in front of him. There was no mistaking the resemblance – the wide-set smoky blue eyes, the cocky lopsided grin. Yeah, he’d seen those before.

      The doctor folded the paper, tucked it inside an envelope, and handed it to Matt. “Best of luck to you,” he said, patting Matt’s shoulder.

      On rubbery legs, Matt somehow made it out of the office and to his car. He rested his head against the steering wheel and sobbed. He was a dad – the father of a high school teenager who was now horribly scarred for life, and missing part of a leg.

      His shoulders shook with regret for the son he’d never know, and with pity for the son whose hopes and dreams would be forever altered.

      The call had come out of the blue, shattering his day before it even got started, waking him from what he remembered was a pretty good dream. The dream had turned into a nightmare when a woman he didn’t know started crying and babbling about a boy, an accident, and a stroke.

      Matt had been stunned. Still was. He was in a fog, trying to understand what had happened and figure out what to do, hardly able to absorb it all. A woman, a girl he’d barely even known, had given birth to his child. Unbelievable.

      As he pressed the accelerator and shifted gears, the Audi quickly exceeded the speed limit. His heart beat a little faster. He wanted the speed, the rush of adrenaline that shot through him. The open highway would help clear his head. He inched the window down and let the sharp wind blast against his face.

      Then he remembered the accident – the event that had started all of this. Well, the event that had led him to learn of his parenthood, anyway. Inexperience and alcohol had been factors in the accident, but so had speed. Sobering, he reduced the pressure on the gas pedal and moved to the right lane. He took the long way home, trying to sort a thousand thoughts and feelings.

      The grandparents had called him as a last resort. They needed help. Obviously, the kid did, too. But did he need a father who was a complete stranger? Would that add more trauma to the situation? Did they really want him to play a role in the kid’s life, or were they just looking for someone to help pay for expensive health care and physical therapy?
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      Matt put off the calls until evening. He couldn’t remember if he’d ever asked for a family meeting. Probably not. His life didn’t have those kinds of ups and downs. But this was big, and he wanted his family’s support. He’d given it a lot of thought – had thought of little else – and he was prepared to do whatever it took to meet his son’s needs, hire help if necessary. Even so, they were a close family, and a new member would affect them all.

      At his parents’ house the following night, Matt glanced around the dining room. It was already set up, a plate of cookies on the table. Coffee and tea on the sideboard. A formal room with heavy drapes, a large mahogany table and elegant cushioned chairs, all the serious family discussions happened here.

      His mother folded him into a hug, then stepped back to get a better look at his face. Her fingers smoothed what he knew were deep frown lines creasing his forehead. “Just relax, honey.” She patted his arm.

      Clearly, she assumed he’d assembled them as a result of a problem. To put it mildly.

      Pattie and Scott, Matt’s sister and brother-in-law, filed in with Matt’s dad. After the usual hugs and handshakes, they all helped themselves to drinks. Scott sauntered to the sideboard looking relaxed and carefree, as usual. Pattie, on the other hand, was practically jumping up and down with nervous energy. Her blonde ponytail swished back and forth as she filled a cup and plate. Once they settled into their chairs, expectant eyes turned to him.

      “So what’s up?” Pattie asked, a false lightness to her tone.

      Matt let out a shaky breath and waited for Pattie to chew the chunk of cookie she’d just bitten off. Choking was a definite possibility.

      He cleared his throat, his heart hammering. “There’s no good place to start, so I’m just gonna say it. A few days ago, I found out that I have a sixteen-year-old son living in Freeburg with his grandparents.”

      There. He’d dropped the bomb. He picked up his coffee mug and sat back, letting them absorb the announcement. Looking around the table, his gaze met four sets of wide, startled eyes and stunned expressions. Pattie’s mouth dropped open, but Matt thought he saw a hint of amusement lurking in her eyes. He knew she’d be the least surprised. She’d been just ahead of him in high school, and they’d shared a few secrets.

      His mother broke the silence, her words slow and soft. “I’m…pretty sure I heard what you said, but I think I need to hear it again.”

      Matt leaned against the table. “I got a call last week from the boy’s grandmother. Apparently, the mom, a girl named Lori, is out of the picture, and they’ve been raising him.”

      “Wow,” Pattie exclaimed. “Just like that? After all this time?”

      His father held up a hand. “You’re going to have to back up a little, Son. Who’s Lori?”

      Matt swallowed hard, shaking his head. “I really don’t know, Dad. A girl I met at a party in high school. I remember being at somebody’s house, drinking lots of beer, and hooking up with a cute blonde girl.”

      His mother gasped. “Oh, Matthew!”

      “I vaguely remember the party. I think she was a friend of John Robinson’s cousin.” There were so many parties like that, Matt recalled. In high school he’d been a second-tier jock – a level down from the fastest crowd. He was a good student. Still, he’d been popular, and he’d seen his share of action.

      “Let me get this straight,” the pitch of his mother’s voice rose. “You had unprotected sex with a girl you didn’t even know when you were in high school? And she got pregnant? And she had the baby without telling you?”

      “Pretty much. But I didn’t know it was unprotected. She told me she was on the pill. I do remember that.”

      “And that’s it? You never saw her again?”

      “Right.” He certainly hadn’t been the only one. That’s what the whole party was about.

      His mother covered her mouth with her hand and stared hard at him.

      Matt saw tears well in her eyes. Damn. He knew from experience that making his mother cry was a sin not easily forgiven. He sucked in his breath, ready for this to be over.

      “I cannot believe this.” Her voice trembled.

      His father cut in. “All right, look. How do they know you’re the father, and why did they call you now? What do they want?”

      “I know I’m the father. I had a DNA test done. Got the results yesterday. That’s why I left the office a little early.” He took the photos out of his pocket and passed them over to his father. Matt watched his dad’s face.

      He looked hard at the photos then silently passed them to Matt’s mother. Matt felt his dad’s gaze return to him.

      It was only a second before his mother gaped at him. “Oooooh. Oh, my. He looks just like you.”

      “Yeah. That’s what I thought.”

      “Where’d you get the pictures?” his father asked.

      “I went to see the grandparents, Helen and Don Thompson. They showed me a bunch of photo albums and let me take a few of the pictures.”

      “You went to see these people? By yourself?”

      “Well, yeah. I thought I should at least check it out.”

      “Uh-huh. And now what?”

      “Now I need to figure out what to do.”

      His father’s gaze was relentless. “Why now? What do they want you to do?”

      Matt glanced around the room before meeting his father’s eyes. He’d known that question was coming, and he’d prepared for it. Still, the words stuck in his throat. He forced them out, his voice hoarse and strained.

      “He was in a car wreck a couple of weeks ago. The driver was another teenager. He was drunk and was killed. Brady, that’s my son’s name, was in the front passenger side. The car rolled and caught on fire. Brady got banged up and burned pretty badly. He lost part of his left leg, just below the knee. It was crushed under the dashboard.”

      “Oh, no,” his sister breathed.

      “I’m sorry. I know this is a shock, but they’ve asked me for help, and I feel like I need to do something.”

      “What?” his mother whispered. “What can you do?”

      “Well, he’s still in the hospital, but they’re expecting to fly him to the Connelly Burn Center in San Francisco by the end of next week.” Matt stood and gripped the back of his chair. “Here’s the deal. The grandparents haven’t been successful in locating their daughter. The grandfather had a stroke a couple of years ago and has trouble getting around. I guess Brady helped out a lot with him. Apparently, the shock of the accident has triggered another stroke, and he’s in bad shape. Sounds like it’s too much for the grandmother to handle on her own.”

      The room fell silent while everyone processed what he’d told them.

      “So, they want money?” his dad asked finally.

      Matt heaved a sigh. “I suppose so. They didn’t come right out and ask for it. But yeah, they mentioned nursing care and long-term rehab. The thing is, if I step in and get involved, I don’t want to simply write a check.”

      “What do you want?” Pattie asked.

      Here it was – the moment of truth. He took a deep breath. “Medical care is better here than in Freeburg, and so are the schools. If he agrees to it, I’d like to move him up here with me. And I’d probably need some help from all of you.”

      That opened the floodgates, and everyone began talking at once.

      Matt moved to the sideboard, refilling his coffee, letting them talk and process the news. His hands shook as he poured the coffee. When he turned back to the table, his family fell silent again.

      One glance at his dad’s stern face, and Matt could tell he’d dropped about a mile and a half in his regard. Matt’s throat clenched. He knew his parents were proud of him, had always prided themselves on getting two kids into adulthood with no serious mishaps or trouble. Didn’t feel too great to burst that particular bubble.

      “Well,” his dad said, shaking his head. “This isn’t what I was expecting.”

      “Yeah? What were you expecting?”

      His dad let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know…that you were moving or getting married or needed some money, I guess.”

      “This is probably more complicated than any of those. I’m sorry about that, Dad. I can hardly believe it myself. It was stupid. I was a stupid kid.”

      “I can’t argue with that. You’re probably doing the right thing now, but let’s make sure. I’ll set up some time with Walt Richards. Let’s see what he has to say. Maybe someone in the firm has experience with this kind of thing.”

      Richards had been his dad’s corporate attorney for years. Probably didn’t know much about guardian law, but it wouldn’t hurt to have some legal advice.

      “Oh, David. Really,” his mother chided. “You can talk about that later.” She got up from her chair and in three quick steps threw her arms around Matt.

      “Of course we’ll help,” she said as she hugged him tightly. “I want to meet this boy.”

      His mother was a slight woman, a good foot shorter than him, but those were the most comforting arms he’d ever been wrapped in.

      She pulled back and gave Matt a watery smile. “Did you get to meet him, honey?”

      Matt shook his head. “Not yet. Didn’t think it was a good idea. He’d want to know who I was and why I was there. I couldn’t exactly tell him I was just stopping by to decide whether or not I want to be his dad.”

      “You know, he might not want to leave his home and his grandparents. Maybe the right thing for now is to help pay for the care.”

      “I don’t know, Mom. He’s been through such a traumatic experience. He’ll never be the same. Never be seen as normal again. It’ll be tough. I can tell the grandparents love him, and they’ve done their best, but I’m afraid this is way more than they can handle.”

      “You have some time to figure out the details, right?”

      He nodded.

      “Don’t rush into anything. If you choose to have him move in with you, I’m available to help sit with him or get him to doctor’s appointments, whatever. Like you said, the doctors are better here. With those kinds of injuries, I’m surprised they haven’t moved him already.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Me, too,” Pattie called out. She stood and hooked her arm through Matt’s. “All I do is run kids around these days. What’s one more?”

      Some of the tension drained, and Matt let his shoulders relax. He was lucky to have a great family. His thoughts drifted to Brady. He knew very little about his life, the rest of his family. Did he have extended family who’d helped give him a solid upbringing and a sense of belonging? He thought of what the kid had missed by not having these grandparents in his life to love and spoil him. They doted on Pattie’s kids, were always going to their school programs, celebrations, and sporting events.

      The more he thought about it, he didn’t really care what the attorney had to say, or the doctors, for that matter. He’d made up his mind. As long as Brady agreed, his son was coming to live with him.
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      Exhaustion weighed heavy in every inch of Kate Austen’s body as she trudged up the stairs inside Western High to the student council room. Would this week ever end? The calendar showed Friday, but it seemed as though she was caught in an endless loop of Monday mornings. It would take her most of the evening as well as the weekend to catch up with all the work demanding her attention. But it couldn’t be helped. The tragic death of a student and her mother two weeks ago had put everything else on hold.

      Dealing with the accident was, so far, the biggest challenge of her position as interim principal. She’d shifted into hyper-drive to deal with the emotional trauma that hit the school. Managing the press, the school board, and the anxious students had been a non-stop juggling act. Since then, she’d been running on adrenaline – now she was running on empty. Her heels landed on each step with a dull thud rather than the perky click that usually accompanied her brisk pace as she moved around the building.

      Kate squared her shoulders and took a deep breath, then pushed open the door to the student council room. She gasped as she stepped inside, taken aback by the boxes, baskets and piles of cash littering the desks. Two students sat on the floor ripping open envelopes, letting green bills, coins, and checks fall onto the tile.

      Sitting at the desk, calculator in hand, Sherry Atwood, the student council advisor, was talking with Bruce Moriarty, one of the associate principals. They both looked up when Kate entered the room.

      “Oh, my.” Kate put a hand to her chest. “What in the world–? Is all of this for the Jones memorial?”

      With a harried look, Sherry pushed back her hair from her face and stood. “Hey, Kate. Yeah, there’s a lot of money here. What do you want us to do with it?”

      Sherry’s eyes shifted toward the clock on the wall.

      If the condition of the room was any indication, this could take a while. Kate glanced at Bruce. “You’ve been collecting all week, right? Where’ve you been keeping it?”

      “In the safe, of course.”

      She ignored the touch of defensiveness in his voice.

      “We’ve got a lot of coins and cash,” Sherry said. “Do you want those in the safe or should we take it to the bank?”

      Kate surveyed the mess. “Wow. I’m really not sure,” she said with a sigh. “We haven’t opened an account yet. How much do you think there is?”

      “I’m guessing it’s close to six thousand.”

      “Really? Oh, my. That’s…that’s great.” The girls on the floor looked at her, and she knew they’d picked up on her less-than-enthusiastic response. But the truth was, the bigger the amount, the bigger the liability. “Well, it looks like you’re getting it all sorted out.” She moved toward the desks. “Let’s just bundle the bills together so it’s easy to count–”

      “It’s not easy. That’s the problem,” Sherry said. “We made it a competition, and the class with the biggest donation gets treats, so we have to keep everything separate.”

      Kate groaned. That was another thing to add to her list. Why did everything have to be a competition with a reward? Couldn’t they just do something because it was the right thing to do?

      In the six months that she’d been head principal, her list of things to change and improvements to make had grown to daunting proportions. She felt sure there were enough to-do items to keep her busy until retirement – about thirty years down the road.

      “So you’re separating it by English class?” she asked.

      “Right.”

      Kate blew out her breath. “Okay, I guess we’d better figure out who won so we can deal with the money more efficiently. I’ll get in touch with Admin and let you know how to proceed.”

      Turning back toward the door, she saw Sherry glance at her watch. “Do you need to run, Sherry?”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry, but I really do. I wasn’t expecting to stay this late today.”

      Kate pasted a smile on her face. She certainly didn’t have anywhere to go. Her on-again, off-again boyfriend had finally ditched her a few months ago after she’d cancelled on him one too many times. He’d lashed out at her over the phone complaining that he could no longer handle her “workaholic mentality.”

      Actually, there were several things he couldn’t handle, so it was just as well. He called it obsession. She called it dedication. Kate was used to putting in long hours, and generally didn’t mind it, but today going home and falling into bed had definite appeal.

      “No problem,” she told Sherry. “You head on out, and I’ll lend a hand here.”

      She shrugged out of her suit jacket and took the vacant seat behind the calculator.

      “Thanks, Kate,” Sherry said as she grabbed her purse. “I really appreciate it.”

      An hour and a half later, after counting and double-counting to be sure, they declared Mrs. Arnold’s third-hour junior honors class the winner. Alyssa Jones had been a junior when she died, so it made sense that her peers would give the most. Many of them had been shaken by this brush with mortality.

      Kate’s throat tightened. Things were starting to return to normal around the building. All regular activities had resumed, the memorial service was behind them, and people were starting to think of spring break. Still, deep sadness washed over her whenever she thought about the girl whose life had been cut short in the senseless accident at the hands of a drunk teen driver.

      The idea of collecting money for the family sprouted immediately, and Kate understood that the students needed to do something with their feelings of helplessness. The fundraiser was a way to channel their emotions into positive actions.

      Bruce interrupted Kate’s thoughts, slapping the last stack of checks down on the desk in front of her. “I got the same amount you did, so looks like I’m done here.”

      “Thanks, Bruce, but hang on just a minute. I need you to help me get all this into the safe. District policy requires two of us to do that.”

      A flash of annoyance crossed his face.

      “It’s a charity thing, Kate. Not official school business.”

      She raised her eyebrows at him. “Nevertheless, we’ll follow protocol.”

      Kate stood and turned to the two girls who’d stayed to help count. “Ladies, let’s get these boxes stacked up or into the recycling bin, then call it a day, shall we? I’m going to run down to the office, but I’ll be right back.”

      Bruce accompanied her to the office where they signed the log for opening the safe, deposited the money, and locked up again. Bruce had already turned, heading for the door, when Kate glanced at the log. Her head snapped up.

      “Bruce?”

      He stopped and gave her a nod. “See you Monday.”

      “Bruce, wait a minute. I don’t see your signature on here for any other day this week. You said you’d put the money in the safe.”

      “Yeah. I did.”

      She clenched the clipboard in her hand but strived to keep her voice calm. Don’t overreact. “Without signing and without a second staff member verifying what you put in?”

      He shoved a hand inside a pocket and scowled at her. “It’s nothing that needs to be verified, Kate. There’s no accounting on this. It’s completely outside of school business.”

      She bristled at his tone. “I disagree. Any time we’re collecting money, whatever the reason, there needs to be careful record of it and personal accountability. We’re talking about several thousand dollars here, and it’s our responsibility to make sure that every dime collected is accounted for and used for the purpose it was intended.”

      Bruce’s eyes shifted from her to somewhere beyond her, as if he were bored by the conversation. When he looked back at Kate, his eyes challenged her. “Are you suggesting I would mishandle funds?”

      “Not at all, but if there were ever a question of propriety, we’d need to be able to show clear and accurate records.”

      Bruce continued to stare at her a moment, then glanced at his watch. “Are we done?”

      Kate let go of the log. “We can discuss this further on Monday,” she told him, her voice clipped. “From now on, please refrain from putting anything in or taking anything out of the safe without my authorization.”

      “Your authorization?” he repeated.

      “Right.”

      Both hands went to his hips as he stared hard at her. “District policy says another staff member.”

      “I’m aware of that, but you didn’t follow district policy, so I’m adding a stipulation. For the time being, I’d like you to see me if you need access to the safe.” She gave him the sweetest smile she could muster. “Just to be sure we’re on the same page.”

      He snorted then turned on his heel and stalked toward the door.

      “Have a good weekend,” Kate called behind him. “Yeah, thanks, I will too,” she muttered under her breath when Bruce failed to respond. He was the one associate who was still bitter about being passed over for the head principal’s post. While he was usually civil, he remained aloof. This was the first time he’d been downright insolent.

      She watched his retreating figure for a moment. She’d probably feel the same way if their positions were reversed. He’d been at Western three years longer than she had. The problem was, he lacked vision and energy. He just wasn’t a leader. With a sigh, she pushed him out of her mind and returned to the classroom where the students were finishing the cleanup.

      Kate joined in, her exchange with Bruce fueling a small surge of energy. She grabbed a cardboard box, flattened it and tossed it into the pile. As she turned for another, she saw Megan Wright carefully lift a sign with the smiling photo of Alyssa from one of the baskets and brush a tear from her cheek.

      Kate dropped the box and moved toward Megan, sliding an arm around the girl’s shoulder. She’d talked to Megan once before, after learning she was Alyssa’s best friend.

      “I think I’ll keep this one,” Megan whispered.

      Kate nodded, blinking back tears of her own. “You should,” she said. “You know, I think Alyssa would be touched at how you’ve all rallied to help her family. To raise this kind of money in her memory is an amazing tribute.”

      The money was to be used for a scholarship in Alyssa’s honor. Perhaps they’d purchase a tree or a bench for the school property as well. It’d be nice to have a permanent memorial.

      Megan sniffled and raised watery eyes to Kate. “Yeah. It’s funny. People who weren’t even nice to her gave money. Now that she’s gone, everyone wants to act like she was their really good friend.”

      “Maybe some of them feel bad about their behavior,” Kate said. “Tragedies do have a way of bringing out the best in people. It’s hard, but let’s try to focus on the positive, and all the good memories of Alyssa. I know you miss her, and it hurts. Promise me you’ll come see me or one of the counselors any time you feel like talking, okay?”
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      Kate unlocked the door to the darkened office area. With a quick look around, as if she might get caught, she kicked off her shoes and enjoyed the clandestine pleasure of scrunching her aching feet against the carpet underneath. It was nothing compared to the soft plushness of her carpeting at home, but it was better than the hard tile and concrete throughout most of the building. She tossed the shoes on the floor of her own office and grabbed a cold bottle of water before sinking into the chair behind her desk.

      Closing her eyes, Kate rested her head in her hands. But only for a moment. Any longer than that and she was liable to fall asleep on the spot. She yanked at the clip in her hair, then shook her head, letting the thick waves fall around her shoulders. After a quick massage of her temples, Kate picked up a document from her desk, scanning the top page. Then she began separating everything into three piles, from items that were more urgent to those that could be put on the back burner, or even better, handed over to someone else. Unfortunately, when she finished, the largest stack was the one that screamed for her immediate attention.

      She was about to sign a performance review document when her cell phone pealed from inside her purse. Fishing it out, she glanced at the caller ID then picked up.

      “Hey, Mom,” she said.

      “Hi, sweetheart. Dad and I were wondering if you have plans for dinner tonight.”

      Dinner? Plans? Dinner hadn’t even crossed her mind. And definitely no plans.

      “No, I don’t, but I’m wiped out. I’ll grab something quick at home.”

      “You mean quick like from a bag?”

      Kate rolled her eyes. “Don’t know. Haven’t thought about it.”

      “Come on over,” her mother coaxed. “Just for a little while. I have lasagna in the oven, and I have plenty of fresh veggies for a nice salad.”

      As if on cue, Kate’s stomach rumbled. Kate frowned. Had she even eaten lunch? She couldn’t remember. Her mother’s offer was tempting, but she simply didn’t have the strength for socializing tonight.

      “I know you’ve had a horrible week. Let us do what little we can,” her mother said. “Bet Dad would give you one of his famous back rubs.” She sweetened the offer.

      Mmmmm. Very tempting. Kate couldn’t help but give in. “Okay, but only for a little while.”

      “How ’bout seven?”

      She glanced at her watch, then her desk. “Um…Let’s make it seven-thirty. I need to finish up a couple of things here.”

      “Oh, good heavens. Are you still at the school?”

      “Yes, I am. And if you’re going to start nagging, I’m not coming.”

      Kate heard the heavy sigh on the other end of the line, but she knew she’d win.

      “All right. We’ll see you at seven-thirty.”

      An hour later, Kate straightened the piles on her desk then slipped into her jacket. She forced her protesting feet back into her shoes as she pushed open the exterior door and stepped outside. It was already dark, and hers was the last car in the spots reserved for administrators and office staff.

      She was about to unlock her car when an odd reflection cast by the lamp above caught her attention. She took a few steps back and gasped at what she saw. Scrawled across the glass of her back window was the word bitch.

      Her face flamed hot. She swiveled around, her eyes darting across the parking lot and building. Who did this? Could Bruce have been this childish? Surely not. No, it was too juvenile. It had to be students.

      And it was almost seven-thirty already. Fuming, she yanked open the car door and dumped her briefcase and armload of papers in the back seat. Leaning over the driver’s seat, she grabbed napkins from the glove box, then twisted the cap off the bottle of water she’d taken with her. She gave the plastic bottle a fierce squeeze and splashed water across the window, rubbing hard at the letters with the napkins.

      They melted away easily enough. With a deep breath, Kate rolled her shoulders and let her anger dissipate along with them. Just a kid’s prank, she told herself. Nothing personal. It’s what kids do. She looked around again, wondering if the culprit was lurking somewhere nearby, waiting to see her reaction.

      She shook her head. What if she hadn’t seen it, if the light hadn’t hit the corner of the glass just so, catching her attention? She imagined driving to her parents’ house with that written on her car, and a hysterical kind of laughter bubbled inside her.

      What a fitting end to a crazy week.  She climbed inside the car again and turned the key. As she backed out then shifted into drive, she glanced again at the entrance to the building – and spotted the cameras that monitored the entrance. Maybe one of those cameras had recorded the incident. If those responsible were students, as she highly suspected, she might ignore it. Even if they didn’t show up in the cameras, she’d find out who did it. Kids always implicated themselves. They couldn’t help blabbing and bragging. That was half the fun.

      But if by some weird twist it turned out to be Bruce, she’d have his balls in a vice grip come Monday morning.
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      Matt nodded numbly, running his palm across the smooth high-gloss polish of the conference table in front of him, barely listening to the attorney drone on and on about all the legal ramifications, all the what-ifs of Matt’s sudden introduction to fatherhood.

      “Now, you’ll need to get access to his birth certificate, social security number, insurance. There’s a lot to consider here, Matt, other than paternity and guardianship. You might want to consult a professional counselor before you take this on. This kid’s going to come with some issues. Get some advice. I’ll consult with Lauren Rollins here in the firm. She handles adoptions and this sort of thing. Also, don’t forget, you’ve been kept in the dark on this, and you could make some demands of your own. You’ve got some bargaining leverage if it turns out you want something they don’t want to allow.”

      Matt did an internal eye roll. “Uh-huh.” He stood and shook Richards’ hand. “Thanks, Walt. I’ll let you know if we need to proceed with anything that requires legal assistance.”

      He headed for the door, aware of the whispers of his dad and the lawyer behind him.

      His dad caught up with him in the lobby. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go have some lunch. There are a couple of places down the block.”

      Matt spent every second of the five-minute walk stewing over the issues. He wasn’t interested in a lawsuit or making any demands on the Thompsons. But he was ready to do something, and he was tired of everyone warning rather than encouraging him.

      The closest restaurant was a simple deli. “This is fine,” Matt said, pulling the door open with more force than necessary, causing a bell to clang rather than tinkle against the glass, and a number of heads to swivel his direction.

      Ignoring the looks, he moved into line. His thoughts were still racing when he turned from placing his order and found himself face to face with a knockout gorgeous woman. He stopped short as his mind went blank then quickly switched gears. Whoa. It was Snow White in the flesh. The creamy skin, faintly colored cheeks and large doe eyes looked as if they’d walked right out of a Disney movie.

      “Oh, hey, sorry.” Matt smiled, shoving his change into his pocket as he stepped to the side.

      She stepped the same direction, and they almost collided.

      With an exaggerated attempt at gallantry Matt asked, “May I have this dance?” She flashed him a smile that made his pulse jump. A small but deep dimple appeared to the side of full lips as they widened.

      Before Matt could dodge to the other side or think of anything intelligent to say, he saw his father extend his hand to the man beside her.

      “Hey, there. It’s Jerry, right? School superintendent? I think we’ve met at the Chamber.”

      The man smiled and nodded. “That’s right. Good to see you again.”

      “David Dalton,” his dad said. “And this is my son, Matt.”

      Matt shook the man’s hand, but struggled to drag his gaze from Snow White, standing beside him.

      “Very nice to meet you. This is Kate Austen, one of our principals.”

      She gave them a polite smile and extended her hand. It was small and soft. Very feminine, but the grip was firm. A little hum surged through Matt, and he probably held on just a beat too long, he realized, when her eyebrows rose slightly. He was pretty sure her eyes held a glint of amusement.

      “Nice meeting you,” Matt murmured. “So you’re–”

      “Could I take your order?” a shrill voice sounded behind him. They were holding up the line.

      “Ah. Guess there’s no dancing in line today,” he drawled, tilting his head toward the impatient woman manning the counter.

      Snow White gave a light laugh. “It seems rather cramped anyway. I’d probably just step on your toes.”

      Matt grinned. “Enjoy your lunch.”

      “Thanks. You, too.” She stepped up to the counter.

      Matt had no choice but to turn and follow his father to an empty table in a back corner. With no view of the counter. Too bad. And too bad it was the middle of the afternoon in a sandwich shop instead of Saturday night at a bar with music and a dance floor. He might’ve been able to convince her to dance with him then. It’d been a long time since he’d met anyone as interesting at first glance. One thing was for certain – she sure didn’t look like any principal he’d ever had.

      He shook his head. No time to indulge in those fantasies right now. He had way too much to think about. With a sigh, he turned his attention back to his dad and the issue at hand.

      “You all right?” his dad asked around a mouthful of pastrami.

      Matt wiped a hand across his chin. “Sure. I’m fine.”

      “You seemed upset at Walt’s office.”

      Matt put down his sandwich and picked up his Coke, thinking a beer might’ve been a better choice. He looked across at his dad, and saw concern etched in the lines on his face. His throat constricted, and he set the glass back down.

      This could be him some day, sitting across a table from his own son trying to help him with a problem. His mind wandered. What would it be like to grow up without a dad? Had Brady ever thought about him, about who his dad was or where he was? Would he have come looking for him some day? Thankfully Matt wasn’t married, no family of his own. A surprise son would be a much bigger problem then.

      “Look, Matt, I don’t know what to tell you,” his father said. “I don’t know where this is going, but it looks to me like you’re already emotionally involved. At this point, I’d say do what your gut tells you.”

      It was telling him he couldn’t eat anything. He pushed his plate aside and toyed with the straw in his glass. “Maybe I should send money for now and see what happens.” Watch from the sidelines, a voice said inside his head.

      “Well, you could do like Walt suggested and get some other professional opinions. Maybe contact a psychologist. Just so you know what you’re getting into. Let’s face it. You don’t know Brady, and you have no experience with kids.”

      Matt shook his head. No. That was a wimpy cop-out. He could talk it over with a hundred people, and it wouldn’t make a bit of difference. He had to do something. And curiosity had been gnawing at him ever since his mother had asked if he’d met Brady.

      “I want to meet him,” Matt said. His mind was made up. Again. “I’m gonna head on down to Freeburg. I want to meet him before they send him to the burn center.”

      “Listen, why don’t you come for dinner, and we can go over everything. Talk to Mom, give yourself some time to think.”

      “Don’t need to.”

      He heard his father suck in his breath.

      “At least let me or Walt go with you. Come on, Matt. You don’t know these people or what you’re getting into. I heard everything Walt told you. I can go with you–”

      “Dad, do you really want to do that? I mean, what are you afraid of? What do you think is going to happen?”

      “I have no idea. I just think it’s better if you’re not alone – if you have someone to help you think things through. When do you want to go?”

      “Today.”

      His dad sighed. “All right. But I need to get some things finished up back at the office. I should be able to wrap up around four-thirty. Come by the house. I’ll be ready by six.”

      Matt returned to the Premier Printing offices with his dad. He checked in with the head press operator and foreman. The jobs scheduled were pretty routine – nothing that should demand his or his dad’s attention in the next day or two.

      His father had taken over the high-end print shop and bought out the owner several years ago. When Matt came on board, the internet was quickly expanding and replacing printed materials. At his urging, they’d retooled the plant to expand their offering, and now printed custom labels and packaging for some big-name clients. Their timing was dead-on, and the results had been lucrative. Twice, they’d expanded the plant.

      Matt spent a few minutes in his office but didn’t accomplish much. His mind was too full of Brady. He canceled a couple of appointments for the next day then left. He couldn’t wait to get on the road.

      At home, Matt strode to his bedroom and yanked open his closet. Pulling out a small suitcase, he began flinging clothes into it. He phoned the Thompsons and made plans to meet them at the hospital the following morning.
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      It was a two-hour drive south to Freeburg along a lonely stretch of two-lane highway bounded on both sides by fields and farmland. And not much else. An industrial town largely populated by blue-collar factory workers and farmers, it had stopped growing a couple of decades ago. The information age had left it in the dust. Matt didn’t know a lot about the town, or the people there, but he understood it wasn’t the sort of place most people he knew aspired to live.

      Matt and his dad ate dinner at a familiar chain restaurant then checked into a motel that had seen better days, but was close to the hospital, clean and well-kept, and offered free coffee around the clock. He figured he wouldn’t get much sleep anyway, so he indulged in a cup as he sat in the lounge and thought about tomorrow – and what he would say to his son. How did a man introduce himself to his son sixteen years after the fact?

      At eight sharp the next morning, they stepped off the elevator onto the fourth floor of St. Mary’s hospital. Brady’s grandparents, Helen and Don, were already there, sitting with two other people. Seated in a wheelchair, Don looked weak, but he seemed to recognize Matt.

      Tension strained Matt’s smile as he introduced his father. Then Helen introduced an attorney, Greg Peters, and a social services case manager, Susan Singer. Four to one, Matt thought. He glanced at his dad, glad he’d brought him after all.

      “Is Brady’s doctor going to make it?” Matt asked.

      “A little later,” Helen said in a vague tone that set Matt on edge.

      “There’s a room down the hall here where we can talk privately,” Ms. Singer said. She ushered them into the room with a small conference table.

      Helen spoke up, addressing Matt. “You mentioned you wanted to get some clarification on some of this before you agreed to help with Brady’s care, so I invited Greg and Susan. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “No, of course not,” Matt said. “But I’d like to visit with the doctor also. And I’ve made up my mind. I want to meet Brady.”

      They all exchanged glances.

      “I told you before,” Matt said impatiently, “I’m not interested in simply writing a check. If I’m going to be involved, he’s going to know why. He’s going to know I’m his father.”

      They spent almost an hour listening to the attorney sing the praises of Brady’s grandparents, and Ms. Singer warning of all the potential problems that lay ahead for the boy.

      By the time the doctor joined them, Matt’s head pounded. He and his father shook hands with the doctor and exchanged pleasantries until Matt was ready to explode.

      “Doctor, I’d like to hear the details of Brady’s condition and prognosis. I understand you’re planning to send him to the Connelly Burn Center in San Francisco.”

      “Absolutely, Mr. Dalton. We do recommend that he be released from St. Mary’s and continue treatment for his burns at Connelly. I’ve already spoken with doctors there. It’ll probably take four to six weeks to complete the grafting and reconstruction. It’s a tedious process.”

      Matt swallowed hard. “Okay. Is that done on an out-patient basis?”

      “No. It’s a live-in facility. Many patients travel quite a distance to be there.”

      Matt nodded. “Tell me about his condition.”

      The doctor rubbed his jaw and held Matt’s gaze. “Well, first and foremost, he’s going to make it. His leg is healing well. Obviously, he has some challenges. Disabilities. He’ll either be confined to a wheelchair, or he’ll need to be fitted for crutches or prosthesis. And you’ll need to decide how to handle that. Again, it’s a long process to get the piece right and learn how to use it. Internally, all of his organs are fine. There’s no reason he can’t go on and lead a reasonably normal life.”

      Reasonably normal, Matt repeated in his head. What did that mean?
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      Matt walked into the room behind Helen, his heart pounding. A standard hospital bed crowded by machines and equipment dominated the small space. The lights had been dimmed, giving the room a slight greenish tinge. Only the steady chirping from one of the machines broke the heavy silence.

      Matt’s first glimpse of the figure lying in the bed was partially blocked by the boy’s grandmother. She approached the bed with a backward glance at Matt. She whispered a few words, then stepped back, making way for Matt to move up. He was so nervous his jaw clenched, and he had to force himself to smile at the boy, whose face was only half visible under all the bandages.

      Blood swooshed in his ears. This was harder than he expected.

      “Brady,” Matt said softly. “I’m very glad to meet you. I know this is going to be a big shock for you – it was for me, too.” He cleared his throat and touched the boy’s arm. “I’m your father.”

      Even on that half-a-face and single blue eye Matt could see the emotions running through his son. His eye widened as his startled gaze shifted to his grandmother. Helen gave him an encouraging but watery smile and nodded her head.

      Brady stared at Matt. “For real?” His voice croaked.

      Matt’s smile widened, and he blew out the breath he’d been holding. “For real,” he said. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Um. Okay. Better, I guess,” he mumbled.

      “Brady, you understand the extent of your injuries and what’s happened, right?”

      Matt watched as the boy closed his eye and nodded. He thought the lump in his throat might choke him.

      “That creates a whole lot of challenges for you and for your grandparents, and they’ve asked me to help out.” He leaned in close, his hand tightening just a bit on Brady’s arm. “And I really want to do that.”

      He waited a minute for any reaction. There wasn’t much.

      “You think that’s gonna be okay with you?” he asked when the silence stretched.

      “Why?” Brady asked. His voice was strained, and Matt could see tears building in the kid’s eye.

      “Because I’m your dad, and I’ve missed out on a big chunk of your life. I need you to understand, Brady, until your grandmother called me a week ago, I had no idea you existed. I never knew I’d fathered a son.”

      The eye glared at him, and tension filled the room.

      “So here you are – sperm donor to the rescue. Jeez, I didn’t know all I had to do to get a dad was get my leg cut off.”

      Helen gasped. “Brady,” she said, a warning in her tone.

      Matt wished she’d leave. He wasn’t surprised by Brady’s response. Typical teenager. He let out a heavy sigh and propped a hip against the bed.

      “The truth is, I really didn’t even know your mom. I was shocked to find out about you. I’m not blaming your mom. She did what she thought was best at the time.”

      He looked over at Helen, who’d gone rigid with bright pink splotches on her cheeks. She also glared at Matt. And he knew instinctively, if anyone was to blame, it was Helen. She’d been the one to convince Lori to have the baby, and to have it on her own. Guilt was written all over her face.

      He held her gaze for a moment then turned his attention back to his son.

      “You should,” Brady muttered. “You should blame her.” He said it quietly, under his breath, but Matt heard each word.
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      After lunch and a short visit with Brady, Matt left his dad at the hotel for a nap, and he went back to the hospital.

      He steered Helen to an empty corner of the cafeteria. It was the only opportunity he’d had all day to speak to her privately. And he wanted some answers. He sat down facing her.

      Her lips were pursed, and she seemed to be avoiding his eyes. She clearly expected Matt to lash out at her.

      As soon as they sat down, she spoke, her voice trembling. “You have no right to judge me, Matt. It was a very emotional situation and getting you and your family involved would only have made it more stressful and complicated.”

      Matt knew it was her own culpability that made Helen defensive, and he tried to stay calm.

      “Helen, I’m not judging you. I’m just trying to understand. Why did you want Lori to have a baby when she was only eighteen years old?”

      “Why?” Helen’s eyes flashed. “Because you don’t throw away a baby! You have no idea how much I wanted another baby, how many times I prayed to God to give me another child. Do you know what it’s like to want something so badly and be denied? Lori was my only baby. What if Brady was her one chance? Her one baby? And she threw him away?”

      Matt swallowed hard as Helen swiped at the tears running down her cheeks.

      “I couldn’t stand to see that happen,” she whispered.

      “So, she had the baby because you wanted it.”

      “Of course not! I never tried to take her place as his mother.” She folded her hands on the table, clenching and unclenching them. Her eyes wandered to somewhere past his head, and Matt could see the pain lingering in them.

      “We thought she could handle it, that living at home with us to help her, she’d be all right. But we were wrong. At first her friends thought the baby was a novelty. They’d come over to see Brady and play with him, but after a while they stopped. They went on with their own lives. And then Lori didn’t fit in anymore.”

      Matt ran a hand over his face. “Did she go back to school?” he asked.

      “She did, but nothing was the same. She was behind, and people made fun of her, called her mommy – and worse.” Her eyes snapped back to Matt’s. “Whore-y Lori I believe was the worst I heard.”

      Matt closed his eyes and leaned against the table.

      “I thought our position in the community would protect her,” Helen went on, her voice worn and distant. “We were church leaders, involved in this club and that group, always volunteering for something. But it didn’t matter. It made no difference to those kids.”

      Matt handed her a napkin and she sniffled into it.

      “The thing I keep wondering about is why she lied and told me she was on the pill,” he said. “I had a condom in my jeans pocket, but when I tried to get it, she told me not to worry about it, that she was taking the pill. Why would she want to get pregnant?”

      Helen shook her head. “She didn’t lie. It was an accident. She was taking some other medication at the time and missed the part about that making the pills less effective.”

      When Matt let out a groan, Helen touched his arm. “I don’t regret Brady being here, Matt. I’m sorry that Lori couldn’t handle it, and that we’ve lost her. I miss my daughter. But Brady has been a joy, and I wouldn’t trade him for anything.”

      Matt perched a thigh on the table while Helen continued.

      “I know you’re thinking we should’ve told you. You might think that now that you’re a mature adult. But what about when you were an eighteen-year-old kid? I’m sure the last thing you were prepared for was becoming a husband and father. You had your whole life ahead of you – college and a career. A baby would’ve messed up your life just like it messed up Lori’s.”

      He studied Helen’s face for a moment and felt sympathy for everything she’d been through. Crossing his arms, he gazed out the window. He knew she was right.

      “I love that boy,” Helen said.

      Matt’s gaze snapped back to her as he sensed the urgency in her voice.

      “I only want the best for him. This may sound odd, but I want you to take Brady. Even before the accident I’d been thinking about contacting you. Thinking that he needs a dad. I’ve got Don to take care of, and Brady’s growing up. I can’t give him all the things he needs now.”

      Matt shook his head, trying to grasp what she was saying. All this time he’d been going about his life, going to work day after day while his son was just two hours away leading a completely unknown life. It was so surreal.

      Helen stood also and reached out to touch Matt’s arm. “I want you to get him out of here. Get him into a good school where he can make something of himself. He’s too good for this town. I won’t let these people ruin him the way they ruined Lori.”

      Matt frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, you know how people think. Trouble breeds trouble. Sow trouble, and that’s what you’ll reap. You know she wasn’t the only one going to those parties, but she got caught. As soon as Lori got pregnant, they pegged her as bad news, and now that Brady’s been involved in this mess, I’m afraid they’ll torment him, too. The one who was driving is dead, so who do you think will take the blame?”
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      It was a quiet drive home. Matt had so much to think about. At least there was a plan of action now, and concrete things he could do. He’d start by doing some research on prosthetic limbs. And he could contact the high school and see about getting some materials to keep Brady from falling seriously behind. He’d be bored out of his mind with four to six weeks in the hospital. Surely, he could keep up with reading and assignments. And Matt could hire a tutor to work with him a couple of days a week.

      “You think your place is big enough for you and Brady?” his dad asked, breaking the silence.

      Matt glanced over. “Don’t think I’m gonna move in the next six weeks, so I guess I’ll have to clean out a bedroom.”

      The condo had three bedrooms. Matt used one for an office and another one for junk storage and exercise equipment. He’d have to consolidate.

      “I’m sure Mom would help you get it ready.”

      Matt grinned. No doubt. His mother enjoyed redecorating, and on a much more regular basis than his dad did. And she had an eye for design.

      “Good idea,” Matt said. A burst of anticipation ran through him, and he realized he was looking forward to it, just like parents look forward to the birth of a child. A lump formed in his throat. He wouldn’t have to worry about bottles and diapers, thankfully. But he’d be there to help his son get on his feet and learn to walk again.
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