Chapter 11

After helping her father shuffle to the end of the hospital corridor and back, Ammi aided him back into bed. “Are you sure you’ll be okay, Dad? I don’t have to go.”
He lowered the head of his bed and wrapped his hand around the call button. “I’ll be fine.”
Ammi wasn’t so sure. Now that he was walking, he needed her help more than ever. She could meet Galen’s sister another time.
Her decision made, she settled back into her chair, drew a ball of sky-blue yarn from her bag, and cast on the first row of stitches.
A short time later, a soft knock sounded on the door. Galen entered, carrying a navy gym bag. 
Her breath caught in her throat.
His broad shoulders filled out his leather bomber jacket, and his navy jeans hugged lean, muscular thighs. The spiky cut of his sandy hair accentuated his high cheekbones and strong, square jaw. The gray-blue color of his eyes reminded her of Lake Superior before freeze-up, deep and timeless.	Comment by Author: Love this description of Galen. 
“Sturgeon, I brought you something from the library.”
Dad immediately pressed the button that raised the head of his bed until he sat straight up, wide-eyed as a kid on Christmas morning.
Galen unzipped his bag on the foot of the bed, hoisted out a thick, hardcover art book of Impressionist masters, and set it on her father’s lap. The dust jacket cover promised four hundred and fifty images, eye candy for an artist.
He reached into his bag again and withdrew a Van Gogh coloring book. “From the bookstore.”
Dad stretched out his hand and wiggled his fingers.
Ammi’s appreciation for the PA’s bedside manner soared. Fine art could stimulate her father to pick up his pastel pencils. Coloring might revive his desire to paint. She caught Galen’s gaze and mouthed, “Thank you.”
He pointed surreptitiously toward the door, suggesting it was time to go.
She shook her head. She needed to stay with her father. He might ask for sketch paper or drop a pencil. He was supposed to walk one more time today.
Dad flipped through the coloring book. “You two should get going.”
“You’re right.” Galen zipped his gym bag. “Iris is expecting us.”
“Have fun.”
Ammi’s ears burned. Her father acted as if she and Galen were setting out on a date. She jabbed her needles into the ball of yarn and dropped them into her knitting bag. The only reason she wanted to meet Galen’s sister was to learn how to pass a foster home inspection. 
Gritting her teeth, she stood and said, “Do you want me to bring you anything, Dad?”
“Juniper soap, a chocolate shake, and a deck of cards,” her father replied.
Ammi clenched her fist. Yesterday, he’d wanted rosemary soap, and she’d made a special trip home to get it. He could darn well use that up first.
“You play gin rummy, Galen?” Sturgeon asked.
“Badly.” Galen rounded the foot of her father’s bed, cupped her elbow, and towed her toward the door. “I don’t know about the soap, but we’ll definitely bring that shake.”
“Playing cards, too,” her father called.
Ammi fumed while she retrieved her insulated jacket from the cabinet. Leave. Have fun. Run home for a different bar of soap. Did Dad really want Galen to know where she lived?
After her godfather died, Sturgeon had worried incessantly about her living alone. He’d pestered her to take down the mailbox and rent a post office box in town. Insisted she prop a loaded shotgun by the front door.
Had he forgotten how the snow drifted across her long, hilly driveway? Galen’s low-riding muscle car wouldn’t make the trek to her house. Freeing a stuck vehicle meant hours of backbreaking shoveling and pushing.
She tugged on her winter boots, wrapped her favorite knit scarf around her neck, and checked the charge on her phone. If Galen hit a patch of ice and careened into a ditch on the way to or from his sister’s house, she’d call a taxi and a tow truck, in that order.
Galen stood by the door. “You ready?”
“Almost.” She slid her printout of the Mandatory Home Safety Checklist into a spiral notebook, hooked a pen onto the top wire loops, and made sure she had money to buy her father’s shake. “Ready.”
Seated beside Galen as he drove across town, Ammi wrestled with a chronic worry. What if his sister believed Sturgeon was a murderer? Or thought herbal remedies were dangerous? Would she give honest advice?
Ammi had been tricked before. Strangers offering small kindnesses had proved to be insincere gossip seekers or raving conspiracy theorists.	Comment by Author: How does this make her feel? Use some visceral reactions here to demonstrate her nervousness and worry. She hasn’t been able to trust too many people. What if Galen is the same as everyone else?
Galen drove through a neighborhood of older homes and parked in front of a chin-high wood fence that enclosed a large yard. 
She got out of the car reluctantly. Galen had good intentions, but what if his sister didn’t?	Comment by Author: Show the reluctance. Did she drag herself out of the car? 
He opened the gate and waited for her to go in first.
Colorful preschool playhouses dotted his sister’s yard. Snow blanketed a line of sit-in cars and the seat of a green plastic turtle, mounted on a coiled spring. The tubular frame of a round trampoline waited for spring.
The front door flew open, and a fair-haired four-year-old ran out in stockinged feet. “’Bout time,” he shouted.
“Sorry, little man.” Galen scooped up the boy, tossed him over his shoulder, and carried him toward the house.
Giggling with glee, the boy gazed up at Ammi through long lashes. “I’m Evan.”
“Hi, Evan. I’m Ammi.” She followed Galen into the house and stood in an entry devoted to daycare. Cubby organizers labeled with first names covered one wall. Jackets and snow pants dangled from pegs mounted at preschoolers’ heights. 
A slender man with a kind face appeared, favoring one foot and wiping his hands on a terrycloth dishtowel. 
“Ammi, this is my brother-in-law, John Miller,” Galen said.
“Welcome.” John smiled. “Iris is in the living room.”
Galen spun Evan down onto his feet. He removed his jacket, hung it on a higher peg, and waited for Ammi to hang hers.	Comment by Author: You do a great job painting the setting here. The reader can really envision it. What does Ammi think of it? How does it make her feel? She’s desperate to have a child, to foster—how does being surrounded by all these child-things make her feel?
“Hurry.” The little boy tugged Galen’s sleeve. “Mom said we had to wait until you got here.”
 John ushered Ammi into a living room warmed by a gas fireplace. Children’s books and see-through toy bins surrounded a flat-screen television on an entertainment center. Onscreen, a football referee blew a whistle and swung his arm in a circle.
A willowy woman in her late thirties muted the sound and pushed out of a brown recliner. Her long sandy hair was pulled back in a ponytail. The front of her purple and gold sweatshirt stretched over a pronounced baby bump.
Ammi’s unease returned with a vengeance. Galen hadn’t mentioned his sister was pregnant. Surely, Iris didn’t want to be pestered on a Sunday afternoon after working all week.
After quick introductions, John gestured toward the open kitchen, where an assortment of platters, bowls, and plates topped an island. “Hope you’re hungry.”
 He limped to a steel-doored refrigerator. “What’s your pleasure? We’ve got beer, soda, box Chardonnay, orange juice, milk, and ice water.”
Ammi set her notebook and pen on an end table. “Water, please.”
John obliged, then he handed Galen a bottle of beer and hovered like the host of a cooking show until she and Galen helped themselves to ham and cheese sliders, a corn and black bean salad he called cowboy caviar, and bacon-wrapped smokies.
Carrying his food and drink, Galen claimed the recliner.
Evan plopped onto the floor in front of him, crossed his little legs, and held up his hands until Iris set a plate of food on his lap. “Finally,” the boy groused. “I’m starving.”
Iris laughed and gestured toward a couch decorated with giraffe and hippopotamus throw pillows. “Let’s sit over there, Ammi. That way we can talk.”
Ammi sat and tasted the salad. It was delicious. “Thank you for all this.”
“John loves to cook. He says putting food together is like welding, only edible.” Iris’s gaze turned tender as her husband returned to the living room.
“He’s a welder?”
“At Sumner’s Fabrication. Galen didn’t tell you?”
Ammi gulped. She’d never asked him about his family. “We don’t know each other very well.”
“He talks about you a lot.” Iris nibbled on a slider. “Since you’ve applied to be a foster parent, you’ll have to pass Felicity Puissard’s inspection. Have you seen the new Child Foster Care Addendum? Nothing can be in a crib except a pacifier.”
“Not even a blanket?”
“Footed flannel sleepers.” Iris nodded knowingly. “Don’t worry. If you get an infant, daycare moms love to share. Baby clothes are outgrown long before they’re worn out.”
“That would be great. Thank you.”
“Two more things to know: spiders and baseboards.”
Confused, Ammi reached for her notebook and scanned her Home Safety Checklist.
“Those are Felicity Puissard’s unwritten rules,” Iris explained. “Baseboard joints must be caulked so spiders can’t”—Iris made air-quotes—“hide in the cracks.”
“She must really hate spiders.”
“And cobwebs, even tiny ones. Once a week, I run a long-reach duster along the corners of the ceiling and floors.”
Ammi nodded.
“Tell me about your home,” Iris said. “Is it old or new?”
“My godfather built it with my dad’s help before I was born.”
“One story or two?”
“Tewo bedrooms upstairs. Downstairs, a kitchen, bathroom, living room, and…” She hesitated to say anything about her herb room.
“You’ll need safety gates at the top and bottom of the stairs. Where do you keep your herbs?”
How much had Galen told his sister? “Downstairs in a special storeroom.”
“Good. All you have to do is put a lock on the door.” Iris set a hand on her belly. “Evan got one of your dream caps as a shower gift. Would you mind making another one?”
Ammi’s nervousness vanished. Iris wasn’t anything like she’d feared. “Of course. Are you expecting a girl or a boy?”	Comment by Author: Maybe show this instead of telling the reader. Did her heart beat slow down? Did her stomach settle?
“We want to be surprised. Don’t we, honey?”
“It’s going to be great.” John smiled at Iris with so much love, Ammi wanted to wrap up a small bit like a piece of taffy and save it for a moment when she felt sad and alone.
“Halftime!” Evan jumped up and tugged on Galen’s hand. “Let’s play ball.”
Galen grinned as the boy pulled him to his feet. “Ten pitches. Go get your bat.”
“Not in the house,” John boomed.
“Coat and hat,” Iris called.
Evan darted off. He returned wearing a zipped-up winter coat and a bright orange stocking cap. He dragged Galen’s bomber jacket in one hand and clutched an aluminum bat and a fluorescent green tennis ball in the other.
“Boots, too.” Galen wiggled his toes in his socks.
Evan dropped everything, ran off again, and clomped back with gray insulated boots on his feet. His little boy arms lugged Galen’s boots. 
Galen put on his gear and opened a patio door. He and the boy crossed a deck and stepped onto a snow-blown backyard.
Evan took a batter’s stance, a serious expression on his young face.
“Ready? Here it comes.” Galen lobbed an underhand pitch.
Evan swung and missed. Like a puppy, he fetched the bright ball, brought it back to Galen, and returned to his batter’s box. 
He hit the next pitch.
Galen raised his arms in a cheer until the ball struck the patio door. The glass rattled ominously.
Iris fired a warning glance at her husband.
John put on his coat and offered to field the deck.
As the three cavorted, Ammi gazed at Galen. On looks alone, he was a catch, yet he was more than a tall, agile, handsome athlete. He was kind and attentive, clearly someone who loved his nephew.
Iris came up beside her. “Baseball saved Galen after our dad died. Rain or shine, he’d go out every day with a bucket of balls and throw at a tarp strung between those two trees. When the bucket was empty, he’d round ‘em up and throw again.” 
Iris massaged the small of her back. “It also hurt him. Scouts came from all over to watch him pitch, and he got caught up in the buzz of being a high school phenome. In college, the pressure got worse.”	Comment by Author: I believe this is without the “e”
Ammi gave Iris her full attention. She’d never had a friend who wanted to share secrets about an attractive man. “What happened?”
“Beer, at first. Then he added cocaine. He said the combination made him feel invincible. One night at a frat party, he picked a fight with a group of football players, and they dropped him off a balcony. He lost the peripheral vision in his right eye.”  
Ammi gasped. No major league team would keep a pitcher who wouldn’t see what was happening off to the side.
“I’m not sure he should go back into baseball,” Iris added. “Even as a medic.”
So that was Galen’s plan. Every PA who’d worked in the Life Ward had one. “You can’t stop him if that’s what he wants.”
“No, but I can hope.” 
Ammi gazed outside again. Galen shouted encouragements, then whooped as he fielded a second hit across the yard. He hid his scars well. Of course, it helped to be surrounded by a loving family. 
Her throat thickened. Her godfather died twelve years ago, three months after her godmother. Since then, no one cared if she made her bed each morning or hooted if she wore mismatched socks. She had no one to bake for except Curtiss, and no one to share the chores of splitting wood and shoveling snow. Soon her father would be hauled back behind bars, and she’d be all alone again. 
Tears pricked her eyes, and she fought them back. Feeling sorry for herself wouldn’t change a thing. 
Iris set a friendly hand on Ammi’s shoulder. “Ready for a cupcake?”
Ammi shook her head. “I need to check on my dad.”
John and Iris insisted on sending a plate of food for her father. Ammi thanked them for their hospitality and lied when she promised to come again.
The north wind buffeted her body as she walked to Galen’s car, and she welcomed the initial silence when they climbed inside. No one talked when they were cold—except about the cold.
As he drove, Galen explained John’s limp came from a farm accident when he was fourteen. Evan’s biological father abandoned his sister soon after Evan was born.
Galen didn’t seem bothered that Ammi responded with one or two-word answers. He stopped at the Frosty Freeze for a chocolate shake and said he’d spotted a deck of cards in one of the drawers in the nurse’s station. His cheerful chatter afforded her time to bury her self-pity.
He insisted on accompanying her into the hospital and playing a hand of gin rummy with her father. Shuffling the cards while her father ate a slider, he recounted how, a few months ago, John had missed a catch. Evan’s hit had shattered the patio door. Then Galen asked Dad how he liked the art book.
Ammi knitted and listened. She’d always known about her father’s artistic talent, but to her surprise, he also knew a lot about art history. He turned pages of the book and talked with an animation she’d not heard in years.
By the time he tired, she’d reclaimed her equilibrium. She walked Galen and thanked him for a helpful afternoon.
“Helpful?” He gave her a quizzical look. “Not fun? Evan can be a handful.”
“He’s adorable—and he idolizes you.”
Galen uttered a brusque laugh. “I’ll have to put a stop to that.”
“Why?”
“I’m no role model. I’ve done some pretty stupid things.”
“Everyone makes a dumb mistake now and then.”
Galen slung his bomber jacket over his shoulder and propped his shoulder against the doorframe. “What do you consider a dumb thing?”
She leaned against the wall and looked up him. “I don’t know how to change the time in my truck. It’s always set to standard time.”
His lighthearted expression changed to mock horror. “Are you late all summer?”
“No. I’m pretty good at telling time by the sun.”
“What do you do when it’s cloudy?” He bent down like an inquisitor demanding an answer. Or a lover, preparing to steal a kiss.
Flecks of silver shone in his blue-gray eyes, reminiscent of moonlight on the ripples of a lake. Her breath caught in her throat, preventing her from thinking up a reasonable riposte.
He slid his hand across the wall, picked up a lock of her hair, and inhaled deeply. Then he turned and walked away.
She didn’t know much about dating, but it sure seemed like Galen had just attempted to flirt with her.
She had to put a stop to it. She wasn’t interested in a fling with a womanizing PA who would drop her in a heartbeat for baseball. She wanted a man like John, who adored his wife and embraced another man’s son.
When she passed Felicity’s inspection, she’d create her own family with Boy Martin.
After that, if she ever met a man like John, she’d think about falling in love.














Chapter 12

Galen pulled into the hospital parking lot and stopped beside Ammi’s vintage F-100. By now, she had to be over being pissed that Sturgeon had ordered her to accept his help babyproofing her house.
He waved for her to hop into his Firebird. 
She shook her head and slapped her hands onto her steering wheel. 
Shit. He didn’t like being a passenger. Hadn’t for as long as he could remember. Still, the day wouldn’t go well if it began in a standoff. 
He picked up the list of supplies he’d written last night with Iris’ help, got out, and pressed the button on the lime-green truck’s passenger door handle. 
The hinges creaked as if they hadn’t moved in years. 
He leaned in and stifled a groan. He’d never fit on the bench seat. She’d scooted it ridiculously close to the steering wheel. 
“You don’t have to come with me,” Ammi reminded him. “I can do this all by myself.”
“No way. I promised your dad I would help.”
Before proposing this shopping trip, Galen had worried Ammi might not be able to afford the compliance alterations. Sturgeon had explained her godparents had co-authored over a dozen books on medicinal herbs. She received royalties from their publisher.
“Ammi’s avoiding you for other reasons,” Sturgeon had confided. “For one, she doesn’t think you’re a do-it-yourselfer.”
She was in for a surprise. Galen was darn handy with a hammer. 
“We’ll be in and out of the hardware store in a flash,” he said. He backed onto the seat, crammed his legs into the tight space under the boxy glove compartment, and shut the door. 	Comment by Author: This is cute. 
“Comfortable?” she asked sweetly. 
He grimaced as he fastened his seat belt. “Never better. Let’s go.”
She turned up the radio and steered out of the hospital parking lot. A local weather report blared from a tinny, monaural speaker. 
Shifting for a more comfortable position, he scooted closer to her. The hardware store was a few blocks away, and he passed the time by inhaling the fragrance of spring flowers, wafting from her hair.
As they entered the store, he handed her the list. He grabbed a cart. “Let’s start at the back of the store and work forward.”
Ammi ignored him. She flagged down a gold-aproned employee, who read the list aloud. 
“Interior door bolt. Magnetic knife holder. Outlet covers. Stair gates. Smoke detectors. Latex caulk. Right this way.”
Galen swallowed his pride. Arguing in front of a store clerk wasn’t his style. He’d wait and wow Ammi with his handyman skills when they were alone. Make up for leaning close to her in the hospital corridor, gazing into her eyes, and reveling in the scent of her hair. Show her he was more than a jock with a locker full of pick-up lines.
The clerk answered Ammi’s questions about the pros and cons of every item on his list. Price, reliability, warranty, tools for installation. She selected the better brands, just like Galen would have advised—if she had asked.
He insisted on loading her purchases into the bed of the truck and held his head high as he pushed the cart to the return stand. Back in the truck, he angled his knees toward the passenger door and stretched his arm across the top of the seat. He was ready to go to work.
Ammi looked both ways before she pulled out into the sunny Saturday traffic. Her long, dark hair swished over his hand, caressing his skin.
“For lunch, we can have peanut butter crackers or chicken soup with dumplings,” she said.
“That’s a hard choice,” he joked.
“Not if you’re allergic to tarragon or peas.”
He patted his waist. “I have an iron gut. Haven’t seen a doctor in years.”
She didn’t crack a smile. “Good. I wouldn’t want to—”
A white sedan driven by an elderly man veered into their lane.
Galen rammed his foot onto the passenger floor mat. “Look out!”
Ammi calmly downshifte downshifted into second and made a left turn. “Let me guess. You don’t let your dates drive.”
Was she teasing? 
His mom had drilled four rules of etiquette into his head. A man should open doors. Know how to dance. Help a lady with her coat and pay the check. Iris had suggested on-demand foot rubs, and he’d added ‘do the driving.’
Ammi stopped for a red light. “If a woman asked you out, who would drive?”
“I would.”
She snorted. “That must limit your dating life.”
“On the contrary. Girls like being picked up.” 

That came out wrong. 
“I’d never let you pick me up.”
“Why? Are you into mudding?”
She shook her head. Her curls swept across his hand again.
He fought the temptation to weave his fingers through the silky strands. “Street racing?”
“No way.” She patted her truck’s cracked, brown steering wheel. “I believe in nice and easy.”
At the ten-mile corner, she signaled her turn off the highway, steered down a placid, tree-lined section road, and slowed around several sharp curves. The road narrowed precipitously and ended at a Minimum Maintenance sign. Enter at your Own Risk. 
He unlatched his seat belt and prepared to get out and guide her through a turn around.
“Hang on!” She gunned the truck over knee-high ridge of snow left by the street plow and sped onto a hunting trail.
Galen’s head hit the roof of the cab. “What the hell? If this is a joke, Ammi, it isn’t funny.”
She ignored him and fishtailed up a hill. 
He reached behind the backrest, hoping to feel a snow shovel. Any second now, she’d get stuck, and he’d have to shovel her out.
She crested the rise—and his concern melted away.
A two-story, scribed log cabin sat in the middle of a picture-postcard clearing. Wood fire smoke curled out the cabin’s fieldstone chimney. A two-seat glider sat on a wrap-around deck. The broad, white bowl of a birdbath rested upside down on a pedestal near a pole-mounted bird feeder in the yard.
Ammi backed up to the front steps, shut off her truck, and answered the question he was about to ask. “It’s easier to find the ruts when I’m pointed toward the road.”
He got out and turned in a circle.
Blue Lake seemed a million miles away. A mid-morning breeze bunted a crisp, brown leaf across the snow-covered lawn toward an unknown goal. Squirrels scampered up and down the ribbed trunks of nearby red oak trees. 
Snow crunched under his boots as he walked to the back of the truck and handed her the bag of purchases. Then he lifted out the stair gates and followed her into the house.	Comment by Author: What is Galen thinking here? End the chapter with something strong. That makes the reader want to flip quickly to start the next.

