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      Tuesday, April 24, 2012

Wright Ranch

Mystery, Wyoming

 

The sun bright overhead, Ben Wright pulled his truck into the driveway after an overnighter out of town to evaluate a horse for a client. In the wake of the previous morning’s rain and Sunday’s snow flurries, the warm day was welcome.

He smiled in anticipation of arriving home. Most clients came to him instead of the other way around, so he was seldom called away from the ranch. Since the horse in need of evaluation had a serious trailering issue, there’d been no choice but for him to go to them this time.

He’d sure missed his wife, Amber, and their thirteen-month-old son, Aidan. Probably more than many would consider normal, especially since he’d only been gone about thirty-six hours. He loved his family, as well as the ranch, enough that being away from them overnight was difficult.

Pulling into a parking spot to one side of the wide lane that separated the house from the outbuildings and corral, Ben shut off the ignition, grabbed his baseball cap, and pulled it on. Even that simple act reminded him of Amber, widening his smile. She’d surprised him at Christmas with the denim cap, customized with a logo she’d designed for his horse training business using the ranch’s brand. The back, above the adjustment band, had two lines of text. “Problem horse? Call Ben!” and their home phone number.

“You’re a wonderful trainer,” she’d told him. “You should be proud to advertise it.”

In the five months since he’d started wearing the cap, he’d had two people stop him in Jackson stores and a handful of phone calls from folks who’d seen him in Jackson. All needing help with horses. All locals who hadn’t yet heard about him via word of mouth. One call had come from a guy in Laramie who’d gotten his name and number from a friend who’d seen Ben out and about in that cap. Each time, he’d told Amber about the contacts, and she’d just smiled, clearly pleased he was getting more business.

As Ben reached to open the truck door, three of his men spilled out the front door of the main house. They’d no sooner stepped off the porch when Will, his foreman, and Gary, one of their ranch hands, burst out laughing, almost leaning on each other as they semi-staggered down the walkway.

The ranch’s cook, bringing up the rear, noticed Ben and said something to the other two. They sobered slightly and hurried toward the bunkhouse on sure feet, while Ted headed in Ben’s direction. If their expressions were any indication, they’d start laughing again the moment they were out of sight.

What’s so funny? Frowning in puzzlement, Ben pushed open the door and got out. Gravel crunched under his boots, and he slammed the door.

“What’s going on?” he asked when Ted reached him. He motioned toward the bunkhouse with a jab of his thumb over his shoulder. “They sure found something funny.”

The ranch cook grimaced. “Yeah. I should probably let Miss Amber tell you, but she’s pretty upset right now. Worst I’ve ever seen her.”

Ben scowled. What could have upset Amber but amused the men so much?

“She… uh….”

“What? Spit it out.”

“She tried to bake a cake for Sunday’s potluck.”

“Oh, boy….” Ben winced.

Ted had been teaching Amber to cook, at her request, but the lessons hadn’t gone as she’d hoped. Despite his reminders that Ted cooked for the whole ranch, not just the men in the bunkhouse, so she didn’t need to deal with it, she was determined to learn. One recipe after another. One disaster after another. Her only successes had been dishes Ted helped her with, mostly the tried-and-true recipes he carried only in his head.

“How bad was it?” he asked, despite being afraid to.

“Most of the smoke detectors went off before she realized something was wrong.” A blend of humor and sympathy lit Ted’s eyes. “She set the timer, but… well… she didn’t get the time right, for some reason. She and Aidan were in the studio, so they were never in any danger, but the house stinks to high heaven. We’ve opened windows to air it out. It’ll probably take a few days to get the smell out entirely. She was talking about wiping down walls and washing linens to help get rid of it.”

Taking a deep breath, Ben glanced at the house. “I better go talk to her. See if I can help.”

Ted nodded. “I won’t keep you any longer. Miss Amber needs some TLC, I think, and only you can provide that.” He grinned, winked, and went around Ben, headed for the bunkhouse.

Hurrying to the house, Ben quickly mounted the steps, crossed the front porch, and opened the screen door. The interior door stood open, held that way by a large rock Amber had found at a store in Jackson a while back. It was painted to look like a white-tailed deer fawn curled up and still to hide from predators. Ben had accidentally kicked it across the room when she’d first gotten it, so he tried to be aware of it when coming and going. No need to repeat that racket, particularly if Aidan was sleeping. Definitely no need to scratch it up worse than he already had, either.

“Amber?” He paused in the living room, listening, trying to get an idea of where she might be.

“In here,” came a weak response from the kitchen.

Based on the tone, he fully expected tears. I hope Will and Gary waited until they were away from her before laughing, or making comments, for that matter. Ted wouldn’t have laughed, knowing how important learning to cook was to Amber, but Ben wouldn’t put it past Will and Gary not to exercise such discernment or restraint.

Ben found his wife sitting at the kitchen table, her model-thin frame hunched inward, hands in her lap, and her head down. Though her just-below-shoulder-length black hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, her bangs hung down far enough to hide her expression from that angle. Going straight to her, he dropped to both knees at her side and laid a hand over hers. “Hey, are you okay?”

Still not looking at him, she shook her head. “I’m so… useless at things that matter.”

He rocked back slightly onto his heels. “What? How can you say that?”

Aside from taking amazing care of him and Aidan, Amber, along with her friend Carrie, had remodeled most of the house, plus renovated a couple of the buildings in town such as his sister’s store. Also, her artwork was sold in galleries in both Jackson and Chicago, as well as in demand with individuals who hired her to do custom pieces.

Then there were the ways she found to offer encouragement to his men, like putting in time and effort to ensure the new bunkhouse was designed for maximum comfort and functionality for each of them. He’d never asked that she accept his men, much less embrace them as family like she had. Robin certainly never did. She never even wanted them in the house. His ex had seen them as beneath her. Amber had definitely never made them feel that way.

“I can’t cook a meal for my husband,” Amber mumbled, her soft voice wavering. “I can’t even bake a cake for a potluck. What kind of wife can’t do something so simple? What kind of mother will I be if I can’t bake Aidan a birthday cake when he gets older?”

Ben blinked at her. Where is this coming from?

Amber lifted her head to meet his gaze, her cheeks tear-stained. “I burned a cake. Badly. It was just as bad as what happened when I was in college. All the smoke detectors were blaring….” Fresh tears filled her blue eyes and tumbled down her cheeks. “Then the guys came running….” She swiped a hand across her face twice to wipe away tears.

He lifted his free hand to cup her cheek. “You’re still learning, so cut yourself some slack. It’s not like your parents ever gave you a chance to learn.”

Amber’s rich parents had frowned heavily on her doing “menial” tasks like cooking and cleaning. That’s what staff was for, as far as they were concerned. She was supposed to be above such things. Her college roommates, who also happened to be her best friends, had taught her basic housekeeping and remodeling skills, but cooking skills had eluded her.

“Honey, why does cooking and baking suddenly matter so much that you’d get this upset over a simple mistake many beginners probably make?” She’d gotten annoyed with previous disasters, and even discouraged at times, but never to the point of tears.

She lowered her gaze and freed one hand to run fingers through her bangs, leaving them roughed up.

“Amber?” A bad feeling settled in his stomach.

“I know I shouldn’t have listened to them, but… I couldn’t help but wonder if they were right.”

“Listened to who about what?” That bad feeling worsened.

A long sigh was followed by a sniffle. “Mrs. Worth, Mrs. Dawson, and Josie Miller. I overheard them talking last Sunday after church. Somehow, they found out I can’t cook and were going on about how horrible it is that I can’t take proper care of my husband and son. That I obviously don’t love you.” A tear slid down her cheek.

When she looked up at him again, the guilt in those blue eyes hurt his heart. I should’ve known the Liars Club was involved with this. If she’d still had any contact with her parents, he’d have suspected them instead, but he should’ve guessed right off who the real culprits were. With the exception of her parents, only the local rumor mongers had ever upset her so badly.

Who told them Amber can’t cook? He gritted his teeth, fairly certain of the identity of that culprit.

There was only one new face on the ranch. Will had hired a young man as temporary summer help
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