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My Married Love

That very day broke everything in her, and she swore within her to bring back her family's lost glory. Diana's father had just been murdered by his gang for ratting them out to the police, and they had come for what he owed them. Horses, cattle and all they claimed had been purchased with the filthy money her father had made from stolen items.

"You have no right whatsoever to barge into our farm and take all we have," her mother shouted at the cloud of dust the wagons left in their wake. Diana peeked from the window in time to see her mother wipe away the tears that poured from her eyes. She and her brother, Paul had hidden in her mother's fabric store where she kept the leftover fabrics she sold to women traveling through that part of Texas to the open towns and Texas City where they were sold.

“Diana," someone called and then came a tap that reeled her out of her well of dreams. What do you want this time Paul? Do you always have to disturb my night's rest?”

"Sorry Dee, but you have to come with me," he said as he headed for the door to give her the privacy she needed to throw on some clothes. Paul's face was contorted with worry, and she wondered what it was. Her room was smaller than what she wished for, but that was all they could afford, and it made it easier to locate her favorite burgundy shirt where she threw it amongst the clothes strewn across her room. Paul knew better than to stand guard while her sister put on her clothes. She would have his head if he ever dared watch her dress up. 

"What is it? Did you have another nightmare? Is mother okay?" She asked as they hurried down the stairs. 

"She's crying and drinking again," Paul said as he made his way to his mother's room.

"Mum!!!" Diana said with a raised voice as she rushed towards their mother. Paul followed behind unsure how he could be of help. Surviving on these terms has been hard. A whole year of struggling to get by in Texas had been hard on all of them especially their mother. She was doing her best, but it seemed she could no longer hold it together. I have to tell her, Diana thought as she held the woman who had fought so hard to get them through a year of hardship in her arms.

"Mum, it's been a year already could you at least let go of dad's death and move on?" 

"Move on to what, Diana? The struggle to not let my children die of starvation?" Merrie asked looking up at her daughter. Diana could read confusion and utter sadness from the fatigued rings that encircled her orbs. 

"Mum, I can help," Diana said all of a sudden. 

"And how so if I may ask?" Merrie retorted folding her arms across her ruffled housecoat which matched her nightgown. 

"You are not planning on taking up horse grooming are you?" Paul chirped in and took a step back when his sister shot him a scowl. 

"Paul? Need I remind you what happens to snoopers? "Diana asked infuriated by her little brother's annoying act of going through her things. 

"It's not totally my fault. I bumped into the papers the day you sent me in there to get your hat."

"What's that horse grooming all about? I can't have you be a groomer who cleans up after some thoroughbreds."

"Mum, it's just a paper I'm doing for history class. It's nothing serious," Diana said as he cast Paul another scowl that he would always remember if ever snooping through Diana's things surfaced in his mind again.

"You are not cleaning up after horses, alright Diana. Now go back to your room and get some good night rest. I think I need to make up for what I stole from nature," Merrie said and holding onto her daughter staggered onto her feet. A wave of nausea sent her scrambling for the toilet. She retched into the toilet bowl hoping her intestines would spring into the water that seemed like it was pulling her in and snuff the life out of her. Diana stayed up until her mother was fast asleep. She looked like a little girl who had cried herself to sleep after she had been denied her favorite dish. 

"She is going to feel extremely hungover tomorrow morning," Diana muttered as she picked the bottle of wine her mother had just downed off the smooth wooden floor.

"Ugh!" She exclaimed as she held the bottle away from her nose. Stepping through the door, she turned to get another glance at her mum. A deep sound escaped continuously from her throat as she tried to breathe. Her mum snored only when she was tired out from so much worry. It dawned on her that she was the only one who was left with the responsibility of carrying her mum and her little brother on her shoulders. They were having a terrible financial crisis, and if it drives her mum crazy before she can do anything, the consequences would be a grave one.

Diana walked back to her room after making sure Paul was fast asleep. She was going to head out to the newspaper store the first morning to see if Mr. Pendleton had any vacancies in his store. She decided she would check Mrs. Isabel Grayling’s café first. If there was one thing she loved aside history, it was cooking. It brought her a certain kind of calm that nothing else could. The clock in her room chimed 4 am as she shut her eyes relinquishing the tension the night's events had built up in her.

***

Paul bounced about Diana’s bed as she got ready to leave for her job hunt the next morning. “Paul, take care of Mama while I go find some work to do. She's still hungover and will need a lot of milk when she wakes up,” Diana said as she held her hair in a ponytail and admired herself in the mirror. Her jeans were faded and craved replacement, but she had important things to do and trading jeans for new ones were the least of her problems. 

“Mama, I’m off to the Grayling’s café,” Diana yelled into the kitchen when she heard her mother rummaging through the kitchen drawers before getting on her neighbor’s horse and galloping off towards town. The pathway downtown was dusty and lonely. It was quite early anyway and so she didn’t expect to see anybody along that path since she hadn’t taken the major pathway.

Getting off in front of Mama Grayling’s café, Diana secured her horse in the mini stable beside the café and headed in. The aroma of Mama Grayling’s signature coffee hit her nostrils and awakened a deepened craving for the café’s traditional coffee. She wondered what Mama Grayling always added to her coffee to make it scent and taste so nice.  

“Mmmhhh, Mama Gray, that coffee smells really nice,” Diana said as she sat down at the coffee counter. The café was empty and smelt of detergent.

“Here’s a cup for you,” the greying lady whose smiles made her feel at home whenever she was in her café said. “What brings you to my café this early? Having troubles getting Paul to stay away from the neighbor’s barn or the chickens?”

“No, Mama Grayling,” Diana said and sighed as she brought the hot coffee to her lips. She closed her eyes and let the steam caress her facial nerves which had cramped up as a result of constant worry.  

“Oh dear, what have you been doing?” Mama Grayling asked as she held Diana’s lids open to get a look at her eyes. "You look like the world is about to collapse on your head,”” She said as she rubbed Diana’s temple. The feeling of her soft hands against her temple made Diana feel relaxed. She sipped her coffee exhaling deeply as her nerves unwound at the gentle caress of the coffee. “

“Mama is drinking again, and I need to get a good job to support her.  She is stressed and crying all night in her room. I can’t watch her do that any longer.”

“Diana, you are just 18, and right now all you need to do is concentrate on your college applications,” Mama Gray said.

“Mama Gray, Mama has no money for college right now. I settled for a history course, maybe I could teach history later but that would be after I’ve found a way to support Mama.” She paused and gulped down her coffee. “Mama Gray, I would love it if you’d find me some work to do over here. You could pay me whatever you can when I’m done for the day.”

“I really don’t have any work for you, but you could find something here,” she said slapping a newspaper on the counter. “I bake my cookies and brew my coffee; I wouldn’t want you to feel bored standing around and taking orders. I know you love cooking and might find something of your interest in the ad section.” Mama Gray said as the doorbell of the café chimed as the glass door opened, letting a young rancher in. Diana thanked her and took the paper to a hidden corner of the café, away from the drilling eyes of the rancher whose boots looked like he had been working all night. Diana tore her eyes away from his boots and allowed it to roam the first page of the newspaper in her hands. Her eyes landed on the date.  It was dated 3rd October 1884. 

“This is like a week ago,”” she muttered and sighed as she flipped over to the job section. Her facial features lit up as her eyes caught on a job opening for cooks. She hurriedly scanned through the requirements. All of a sudden, her eyes dimmed as she peered closely at the requirement that said the cook to be hired has to be married as the rancher wouldn’t tolerate hiring single ladies who were often clumsy while working. Diana flung the newspaper onto the opposite chair in annoyance and stared out the window beside her. She was unmarried and that was the last ad on the job section.  

“I can have the job only if I were married? Why does this ranch want a married woman anyway?

“Maybe the rancher wouldn’t want to run into seductresses like you Miss Dee,” one of the waitresses who was friendly with Diana said as he picked up the newspaper and tossed it back at her. He was Irish but had lost his accent to daily interaction with westerners. Diana threw a scowl his way and ignored his chatter. All of a sudden something on Delvin’s finger caught her eyes. The intricate design of the ring on his hand gave her illegal ideas for the job she was in desperate need of. 

“Where did you get that Delv?” She sat up brushing her hands against the silver ring on his finger. “My brother made it for me. Beautiful piece of art, huh?" Would you like something of the sort?” he asked glancing at his ring and rubbing it slowly, a knowing smile playing at the corners of his mouth. Coercing people to need what they didn't was one talent he had and would use on anybody to make some bucks.

“Aye, Delvin. I will need a wedding ring,” she said with a mischievous smile. Delvin knew Diana like she was his sister. He had bonded with her the first day he started working at Mama Grayling’s café, and since then they’ve gotten on each other's nerves like cat and mouse and have been brother and sister when they weren’t playing pranks on themselves. He knew the only time she mimicked his waning Irish accent was when she had mischievous thoughts up her sleeves.

“What do you need a wedding ring for?" Delvin's eyes widened as a bell chimed in his head. "Are you getting married? To whom are you spending excruciating eternity with?” Delvin  brought his ears closer so he wouldn’t miss any information. “” To a job,” she said slamming the paper in his face and bursting into laughter when he scrunched up his face in agony. “Did you have to do that?” Delvin asked and massaged his nose which had turned red. “

“You were asking a lot of questions that I didn't need to answer right now silly-willy,”” Diana said turning sober immediately she realized she needed his help. "I need your help with a wedding ring. Can I get it by the weekend?” Delvin ignored her question, and the sting he still felt from the hit and drawing closer began to bombard her with more questions.

Delvin?" Diana called with a raised voice while snapping her fingers before him. 

"Focus Delv." when she was sure she had his attention, she continued. "Weekend?" she asked holding his gaze so that he wouldn't get distracted again.

“Sure you can but it will cost you some good money,” Delvin said. Diana knew Delvin would count the cost of the newspaper incident with his face and hoped it was as much as she could afford. “Ten dollars for hitting me on the face and twenty for the ring.”

“Damn your Irish smart ass Delvin. I can't afford that much. How about I pay you the much I have now and the remaining after I get my first pay?”

“How about you pay up now? It's a deal or no-deal circumstance lassie.” Diana scowled at him. She hated it when he called her that.

"Fine here is ten bucks, I'll get the remaining across once I get my ring. I'll meet you here to get it," she said and standing up she started off towards the door. "And hey," she turned as she was about to exit the cafe, You can't let Mama Gray know about this, or we have no deal, get it?” Diana asked.

"Aye, Aye Miss Dee," he concurred with a mock salute as Diana walked away.

*** 

Dillon stared at the mirror as he shaved off the hairs on his left cheek. He was having a hard time keeping up with the ten year old that pranced about his room asking for a game of tag. 

“Sari, go get Gwen,” he said as he smiled at his daughter. Dillon's wife had left him with a note leaving no details of where she had gone to and telling him that she won't be back not even for her daughter's sake. Throughout the past month, he had been struggling with handling the ranch and keeping the house together. Sari was a handful but ol' Rodrigo had taught him to handle her in the absence of his help, which he was still trying to figure out.

Sari walked back just as immediately as she stood up. “Dad, I'm hungry," she said. "You have to wait for a cook or Rodrigo's cooking," Dillon said as he tugged his boots up to his knees. Dillon wondered why the ad he had sent out to reel in a cook had done nothing yet. He took his daughter whom he could no longer keep telling funny stories regarding food and why he couldn't prepare them even while Rodrigo was around by the hand and headed out. Dillon had earlier discovered a family cafe not so far away from his ranch after taking his thoroughbreds for a run that morning and so headed there.

"It's a wonderful day today, Dillon," A man who Sari thought was odd looking with a bulge at the side of his trousers said as he sat beside her opposite her father. She wasn't sure who it was, but she threw him a wavering smile anyway.

"What do you want?" Dillon whispered as if to keep Sari out of their discussion. "My money Dil, you promised."

"Here, you can leave now," Sari's father said handing the young man a wad of cash. He patted Sari's headed and threw her a toothy grin. Sari looked at her father's sour countenance and frowned. 

"Isn't he your friend's dad?" Sari who didn't understand what had just transpired between both parties asked as the stranger walked out of the cafe. 

"Eat Sari, let's get out of here Rodrigo must be home now. You could stay at his place while I handle some things in town.

"Who is that Dad and why does he look angry?" Ten-year-old Sari asked again. She suspected something was wrong with that visit, and she wondered what it was. Her father always said she had Rodrigo to protect her apart from him.

"Just a grumpy old friend who needed some money from me," Dillon replied and dug into the pizza before him.

"When will mother be back home?" Sari asked surprising her father. Dillon rubbed his temple as he remembered the note with the words clearly scribbled down as if asking that he didn't try to look for her. Dillon decided it was time to let his daughter in on part of the truth.

"She's not coming back, Sari and if you work harder on your food, you will be just in time to take Gwendolyn for a ride," A pony ride sounded like the best way to cloak the information he had just dropped.

"Wait, What? How am I the only one to hear about this now?" She asked perplexed. "Why did she leave? Did you make her unhappy? Was she not happy with me?"

"Relax, Sari," she was tired of hanging onto this rich Western rancher," Dillon said attempting a joke which failed to get a smile on Sari's face. "Perhaps sometime in the future,” she will be back to answer all your questions, but I know one thing for sure," he said gauging his daughter's expression to know if he should drop the topic. The poor child needed answers he couldn't give; therefore he had to take more time to reassure her.

"Your mother loves you and was worried sick every time you got sick while you were a child." Her mother had left before and had returned with bruises blaming it on an accident while she was on her way home.

"It's alright Dad, I understand," she said rubbing his hands in reassurance.

***

Diana thanked Delvin as he waltzed away with his payment whistling an Irish tune she thought was familiar. She held the ring in her palm and caressed the fine silver. It was going to be the evidence of her false marriage as she didn't intend leaving things to the rough hands of fate. Jobs were not easy to come by, and she was doing this for her family anyway. 

"Hi, Dee. Did you find any job you could do in the paper?" Mama Grayling asked as she spotted Diana. She wondered what meeting she had had with Delvin that had brought her away from home at that time.

"Yes, Mama Grayling. That was why I came over to the café. I wanted to say thank you for the information." She lied as she dropped the ring in the leather purse that once sheltered a gun she had taken from her father's room without his knowledge. "I applied, and I got it. I'll be leaving tomorrow at dawn. The ranch owner contacted me saying I have to arrive on time so that he could handle some work for another ranch some miles away from his," she said without as much as blinking. She had gotten so good at lying; it didn't make her stutter anymore.

“Oh, that’s good news, Dee. I’ll have Delvin take you there since it doesn’t seem so far away,” Mama gray offered. 

“Oh no, Mama Gray. I’ll be fine. My employer will send a wagon to get me to his ranch,” she said, this time it was the truth. 

“I’m so proud of you Diana, come here,” she said as she pulled her in for an embrace. How is your mom taking this information?” she asked holding onto her. 

“Mama is fine with it. She’s glad that I wouldn’t be traveling so far away. It’s just San Antonio Mama Gray, I’ll be fine," she said prying herself out of the older woman’s arms. She was going to miss her early morning free coffee; she thought as she walked home.

***

The ride to San Antonio was boring as the elderly man Mr. Dillon had sent to bring her to his home had been mute since she got into the wagon. She was beginning to think the man was dumb.

“You are welcome to the Langley ranch. Diana stared at the ranch in awe holding her hand close to her mouth in order not to look awkward. 

“Wow! This place is huge.”

“Yes, and it seems you have a big mouth. You should probably learn how to shut your mouth while working for Mr. Langley. That is if you still wish to have your job after a week. Those words drew shivers down her spine and slapped her mouth shut. She couldn’t lose her job before she even started.

“Are you going to stand there all day or would you drag that bag inside with you?” 

“You could say that in plain words. You don’t have to be rude. Well expect worse from Dillon,” he said walking away after pointing her towards the building to go to. 

“Hi,” a girl who was Paul's age walked past her making a fuss about something.

“Sari, I’ll make you an apple pie some other time, for now, you can eat the cheesecake Rodrigo made,” a young man in his forties yelled after the girl. He also didn’t stop to acknowledge her presence in the large sitting room. An elderly man walked out from the hallway that led to the kitchen and stopped before her with surprise written all over his face.

“Are you lost, my child? Or are you visiting Mr. Langley?” Rodrigo asked.

“I’m the cook sir. I just arrived some minutes ago,” she said shifting her luggage to her left hand before dropping it after she could not bear the weight anymore.

“Oh!” Rodrigo exclaimed looking her over before excusing himself to get the owner of the ranch.

“Here she is Dillon. She said she’s the cook,” Rodrigo said. “I thought you wanted a married woman for the post?” he whispered into Dillon’s ear.

“Oh, yes. Maybe she came with her mother.

“I’m married,” Diana said flashing her ring in their faces. “Yes I am,” she said with the best convincing smile she could muster. 

“Oh. I’m sorry; forgive my manners, Dillon said as he walked straight to one of the doors along the hallway.

“This is your room Mrs. ...?” he looked at her for help. 

“Jefferson. Its Mrs. Diana Jefferson,” she said in a hurry.

“Oh. Mrs. Jefferson, you can drop your bag, and I’ll show you around, but please tell me you can handle an apple pie dish,”

“Sure anything you want as long as it doesn’t involve grooming horses,” Dillon shot her a confused look that made her stutter. He was smokin’ hot, and the fact that he had just leather pants on worsened her issue with his perfect body.

“if you keep staring at me in such manner I might have you call your husband to come and pick you up."

“I’m very sorry Mr. Langley it’s just,” she began when Rodrigo cleared his throat behind Dillon saving her from her next words. 

“Sari won’t eat, and we are running late. You should probably leave that to the cook.” Dillon said throwing her a smile that made her knees wobble. Holding fast to the door, she leaned on it like she meant to.

“You can ride along, cowboys; I’ll take care of Sari.” She said and tapped her boots against the wooden floor while mimicking a cowgirl shout. She wasn’t exactly sure how a married cook should behave and so thought being funny and friendly was a great way to kick things off with the handsome rancher. 

Dillon gave the young lady latching onto her door like it held a big part of her life a once over and stifling a giggle walked away with Rodrigo who was already clutching to his stomach and laughing so hard. 

“I’ll be right back. Make sure Sari eats what she wants,” he instructed and walked off.

“That wasn’t so bad for my first day here. I thought he would be a standoffish guy like the grumpy old wagon rider had said. He was probably wrong,” she smiled and shut the door, went in search of Sari.

***

"She looks too young to be married,” Dillon said. 

“That tone of yours tells me that you wish she weren’t married,” Rodrigo said.

“That is not so Rodrigo. She’s quite attractive, but she’s just my cook and married too. The ring on her finger looked quite shabby for a wedding ring anyway but who is to question that her husband is as wealthy as I am?” Dillon asked as he got on one of his thoroughbreds.

“How’s the deal for the city coming along?” Rodrigo asked as he steered his horse towards the hills. The cave was the hideout for the merchants that used the hideout, and since most of these arms were contraband goods, they took their business far away from the police. "Angelo thinks the merchants are cheating us," Dillon said. They are selling out at very high prices. The arms go for lower in the legal stores around." Dillon said as he steered the horse into the cave where a broad-chested man stood waiting. 

"Do you have the package?" Dillon asked getting down from his horse and handing the reins to Rodrigo who still sat on the horse and waited for Dillon to finish with what they had come for. The man who they referred to as Angelo gave them a black bag loaded with arms. "The merchants fled before I could get here but I was able to retrieve this from them," Angelo said.

"Good job Angelo. We got a tip-off that they are heading to Cedar Park, you can get a lot more from them and remember no bloodsheds. I wouldn't want to get roped in with the police again," Dillon said and headed back to his horse when Angelo disappeared into the cave.

"The deal is done Rodrigo, but I sent him to leave them a warning," Dillon said hurling the bag of arms atop the horse. 

"That's a good one, but he has to beware of the sheriff, he's a snoopy one," Rodrigo said.

The game reserve wasn't far away from the cave, and so Rodrigo bid Dillon farewell and took the washed off path leading to the reserve. He loved watching rangers show off with their horses on hot days like this. 

"Tell Sari; I'll be home to tell her bedtime stories," Rodrigo said.

***

"I am ten, dad, and I don't need bedtime stories to sleep anymore. Maybe Gwen would love stories," Sari said with an angry look on her face. Dillon who didn't understand why she was angry yelled out Diana's name. Diana scrambled into her housecoat and headed towards the kitchen. The kitchen was a big space lined with counters and a dining table at the center of it all. She had served lunch immediately she noticed Mr. Langley walk in. She quickened her steps as she wondered why he was yelling her name.

"You didn't make her the apple pie?" Dillon asked with anger heating up his face. 

"I did. Or didn't I Sari?" Diana asked. 

"She did dad. I am not angry with her, I am with you, "Sari said.

"And why is that?" He asked as he became calm. "You didn't even think twice before leaving me with her. What if she was a serial killer or worked for The Mob?" 

"You know I can still hear you right?" Diana who got offended with the young girl's words said. 

"I'm sorry Mrs. Jefferson, but Dad has to learn to stop leaving me like mom," she said and taking her lunch with her walked away.

"Oh no, not again," Dillon said taking his head in his hands. The first time Sari's mother had left, she had hired a country lady to babysit her and had never come back until she showed up with the accident story. He had done the same thing forgetting she had pleaded with him never to do that to her.

Diana stared on with pity eyes at poor Mr. Langley who had to deal with bringing up a girl as opinionated as Sari.

"You don't have to stare holes into that wall; if you get up from there, you might be in time to catch her forgiveness. Do not let it get cold, it will only harden her heart towards you," Diana said as she threw him a smile gesturing for him to get up and face his daughter. Dillon hated seeing his daughter angry. It made him fear her in some way. She was all he had, and he couldn't lose her too.

"I am really sorry, Sari," Dillon said as he walked into his daughter's room. She sat and sulked in her bed while her food waited to be touched. I didn't think you'd be offended. "Diana is our new cook and not a serial killer. I made sure of that before leaving you with her," he finished. He sat facing the little girl who meant the world to him and pleading with his eyes. Sari loved her dad and found it difficult to stay angry at him. "It's alright dad," she said while embracing him. "May I eat now?" she said with a smile as her father nodded and left her to her food.

"Thank you," He said as he walked out of his daughter's room. "So?" She inquired.

"Sari is fine, and we are alright," he said with a smile which faltered when she threw him a look that made him realize he hadn't been a good father.

"I know I'm a terrible father, but I go out with her whenever I can to give her a fun treat. I take her to the meadows where we pick any flower of her choice," he said getting on his defensive side. Diana smiled at him and saying nothing walked out of the kitchen.

Dillon's heart sank, and he plopped onto the dining seat. Something about this woman made him jittery whenever he was around her. "That fire in her eyes, I've never seen in anybody's eyes, and it cripples my emotions," he muttered.

"Dad? Why are you talking to yourself?" 

"She's driving me crazy Sari," Dillon replied.

"She's just been here half a day, Rodrigo said standing at the door with a knowing smile. "You had better keep it together, or you might end up selling your ranch to a stranger," he concluded.

"I didn't see you come in," Dillon said. " How was your visit to the reserve?"

"It was worth the while, Starbucks won the race. Oh, that explains why you're smiling like a sheep," Sari bust out laughing. "You two a humor wagon," she said washing out her plate and walking back into her room. She wondered if Diana's presence will bring back her dad's interest in moving on from her mom. "But she's married, that doesn't seem like it would ever happen," she muttered

***

Time flew by, and Diana had settled into her daily cooking and house-managing lifestyle. She had become close to Sari, and the little girl had learned a lot from her close relationship with the young lady who she secretly wished would become her stepmom.

"Diana?" Sari called. Diana had asked her to call her that as calling her Mrs. Jefferson made her feel too old.

"Yes dear," Diana replied keenly watching her fingers as she chopped carrots for a new recipe she was trying out.

"Do you like my Dad?" Diana had spent most of her time alone fantasizing about the young man whose shady business scared her. She had become so attached to him that he was comfortable telling her a lot about himself but have not been able to answer her questions concerning the other job
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