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Chapter One
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Marta Martinez took a deep breath, hoping to gain the confidence she needed so badly as she was about to approach the only person, she thought could help her with her situation—Bob Calendar. She glanced into the backseat of her ’79 Ford Fairmont and saw that both boys were still sleeping. She debated waking them because she didn’t want to leave them alone in the car, but she didn’t really want to take the boys along for a discussion this important either. 

Her dilemma was over when her older son, Antonio sat up, bumping her son, Mateo, in the process. “Where are we?” Antonio asked, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

“I’m going to go and talk to a man about a job here. Can you two stay in the car? I’ll give you my phone.” Marta’s phone would be shut off any day now, but for the moment, it worked, and the boys loved to play games on it. 

“I’m scared,” Antonio said. 

Marta nodded, having expected that answer. Antonio tended to be afraid when he didn’t know where he was. It would make things a little harder to take the boys along with her, but there was nothing else she could do. “Okay, then. Let me comb your hair.” The boys slept in the backseat of the car because there was nowhere else for them to sleep. 

She combed their hair and checked her own in a mirror. It desperately needed a cut, and she couldn’t cut her own like she did the boys. It helped that she was a woman and could pull it back into a barrette and ignore it.

When she felt like she was as ready as she could be, she took each of the boys by hand and the three of them went to the building Bob Calendar had just disappeared into.

There was one door open, and she stepped into the doorway, smiling at the man sitting there. “Hello. Bob Calendar?” she asked.

Bob nodded, a smile lighting up his face when he saw her boys. “You brought my friends to see me! I didn’t think they’d remember my name.”

Marta had no idea what he was talking about, but her boys tore away from her and went to Bob. “I don’t have my cars in my office.” He frowned. “I’ve got snacks though. Do you boys like beef jerky? I have some cereal with milk as well, but I only keep one bowl and one spoon here in my office.”

Antonio looked at his mother, who gave a slight nod. “We can share.”

Bob grinned and jumped up to pour a bowl of Crunch Berries for the boys, topping it with milk and adding a spoon. He set the bowl on the corner of his desk, and the boys stood each taking a turn with the spoon. Marta was pleased with how well they were sharing. It would look good on her to have children so well-behaved—at least she hoped it would.

Marta watched the whole exchange with tears in her eyes. He was so good with the boys, but where did he know them from? “How do you know my boys, Mr. Calendar?”

Bob frowned at her. “Oh, call me Bob. They didn’t tell you? I was sure you were here so they could play. I told them all about my Matchbox car collection and told them to have their parents bring them whenever they could.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t know they’d ever met you. I’m Marta Martinez, by the way.”

“Oh, well I found them at the baseball tournaments in town, and they looked hungry to me, so I bought them each a hot dog.” He grinned sheepishly. “I was almost late for my game because I couldn’t leave them standing there.”

Marta smiled. “Thank you! They wanted to go watch the tournament because their dad had worked for the Royal River Ranch. I’m expecting, and I was just so tired. I thought they would be all right in a crowd because they are good at screaming.” Even Mateo with his speech impediment could scream like nobody’s business. She wasn’t sure if that was a skill or not, but she couldn’t complain. The boys were safer that way as far as she was concerned.

Bob laughed. “They seemed just fine, and I’m sure everyone thought their parents were right there. We don’t have much crime in Cauldron Valley.”

She frowned. The crime that had been there had all been because of her husband. “May I sit, Mr. Calendar?”

“Bob,” he corrected again.

“Bob,” she repeated. “I need a job. My husband was killed a few weeks ago, and I need to be able to support my boys. I was a housekeeper for the hotel in town, but they fired me when some information came out about my husband.”

He nodded, and she could tell he understood—everything she had and hadn’t said. “You don’t have the same hobbies your late husband did, do you?”

Marta blushed and shook her head. “No, I don’t.” Unfortunately, she understood what he hadn’t said as well. “I know this is a long shot, but I need a job to be able to feed my children.”

“You were a housekeeper?”

She nodded. “I was.”

“Then you can clean this building we’re sitting in every day around six and keep up with the cabins as the kids check out. And I’ll need an hour a day from you for cleaning the bathrooms in the cabins. Will that work?”

Closing her eyes for a moment, she nodded, feeling extremely relieved. “When can I start?”

He shrugged. “Tomorrow?” She looked much too tired to start immediately. He turned on his computer and quickly tapped on the employee program, glad he could give her a job. It had become too much for his mother and Brunie to clean the cabins, so this was working out well as far as he was concerned. His mother could still do the work, but she was too involved with her grandchildren to care that there was work to be done. “Full name?”

“Marte Martinez. My friends call me Marta.” 

“Doesn’t Marte mean Tuesday?” 

“Yes, it does.”

He nodded, spelling her full name out to her to be certain it was spelled correctly. “I’ll make a note that you prefer Marta.” After tapping a few keys, he asked, “Address?”

Marta blushed, not wanting to answer, so she was sarcastic instead, “Only thing I can give you for that is my license plate number.”

Understanding dawned on Bob’s face, but Marta refused to look down. It was her truth, but with his help, she hoped it wouldn’t be for long.

“I would offer you a cabin, but we don’t have extras right now. We had to build more for this summer.” Bob was obviously deep in thought for a moment. “Let me see if I can pull some strings. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Marta stayed where she was seated, staring at her boys, who were happily reaching the end of the bowl of Crunch Berries. She hadn’t been able to splurge on sugary cereals, needing something that would fill them up for cheaper. How she was living now wouldn’t bother her nearly as much as it did, if it wasn’t for the boys. Her boys...they deserved better than she did.

When Bob came back a short while later, he smiled at her. “All right, I have a place for you. You’ll have room and board as long as you’re working for the Calendars. When the fall comes, you and the boys are welcome to move into a cabin, or you can stay in the house. It doesn’t matter to us either way.”

Marta blinked at him a few times. “Stay in the house?”

He nodded. “I don’t have an apartment I can put you up in, but all of my sisters but one have moved out, so Mom and Dad have extra rooms. Mom said they’d love it if you took two of them for you and the boys. Dawn and Todd have one, and they’ll still have two spares. I guess you could even have three rooms if the boys want their own space.”

“Your parents are going to allow the wife of the man who sent someone to rob them to move into their home? Do they know who I am?” Marta was stunned that he’d offer her a place in his family’s home. She was sure she didn’t look like a dangerous criminal, but it was pretty clear she’d been married to one.

“They do. And Mom said she’d love it if the boys just called her Grandma.” He looked back at his computer. “So, let’s finish getting you into the system, and I’ll take you to the house and show you your new rooms. You’ll have a private bath, and the boys will have a bath to share. That work?”

“I...I don’t even know what to say!”

He shrugged, grinning at her. “I have a soft spot for the boys,” he said softly. Glancing at them, he could see the boys had finished their meal. “Are you two still hungry? Or is it time to let Mom and the baby eat?”

Antonio looked like he was torn. He looked at his mother, and then he looked at the bowl. “I’m still hungry, but Mom and baby can eat first.”

She shook her head without hesitation. “You and your brother eat. Mom and baby are fine.” She had eaten a quick snack in the car to combat her plummeting blood sugar. Marta had always experienced low blood sugar during her pregnancies.

Antonio smiled happily. “More for us! Thank you, Mr. Bob!”

Marta was pleased to see her sons remember their manners with their “friend.” Everything was going so much better than she’d imagined it could. 

After the boys were settled with another bowl of cereal, she gave him the information he needed for her employment records. “You’ll have health benefits,” he said, planning to pay for those with his own income. He couldn’t ask the ranch to pay for something that was unusual. They already paid for health benefits for his aunt Brunie, so it wasn’t fair to ask them to pay for another person. Everyone but family was considered seasonal. “And meals are served at the house at six, noon, and six thirty. Snacks are available any time. Mom will watch the boys when you have to leave to work. Do you have any questions for me?”

Marta’s jaw dropped as she gaped at him in shock. “You haven’t even checked my references...”

He shrugged. “I know your boys. They’re polite, and they are thankful. I don’t need to know more than that. I’m sure your husband didn’t raise them to be that way. It was all you. So, I know what kind of person you are, based on them.” He smiled at the boys as they ate the last few bites of the cereal. “Do you guys want to go meet Grandma? She’s going to be watching you while your mama works!” Something occurred to him then, and he frowned. He hadn’t been around pregnant women until the past few months, and those were his sisters. “Is it going to be too hard for you to clean?”

She smiled, shaking her head. “Not at all. It sounds like it will only be a few hours most days.”

“The only days that will be hard are Saturday and Sunday. We have our camp ‘graduation ceremony’ on Saturdays
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