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“To the people who always seek out the good in the world. Never give up on the quest. Good is always out there. Somewhere. Sometimes, it takes a quest to find it. But if you try hard enough, it will be worth the effort. I can assure of that fact.”

A Quest for Good

A Story of Hope and Joy

Paul John Hausleben
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“Would’a, could’a, should’a is a great thing to say because it makes you feel better to reflect on what went wrong. But it is really what you do after you say it that defines you. Sometimes, life is just a matter of perseverance.”

Paul John Hausleben

26 December, Boxing Day, 2025
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The year 2025 was a busy one for Paulie!

As I gradually wind down my career in one of my other ventures (after working for a very long time in it), I found that my creative life was exploding. It became difficult to manage and to find time for my many projects. The portfolio of my books was selling quite well, and despite the proliferation and influx of bogus artificial intelligence photography, my photographic work received recognition. In the spring of 2025, on a whim, and at the coaxing of a few friends and associates, I started the God Bless the Keg Publishing LLC, Podcast featuring Paulie at the microphone. I found that I rather enjoyed it, and it became very popular! More popular than I ever imagined it would be. One episode led to almost forty episodes, and that combined with my books, my photography, and my “regular” job as well as following all the sports that I fervently follow, found me really stretched thin.

In August 2025, I had a very profound book idea and storyline. I know from experience that these ideas do not go away until Paulie deals with them and writes the story. This idea came to me suddenly; and I am not exactly sure from where it came or why, but nonetheless, it arrived. The writing bug hit me very hard. A simple question, which would be the basis of the storyline, arrived in my mind, and it constantly nagged at me.

What would you do if you received a whopping inheritance of money? With some stipulations? Suddenly, you receive a sum of eight-million-dollars. Three stipulations come along with receiving the dough.

Stipulation one: you can take four million dollars for yourself. To do with as you choose. Invest as you want. Buy what you want. Live as you want.

Stipulation two: the other four million dollars will go to good causes that you determine are worthy. Be they charities, or persons, or whatever or whoever you determine to be worthy. Plural. Causes. Not just one worthy or needy cause. Multiple causes.

Stipulation three: you need to consult your best friend on your decisions. In this novel of mine, it is a dog. A basset hound.

Who do you consult? How would you do it? What do you do with this money?

And so, it began.

Most everyone who knows me, spends time with me, or hangs out with me, gradually becomes accustomed to my weird and eccentric ways. They accept the fact that my mind is always whirling with potential ideas for books, photographs, photoshoot adventures, and now, podcasts. I asked everyone the same questions and compiled the answers in my notebook. They tolerated me and my eccentric ways, and for that I am very grateful and thankful! I can be very annoying when I am in book mode. In fact, in every mode! Once I milked the various answers into hand-wringing and mind-numbing reactions, I began work on this novel. This story required a novel to properly tell, and novels are grueling. I buckled the seatbelt in my writing chair and dove into the keyboard.

As usual, there were twists and turns along the way. This is a very unusual direction for me to write in. New characters! A new style. I wanted to write a feel-good novel! So, I did. We sure do need a feel-good story these days!

Here it is. I am very thankful for all the help and ideas I received along the way. Amber, your ideas, and suggestions were amazing!

As I write these author notes for this novel, it is Boxing Day in December 2025. I finished the draft of this novel today.

A Quest for Good. A Story of Hope and Joy.

Dear reader, my prayer is that the world is full of quests for good and that everyone finds success in their individual quests and finds good along the way.

And as a result, both joy and hope fill their hearts, their lives, and their souls, too.

I enjoyed writing this novel. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed the experience of writing it.

Thank you for reading it.

Paul John Hausleben

Boxing Day, 26 December 2025
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Prologue
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The bolt was a toughie. That bolt held the water pump on the front of the engine. This was an old car, and old cars have tough bolts. And many miles and many secrets. Kevin had to use a swivel socket to access it. Swivel sockets are like cheap beer. They work, but they can be rather tricky in the end results.

A few twists and turns resulted in a negative result. His father always taught him that if you were not one-hundred percent sure of what something is or how it works, then you might not want to mess with it. But Kevin had confidence in his abilities. He was one-hundred-percent sure that he had the skill, intelligence, and the ability to tackle this water pump repair.

And he had determination.

Another twist.

The wrench fell out of Kevin’s hands. First, it hit the water pump housing, then it touched the starter’s covering, then the wire harness, and then it landed on the asphalt surface of the driveway. It was a rather graceful tumble.

Life is full of graceful tumbles.

Kevin’s father looked up at his son, and he smiled.

His son smiled back.

Kevin’s father said, “Slip-ups are part of life. You just slipped. I guess one of us must go get that wrench.”

His son smiled back in return. Smiles are often what we build our lives upon. Frowns build resentment. Smiles build encouragement.

“I have it, Dad. I dropped it. It is up to me to go get it,” Kevin said as he slid underneath the car to retrieve the wayward wrench.

A graceful tumble. Pick yourself up and give it another try. Determination. A quest. A mission.

And so, it goes.

And so, it begins.
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Chapter One



Kevin Bartlett
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​

Kevin Bartlett began tinkering with cars, and with trucks, and with motorcycles, and engines when he was just about twelve years old. His father had been a sergeant in the motor pool in the United States Army, and he could work on cars and engines with ease. One could say that his father’s skills influenced and inspired Kevin’s interests. With his military days ended, Kevin’s father tinkered with cars now as a hobby, as a pastime. He had a full-time job as a factory worker, but cars and engines were his sideline passion.

In their own garage and in their home’s driveway, his father taught him the tool swinging aspects of vehicle repairs and maintenance and he taught him the grit of the work, and the grease, but most of all, he taught him the satisfaction of repairing something and resurrecting it with your own hands and your own mind. And that was the part of the work that Kevin enjoyed the most.

And in that garage and in that driveway of the Bartlett family home in North Paterson, New Jersey, Kevin found his path in life. He was going to become the best auto mechanic that he could be. His hands and fingers turned wrenches and threaded tricky bolts in hidden locations, as did the fingers and hands of a skilled surgeon. Kevin Bartlett was tall and physically fit, with long fingers and arms. He was a handsome young man with thick, floppy black hair, a neatly trimmed beard and facial hair, and a chiseled jaw and cheekbones with facial features that turned many of the young gal’s eyes. Kevin Bartlett had hidden strength lying underneath the baggy tee shirts that he wore. Strength garnered from turning heavy wrenches and lifting heavy car parts into place inside engine cavities. The tee shirts that he wore were all emblazoned with racing circuit logos and famous car manufacture’s promotional logos and decals. His bedroom did not have posters of rock and roll stars or gorgeous female movie and television stars on the walls; instead, there were posters of tools, muscle cars, and engines. The neighborhood in and around the Bartlett’s house quickly realized that they could save a bundle on car repairs; all they had to do was to have some patience and drop their vehicles off at the Bartlett’s driveway. Repairs were a quarter of the cost of local repair shops. Kevin and his father could repair most anything on the vehicles; they were the best backyard mechanics in all of North Paterson, New Jersey.

His father knew that Kevin had the determination, the desire, and the skill to fulfill his career path when, at the age of sixteen, he scraped and saved his money from doing odd jobs, repairing neighbor’s cars and trucks, mowing lawns, and delivering newspapers, to purchase his own car. Now, to say that this was a project car, was an understatement. It was more as if it was a wreck of a vehicle; repairs were not the only requirement needed to make the car roadworthy again, but resurrection and prayers would be a valuable application, too. The car was an oldie-but-goodie; a classic car from a classic era. Kevin’s determination would restore it to classic status. And succeed he did! It took a few years, more of those saved pennies for parts, some junk-yard trips, but once the work was complete, the classic car was reborn and roadworthy once more. The only work on the car that he did not perform on his own was the custom paint job. Paying for that paint job from a local auto body shop was a gift from his parents. Kevin’s classic car was the admiration of all his fellow motor-heads in the old city. For Kevin, there were no high school dances, or football, or baseball, or marching band, or attendance at the prom. It was all about tinkering with his car and his projects.

After high school, it was off to a 2-year technical school for auto mechanics. The instructor quickly recognized that Kevin Bartlett could teach the course. He was the epitome of a crackerjack mechanic.

While he attended technical school, Kevin worked part-time at a local family-owned auto repair business. The repair shop was located off the beaten path, on an old forgotten side street off one of the main drags. But the neighborhood knew that this was a shop that treated its fellow working neighbors fairly and honestly. The business was successful and had a prized reputation amongst the difficult to please persons in the old, gritty neighborhood. It was hardly a fancy or a shiny facility. It was the neighborhood garage.

“Jewell’s Auto Repair and Maintenance Shop.”

About fifteen years prior to Kevin’s employment, the latest family member in a long line of succession of auto mechanics, the eldest son, Patrick, took over the business from his father; who years ago, took over from his father. It was truly a family business for over fifty years. The neighborhood called Patrick by his nickname, “Pops.”

At first, for Kevin, it was just oil changes and simple repairs such as batteries and headlights, but Pops Jewell quickly realized Kevin Bartlett’s skills and ambition. After graduation from technical school, with a freshly printed 2-year technical degree mounted in a faux brass frame that was actually made of plastic, hanging on the wall of Jewell’s Auto Repair and Maintenance Shop, Kevin Bartlett now had his own repair bay, his own lift, his own dedicated five tier tool box and a precious nook in life. A nook full of grease, spilled motor oil, full of nuts and bolts, and sweat and bleeding hands and knuckles, but it was where Kevin Bartlett belonged. At nineteen years of age, equipped with tools, knowledge and ambition, the patrons of the shop recognized Kevin Bartlett as the best auto mechanic around that tired and old neighborhood.

And, Mr. Patrick “Pops” Jewell, carefully took note of his prized mechanic’s skills and reputation and the extraordinary amount of business that he brought to his establishment.

The shop lacked air-conditioning.

Unless the 4-foot paddle fan in the far corner of the shop counted. It didn’t. It simply pushed hot air from corner-to-corner of the repair shop.

The dog days of August could be a brutal stretch of hot and humid weather in New Jersey.

Kevin, as the lead mechanic of the shop, tackled the more difficult troubles that came in for repairs; the troubles that none of the other mechanics wanted to deal with. Or had the skills to handle. Or a combination thereof. Today’s project was a small V-8 engine. A 307 cubic inch engine. The owner did not heed the warning on the temperature gauge. Continued driving the car with a pegged needle on the gauge, and blew the head gaskets. Now, it was a total engine breakdown, a machine shop trip to refinish the cylinder heads and a big bucks repair. The car was worth it. The body was solid, with no rust; strong transmission. Operator error.

As the lead crackerjack mechanic for Jewell’s Auto Repair, Kevin Bartlett usually never handled routine tire issues. All the other mechanics were at lunch. Alan Wharton was out sick. The heat got to him yesterday. The heat was rather relentless.

She walked into the repair shop looking rather desperate. It was shortly past noon. The heat pounded down. Kevin wiped the beads of sweat from his face with the towel he kept wrapped around his neck during the dog days of August. Her auburn hair reflected the heat and sunlight of the relentless August day. Her perfect facial features beamed. The beads of sweat ran down her chest and disappeared into the promises of perfect cleavage.

She was stunning. Gorgeous.

She smiled at the sight of the sweaty, but very manly Kevin Bartlett. He reflected help. A mechanic with tools and equipped with solutions; a sexy answer to the woes of car troubles. An alternative to being stranded on the side of the road. Without help and without any alternatives.

With a brush aside of a wisp of sweaty auburn hair, she said, “I hope you can help me. I think that I picked up a nail in my tire. There is some construction in my neighborhood. I filled it up at the gas station just down the road, but it is losing air, and I might not make it home.”

Kevin smiled in return. He wiped his face and neatly trimmed beard with the towel and then wiped his sweaty hands on his red mechanic’s rag that he kept in his back pants pocket.

Kevin Bartlett smiled and said, “Let’s see what we can do.”

The auburn-haired woman smiled back and said, “Thank you. It is so awfully hot. I would not want to be stuck on the side of the road today while trying to get back home. I am happy to have found your shop here.”

“Yes. It is awfully hot. Where is home?”

She winked at him. A wink that could and would melt a man’s heart. The words fell out of her mouth like a pour of red wine into a graceful glass.

“Oh, North Haledon. Near the Wyckoff border.”

“Gotcha. I think that I can help.”

And two years later they were married. Four years later, there were two children. Twelve years later, Kevin Bartlett fell on his knees and prayed to God to find a way to make that other man to go away.

Sometimes, we must live our lives with unanswered prayers. For whatever reason. For reasons that we do not understand, nor that make any sense to us at all. God’s plan is not always clear; perhaps, it is because we are meant not to have what we desire, but, instead; we are destined to serve and live out what our mission in God’s plan is supposed to be. Simply, we need to trust and obey because ultimately, our purpose might be something greater than we can ever understand.

The tool swinging, the wrench turning, the sweat, the grit, and the grease were not enough to offset a glorious spray tan and a white-toothed smile from an executive at the job where she worked. Unfortunately, his wife always looked upon Kevin Bartlett as just a car mechanic. Good enough to be a savior for flat tires, and good enough to father two beautiful children, good enough to earn a solid and honest living, and to buy a small house with a neat and trim yard and a white picket fence. But not good enough to compete with spray tans and white teeth and a six-figure plus salary. They say that beautiful women are the most difficult to hold on to. Maybe it was true; perhaps, it was not. After his experiences, Kevin Bartlett tended to believe that it was true. Very true.

The pain in life began for Kevin Bartlett. But the true pain started with his children turning against him.

After all, his wife convinced them both that their father was “just a car mechanic.”

No doubt that he was a car mechanic. Yet, he was “not just a car mechanic.” He was a dedicated husband and father. He went to work every day in the trenches of the auto repair shop. On the steamy, boiling summer days. On the freezing cold winter days. And all the other days in between. No, he did not earn a six-figure salary, but he made a solid living. Nor did he have perfect white teeth, nor did he wear fancy suits, nor did he have a spray tan, but he was an earnest, hardworking man who took care of his family. They wanted for very little.

Despite it all, they all turned against him.

And at the very heart of their father—his essence; his virtue—was that he was indeed, just a car mechanic.

When Kevin dialed the phone, the voicemail picked up. The recorded voice inflicted nothing more but pain. All he could recall was her auburn hair. The dog days of August. A wink in her eye. Her smile. Their love. Her words upon that initial meeting.

“I hope you can help me. I think that I picked up a nail in my tire. There is some construction in my neighborhood. I filled it up at the gas station just down the road, but it is losing air, and I might not make it home.”

He felt as if he had helped her. As if he saved her. He felt as if she had helped him. And she saved him. Yes, there was some joy. Extreme pain. More than just a little hurt. As if life left a void between them that was beyond their capabilities to understand. Where the tears and the raindrops they heard were loud and clear, but not understood. A warm wind of love continuously swirled between them, yet it could not heal the void. It could not join their love in unison. It was just the way it was. 

“I am not available right now. Please leave a message after the beep.”

Stereotypical. Painful. Gut-wrenching.

Kevin did not speak; he did not leave a message.

He simply hung up. Afterward, they all said goodbye to him. And the pain was extreme, and it was deep, and it was forever.

And so, it goes.

Kevin moved out of the family home. They all moved into the executive's home. It was a bit larger than their small Cape Cod home. Like two-thousand square feet larger! Their plan was to marry once the divorce finalized. The pain from his wife’s loss of love hurt deeply, but the betrayal of his children, as his wife coaxed them on, was unimaginable. They split it all half and half. Kevin could have fought it out in court due to her infidelity, but at this point, he did not have the emotional energy to do so. A half and half split seemed much easier. His best friend, Lenny, told him that he was crazy not to fight it and take it all. After all, the spray-tanned executive could afford to prop them all up if the divorce drained his soon to be ex-wife’s finances. Kevin did not care. All he wanted was to walk away and clear his soul and mind of all the madness.

Kevin rented an apartment near his work. For a small additional monthly fee, the apartment came with a garage to house his classic car. Kevin still had that beloved car; since he was just a teenager. That car made him a man, and it was the project on which he cut his auto repair chops! His plan was to always have it no matter what happens. 

And in a bit of despair and longing for companionship, Kevin adopted a puppy. An amazing, fantastic, and once-in-a-lifetime puppy! A basset hound gift from Heaven in a time of profound despair. A companion in a time of loneliness and emptiness. Kevin named the basset hound, Fred. Fred turned out to be the best thing in his life. Loyal, loving, and carefree. Kevin’s parents were both dead. He had very little family, but he had Fred. And his classic car, and his best friend from childhood, Lenny Colson. He still had the job he loved, and he felt that now, along with Fred, he could rebuild his life. Somehow. Some way.

From day one, Fred came to work with Kevin. It cured his breed’s known penchant for being prone to separation anxiety and loneliness. The last thing that Kevin wanted was for Fred to be lonely. Kevin knew that pain all too well. Fred did not like being alone. So, he came to work with Kevin. Every day. He settled in at the shop. Slept on a blanket in the corner of the shop, took care of himself, and became a part of the world of Jewell’s Auto Repair and Maintenance. Like Kevin, Fred smelled of used motor oil and a touch of grease. He did not smell like a typical hound dog. Fred was an honorary motor-head without ever swinging a wrench.

Pops Jewell and the rest of the office staff loved Fred. Kevin’s fellow mechanics loved Fred. The customers loved Fred. Everyone loved Fred. And Fred loved everyone in return. Love was Fred Bartlett’s superpower. Wherever Kevin went, Fred was close by his side.

As Fred grew from puppyhood into dog maturity, the hound proved that he had an uncanny way of determining whether humans meant well or had some nefarious or less than honest intentions. The basset hound was a supreme judge of character. He would sniff the air, he would observe everyone and everything; yet, while Fred loved most everyone, if someone had something less than good up their sleeve, Fred knew it right away. It must have been his hunting instincts. As long as Kevin or his human friends were around, then Fred seldom barked or let out a hound bay, so when he did, Kevin and the staff knew to check out the situation.

Fred looked as if he was a sleepy couch potato, but he was always diligent and vigilant; he wobbled along, mixed his drool with grease and oil and car parts, his floppy ears hanging down, sniffing, observing, and checking. Basset hounds were keen scent hounds, so often, Fred’s nose and sniffing guided his actions. One day, when some neighborhood street thugs decided to prowl around the areas behind the shop, looking for something to “borrow and never return” or get into, it was Fred who alerted the crew to their presence. He was an integral part of the team!

The faithful basset hound never missed a day of work in his almost ten years of working at the repair job. And neither did Kevin. Not in all of Kevin’s almost thirty years that he worked there.

And for Kevin and Fred, life settled in after the turmoil.

And they all grew up together. They all grew older, wiser, and in teamwork and in love.
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A Life-Changing Windfall

––––––––
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It was a Tuesday in March. A week before Saint Patrick’s Day. Monday was usually the busiest day in the shop. Cars were in heavy use on Saturdays and Sundays; they broke down over the weekend, and the customers were anxious to be first in line for the repairs on Monday morning. Tuesday was the overflow day.

This past Monday had been extra busy with repair requests, and now the shop remained very busy. Finding qualified auto repair mechanics was difficult; therefore, the burden of the complicated repairs fell upon Kevin Bartlett. It seemed as if it were just another busy Tuesday at Jewell’s Auto Repair and Maintenance Shop.

Kevin’s boss for all these years, and his mentor and his friend, Mr. Patrick “Pops” Jewell, had been ill for about five weeks. Honestly, Pops Jewell was like a second father to Kevin. After all, they had been together for thirty years or thereabouts. Mr. Jewell gave Kevin his start in the business. He took a chance on a young man, and Kevin Bartlett greatly rewarded Pop’s trust and efforts in Kevin’s skills and dedication. Over the many years of employment, Kevin was well paid, and he had worked hard for the Jewell family, and Pops made sure that Kevin received adequate rewards for his hard work and efforts. Christmas bonuses, timely raises, and lucrative wages, as well as solid healthcare benefits and company-sponsored savings plans. Jewell’s Auto Repair and Maintenance Shop was a small, but lucrative business, and it packed a solid punch for its employees!

It had been a wonderful career and allowed Kevin to do what he had always wanted to do for all these years. Be just an auto mechanic!

Kevin had grown concerned lately about Mr. Jewell’s health. Until he fell ill, “Pops,” as he was still affectionately called, had been in the shop most every day for all these years; doing the office work and keeping things humming. He no longer picked up the tools, but he would poke his head in the shop and check on the repairs and workflow. Pops relied on Kevin to keep the shop running and to guide the junior mechanics. The shop and the business were Mr. Jewell’s life’s work and his family’s legacy, and Kevin knew how much he loved it; how much he loved cars and trucks and how going into the office and shop every day gave him purpose and joy.

With his recent absence from the business office, Mr. Jewell’s son and daughter rotated in and out of the office, performing the invoicing, bookkeeping and customer service, but Kevin knew that the auto repair shop was not their priority. They both had other jobs and families and careers. An old, greasy auto repair business, as lucrative and near and dear to their hearts as it was, would not be on their wish list to run permanently. Although none of the Jewell family acted uppity, nor high and mighty, nor above others, and they kept a modest outward appearance, Kevin always had the impression that money was not a concern of the family.

The son and the daughter, too, relied on Kevin Bartlett to keep the shop and the business running during the absence of their father, and for Fred to assist in keeping the customers happy and smiling.

Mr. Patrick “Pops” Jewell was close to eighty years of age, he had been in and out of the hospital with some heart issues, and after an extensive surgery, Mr. Jewell had been at home recuperating from his illness and trying hard to regain his strength. Kevin and Fred, both visited him at home a week or so ago, and Kevin did not leave the visit with a good feeling about his mentor’s long-term health prospects. Mr. Jewell was bedridden, and he looked frail and weak, and while he was happy to see Kevin and Fred, Kevin knew that it took all his strength to put on a happy face and muster up enough strength for the meeting. Kevin thought how he could not have asked for a better friend and mentor and person to team up with for all these years. Yet, he knew that nothing and no one last forever.

Father Time remains undefeated.

Although it seemed as if it were just another busy Tuesday at Jewell’s Auto Repair and Maintenance Shop; it was not going to be.

Mr. Patrick Jewell Jr. slowly walked out into the service garage; there was no spring in his step today. He found Kevin working with one of the junior mechanics while replacing a water pump, but also teaching the mechanic with some of his vast experience.

Patrick Junior gently tapped Kevin on his shoulder and said, “Excuse me. Kevin. Can you please break away for a few minutes? My sister and I would like to speak with you in the office. Just a few minutes, but we do need to speak right now. Thanks.”

Kevin sensed the mood. He carefully studied Patrick Junior’s face as he handed the wrench off to the junior mechanic and nodded his head in response to the meeting request.

Kevin said, “Sure thing, Patrick. Here you go, Gary. All set. Just tighten the bolts. I will be back to help you with the serpentine belt.” As Kevin turned to follow Patrick Junior into the office, he knew. He already knew. The beloved Pops Jewell was gone. He left them.

Fred was sitting on his blanket in his corner of the shop. Fred was studying the situation, and he began to react, to follow Kevin, until Kevin looked over to Fred and said, “Fred. Stay there. On your blanket. It is going to be okay. I will be right back and tell you everything.”

Fred obeyed and sat back down on his blanket.

Finding Elaine Jewell sobbing and dabbing at her eyes with a tissue in the office confirmed Kevin
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