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Dedication from Symbolic Bonds:  Book 1  Copyright © 2016 by Dawn M Hyde

“First and foremost...I would like to thank Miss Janie for coming to my aid in my time of grief.  Without you...ALL of this would not have been possible.  Thank you for the inspiration!  I love you!  I miss you!  You’re welcome to visit me anytime!

I would like to thank my family for the patience and support as I filled these pages.  I looked to you all for support and even inspiration.  All the beautifully different personalities, our similar sick sense of humor, missed memories, and even aspects of what may be real life that needed to be righted.  At least on these pages...the story is how it should be.  Sort of!

I want to include a special thank you for the faith and hope that had been restored in me by my fabulous cousin whom I’ll refer to as “Contessa”.  A strong, regal name for an amazing mentor; thank you and Miss Janie for guiding me back to a road that made me so happy.

Thank you all as I leap out of my comfort zone and open up to the world!”
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Dedication from Our Cousin Trip Shorts  Copyright © 2020 by Dawn Marifield

To the Superhuman in us all,

Goal Setting is about,

Meeting no matter the fight,

Exceed your own expectations,

Repeat because we are just that good!

The world can watch us stumble

But we will never quit!

*****************************************************************
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Thank you to Melanie Brown of Bonsai Proofreading for all the help that brought me to this celebration and the opportunity for a wonderful look back at publishing the voices residing in my head.  This is definitely much better than papers stacked in boxes in my closet!

Funny...this journey all began with the inspiration of family and a story of a ship.  Years pass and we create our own story on a ship...well, a yacht but it rocked either way.  Ok, the first time we got magic through intriguing circumstances, ALTHOUGH...this round we made magic, in intriguing places simply being together!

An incredible beginning to my journey and I look forward to many miles more.  To my family...I thank you for the inspiration, your support, the love, holding my hand through all of the twists and turns of life (literally and in spirit from miles away), and for being MY family.  I wouldn’t have the drive or so much material without you!

Copyright © 2021 by Dawn Marifield
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A centuries old promise...becomes a family’s duty.

Secrets long kept...uncovered by eyes never meant to see.

Where their powers lie...questioned.
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Chapter 1:  Marie
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I had noticed the Uncles, Ben, and Pauly G walk by as I was restocking our display with more fried chicken.  They appeared to all be in great spirits and Pauly G was commenting how beautiful everything looked.  I guess ole Pauly G was so impressed by Bella’s design, he offered to pay her to redecorate the shop.  

Wonder how he plans to finance that.  Well, he made it back alive and without appearing maimed so...should be able to work that off at least.

“She has an eye for decorating.”  He had told Jarrett as they stopped by to enjoy their display.  “We need a feminine touch to spruce up the shop and show how we’ve grown with the town.  But still keep that nostalgic feel that has kept my regulars coming for years.”

Bella immediately had an idea and began sketching her plans for the décor and showing them to Pauly G.  He watched her fascinated as she unfolded this rich design onto this simple sheet of printer paper for his eyes to behold.  

When Bella’s finished, she meets his eyes, smile beaming.  He could only look at her and state.  “That’s remarkable.  How you were able to just bring your vision to life before our eyes?”

Bella replied, “Thank you.  I like to doodle a lot.”  She giggles.

“You may call that doodling, but I call it an amazing gift.  Artists always downplay their work, but to the eye of an audience...it’s a masterpiece.”  Pauly G joins her chuckling.  He took one last look around at the displays he could see from Bella’s yard.  “I can tell I’m surrounded by many creative people.”  He winks to Bella then turns to Ben asking to see the next.

On their next stop, Pauly G and my Aunt, Allison’s mom, had an extensive conversation about the nutritional value of using natural fruit in everything.  He shared some tips that he picked up in Italy and instructed her how to make gelato and other treats.  Aunty was giggling as Allison rolled her eyes.  

I can see why Ben mistrusted him so much.  Pauly G can be very charming, but you still don’t want to turn your back on the guy.

Finally, they arrived at my house.  Ben introduces us and Pauly G half gasps, “This is our fair, Marie?”

I giggle and shake his hand.  Brian walks up next to me introducing himself as MY husband.  Geez, pee on my leg why don’t ya.  Pauly G took his hand shaking it excitedly.  

“I’m so delighted to finally meet you both; Marie, I’ve heard so much about you.”  He chuckles, “I want to thank you for sending those brochures to Kyle and lighting a fire under him.  I wanted both the boys to expand their futures...but what can I say...they’ve become their own men.  Sometimes it’s easier to hear something from others before listening to your parents.”

I laugh, “I have a son working his ways through his teens too.  I understand what you mean.”  That got Ben and Brian to laugh with us.  I point to Ben, “Ben there is still a handful for his father, and he hasn’t been a teen for decades.”  

That made us all laugh, and Pauly G gives Ben a pat on the back.  “Fathers and sons...it’s a tricky dynamic.”  Ben nods.

I guess the boys used the light sensor plugs as they set up the lights for each display, because as soon as day turned to dusk, the lights began coming on at each house.  Everyone looked around in amazement.  Kyle and Chance joined their father looking around with a childlike wonder.

Kyle smiles, “It’s like a million fireflies showed up for us just so we could continue our festivities.”  Kyle pats his father’s back.  “We should go check out all the displays again.  Gizelle, Chance’s wife and the kids are all gathered in Bella’s tent chatting with some of the other girls.”

Pauly G, his father, looks over, “I agree.”  He turns to me and Brian, “It was a pleasure meeting you both.  I’m sure we’ll meet again shortly.”  He nods tipping the edge of his hat.

I smile, “It was nice to meet you, Mr. Gunderson.”

He waves at me, “Please, no need for formalities, just call me Paul.”

I laugh and point my thumb in the direction of Allison’s house.  “Allison’s husband is Paul, and he’s easily confused.”  Brian chuckles, and then quickly turns to hide his laughter at my jab at our Paul.  “Is it alright if we call you something different?”

He smiles, “You can call me whatever you like except late for supper.”

I giggle, “Can we call you Pauly G?”  I ask noticing Brian chuckling again, as that is what we had all called him already.

He smiles and looks to Kyle excited, “I like that!”  He scrunches his nose at Kyle in attempt to be adorable.  “It makes me sound, how you kids say, ‘gangsta’.”  Kyle rolls his eyes as Chance chuckles.  “That’s fun.  Thank you, Marie!  We’ll see you later.”

I smile brightly and wave.  “See you soon, Pauly G.”  He nods with a slight giggle and motions to his sons to join him walking around. 
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Soon we began to hear the soft sound of music playing.  Someone had turned on the stereo at one of the houses and before we knew it...everyone was dancing around.  I’m not sure who was elected DJ, but they played a mix of everything.  

Songs that the Aunts and Uncles slowed danced to, thumpin’ club music that even had me shaking it, and someone threw on an old Hank Williams song; that apparently, made Pauly G nostalgic because he then invited his beautiful daughter-in-law for a dance.  

Chance and Kyle watched as if this was a side of their father they had never seen before.  Oh, how he smiled at her and held her like a delicate flower.  Like she was his very own.  Then Gizelle grabs Kyle’s hand and drags him out to dance; both smiling at Pauly G as they moved around each other, everyone laughing and enjoying themselves.

Bella appears by my side as I’m standing and simply watching everyone enjoy our time together.  She looks to me and smiles, crossing her arms over her chest.  “It’s fun to people watch, isn’t it?”

I nod, “It’s best because they’re OUR people.  Our little crazy village.”  We share a laugh before resuming watching the party.

“You know I think the kids have taken over my tent.”  She looks at me with one raised eyebrow.

“What do you mean?”  I ask.  Bella then gestures curling a finger for me to follow.

We both peek our heads through the fabric, and we see nearly all the children inside.  Chance’s daughter was falling asleep on the bench with her head on Emma’s lap.  Kate was there telling them all a story.  So, we waited and eavesdropped.  Kate was telling them all one of the bedtime tales we used to hear when we were young.  The same stories we shared with our little ones before they got to know the truth.

All the young boys were entranced as Kate animatedly told them about pirates capturing another ship and fighting to steal its cargo.  She motioned to illustrate the battle as taking place during a great storm, so the ship was rocking sharply from side to side as men clung to anything trying to continue their battle.  Kate would lunge forward as if holding a sword and the boys would jump back with wide eyes.  All the girls just quietly listened, hanging on her every word, and watched.  

Bella and I step quietly away so they didn’t hear us giggling.  “I’m surprised Kate remembers that one.  She’s a good storyteller too.  I never had the energy to bounce around like that at bedtime.”

I laugh, “I know what you mean.  It’s so funny how great our kids are with each other.  I love it.”

She looks back to me questioningly, “We all got along.”

I shrug my shoulders, “We did.  But we could always find some way to be super wicked to each other.”  I stop to laugh.  “Remember that time I told you you’re adopted....and you went...and asked your mom?”

“Oh yeah!  My mother looked at me like I was crazy.  She turned putting her hand on her hip.  ‘Now you do know you’re older than her.  So, if you were adopted...how would she know?’  I was so mad!”  Bella scrunches her face then smacks my elbow as I lean over holding my stomach as I laugh.

Chance’s wife walks quietly up behind us.  We turn and smile.  She asks, “How are the kids?  I interrupted story time earlier and got told to ‘go’.”  She laughs.

Bella looks at her, “Ah yes!  We take story time around here very seriously.”  We lightly chuckle as Chance, Kyle, and Gizelle join us.

Chance looks at his wife, “We allowed in yet?”  He points at the tent smiling.

Kyle remarks, “I know...I was bummed.  I asked if I could hear the story....”  Kyle turns to Gizelle.  “And your brother told me ‘next time Kyle I promise’.”  We all start laughing then shushing ourselves to not let the kids know we were there.  

Kate emerges from the tent stunned to see us standing there.  “OH...hello!”  She smiles.  “I think they’re all tuckered out in there.”  She points back at the tent, smiling proudly.  

Chance and his wife smile at each other.  Chance tells us, “We better grab the kids while we can.  We should probably grab dad and get the kids home to bed.”  He suddenly gets an almost sad look on his face like he doesn’t want to leave.

Bella and I offer at the same time to take Kyle and their father back later if they wanted to go ahead with the kids.  Kyle accepted immediately smiling at Gizelle.  Then Kyle looks around asking, “Where did dad disappear to anyway?”

We take turns scanning the area and don’t see him.  So, I offer while shrugging my shoulders.  “He’ll turn up eventually.  Since the kids are conking out, the Aunts are probably stuffing the men with the rest of the food.”

Kyle and Chance both nod chuckling.  “Then that’s where we’ll find dad.”

I look over at Kyle, “Oh...grab that mail before they take off, so I can send it off for you Monday.”

Kyle looks back at me, “Seriously?  Sweet!  Thanks, Marie.”  We watch as he runs down to the car to grab the mail.  Chance and his wife sneak into the tent and grab their little ones.  Emma follows them out whispering ‘night, night’ to her new little friend.  

They thank us for inviting them and tell us what a wonderful time they had.  

Bella says, “We were glad to finally get to meet you all.  Well, we’ve met Chance and Kyle, but meeting the rest of the family finally was a great treat.”

Kyle runs back handing me the mail.  He offers to walk Chance, his wife, and the kids to the car.  He turns grabbing Gizelle’s hands, and they exchange a smile as they start to both half skip down the driveway.  

Bella laughs, “I remember when we were all goofy in love like that.”

I look at her as if taken back.  “What do you mean?  We’re all goofy like that anyway...love or not.”  We laugh as our parents walk up to us to say their ‘goodnights’ before going home.

Dad and Uncle Jimmy both had a funny twinkle in their eyes as they exchanged glances with our mothers.  Our mothers in turn would blush and look away shyly, batting their eyelashes.  Bella and I exchange a high brow glance, and turn hugging our parents saying ‘goodnight’ before they took their different directions home.

I look at Bella, “See we’re all goofy, especially in love.”  I point my finger and she giggles.
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Chapter 2:  Gizelle
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I hop into Kyle’s car waving to my parents before we leave.  Kyle’s dad had offered to watch the shop today giving both Chance and Kyle the day off.  We were up late last night but Kyle and I still wanted to have one more afternoon together before school begins again tomorrow.

We meet eyes and smile as I fasten my seat belt.  “So where to today?”

“Do you want to go up to that spot we watched the sunset?”  He looks at me flirting as he moves his eyebrows up and down.

“I would love that!”  I clasp my hands together smiling excitedly at him.

He nods, “Sounds like a plan.”  He backs out of the driveway, then through our gate onto the road.  

The trip up the mountain didn’t seem to take long today.  We talked about the barbecue yesterday and how late we kept things going.  He told me, “You know my dad was still talking about the party when he went to the shop this morning.  He had such a good time.  My sister-in-law had fabric and patterns everywhere when I left.” 

“Oh, and the kids.  The kids are begging to come over here during the summer.  I guess all the kids decided they want to do campouts on the property this summer and invited my niece and nephew for all of them.”  He shrugs and I couldn’t help but giggle.

“We used to do stuff like that when we were kids.  Make plans and not say anything to our parents.  Then as soon as we’d start gathering our stuff to camp out...they’d do something cool like...help us set up a campsite in the tall trees.  We’d have a small, cozy fire and huddle around it making s’mores.  They’d tell us stories.  It was always so fun.”  I look down folding my hands in my lap guilty for reminiscing like that when it was more than likely different when he grew up.

Kyle glances over at me as we park.  “I think you guys can make just about anything fun.”  His smile grows as he takes off his seat belt and turns in his seat to face me.

I giggle thanking him for the compliment.  I too take off my seat belt and turn facing him in my seat.

We just start talking and laughing about when we were kids and future dreams we have.  I’m surprised at how much we have in common.  I want to do something either medical or something with animals.  Kyle’s dream is to be a veterinarian.  I plan on staying in town with the family and Kyle wants to open his own clinic downtown.  

He joked about having little kids bringing in their hamsters and having a special ER type setting so it would be interesting to the kids and not scary.  He made it sound so fun and almost impossible.  But I can still look at him and think he’s too good to be true.  Maybe he can really make that happen.  I believe he can; I just hope he believes the same.

Neither of us had realized the time.  Kyle turns pointing out the sun will be setting soon.  He taps the side of my leg motioning for me to get out of the car with him.  He steps around pulling a blanket from his trunk and spreading it across the hood.

We climb up on the hood and he gets into the position we had last watched the sunset in.  Kyle leaning against the windshield as my back is on his chest.  I shiver as a chill hit my bare legs.  I picked shorts not pants for today, not planning ahead for the evening.  Kyle had brought his jacket, which I hadn’t noticed until he quickly wrapped it around me as I fold my legs up to my chest underneath.  

He wraps his arms around me like last time and just as the sun was about to disappear on the horizon, he whispers in my ear, “Gizelle...will you be my date to senior prom?”

I gasp turning and hugging him, “I would absolutely love that!  Wait...isn’t that like a month away?  Don’t people plan for that almost the whole year?”  I look at him curiously.

He chuckles looking down not sure how to take my reaction or which question to answer first.  I meet his eyes and he looks deeply at me.  “You know I hadn’t planned on going...until I finally got to meet you.  I waited this long to ask because I was nervous as to what you’d say.  I guess yesterday’s celebration just boosted my confidence a bit.”  

He smiles running his fingers through his hair in that bashful way that drives me insane.  It’s almost like he has no clue how HOT he really is.

I sniffle when a tear forms in my eye.  I don’t know what happened next....

I must have been caught up in the moment because...

I just grabbed his face in my hands and pressed my lips against his.  He wraps his arms around me firmly then pulls me to his lap as our lips are still locked in their embrace.  

The musk in his scent mixed with a hint of cologne, the feel of his soft skin, his full lips, and the warmth of his breath on my cheek.  I ran my fingers through his hair lightly grasping a handful of the soft strands near the nape of his neck.  I feel his hands tense against my back, and he gently pulls away looking so deeply and adoringly into my eyes.

I can barely whisper, “What’s wrong?”  He just sits there looking deeply at me as if studying every feature of my face.

“You’re just so beautiful.”  He whispers back.  He gently moves a strand of hair gently gliding his finger across my cheek.  “I just want to be as cautious as I can with you.  I don’t want to rush anything and wreck it.  I’ve seen where that can lead.”

I just look at him and smile.  “Ok...I’m a patient girl.”  Where did that come from?  Slut!

He pretends to smack my arm like he’s shocked at what I said then he turns me around to watch the last few seconds before the sun disappears for the night.  He just held me, and it was wonderful.

Marie was right...again.  A first kiss is supposed to be special, and it was because I was patient and let it happen when it was the right moment.  I will remember this day forever.  

HA!  AND I’M GOING TO PROM!  

Oh, I hope he realized that was a ‘hell yes’.  What will I wear?  I’m going to need back up for this.  I don’t know how to do dating let alone a big event like prom.  MARIE...HELP!
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Chapter 3:  Uncle Johnny
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“Good morning, Gunderson!  Fine day today, isn’t it?”  I ask walking through the door of the coffee shop smiling.

“That it is, John!  Very good of you to stop by today, and I made sure that the boys have the day off so we can have some privacy.”  Pauly G smiles at me.

“Wonderful!  I don’t want Chance to think we’re questioning his management of the shop.  We don’t want them asking too many questions either.  I plan on being as discreet as possible.”  I assure him.

He nods to me, “I appreciate that very much.  I would be too embarrassed to explain any of this to my boys.  I thank you for protecting them from the harsh truth of their father’s...we’ll go ahead and say neglect.”

I point at him, “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Paul.  As parents, we all have our moments we’d rather our kids never find out about.”  I chuckle and nudge him with my elbow.

He chuckles, “My problem is I have too many of those stories.”

I place my hand on his shoulder.  “Don’t worry.  We’ll get you back on track before you know it.  The boys will never have to know.”  I nod my head down looking directly into his eyes, so he knows I mean what I say.

He looks at me as we hear someone come through the door.  “You have no idea how much I appreciate this.  The office is just past the kitchen through there.”  He points towards the swinging door close to the register counter.  “Everything is in the file cabinet.  Help yourself and please let me know if you have any questions.”

I look at him with my brow furrowed.  “You sure you don’t mind me poking around in your office without you?”

Pauly G shrugs his shoulders and returns a stone-faced look.  “What have I left to hide?”  He smiles nodding at me before walking over to assist the customers that just walked in.

Ok...now I’m starting to wonder if this may be the real deal.  He seems a bit more genuine than what we’d learned to believe.  

As much as I don’t like this...I better get in there and see how bad off these boys may be and IF we can repair it all.  Hell...I’m prepared to buy the entire thing and sign it over to Chance and Kyle if there’ nothing else I can do.  

I’ll see what’s waiting for me before I go stepping on too many toes or bailing out Gunderson here if he’s the one that really deserves to sink.
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Though I wasn’t quite comfortable going through another man’s stuff without him there, I went ahead and obliged.  I walked into the office turning on the light as I entered.  I saw a tall gray metal file cabinet in one corner and a neatly organized desk in the opposite corner.

There were shelves above the desk with binders neatly placed as if it they were ordinary books.  Each spine had a label on it displaying the contents of each binder.  I was curious if this was Pauly G’s organization or if this was all Chance since he’d been running the shop for some time.

I spy a binder labeled ‘payroll’, so I decided to peek at that one first.  I was curious since the boys were making the deposits into the shop account and Pauly here was the one with the checkbook; then how were they being paid?  

I opened the binder to find neatly printed spreadsheets.  It appears Chance had been keeping a ledger of paying himself and Kyle from the cash drawer prior to deposit.  He had sheets behind the ledger that appear to have been created using computer software designed for payroll.

All the normal deductions were there: federal and state taxes, social security, worker’s comp., and the like.  It looked like a normal paycheck stub.  Then he had transferred the numbers to the spreadsheet into their own columns and had kept a running tally of what the shop owed for each item.  The final column was the notation ‘paid in cash’ with his initials next to the net pay amount for each boy for every week.

There was a divider sectioned from the remaining pages which I flipped to quickly.  Quarterly taxes?  Chance had even filed quarterly taxes, noting paying for each category from cash at the store prior to deposit.  

Chance must have found old forms to gain his father’s information to be able to send those in.  I noted the forms were created using electronic filing, so he didn’t have to forge his father’s signature doing it by hand.  Even if he had, I doubt the government would have pressed charges.  I mean...who forges a name, committing a felony, just to make sure the government gets their money due?  The boys must have got their brains from their mother.  She was a good woman!

Well, it’s no wonder the banker had told me not many deposits had been made in the last year.  Chance was taking care of everything with the cash he had on hand and what few dollars remained was Pauly G’s ‘allowance’ that was deposited in the bank.  It was supposed to be going to the bills we had to catch up for them, but we now know Pauly was living off the money.

All I can think to myself at this point was...I need to hire this kid.  He’s as organized as I am.  Smart too!  Knowing his dad wasn’t sending them checks, Chance had figured it out on his own.  Well, he had no other choice or Lord knows where they’d be now.  

I had noticed that they were paying themselves very minimally.  Kyle was making minimum wage, while Chance was only giving himself one dollar more an hour using the simple title Assistant Manager. He paid only for a typical 40-hour work week and not one notation for any overtime.  With only the two boys, there had to have been overtime somewhere that they were not compensating themselves for.  How were they getting by?  

I make a quick copy of the ledger and place the binder back on the shelf.  I next grab the binder marked ‘vendors’.  I quickly noticed the same set up as the payroll folder when I opened it.  On top was a neatly typed spreadsheet, and invoices behind dating back to the first of the year.  I see the same notations on the spreadsheet as the payroll sheet had been marked.  Chance had been paying ‘cash on delivery’ for each order.  

I ran off a copy of this spreadsheet placing it with the other copy I had made for payroll.  Thank you, Chance, for making quick reference sheets!  

I had to laugh remembering the first time I had done taxes after the wife, and I married.  I asked her to hold receipts for me during the year and when it came time to file...she handed me a damn shoe box with paper overflowing the sides in disarray saying, ‘here you go’.  I’ve taken care of it myself ever since!

I began making some calculations and handwrite out a balance sheet from the information I had here.  There were some discrepancies.  On paper it looked as if the shop had extra cash on hand, yet I was not finding deposit slips totaling that amount.  Where’d this money go? 

I sat there pondering, drumming my pencil on the desk.  That’s when I saw the binder on the shelf marked ‘bills’.  So, I reach up and grab it, quickly opening it to see its contents.  I was a bit curious to this because I had been told all the shop bills had been forwarded to Pauly G while he would travel, so these must be old bills.

I was shocked as I open the binder and began thumbing through the pages.  There were past due notices and notes written on each one with Chance’s initials.  He included name, date, time, and who he spoke with.  He made notations about what they spoke about, payment plans, and more.

I flip back to the front and noticed I had missed a clearly designed spreadsheet for this book as well.  From what I see before me, Chance had been trying to pay the utilities what he could afford from the shop.  Unfortunately, by the time he must have been made aware of the situation at hand, it simply was too little too late.  

Looks like the billers were working with him because they’re still in business but they should be in the clear now with the girls running around last week.  Well, from what I remember for numbers...they should be in the black now.

I added these numbers into my previous calculations, and everything fit now.  How am I going to let Pauly G know this?  I feel terrible that Chance has carried this burden and never told a soul.  I feel a bit of anger turn in my belly.  I’m not going to have much issue now telling Pauly G that not only did Chance know...but look what he created to fix this.  

I take it upon myself to look through the file cabinet briefly and nothing seems to stand out that I would need to look at now.  I had all the information I needed to form my decision right now.  I have a funny feeling Pauly may not like my proposal.  Not really caring at this point!
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I grab my paperwork from the desk and find an empty file folder to place it in.  I turn the light off as I exit, closing the office door behind me.  I pass through the kitchen and meet Pauly back in the front of the store.

He calls out, “Find everything you need?”  I see him smile as he’s cleaning the display cases.

“Yes, sir!”  I call back with a smile.  “Actually, I have everything I need to make a decision and show you what I found right now.”

“Really?”  Pauly looks up puzzled.  “You are fast.  Maybe I should have you consult on all my financial affairs.”  He jests.

“Actually...Chance made this very easy for me.  You need to come see what your son has been doing while you’ve been away.”  I hold up the folder and tap it with a finger.

“I hope it’s nothing bad.”  Pauly comments sounding concerned.

I laugh, “On the contrary...your son has been saving your butt and you had no idea.”

Pauly motions for me to sit with him at one of the empty tables.  We sit and I open the folder showing him each copy I made and explained everything I calculated.  His eyes carefully read each page as he developed a look of pride on his face.  He points to the pages spread across the table.  “My Chance did all this?”

I smirk at him and let out a chuckle.  “This kid’s so good, he even filed your quarterly taxes for you.  This brings me to the deal I would like to present you.”

“I’m listening.”  Pauly looks at me while he rests his chin on his hand.

“If the business continues to run as he has it organized, I’m willing to offer you an interest free loan and we can hammer the terms out in a moment.  But...my offer is contingent upon two things: (1) Chance continues to manage everything just as I see here, and (2) the boys deserve a raise.  You and I both know you can’t raise kids on one very small income.”

Paul looks at me questioningly.  “A raise...how much have they been paying themselves?  I haven’t been involved in the office work for quite some time...obviously.”

“Kyle has been making minimum while Chance has been paying himself a single dollar more than Kyle.  He hasn’t paid any overtime and I know that has to be impossible considering: the hours the shop is open to the public, the baking time prior to opening, and the fact that there are only two employees.”  I look at him brow raised.

A tear appears in the corner of Pauly’s eye.  He looks at me meeting my gaze.  “I hope you understand when I had originally left it was to teach Chance a lesson.  I was hoping to make him a more responsible man for his family.  I had no idea...after all this time...what have I done?”  He covers his face with his hands then wiping downwards, he releases a heavy-hearted breath.  

He looks at me, “I need to ask Chance how he ended up learning about all this...but more importantly...I think it’s finally time I actually patted him on the back for something.”

I look at him, biting the inside of my cheek.  “I would think so!  If not, I’m stealing your employees.”

Pauly looks at me straightening the papers in front of him before closing the folder.  “Let’s get the loan agreement figured out.  I need to track down my son and admit to him that I had been wrong this whole time.”

“If you wouldn’t mind...I can let you get back to your day and I can type up a contract at home.  I’ll drop it by at your convenience and if you agree, we’ll sign, and I’ll be on my way.  We’ll keep it between us, ok?”

“That would be wonderful, John.  You have no idea what a tremendous help you have been.  I’m ashamed of the shambles I left for my son to clean up...but I’m proud that you were here to recognize and point out to me what a wonderful job he did.”  He taps the folder on the table as he smiles at me.

I rise from my chair and get one last glance at Pauly before I head for the door.  “I always give credit where credit is due.”  He gives me a nod and a half smile.

“I’ll catch ya later, Pauly.  Stay outta trouble now.”  I smile as if he’s an old buddy I just had coffee with.

He returns with a nod, “Thank you, John.  Same to you.”

I let the door close behind me as I head to my car.  I hope he does talk to Chance and that he does see what an incredible young man he turned out to be...DESPITE his father’s influence.  Kyle too!  

Pauly G is sure one lucky bastard and I hope he’s finally realized it.  Damn...I need to go home and hug some wonderful children we raised too!  

I want to cry right now seeing what that young man did...for himself and his brother.  For his wee little wife and those precious angels he has for children.  I won’t...but...man I admire the hell outta that kid.  Gunderson better watch himself or I’ll roshambo him for those kids!  The shop, the boys can have but I’ll keep those kids!
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Chapter 4:  Marie
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I got a phone call from Gizelle just after the kids had left for school.  I guess Kate decided to drive to the high school today and her car sputtered, dying on the side of the road.  Kate was attempting to get a hold of her mom while Gizelle called me.  Gizelle knew I’d be running to the post office shortly for Kyle’s errand, so she figured I could grab them on my way by.

I let her know I’d be right there, and I would make arrangements to tow the car home once I dropped them off at school.  I stuff Kyle’s applications into my purse, grab my keys, and rush out the front door.  Well, at least I know the school will accept a note from me excusing the girls for being late.  They did that time I had written the note for Gizelle.

Once I arrived, the girls ran up to the car with their backpacks excitedly.  “Thank you!  Thank you!  Thank you!”  They both tell me as they climb in.  I just giggle and wait for them to get situated before I drive off to the school.  I walk with them both into the office and let the secretary know why they were late, and she gave them a pass to join their class without any questions.

Before I left, I assured Kate I was heading right back to her car to wait for the tow truck.  I would have them bring it to her house, and let her mother know what had happened.  Kate gave me a hug thanking me as she ran off to her class.  Gizelle thanked me for rescuing them.  I even got a smile and wave before she ran off to her class.  Last time I was here she waved...but not her entire hand!  HA!

I hurriedly stopped by the post office mailing Kyle’s applications off and then was off back to Kate’s car to call the tow service.  When I returned to where Kate’s car was parked, Bella had already arrived, and the tow truck was hooking up Kate’s car.  I hop out of my car and walk over to her smiling.

“Boy what a day I’ve had already!”  She looks at me exasperated.

I look at her and ask, “What’s going on?  Everything all right?”

She glances at the tow truck driver as he’s filling out paperwork on his clipboard.  Bella just looks at me.  “Come over in a bit and I’ll explain.”

I nod agreeing.  Then we’re joined by the tow truck driver and Bella directed him to take the car to a local mechanic shop that Jarrett had recommended instead of the house.  I guess this shop also services the cars for the sheriff’s department, so they must be good.  She writes him a check and he agrees to meet her at the mechanics shop, so she can make the arrangements to get the car fixed from there.

I wave a ‘goodbye’ at her as she rushes to her car.  “Text me when you get back.  I’ll head over then.”  She gives me a nod as she jumps into her SUV and gets ready to follow the tow truck.

I make my way around town running the few quick errands I had then I drive home to wait for Bella.  Busy morning but my energy is still high.  I wonder what everyone else is doing today.  The property looks so vacant.  Must be the missing decorations from the party.  Yeah...that has to be it!
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When Bella had texted me, I ran right over to her house to hear about her morning.  Just as I, arrive I see a tree lying across her yard and notice quickly that it had smashed a portion of the roof on the corner of the garage.  I rush in hand over my heart startled by what I just saw.  I call for her as I near the porch noticing her front door open.  My God did this just happen?  How could I have missed this on my way out?

She comes out to greet me.  “Oh good...you made it.  I have no idea what happened, but we woke up to the sound of that tree hitting the garage.  I sent Jarrett off to work and Kate off to school and told them I’d take care of this mess.”  All I could do was huff and make fish faces.  I’m just glad they’re all fine.

She takes a breath and continues, “That’s why Kate couldn’t get a hold of me this morning.  I was trying to find a tree service to take care of this mess.  Jarrett said he’d have Brian and your dad come by to check the house out and suggest how to fix this.  We want to make sure everything is still structurally sound.”

I look at her wide-eyed.  “I’m just glad it didn’t hit the house itself.  I mean...this could have been so much worse.”

“I’ve been counting my blessings all morning...believe me.  But I couldn’t get anyone that was available today and I’m not staring at that long.”

I look at her and give her a smirk.  “You think maybe...we could clean it up?”

She narrows her eyes at me.  “You know that I’d love to try.  What do we do?”

I giggle, “Stand back.”  She runs up to take cover under her porch.  Then hollers to me, “But I want to help.”  She whines.

I look over my shoulder and wave for her to join me.  She runs smiling to my side.  “Ok...now what.”  She’s rubbing her hands together excitedly.

“Ok...remember that ‘restore’ thing we did after we dug up the chest at Miss Janie’s?”

“Oh...let me grab a marker.”  She turns to run into the house, but I
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