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Prologue  
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On Michele Armstrong’s first night back from the Hidden Islands of Honiawae, she had a prophetic dream of a horrific accident involving multiple cars driving down a freeway during a blinding, whiteout snowstorm.  She reported her nightmare to her Uncle Joe immediately since he was a police detective...  And he knew her prophetic dreams were accurate at foretelling future events.  Even though Joe understood Michele’s urgency for wanting him to close down the freeway, his hands were tied.  Joe didn’t have the authority to close down a highway located over an hour’s drive away.  But he did call the police department, where he worked.  He asked a co-worker if someone at the department could notify the Department of Transportation and Highway Patrol—to let them know about the warning from their reliable psychic.  If the Department of Transportation heeded the warning... it was unbeknownst to Michele since she watched in horror as the breaking news on TV stated that there was a pileup on the freeway.  She was terrified when she saw the accident since she had an awful feeling that the love of her life was involved in it.  
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Chapter 1
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After hearing about the multiple car pileup, Michele sat on the couch clutching her crystal necklace.  She closed her eyes and thought: Where are you, Paul?  As she squeezed her eyes tighter, all she could think about was Angela laughing and whispering in her ear, “I know your weakness!”  

Angela, an evil sorceress from the Hidden Islands of Honiawae, was locked up in prison for murder, body snatching, and for casting a memory spell over the islands—so she could become queen.  Her trial for her crimes, which carried a death sentence, was put on hold since, according to Angela, she didn’t work alone.  She was only a pawn in the scheme of things.  Angela stated that a witch named Rahel was the mastermind of the plan.  Angela only participated since she was guaranteed that her dead lover’s soul would be placed into the body of Prince Macalla.  Rahel Barstow was a powerful witch on the hidden islands’ witches’ council.  She was working her plan right under the noses of the other witches.  During the capture of Angel, she disappeared.  According to Angela, Rahel planned the takeover of the kingdom since she blamed her lonely, miserable life on King Levi Williams.  But in reality, the king wasn’t responsible for her misery—Rahel was... since she tried to use her magic to force the king into loving her when she was young.  The spell backfired, and Rahel was scarred as an ugly woman – the type of ugly even a dog would run from.  

During Christmas break, Michele and Paul snuck over to the hidden islands and broke the memory spell—with some help from their friends.  Before they left, Michele went to the prison to visit Angela.  The last thing Angela said to Michele was:  You better hope I never escape – I know your weakness!  Michele's weakness was Paul!  Her first and only true love.

Joe looked over at Michele as she dropped her head into her hands to cry.  “Don’t blame yourself, Michele.  We tried to warn them.  I’m sorry there wasn’t anything else I could do to help prevent that horrible pileup.”  

Michele removed her hands from her face and sobbed, “But I think Paul was in that pileup.” 

Gloria dropped her knitting into a basket, jumped out of her chair, then sat on the couch next to Michele.  She took Michele’s hands and asked, “Why do you think that?  I thought he had to work today.”

“He did.  But he left me a message on my cell phone.  His cousin was in a serious accident, so Paul left early to visit him in the hospital.  His cousin lives over two hours away, and I think Paul took that freeway to get there.”

Joe spoke up, “Did you try to call him?”

“Yes... But his phone goes straight to voicemail.”

“Did your dream show you any images of Paul?”

“No.”

“Then you should be good.  I’m sure Paul just forgot to charge his phone.  Why don’t you try to call him again – in an hour or so?”

“I will.  Thanks.”  Then she thought:  Maybe I am overreacting.  How could Angela cause a whiteout here in Michigan?  And my dream didn’t show me any images of Paul.
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MICHELE’S CELL PHONE started ringing while she was watching the football game with her Uncle Joe.  When she answered the phone, Paul’s mom said, “Michele!  Paul’s been in an accident.  Jim and I just got the call.  An ambulance is taking him to a hospital in Ann Arbor.  Do you want to ride along with us?”

“Oh my Gosh!  Is he okay?”

“We don’t know, dear.  The person who called us said his vitals were stable, but he was unconscious.”

“Oh, no!  I hope he’s okay.  Yes... please pick me up.”

She hung up the phone and relayed the message to her aunt and uncle. 
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WHEN THE GROUP WALKED into the hospital, Paul’s mom asked a volunteer at the front desk for directions to Paul Hudson’s room.  As Jim, Judy, and Michele walked into the Neuro Intensive Care Unit (NICU), a nurse met them at the double, electronic doors and asked, “Are you Paul’s parents?”  

Judy replied, “I’m his mother.  This is my husband, Jim, and this is Paul’s fiancée, Michele.”

Michele was surprised that Judy introduced her as Paul’s fiancée.  Judy had told the couple early that she disagreed with the engagement since they were only seniors.  She had insisted that Paul and Michele only express to the world that the ring Paul gave her last summer was only a promise ring.  Michele thought:  She must have told the nurse I was his fiancée since they only let the immediate family into the NICU.  

The nurse started walking and said, “Follow me.”  The nurse took them down the hall and then stopped in front of a large glass window with a glass sliding door.  As the group huddled together, the nurse indicated the commotion going on behind the glass window, “They are packing Paul up for surgery right now.  Let me get the doctor so he can talk to you.  Wait here.”

The nurse walked into the room, then up to a tall man dressed in scrubs.  After she said something to him, he looked at the group through the glass window, nodded his head at the nurse, then started walking out of the room.  When he walked up to Michele and Paul’s parents, he shook everyone’s hands while introducing himself, “Hi, I’m Doctor Heffron.  I’m one of the neurosurgeons here.  According to the ambulance driver, after he saw the condition of Paul’s car – he’s lucky to be alive.  He did sustain substantial injuries.  He came in unconscious... so we did a CT and took pictures of his head.  He has what we call a subdural hematoma – or bleeding into the brain.  I have already put a drainage tube into his head while he was in the emergency room.  He also has a broken leg, multiple cuts and bruises, and a fracture of his spine.  I am taking him for emergency surgery right now, so hopefully, I can relieve the pressure on his spinal cord.  I’m sorry to tell you, but Paul might end up paralyzed from the waist down.”

Michele watched in horror as they started rolling Paul out of the room.  He had a tube in his mouth attached to a bag a man was squeezing.  She cried, “Can I say goodbye to him before he goes to surgery?”

The doctor nodded, then called to the people pushing the cart, “Wait up a minute.”  He put his hand on the small of Judy’s back and steered the sobbing mother towards the head of the cart.  Jim followed Judy towards the top of the cart.  Michele walked up to the side of the cart with tears streaming down her face.  When she reached the cart, she croaked, “May I...  hold his hand?”  A nurse pulled the sheet to the side, slightly, to expose Paul’s blood-steaked hand.  Michele thought:  Hopefully, my healing powers can help.  She squeezed his hand, then said a silent prayer:  Oh, God...  Help me heal Paul.  I need him!  She felt his hand warm up to her touch, then the doctor spoke up and said, “We need to get him to the operating room.  A nurse will show you to the waiting room.” 

*****
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WHILE SITTING IN THE NICU waiting room, Michele called her Aunt Gloria to inform her about Paul’s condition.   Her aunt replied, “Oh my Gosh!  I’m so sorry.  I’ll start praying.”

“Thanks!  I feel so useless...  And, I’m going to spend the night down here with Paul’s parents.”

“Yes, you should be there!  And they canceled school for tomorrow already, so you don’t have to worry about missing your first day back to school – after Christmas Break.”

“Good.  And...can you tell Joe I don’t blame him?  I know he couldn’t close down a freeway.”

“I will.  Love you!”

*****
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AS THE GROUP SAT IN the waiting room, they snacked on refreshments from the vending machines.  After Judy finished her coffee, she looked at Michele and said, “Jim and I need to go visit my nephew.  I can’t believe Paul and him are at the same hospital.  We’ll return shortly.”

Michele nodded her head.  While Paul’s parents were gone, Michele tried to call her grandmother, Leewan—but the call wouldn’t go through.  She thought: The hole we made in the island’s boundary spell to break Angela’s hold on the islands must not be too big.  Hopefully, it doesn’t compromise the very existence of the islands.  She put her phone in her purse and started rifling through magazines—trying to occupy the time.  After a while, she threw the magazine she was browsing down on the end table since the magazines weren’t working.  Every time she saw a happy couple, she wondered:  Will Paul recover... or will he be paralyzed from the waist down for the rest of his life?  Lord, please help Paul recover!  She grabbed a handful of tissue paper from a box on the table, curled up in a ball on the waiting room’s sofa, and cried.  

When Judy and Jim returned, Michele dried her red eyes and asked Judy, “How was your nephew?”

“He was good.  He was sitting up eating dinner, and his mom was there with him.  I guess they had a scare since he was initially on a breathing machine for a fractured rib and a hemopneumothorax.”  When Michele looked confused, Judy continued, “His broken ribs punctured the chest cavity and caused blood and air to build up.  When that happens, the lungs don’t have room to expand, so the patient has a difficult time breathing.”  

Michele nodded her head in understanding, then asked, “Did he have to go to surgery, as Paul did?”

“No. The doctors just put him on the breathing machine to help him breathe, then inserted a chest tube at the bedside—to drain the blood and air.”

“I’m glad he’s doing good.  I hope Paul does, too.”

Judy touched her arm, looked down at her, and said, “Me too, baby.  Me too.”

Jim spoke up, “We stopped by the cafeteria on the way back.  I hope you like ham and cheese subs.”  He handed a bag to Michele.  She set the sack on the end table and said, “Thanks.  I might eat it later – don’t think I could eat anything right now.”  Jim nodded his head in agreement, then took a seat with his wife on a sofa. 

*****
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AFTER ANOTHER TWO HOURS, a nurse came to the waiting room, then took the group back to the NICU to speak with the neurosurgeon in a private room.  When everyone was seated, Doctor Heffron described the situation to the group, “We won’t know if the surgery was successful for a couple of days or more.  We have to wait for the swelling to go down—to see if there was any permanent damage to the spinal cord.  Right now, I need to keep Paul sedated—so he has time to heal.  Do you have any questions for me?”

Judy asked, “What do you think his percentage is – of him ever walking again?”

The doctor shook his head and replied, “I can’t say for sure.  But I’ve seen similar cases—and those patients usually ended up in a wheelchair for the rest of their lives.  Sorry...  It doesn’t look good, but we can always pray for a miracle.  Any other questions?”  The doctor looked around at the family.  When no one spoke up, the surgeon stood up, shook their hands, then said, “The nurse can take you to his room now.  Stay as long as you like... but don’t try to wake him up.  He needs his rest.  The nurses will call me if there is any change in his condition......  I’ll be back tomorrow morning—to see if there is any improvement.”

“Thank you, doctor,” Jim replied.  

The nurse stood up and said, “I’m Noelle.  I will be taking care of Paul tonight.  You can follow me to his room now.”

When Michele walked into the room, she saw Paul hooked up to multiple machines.  She looked at the nurse and asked, “Can I hold his hand?” 

The nurse nodded, then said, “Just remember what the doctor said... don’t try to wake him up.”  

Michele walked up to the bedside.  She took Paul’s hand in hers, looked around at all the beeping machines, and willed her powers to heal him.  As she squeezed his hand tight, she felt a tingle and thought:  Please, Paul... come back to me!  I need you in my life.

The group stood around Paul’s bed for a couple of hours, then decided to call it a night.   Michele kissed him on the forehead before she left; then she whispered as tears streamed down her face, “I love you!”

*****
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AFTER SPENDING THE night at a local hotel, the group made their way back to the NICU.  When Michele walked into the room, she noticed the tube in Paul’s mouth had been removed, and his hands were tied to the bed.  A nurse walked into the room and announced, “Hi.  My name is Brenda.  I’ll be taking care of Paul today.”

Judy looked at the nurse and said, “I take it he is doing better since they pulled the breathing tube.”

Brenda nodded, walked over to the bedside, then said, “Yes.  The doctor decreased his medications so we could see if he would wake up.  He was breathing on his own, so we pulled the tube.”

“That’s a good sign,” Jim replied.  “Can we try talking to him?”

The nurse nodded her head and said, “I have to assess his neuro status now.  You can try talking to him, so we can see if he responds.  The night shift nurse said he was confused earlier.  He kept talking about kings, queens, and witches.  She had to restrain his hands since he kept trying to pull out the drain in his head.”

Michele thought:  Oh fudge!  Maybe we should have erased his memory of the hidden islands.  Hopefully, no one believes a word he is saying.

The nurse looked at Paul and said, “Paul.  You have visitors.  Can you hear me?”  When he didn’t respond, she looked at Judy and said, “Do you want to try?”  Judy, then Jim tried calling Paul’s name without success.  Judy looked at Michele and asked, “Do you want to try?”

Michele nodded, walked up to the side of the bed, squeezed his hand, and said, “Paul!  Paul!  Please......  If you can hear me, can you squeeze my hand?”  

Paul’s fingers moved slightly as he turned his head towards her voice.  Then he whispered in a raspy voice, “Michele.”  Judy covered her mouth in excitement while a tear rolled down her face.  The nurse stepped up to the bed, took Paul’s hands, then asked him to squeeze both of her hands.  After she assessed his hand grips, she said, “Paul, can you open your eyes?”  His eyes fluttered but didn’t open.  The nurse continued, “Paul, I going to shine a light into your eyes.”  After Brenda assessed his pupils, she walked around the bed to check his feet.  At first, she asked, “Paul, can you move your feet?”  When he didn’t respond, she ran an instrument up the bottom of his feet.  When his feet didn’t move, she shook her head.  Jim hugged Judy and shook his head.  Michele spoke up and asked, “What?  What does that mean?”

Judy shook her head and said with a crack in her voice, “He might never walk—again.”

Michele shook her head and said, “No.  He will!”

The nurse added, “He might...  We don’t know for sure.  Only time will tell.”

*****
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THE NEUROSURGEON STOPPED by around ten o’clock.  He told the group he was ordering another CT of Paul’s head—so they might as well go to lunch.  On the way to lunch, Judy said to Michele, “We’re going to stop by and check in on my nephew in the Critical Care Unit (CCU).  Do you want to meet us in the café or wait in the CCU waiting room for us?”

“I’ll wait in their waiting room.  I need to call a couple of my friends”.  

After Paul’s parents left, she called her best friend from school, Leah Brown.  Leah answered on the fourth ring and said, “How are you doing, girl?  I was just thinking about you...  How was your trip with Paul to visit your family on the Island of New Caledonia?”  Michele listened while Leah giggled and said:  Stop that....  I’m trying to talk.  Then Leah returned to the phone call and said, “Sorry about that.  Jeff won’t leave me alone.  Just because my parents are working, and school was canceled, he thinks he has the right to come over here and have free rein of me.”  Stop that!  She giggled again, then said to Jeff: My brother is in the next room.  Then Michele heard Jeff say:  He’s playing video games....  He’s not going to come out here.  Leah replied:  Let me talk to Michele first.  She giggled again, then returned to the phone call and said, “Hold on one minute.  Clearly, I can’t sit next to Jeff and have a decent conversation.”  After a couple of seconds, Leah said to Jeff:  You stay over there so I can talk to Michele.  Then she spoke into the phone, “Sorry about that.  I’m all yours now.  So, how was your Christmas break?”

None of Michele’s family or friends knew the truth about the magical kingdom on the hidden islands or about her biological family coming from a long line of witches that escaped the witch trials of the 1700s.  Only Paul and a local witch council, disguised as a bowling league, knew the truth.  Her family and friends did know about her prophetic dreams...  But Michele couldn’t tell them about the seven hidden islands since she would be exposing the islands and all the witches to the world.  Michele replied, “Visiting my grandmother on the Island of New Caledonia was great!  The weather was warm, and—my mother is getting married to my father in June....  But that’s not why I’m calling.”

“What?  Your mother is finally marrying your dad.  That’s great news.  You’ll have to tell me all about it.  But, if that’s not the reason you called....  What’s up?”

“Paul was in a serious car accident.”

“Holy Cow!  What happened?”

Michele filled Leah in on the current situation.”

“I’m so sorry!  How can I help?”

“All we can do now is pray....  And, if you don’t mind... when we return to school, don’t bring it up.  I don’t think I could stand talking about it – without breaking down.”

“Ok.  If that’s what you want.  But you know, I’m here for you when you do want to talk.”

“I appreciate that!  Maybe... next weekend, you and Amy can come here with me to visit Paul.  We could make a day of it....  go out to lunch and maybe, share a hotel room together?” 

“That would be great.  I’m supposed to work at my father’s hardware store....  But I’m sure he’ll understand.”

After Michele hung up, she called her friend Amy.  Amy Long was Michele’s best friend from her previous hometown—where Michele lived with her adoptive parents before they died in a freak car accident.  The last time Michele talked to Amy, Amy was having relationship problems with her boyfriend, Mike—since he was treating her like crap!  Amy had ended the relationship and was currently talking to a friend she worked with named Brandon.  

When Amy answered her phone, she said, “Hey, stranger.  How was your Christmas Break?”

“Not bad.  How are things with you?”

“Good...  And I've been meaning to call you since I think I’m in love!  I've been dating this older man.  He was one of my regular customers at the restaurant.  After I told him the story about Mike and me—he brought me flowers... and we, sort of, hit it off.”  

“That’s great!”  Michele went silent.  Amy asked, “What’s wrong?”  Michele told her about Paul, then told her about hers and Leah’s plan.  

“That sounds good.  I would love to spend some time with you.  I’ll have to check with Bill first.  Next weekend is our one-month anniversary.  I think he might have plans.”

Jim and Judy walked back into the waiting room.  Michele said to Amy, “Let me know as soon as you find out.  We need time to talk.”

“Will do.  Sorry about Paul.”

“Thanks.”  

After Michele hung up the phone, she asked Judy, “How was your nephew?”  

“Great.  The doctor is transferring him out of the CCU, and he might be able to go home in a day or two.” 

“That’s great,” Michele replied without much enthusiasm.  

Jim spoke up and said, “Are you two ready to go to the cafeteria?  I’m starving.”

Michele laughed.  Judy looked at her questioning?  Michele snorted and replied, “Sorry.  I must be emotional.  But Paul says that same thing all the time – I’m starving.”

*****
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WHEN THE GROUP RETURNED to Paul’s room, the neurosurgeon was there.  He looked at the group and said, “Good news.  The bleeding in Paul’s head has stopped.  The CT scan looked good, so I removed the drain from his head.  He should start waking up more.” 

“That’s great news!”  Judy replied.  

“He might remain confused for a while... since a lot of people with traumatic head injuries can develop what we call post-concussion syndrome.  If he develops that, we’ll keep the lights turn down low since a lot of people also have sensitivity to light, headaches, and possibly nausea and vomiting.”

Judy and Jim nodded their heads in understanding.  After the doctor left, the group sat around to watch Paul sleep.  

For the rest of the day, Paul’s condition stayed basically the same.  He would mumble Michele’s name whenever a nurse woke him up to assess him.  On some occasions, he would also mumble incoherent words about the hidden islands, witches, a castle, and marrying a princess.  Judy was concerned about his confusion...  Whenever Paul started talking nonsense, she would look at Michele, and Michele would just shrug her shoulders and act confused.  

Towards the end of the day, Jim asked Michele, “Do you want me to drive you home?  Judy is taking a week off from work, but I need to get back to work... And you have school.  Judy can call us if there is any change.

Michele nodded her head.  Then she walked up to the bedside, held Paul’s hand, and kissed his forehead.  “I have to go, Paul.  I’ll come back to see you this weekend.”

Paul squeezed her hand and moaned, “Noooo.”

Michele replied while tears started falling down her face, “I have to go back to school.  I promise to call every night, and I promise to come back this weekend.  You just need to rest.”  

Paul’s eyes started to flutter.  Michele stepped back and had to pull her hand from his grip.  She walked over to Jim with tears in her eyes and said, “I’m ready.” 
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Chapter 2
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Jim dropped Michele off at home late on Monday night.  After she hugged her aunt and uncle, she said goodnight and went up to her room with her trusted golden retriever, Mitch.  When Michele flipped on the bedroom light, the cat, Pepper, hissed at Michele and Mitch for interrupting his sleep, then changed his attitude when he looked at Michele.  He must have sensed something was wrong since he jumped off the bed and then started purring and rubbing up against Michele’s legs.  Michele picked up the cat and said, “I forgive you.”  She scratched Pepper behind the ears, then set the cat back on the bed.  After changing into her nightshirt, Michele climbed into bed and tried to call Leewan on the phone again.  For a moment, she thought she heard Leewan’s voice... but then the phone went static.  She placed the phone on the bedside stand, lay back down, then grabbed her crystal necklace and thought:  I hope this necklace Agnes gave me works the same as Leewan’s crystal necklace did.  Michele had returned her grandmother’s, Leewan’s, crystal necklace over Christmas break since Angela said that necklace was the only thing that protected Leewan in the past.  Michele’s new crystal necklace was from Agnes Bates.  Agnes was the keeper of the islands' history book for Martha Black's ghost (one of the founders of the islands).  She passed the assignment down to Michele, along with the necklace, when she died.  The necklace was originally a white-polished pendant hanging from a silver chain—but it changed to match Leewan’s necklace when Michele tried to swap it for the crystal necklace.  

Michele snuggled up in bed with her dog.  Then with a little bit of magic and a flip of her finger, she turned off the bedroom light.  Closing her eyes, she repeated Leewan’s name three times. 

*****
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MICHELE WAS SITTING in her grandmother’s kitchen on Honiawae Island.  Leewan finished pouring her coffee, then looked over at her and said, “I wondered how long it would be before you came to visit me in your dreams.  Would you like a cup of coffee?”

She shook her head and said, “I have school tomorrow.  I need my sleep.”

Leewan smiled, then took a seat across from her and asked, “How was your trip back to America?”

“Exhausting.  I don’t think I’m over the jet lag yet...... And I tried to call you.”

“I did hear the phone ring today, but when I answered it—all I could hear was static.  What did you want to talk about?”

“Paul’s been in a serious car accident.”  Michele broke down sobbing and spat out between sobs, “And he might be... paralyzed!”  

Leewan dropped her coffee cup on the table, ran around the table, and hugged her.  “I’m so sorry, baby.”  After a minute or so of holding her, she continued, “Didn’t your dreams warn you?”

“No.  I mean, yes.”  Leewan looked at her in confusion, then Michele continued, “I had a dream of a multi-car pileup during a whiteout, but Paul wasn’t in the imagining.” 

“Must mean it was meant to be.”

“What?  No!  Why would fate deal me such a rotten hand?  All I’ve done was try to help people.  Why me?”  

Leewan just shook her head and said, “Sorry, baby.  Some things in life—you just can’t change.”

She thought about what her grandmother said—then replied, “You don’t think Angela was behind this?”

Leewan sat in the chair next to her and said, “No!  Angela is securely locked up in prison on Rocky Trail Island.  An army full of witches couldn’t help her escape.  They did take her out of solitary and put her back into her normal cell.  However, this time the walls in her cell are double reinforced with magic and Angela has zip ties on her wrist.  The same kind of magical binding zip ties we used when we captured her in that cave on Scorpion Island.  Guards walk the perimeter, day and night, to ensure the crows do not come back to help her escape.”

Michele nodded her head, grabbed a napkin off the table to wipe her face, then asked, “Have they found Rahel?”

“No.  The king's army and the witches’ council are still searching, but it doesn’t look good.  The witches’ council is planning a ceremony on Mysteria Island during the next full moon.  They are going to form a ring around the five sacred stones in the back of the old church to see if they can find any answers to the whereabouts of where Rahel might be hiding.”   

“How did the islanders take the news of us breaking the old boundary spell around the island?”

“We had to break that spell so we could release Angela’s and Rahel’s hold on everyone’s memories.”

Michele nodded in agreement, then said, “So, the islanders understood?”

“No.  We didn’t tell them.”

“Won’t they find out?”

“They might if they know anyone from the outside – that might try to call them as you did me.  But for now, your father, King Macalla, and your grandmother, Queen Chloe, think it’s for the best not to worry them or possibly cause a mass panic over nothing.  I did take a ferry to Yeppoon, Queensland so I could do a search on google maps at the public library.  And nothing showed up in the middle of the Pacific Ocean between Australia and Hawaii, except for some uninhabited islands.  So, nothing has changed!”

“That’s good – I guess.”

Leewan hugged her again and began to fade.  As the dream faded to black, Leewan said, “I’ll be praying for Paul.” 

*****
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WHEN MICHELE WOKE UP to her alarm, she thought:  Oh, no!  I forgot to tell her about Paul’s confusion.  I wonder if I should try to find some time to be alone with Paul – so I can erase his memories of the hidden islands.  She looked at her clock, then thought:  There’s nothing I can do about it now.  I might as well get ready for school. 

“You don’t have to go to school—if you don’t want to,” Gloria declared when she saw Michele dragging herself into the kitchen.  Michele’s eyes were red with large bags under them.  

“No.  I want to go!  I’m sick of crying.  I need some sort of distraction.”

Gloria walked over, hugged her, then said, “What can I do?”

She shook her head and replied, “Nothing—somethings we just can’t change.”  Michele kissed her aunt on the cheek and said, “Got to go!  I’ll just sign myself out early if I get too tired.”

Michele met Leah at their locker.  Leah started to talk, then made the motion of zipping her mouth shut.  Looking down at her schedule, she said, “At least we get the same first-hour class and same lunch period together.” 

Michele forced a laugh and said, “Yeah, right.  We’re seniors!  We only go to school for half of the day now.  I’m not eating my lunch here.”  Leah closed the locker, put her arm around her friend, and started walking her to their first-hour class.  When Leah saw Jeff walking in her direction, she secretly waved him on and pointed at Michele.  

Michele made it through her three classes—in zombie mode.  At the end of the day, she forged fatigue and turned down having lunch with Leah at a local diner.  After she drove home, Gloria and the dogs greeted her at the door.  Gloria asked, “How was school.”

“Alright.  I think I just want to go upstairs to bed......and call Paul’s mom.  See if there has been any change.”

Gloria nodded her head, hugged her, then said, “Get some rest, honey.  If you need anything, you can text me on my cell phone.”

“Thanks.”  Michele’s dog, Mitch, followed her up to her bedroom.  Michele dropped her backpack on the bedroom floor, then climbed into bed with her purse.  Mitch jumped up on the bed and lay down beside her.  Then her cat, Pepper, came rip-roaring into the bedroom, jumped up on the bottom of the bed, and stared at her.  Michele looked at the cat and said, “What?  You know I don’t understand you.”

Pepper made small circles around the bottom of the bed, then plopped down and blinked his eyes at her.  Michele shook her head, dug into her purse, and pulled out her cell phone.  Judy answered the phone immediately.  “Hi, Michele.”

“Hi.  How’s Paul doing?”

“About the same.  His vital signs are stable, and he’s breathing on his own, but he’s still confused and still has no movement in his legs.”

“Dang it!”

“Don’t worry, Michele.  The doctor did say his confusion could be expected for a couple of days.  He did recognize me!  And he did ask for you a couple of times.  However, he still is talking and mumbling incoherent things about witches and some double wedding?”

“Oh!  He must be thinking about the last movie we watched together at my grandmother’s house on the Island of New Caledonia.  Maybe it’s the last thing he remembers?”

“That makes sense...  Oh, and before I forget to tell you, Paul’s cousin was released today.  His mother rolled him into the room in a wheelchair so he could see Paul before he left.  I feel bad for him...... he blames himself for the accident – since Paul was coming to visit him.”

“The accident wasn’t his fault.”

“I know.  I told him that.  But you know how it is.  Sometimes people blame themselves for things they have no control over.”

Michele thought:  Yeah.  I blame myself for not preventing the pileup -—somehow.  Then she said, “Thanks for the update.  I’m planning on coming back to the hospital Saturday.  Call me anytime, day or night, if anything changes.”

“Will do.” 

After Michele hung up the phone, Pepper jumped up on her lap and started meowing at her.  Michele shook her head, then said, “Do you want me to do something?”  The cat blinked at her, then meowed again.  “Dang!  I wish I understood you....  Maybe, I can take you to Steve Potter’s house.  He is an animal whisperer.”  She grabbed her phone and called his number.  

“Hi, Michele.  Can you hold on for one second?  I just finished lunging a horse.  Let me put her back into her stall.”  She waited while listening to Steve talk to the horse.  After a minute or two, he returned to the phone and said, “I’ve been meaning to call you.  The bowling team and I want to hear everything about your and Paul’s mission.  I take it was successful since the two of you have returned to America.”

“Yes.  We were able to get to the guest house on Honiawae Island – thanks to the bowling team’s generous donations and the staged animal distractions.  And, my mother, grandmother, and I were able to break the memory spell—and Angela was captured.”

“That’s great!  Can you and Paul come to my house this Saturday?  We wanted to have a potluck after our bowling games.  We need to celebrate the success of the mission and hear all of the details.”

“That’s a problem.”

“Do you have to work?”

“No. No...  Paul is in the hospital.  He was in a serious car accident.  I’m going back to Ann Arbor this Saturday to visit him in the hospital.”  

“Oh, I’m so sorry.  Can I tell the bowling team -—so we can start a prayer chain?”

“I’d appreciate that!  I am worried.  Paul had a head injury.  He is waking up, but he’s confused and is talking about the hidden islands.  I might have to find a way to erase his memories.”

Steve chuckled, then replied, “I don’t think you have to worry about that!  A lot of people are confused after a serious head injury.  Healthcare professionals are used to it.  They take what people say with a grain of salt.  I’m sure no one will ever believe him.”

“I hope you’re right?”

“Don’t worry.  I know I’m right... And you have enough on your plate to worry about without worrying about the safety of the islands from Paul saying incoherent things.”   

“Thanks.  You’re right.”

“Do you think you could stop over Friday night?  We could have the potluck and maybe a prayer ceremony for Paul.”

“I could do that.”  Pepper nudged Michele with his head and meowed.  Michele scratched the cat’s head, then continued, “Steve, the real reason I called – is about my cat.”

“Your cat.  What’s wrong with Pepper?” 

“He’s trying to tell me something.  I thought, maybe, I could bring him over, and you could tell me what he wants.” 

“I can do better than that.  Hold the phone up to your cat’s ear.”  Michele held the phone up, then watched as the cat appeared to be listening.  After a second or two, the cat meowed back at the phone.  When the cat was done talking, Michele pulled the phone away and asked Steve, “Are the two of you done talking?” 

Steve laughed and said, “Yes.”

“What did the cat want to tell me?”

He chuckled again and said, “Pepper was trying to cheer you up.  And he wanted to tell you to call me.”

Michele chuckled, then started petting the cat.  

*****
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WEDNESDAY AFTER SCHOOL, Michele had to work at the Country Crock.  While she sat in the parking lot, she called Judy for an update.  

“They are moving Paul to a general floor today.  He’s still confused at times, but he recognizes me, asked about you, and can feed himself.”

“Can I talk to him?”

“He’s sleeping right now.  Sorry.  I don’t want to wake him up.  I’ll let him know you called.”

“Thanks.”  Michele hung up the phone, grabbed her purse, then walked into work.  As she approached the time clock, she saw Denise.  She thought:  Dang it all!  She didn’t get fired while I was gone.    

Denise flipped her long-dark hair when she turned around.  When she saw Michele, she held up her hand to flaunt a ring.  Michele punched in, looked at the ring, then asked, “What guy are you dating this week?” 

“Oh, didn’t you hear?  I figured Tom would have told Paul by now.”  She started walking towards the employee’s break room. 

Michele followed her and asked, “What?  Tom and Jenny Potter broke up!”  She thought:  Steve didn’t say anything about his daughter breaking up with Paul’s friend – but I guess a good father wouldn’t gossip about his daughter.

Denise started opening her locker and replied, “Jennifer was too immature for Tom.  She didn’t have a clue what a real man wants.  Besides, Tom is a football player.  He deserves someone so much better than Jenny – she was well below his class.”  She slammed her locker, looked at Michele, then said, “Looks like you and I will have to become friends again -—for the sake of the boys.”  

Michele stood there with her mouth hanging open.  She shook her head, put her purse into her locker, and thought:  Poor Jenny.  I really liked her.  She didn’t have a chance of keeping Tom when it comes to that manipulative, conniving wench.  I hope Tom knows what he gave up.  Denise will never change.  She’ll cheat on him again!

While Michele was busting her butt working, Denise was socializing with her customers.  Michele looked at Denise’s dirty tables and thought:  I should look at the bright side......  more tip money for me!  I’ll need the extra money if I want to split a room with my friends this weekend. 

Towards the end of her shift, Denise strutted over to Michele and said, “I forgot to ask....  Tom wants us all to go bowling together.  Can you and Paul meet us this Saturday?”

“Do you even know how to bowl?”

“No.  But how hard can it be?  You just pick up a ball and throw it down the alley.”

Michele chuckled, shook her head, then replied, “No. We can’t meet you.  Paul is in the hospital.  He was in a car accident.”

“Oh no!  Now, what are we supposed to do this Saturday?”

“You could tell Tom about Paul, then come and visit him in the hospital.”

“I’m not wasting my Saturday visiting someone in the hospital.”  She turned and marched away.  Michele shook her head and thought:  Maybe I better call Tom.  Let him know about Paul.  
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Chapter 3
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During school on Thursday, Michele told Leah, “It’s ok... if you want to tell anyone about Paul’s accident.  I guess I’m ready to answer questions.”

“Are you sure?”

Michele nodded her head, then continued, “And, did you hear?  Tom’s back with Denise.”

Leah nodded, then replied, “Yes.  Jeff told me last night.  Tom’s an idiot.”

Michele shrugged her shoulders and said, “I just hope Tom doesn’t get hurt again... and, I need to tell him and Paul’s friend Mike about the accident.  Can you and Jeff come with me when I tell them since Jeff played on the football team with them?”

“Sure!  When do you want to tell them?”  

“Maybe if we hurry, we can catch them at their locker before the bell rings.”

Leah turned around when she heard Jeff say, “Good morning, ladies.”  She closed her locker, grabbed him by the arm, and said, “You’re coming with us.”

“Where are we going?”

“To tell Tom and Mike about Paul.”

“I think they already know.”

Leah stopped dead in her tracks, then asked, “Did you tell them?”

“No.  I overheard them talking about it when I walked by their locker.  I think one of them called Paul’s phone—probably his mom answered it and told them...  He has missed the first couple of days at school, and Michele is here.  They probably put two and two together and called him since they were worried about him.”  

Just then, Michele saw Tom and Denise coming down the hall.  Tom stopped, looked at Michele, and asked, “Why didn’t you tell me about Paul?”  Michele gave Denise a look, questioning if she told Tom.  Denise sensing her question, shook her head.  Leah stepped in front of Michele and confronted Tom.  “Can’t you see....  Michele was distraught.  How would you feel if Denise was in a serious car accident?  Would you like everyone at school stopping you—to ask how she was doing?” 

Tom looked at Michele with a frown, then said, “I’m sorry.”

“And I’m sorry to hear about you and Jenny.  Have you told Paul yet?”

Denise glared at Michele.  Tom shook his head and said, “No.  I only talked to his mom....  Are you going to see Paul anytime soon?”

“I’m planning on going this weekend.”

“Great.  Can I catch a ride with you?”

Denise grabbed his arm and said, “I’ll go with you.”

Tom shook his head in surprise and said, “You would?  I thought you said there was a party this Saturday night—that you wanted to take me to?”

“I did.  But there’s always another party.”

Tom shook his head.  “I don’t think I should surprise Paul with you by my side.”

“What do you mean by that?”  Denise scowled at Michele. 

Michele spoke up, “I’m planning on taking Leah and Amy with me early Saturday morning.  We’re thinking about spending the night at a hotel located near the hospital.  If you want to take Denise, I could give Paul a heads up before you come....  But he has been confused lately.” 

Tom shook his head, then said, “Maybe, I’ll just ask Mike if he wants to ride along.”

Denise looked at Tom and said, “Maybe, I want to go.”

“Sorry, babe.  I think you better stay here.  You can go with your friends to the party.  I want to spend some time with my friend.  And knowing you... you’ll probably be bored and want to leave within five minutes of us getting there.”

Denise shot evil daggers at Michele as if she had said something to Tom, then turned and stormed away.  Tom shrugged his shoulders and mumbled, “I think I really screwed up with Jenny.”  Michele’s jaw dropped, then the five-minute warning bell rang.  Tom said, “Maybe I’ll see you Saturday.” Then he turned and walked away. 

Leah gave Jeff a kiss on the cheek and said, “I’ll see ya later.”  Then she grabbed Michele’s wrist and started leading her to their first-hour class. 

*****
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AFTER SCHOOL, MICHELE had to work for four hours.  Denise had the night off, so Michele was glad she didn’t have to pick up any extra slack or deal with any evil looks.  When she arrived home after work, Gloria called from the kitchen, “Dinner’s ready.”  Michele took a seat next to her Uncle Joe.  Gloria placed a plate full of goulash in front of her, then asked, “How was your day, dear?”

“School wasn’t bad.  And, I made some good tip money at work to help me pay for the gas this weekend – so I can drive down and see Paul.”

“You’re not riding with Paul’s dad?”

“No.”

“Joe and I could drive you -—if you want us to?”  Joe nodded his head in agreement.

“Oh!  Sorry.  I completely forgot to tell you.  Leah, Amy, and I were thinking about driving down together.  We are planning on getting a hotel room next to the hospital for Saturday night.  The hotel gives discounts to family members who have loved ones in the hospital.”  She thought:  And Amy never texted me back!

Joe reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet while saying, “Let me help.”  Michele started shaking her head while Joe handed her a one-hundred-dollar bill.  He looked at her and said, “I insist.”

She took the money and said, “Thanks.”

Gloria asked, “How is Paul doing?”  Michele filled her and Joe in on Paul’s latest update from his mother.  After she was done, she looked at Gloria with watery eyes and said, “I guess all we can do is wait and see.”

Gloria reached over, squeezed her hand, and said, “It’ll be alright.  Thank God he’s alive!”

She nodded, then excused herself. 

*****
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MICHELE CLOSED HER bedroom door, hopped onto her bed, then dialed Paul’s number.  She expected Judy to answer the phone, but was surprised when she heard Paul’s voice say, “Michele....  Where are you?” 

“I’m at home.  I had to go back to school.”

“School.  How many days of school did I miss?”

Michele could hear his mom talking to him:  I already told you that, Paul.  You only missed a couple of days.  Now say goodbye to Michele.  She’ll be here in a couple of days, and I need to talk to her.

“Michele....”

“Yes.”

“Where are you?”

Michele heard Judy talking to Paul again:  Now tell her goodbye.

“Goodbye, Michele.”

Judy took the phone and said, “Michele, can you stop by Paul’s classes tomorrow and collect his homework assignments?  Jim already notified the school, so the teachers should have it ready.  I want to help Paul with his studies-—so he doesn’t fall too far behind.”

“Sure,” Michele’s voice cracked.  “Do you need me to bring anything else on Saturday?”

“No.  Jim is bringing some of Paul’s things from the house.  But, thank you for the offer.”

Michele asked with hesitation, “Has there been any change—any movement in Paul’s legs?”

“No.  I afraid not.”

She took a deep gulp of air, then replied, “Ok...  I’ll be there on Saturday.”

*****
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AFTER MICHELE HUNG up the phone, she dialed Amy’s number.  When Amy didn’t answer, she texted her:  Are you going to Ann Arbor with Leah and me this weekend?  Michele stared at a phone a while longer.  After a minute or two, she gave up and placed her phone on the bedside stand.  Lying back down in bed, she stared at the ceiling and thought:  What if Paul can never walk again?  What if we can never have any children?  Maybe I’m supposed to be with Jayden? 

*****
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JAYDEN ROLLED UP ON his side.  He looked at Michele in the dim light of the moon and said, “If you really wanted me to move on, why do you keep showing up in my bedroom?”

Michele looked around the room, and her heart started racing.  She thought:  Oh, no!  Why did my dream bring me here?  She looked at Jayden lying on his bed in the moonlight.  The top part of his body was uncovered and she could see the outline of his formed body.  She shook her head and thought:  Wake up!  Wake up now!  You need to get out of here.  

Jayden patted the bed and asked, “Did you want to talk about something?”  

When she didn’t move, he stood up and let the blanket fall.  Michele saw everything!  She looked him up and down while willing herself to look away.  Jayden smiled as he slowly approached her and asked, “Do you like what you see?”  He walked within inches of touching his body to hers.  Michele could feel his breath on her skin.  He reached up and stroked the side of her face with his thumb, then whispered in her ear, “Do you like what you see?  I know do!  No one needs to know.  Besides, it’s only a dream...... Give in to me.”  He slowly lowered his face to hers and kissed her tenderly on the lips.  When she didn’t jerk away, he put his arms around her and started kissing her again.  As his kiss deepened, she slid her arm around his neck and started kissing him back.  He responded by pulling her closer.  After a deep, satisfying, hungry kiss, he slid his hand down to hers and pulled her towards his bed.  At the threshold of his bed, he kissed her again as he pulled her close.  When she didn’t jump away, he looked into her eyes and whispered in a husky voice, “Just relax, babe.  It’s only a dream.”  Michele let him take control of the situation.  He pulled her down into the bed, then whispered in a slow seductive voice, “Just enjoy the dream and let me do the rest.”  When Michele tried to speak, he interrupted her thoughts by holding a finger to his lips.  “Shhh.  Just relax.  Everything is ok.  I promise to be gentle.”  His eyes danced with mischief as he positioned himself over her, Michele turned her head so he could kiss her neck and thought: It's only a dream.  As Jayden overtook her body, he suddenly stopped.  Michele looked up at him and asked, “Why did you do that?  I didn’t tell you to stop.  This is my dream
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