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On Michele’s and Paul’s flight back from Brisbane, Queensland, the captain announced the poor weather conditions in Detroit: “Looks like we are in for rough weather.  There is a big storm coming into Detroit.  We should land before the storm hits; however, the winds in front of the storm front are strong.  I expect a lot of turbulence while landing.  Flight attendants, please prepare the cabin for a rough landing.” 

Michele looked at Paul and squeezed his hand tight while the plane shook and rocked side to side in the high winds.  When she looked out the window during the plane’s final descent, she noticed how the captain was keeping the left wing pointed downward to fight the wind shear from throwing the plane off course.  As she watched the airport’s runways come into view, she noticed a flock of geese heading towards the plane’s jet engines and thought:  Oh shoot!  The winds are preventing those birds from gaining altitude.  They’re going to fly into the side of this plane!   She put her hand up to the window, squinted her eyes, and thought:  Fly higher little birds.  People on the plane started screaming when they saw the flock of birds flying directly at the plane.  Paul yelled, “They’re going to hit us,” but continued to watch as the birds seemed to be lifted and made a diagonal line up and over the plane.  Looking at the runway, it looked like the left wing of the plane was going to touch down first, but the captain pulled it up mere feet from hitting the runaway.  When the plane rolled to a stop, all the passengers started cheering and clapping their hands.  

*****
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PAUL’S PARENTS, JIM and Judy Hudson picked them up at the airport.  After exchanging hugs, the group started on their way to the luggage return area.  Judy looked at the couple and said, “You’ll have to tell us all about the trip to the Island of New Caledonia on the way home.”

As the SUV joined the heavy traffic on the highway, the clouds opened up and let down the pouring rain while Paul started telling his parents about his summer vacation at Michele’s grandmother’s house.  Michele listened intently while Paul told the stories since his stories didn’t match hers.  Paul’s memories of the Hidden Islands of Honiawae were replaced by a mind-erasing witch with memories of a visit to New Caledonia Island—since the whereabouts of the magical kingdom couldn’t be exposed.  As Michele listened to Paul’s stories, she was impressed by how most of the scenarios were basically the same, they were just replaced with different locations.  In addition, instead of Paul thinking that Michele’s biological father was a prince, Paul claimed him to be a big wig in charge of security at his parent’s privately owned business.  The story of Michele’s biological mother was also changed from being rescued from a mental institution in Russia to her returning home after a failed marriage to a man her mother, Leewan, despised.  

While the group drove their three-hour ride home, the rain would come and go.  During one heavy downpour, Jim could hardly see two feet in front of the car.  When the rain started to diminish, the group watched in horror as a car in front of them hydroplaned off the road, caught gravel, then flipped.  “Oh my gosh!”  Judy screamed.

Jim drove his car slowly past the other car, then pulled over onto the side of the road.  The rain started coming down in sheets again.  Jim looked at his wife and said, “Call 911.”

Michele sat in the backseat feeling useless and thought:  What good are my magical powers if I can’t use them to help people?  Michele knew she couldn’t use her powers in front of normal people since they would never understand.  She looked out the window at the pouring rain and thought:  Please go away.  After a few seconds, the clouds started to disperse and the rain slowed to a drizzle.  Michele looked at Paul and said, “Let’s go check out the occupants and make sure that they’re ok.”

When Paul and Michele reached the overturned car, Paul knelt down to look at the driver who was hanging upside down by his safety belt.  “Looks like he’s unconscious.  I can’t see anyone else in the car.”  Paul stood up, looked around, then said, “Wait here!  I think my dad has one of those emergency tools for cutting seat belts and breaking windows.”  

While Paul ran back to the car, Michele thought: Shoot!  I could easily open this window with my power of telekinesis, but how would I explain it?  She looked around and saw a hubcap on the ground.  This could help.  She grabbed the hubcap and hit the window lightly with it while using her power to cause the window to crack and fall to the ground.  When she noticed Paul and his father on their way back, she quickly reached in, grabbed the man’s arm, and applied her healing power.  By the time Jim and Paul reached the car, Michele let go of his arm and said, “Looks like he’s starting to wake up.”  She scooted back so the men could cut the driver down.  After the men had the driver out of the car, Paul asked Michele, “How did you break the window?” 

Michele stood up, pointed at the hubcap, and said, “With that....  I’ll go check with Judy—see if she has a blanket in the car.”

By the time the ambulance arrived, the driver of the car was talking.  As the paramedics loaded him into the van, he told the group, “Thank God all of you were here to help me.  I might have never made it home to see my little boy if you weren’t.”  

Michele smiled as she thought about what her grandmother Leewan told her:  I like to think our powers are a gift from God.
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WHEN THEY FINALLY ARRIVED at Michele’s Aunt Gloria’s and Uncle Joe’s farm, Paul helped Michele carry in her luggage.  When Michele opened the front door, she was greeted by the cat, Pepper, and the two golden retrievers, Mitch and Ace.  She squatted down to pet Mitch while Ace jumped all over Paul.  Pepper kept his distance and walked around the couple, surveying the scene. 

Gloria came running from the kitchen when she heard the commotion with Joe dead on her heels.  “You finally made it home!” Gloria declared.  She ran over to Michele and gave her a big hug while Joe greeted Paul.  After hugging Michele, Gloria turned her attention to Paul.  “Welcome back Paul.  You can just leave Michele’s bags there on the floor.  We’ll help her carry them upstairs later....  Now give me a hug!”  

Paul hugged Gloria then looked at Michele and said, “I better be going.  My parents are outside waiting.  I’ll call you later.”

Michele walked over to Paul, kissed him on the cheek, then said with a smile, “You better!”

*****
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AS MICHELE SLEPT, SHE could hear someone calling her name.  “Is that you, grandmother?  Is something wrong?”

Leewan replied.  “Yes dear, it’s me.  Nothing’s wrong.  I didn’t mean to disturb your sleep.  I know you’re probably exhausted from the flight.  I just wanted to check on you and make sure you made it home to America alright.  Mayra and I miss you already.”

“I miss you and mom too.  I wish we could call each other on the phone as normal people do.  There must be some way of breaking that old boundary spell so we can call each other.”

“I know it’s inconvenient only to talk to each other in our dreams, but that boundary spell protects the islands from being discovered by the rest of the world.  Please promise me you’ll never mess with it.  You could unintentionally expose the hidden islands to the world – and you know the islanders are scared to death of being exposed since they fear exposure could lead to history being repeated and the witch trials starting all over again.”

“I know grandma.  I promise.”

“So, how was the flight home?  Uneventful... I hope.”

Michele told her grandmother what happened on the way home.  Leewan sounded concerned and said, “Be careful, Michele!  You don’t want to use your magic in public....  Some people just don’t understand things that can’t be explained.  They might begin to fear you if they see you ... and then who knows what might happen to you!” 

“I know.  I’ll be careful.”

“Good girl.  I love you.”

“I love you, too.”  Michele woke up in her own bed with her dog, Mitch, lying next to her—staring at her face.  The dog started to whimper.  Michele patted the dog on the head and said, “It’s ok, girl.  That was a good dream.  I sure did miss you.”  Mitch started licking her face.  When Michele laughed, the cat, Pepper, mewed from the bottom of the bed since he was upset that the two of them woke him from his sleep.  Michele laughed harder and said, “Ok.  Ok.  Sorry to disturb you.  We’re going back to sleep.”

*****
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AT THE KITCHEN TABLE the next morning, Michele’s Aunt Gloria said, “You need to tell us all about your visit to your grandmother’s house on the Island of New Caledonia.”

Michele told her Aunt Gloria and Uncle Joe the story as Paul remembered.  She knew she couldn’t tell them the truth, that her biological grandmother and mother were witches living on the Hidden Islands of Honiawae or that her biological father was a prince, living in a castle with his parents, King Levi and Queen Chloe.  

When Michele was done telling her story.  Gloria said, “Sounds like you and Paul had a great time.  I’m glad your mother, Mayra, returned home.  Now we know why you were given up for adoption all those years ago – since your mother was married to an abusive man that never wanted any children.  I’m so sorry.  But you know we love you and we would love it if you decide to stay here in America.  Maybe, you could settle down with Paul—close to us?”

“Thanks, Gloria.  I still haven’t decided where I want to live after I graduate from high school.  Luckily, I have my whole senior year to decide.”

Joe looked at Michele and said, “I for one, vote you stay here in America.  You only found your grandmother a little over a year ago.  You have known us all your life.  Besides, there’s always a job for you at the police department.”

“Thanks, Joe.  I know there’s a lot to think about.”

“And now that you’re back.  The police department needs your help.”

“Oh, Joe.  Can’t that wait?  Michele just got back,” Gloria said.

“Not really.  The department needs Michele’s help.  We have no leads on those missing women.”

Michele looked at her uncle in shock, “What missing women?”

Gloria stood up and started clearing all the dishes while Joe filled Michele in.  “Over the summer, two women came up missing from our town.  The department is at a dead end, with no witnesses or leads.”

“That’s terrible.  Can you give me the names of the missing women; maybe I can use my dreams to find out where they are – if they’re still alive.”

“Sure.  I’ll get you what information I can.  But remember.  Anything I give you is confidential.”

“No problem.”

Gloria put the last dish in the dishwasher, then looked at Michele and asked, “Are you up for feeding the animals with me?  Your horse, Harley, missed you over the summer.”

“I would love to.”
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AFTER ALL THE FARM animals were fed, Michele spent some time brushing her horse and talking to her about her summer vacation.  “It’s nice to talk to you, Harley.  You’re the only one, here in America, that I can tell all my secrets to – since I know you’d never tell anyone.”

The horse whinnied softly and nudged Michele’s pants pocket.  Michele laughed and said, “Ok.  One more treat... for being such a great listener.”

When Michele returned to the house, Gloria said, “Your phone was ringing while you were outside.”

Michele ran over to her phone and looked at her recent calls: Two missed calls, one from her best friend Leah and one from Paul.  She dialed Paul’s number first.  He answered on the first ring: “Hi, babe.  Do you want the good news first or the bad?”

“I don’t want any bad news.”

“So, the good news first.  I got my job back at the computer repair store.  I guess the guy they hired to replace me over the summer didn’t work out.  They want me back immediately since they have fallen way behind.”

“That is good news!  So, what’s the bad news?”

“They want me to come into work today....  So, I’ll have to cancel our plans.”

“Darn.  I guess I’ll have to live without you for one day.  Do you have to work all week?”

“Yep.  And you’re back to work this week too...  Right?”

“I start back tomorrow afternoon and have to work in the morning on Saturday.  Maybe we can meet up Saturday night or Sunday.”

“Sounds like a plan.  I’ll call you tonight after I get home.  Love you!”

“Love you, too!”  After she hung up the call, she dialed Leah’s number.  

“So, how was the trip?  I want to know all the details.  Do you want to meet somewhere for lunch and do some back-to-school shopping?”

“Sure.  I can meet you at the mall.”

“Sounds good.  And the coach is mad.  Why didn’t you come to volleyball practice today?  Gloria told me to tell the coach you would be back yesterday.”

“I just needed one day to rest with the jet lag and all.”

“I can understand that....  But I don’t think the coach will.  You missed so much practice....  She’ll probably make you sit on the bench for a couple of weeks.”

“I know...  See you at 1?”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Can I call Amy?  See if she wants to join us?”

“Sure.  Why not?  I miss seeing Amy.”

After Michele got off the phone, she called her friend from her previous hometown – the town she lived in when her adoptive parents died in a freak automobile accident.  “Hi, Amy.  What are you doing?”

“Hanging out with Mike.  Why?  What’s up?”

“I just got back from visiting my grandmother and wanted to catch up....  before school starts and we’re both too busy.  Leah and I are going shopping at the mall.  Do you want to meet us?”

“Sounds like fun.  I’m sure my boyfriend, Mike, will understand.” 

*****
[image: ]


WHILE THE TEENS WERE eating lunch at the mall, Michele filled Leah and Amy in on her summer vacation with Paul.  “Paul and I had a great time riding horses around the island.  And my biological dad, Macalla, got a divorce from my evil stepmother, Lalirra.  They’re sharing custody of my younger half-sister, Amarina.  Amarina and I went riding together before I left...  and we’re becoming closer friends.  Oh... and my mom returned from Russia.  Guess she ran away from the island with some man my grandmother, Leewan, despised.  According to my mother, the man became obsessive, abusive, and didn’t want any children.  I guess he talked her into giving me up for adoption all those years ago since he wasn’t my biological father and he convinced her that I would have a better life.  She said she regretted that decision ever since.  Thank God my mother finally found a way to get out of the abusive situation and returned home.  Maybe she’ll rekindle a relationship with her old flame, my dad.”

Amy replied, “Wow!  That’s great Michele.  You finally found your biological parents.  Was your grandmother able to teach you anything more about your prophetic dreams?” 

“Yeah.  Guess my mom has them too.  And my grandmother uses her dreams to help the local police department solve crimes... like I help my Uncle Joe.”

“That’s great!”  Leah replied.  “Did you and Paul ever get a chance to spend some time alone?  If you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, after my mother, Mayra, returned from Russia, my grandmother let Paul and I sleep in the living room – together!”

“She did what?” Leah exclaimed.  

“I know.  I was shocked at first too.  But she said, at my age, she ran away with my grandfather....  And she wasn’t naïve...  she knew we were sleeping together.”

“Wow.  I wish my adoptive parents would let me have Jeff spend the night.  The back seat of a car can be so cramped.”

The teens laughed, then Amy added, “My mother has to work all the time... after the divorce.  Luckily for me, she’s hardly ever home.  Mike sneaks over all the time.”

Michele replied, “Yeah, my first time with Paul was in his room – after his parents left to go to work at the hospital.  I might have to plan some more dates since my Aunt Gloria doesn’t work and the backseat of a car is cramped!”  The teens all laughed.

After lunch, the girls did some clothes shopping.  Michele and Amy could only buy the things Leah approved of since according to her, they were seniors now – so they needed to dress the part.
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That night, after Michele said goodnight to Paul on the phone, she looked at the list her uncle had given her.  After she looked over the names of the two missing women, their ages, and pictures, she held onto the crystal necklace that Leewan had given her, repeated the first women’s name three times, then snuggled up with her dog to go to sleep. 

The next morning, Joe was sitting in the kitchen waiting expectantly for Michele.  When Michele finally came down, he jumped up from his chair and asked, “Well!  What did you find out?”

“Nothing.  Sorry.”

“Nothing.  What does that mean?”

Michele looked down at the floor and mumbled, “Probably....  That we’re too late.”

Joe sat back down into his seat and dropped his head into his hands.  Michele asked, “How long were the women missing?  Was the first name on the list the first missing woman or the second?”

“The first women’s name on the list was missing a little over a month.  The second one – about two weeks.”

“Guess I should have tried the second one first.  Sorry.”

“Do you think you can find her body?  Maybe if I give you something personal – that belonged to her.”

“That might help.  But I think I better try the second woman first... in case she’s still alive.”

Joe nodded his head.  Gloria walked into the room and asked, “Well.  Any good news?”

“No,” Joe and Michele said in unison.

Michele looked at the clock and said, “I better run or I’ll be late for volleyball practice.”  She ran around the table to give Gloria and Joe a kiss goodbye on their cheeks, then ran down the hall.  

*****
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AFTER VOLLEYBALL PRACTICE, Michele stopped by the computer store to bring Paul some coffee and a bagel.  She snuck up behind him while he was working at his desk and covered his eyes.  Paul reached for her hands and said, “What are you doing here?”

Michele released her hands and said, “I brought you some coffee and something to eat.”

After Michele placed the coffee and the sack containing the bagel on his desk, Paul stood up, wrapped his arms around her, and said, “Thank you!  Maybe my stomach will quit rumbling so I can get some work done.”  He leaned down and gave her an affectionate kiss, then said in a husky voice, “I miss our summer vacation already... waking up with you in my arms.  Now it feels like it was only a dream.  Wonder if I should ask my parents if you can move in?”  He looked down at her hand, then asked, “Where’s your engagement ring?”  The one I bought you in New Caledonia at your Grandma Chloe’s dress shop?”

Michele looked down at her hands, she only had the birthstone ring on that she got from Paul as a birthday gift and her great grandmother’s red heart ring.  Looking back up at him she replied, “It’s in my jewelry box at home.  I didn’t know if you wanted me to tell everyone we’re engaged since we are just starting our senior year.”

“So, you haven’t changed your mind?”

“Never!”  She reached up and kissed him. 

“What are your plans...  for the ring?  The one I have twenty years to pay on from the loan your grandmother, Chloe, gave me.”

Michele looked into his handsome, caring face, and thought:  Shoot!  I should have paid more attention.  I thought the mind erasing witch erased that memory when she erased his memories of the hidden islands and all his memories of what really happened to my mother.  She smiled, squeezed his hands, and said, “I thought maybe... you could propose to me again?  Around Christmas time?  Then we can tell all our friends and families together.”

Paul looked at her suspiciously, then said, “If we wait that long—my parents might wonder where I got the money to buy you such a large diamond.  If I tell them I borrowed the money from your grandmother, they will know we bought it during our summer vacation and wonder why we waited so long to tell them.”

“Maybe... we can tell our friends and family this weekend.  Tell them we wanted to make it a special occasion.  We could tell our families together... then invite our friends to meet us for dinner.”

He smiled, grabbed her up in a hug, and swung her around.  After setting her back down, he said, “Sounds great to me.  Are we inviting my friend Tom and Denise?”

“I work with Denise tonight.  I’ll see if they’re available.”

Paul glanced back at his desk and said, “Well, I better get back to work... or I’ll be working late again tonight.”

“I have to go home and get ready for work anyway.”  She looked into his dreamy brown eyes, stroked the side of his face, and said, “I love you.”

“Love you too.”  Paul gave her a kiss goodbye.  When she turned to leave.  He pulled her back, rested his forehead on hers, and softly whispered, “What are you doing tomorrow—after work?” 

“Nothing.  Why?”

“Maybe we can meet up?  And go for a cruise down by the river.”

Michele laughed, then said, “Meet me in the parking lot at Country Crock... around 10 p.m.”  She reached up, gave him a quick kiss on the lips, then said, “I better get going so you can get some work done.”

*****
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WHEN MICHELE GOT TO work, she sat in the parking lot dreading going in since it was her first day back after a long summer break and she knew she would be working with Denise.  Denise Johncock attended the same school Michele did.  She was beautiful with her long dark hair, big blue eyes, and high cheekbones; and she was the head cheerleader for the football team.  Before Michele went on vacation, she and Denise were getting along since Denise was dating Paul’s friend, Tom.  The couple even went to prom together.  But before she started dating Tom, Michele didn't really care for Denise since Denise had an air about her—that she was better than thou.  Denise was a girl born with a silver spoon in her mouth and she made sure everyone knew it.  The only reason she worked at the restaurant was that her mother insisted on it... and for the social part of it.  She would constantly pick and choose which customers she wanted to wait on like the regular customers that were known to be great tippers, the good-looking boys from school, or the customers that were part of the town’s elite society (the mayor, doctors, etc.).  Heaven forbid that Denise ever busted her butt and clear any of her tables since, if she left them dirty, she’d have fewer customers... and less work.  Michele glanced in her rearview mirror and thought:  I wonder if Denise is any better now that she’s dating Paul’s friend, Tom? 

Michele met Denise at the time clock.  Denise flipped her long dark hair and pushed her way in front of Michele to punch in.  When she turned around, she looked at Michele and said, “About time you come back to work!  While you were off traveling the world, we were short-staffed.  Do you know how hard it is to maintain a social life and work at the same time?  I lost count of the number of boys I had to turn down for dates since I couldn’t get work off.” 

“What happened between you and Tom?”

“Oh, Tom was too possessive.  Just because I kissed another boy, he claimed I cheated on him.  Men....  You would have thought I was married to him or something.  Tom is a football player.  He should have realized at our age we are too young to settle down... I need time to shop around.  Besides, I don’t understand why Tom ever thought I would want to stay with him.  He doesn’t have enough money to buy me the nice things I deserve.”  She walked away, flipping her hair, leaving Michele there holding her timecard.    

Michele was exhausted by the end of the night since she busted her butt taking care of the dinner crowd while Denise took her time clearing her tables and flirting with random boys.  When Michele finally got home, she said goodnight to her aunt and uncle, then dragged herself up to bed.  

Before falling to sleep, she texted Paul goodnight:  Exhausted....  Going to sleep.  Love you.  I’ll see you tomorrow....  Oh, Denise and Tom broke up.

The phone rang.  Michele read the caller ID:  Paul.  “Hello.”

“What!  Tom and Denise broke up?  What happened?  I better call him tomorrow.”

“I don’t really know what happened.  Denise just said something about her kissing another boy.”

“That two-timing wench!  Tom probably blames me since I encouraged him to ask her out.”

“I’m sorry, babe.”

“It’s not your fault.  I should have known you didn’t approve of her... so something was bound to go wrong.”

“There are two sides to every story.  All you can do is to support your friend and hear him out.”

“You’re right.  I better let you get some sleep.  Can’t wait to see you tomorrow night.”

“Me too....  I mean, see you.”

Paul laughed, then said, “Goodnight beautiful.  Love you.”

“Love you, too.”  Michele hung up the phone and then looked at the list of missing women.  Before turning off the light, she looked at Mitch and said, “Hopefully, I’ll be able to find the second missing woman tonight.”  The dog turned her head to the side and whimpered.  Michele patted the dog on her head, turned off the light, then grabbed her necklace and repeated the women’s name three times.

*****
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MICHELE WAS STANDING in a dark room.  The only light was from the moonlight shining through a dirty window.  She waited until her eyes adjusted to the lighting, then looked around the room and looked at all the shovels and handsaws hanging on the walls.  She thought:  I must be in a garage or someone’s shed.  A moaning sound came from the back corner of the room.  She walked over towards the sound and noticed someone lying on a blanket that was on the cement floor.  The person was lying in a fetal position with their hands bound behind their back and their ankles tied.  She walked over to the side so she could look at the person’s face.  In the dim lighting from the moon shining through a window, Michele could tell the person was a woman.  Michele squatted down to get a closer look and saw what appeared to be a fat lip and swollen eyes.  The women’s face was barely recognizable with all the cuts and dried blood but Michele swore the face was the same face from Joe’s list.  She thought:  Oh, no!  She’s barely alive.  I need to find out where we are.  She walked over to the dirty window, wiped it with her hand, then looked out and saw trees.  The dream started to fade.  Michele screamed, “No!  Not yet!”

Michele sat up in bed with a start.  She grabbed her head and thought: Oh, fudge nuggets!  I don’t know anything.

Mitch looked at her and whimpered.  Michele scratched the dog’s head, and said, “It’s not your fault.  My grandmother told me my dreams might not tell me things if I have the situation under control... or if there’s nothing, I can do about it.”  She snuggled back down in bed with the dog and whispered, “I think we’re too late.”  
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THE NEXT MORNING, MICHELE woke up early for volleyball practice.  When she walked downstairs, she saw Joe sitting at the kitchen table.  While walking to the refrigerator, she said, “She’s still alive.  But barely.  I can’t tell where she is and we might be too late....  I might be able to find her location if I had something that belonged to her.” 

Joe replied, “My partner, who is working on the case with me, is checking with the families to see if they have anything personal that we can give to you.  Maybe I’ll have something by tonight.”

“That might help.  I have to work late again tonight...  And then I was planning on spending a little time with Paul—maybe watch a late movie at his parent’s house or something.  If you do get anything that I can use, can you just leave it on my bed with a label who it belongs too?”

“Sure.  I can do that.”  Joe paused for a moment then continued, “You and Paul aren’t going to any parties again... Are you?”

“No.  I swear.  We’re just hanging out.”

“I know you’re a senior now.  But can you at least be home by midnight... or call Gloria or me to let us know if you might be late.  I don’t want to, but I will send the police out looking for you if you’re too late.”

Michele smiled.  She knew her uncle loved her and was just worried about her.  “You don’t have to worry about me.  I’m a big girl now.  But sure....  I’ll call if I’m going to be late.” 

*****
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FRIDAY NIGHT AFTER work, Michele walked out to the parking lot and saw Paul’s car.  She ran to his car and jumped in.  Paul smiled when he saw her.  He put whatever he was reading in the back seat and then reached over to pull her close.  After giving her a big kiss, he said, “I missed you!  How was your day?”

“Not too bad.  Better now that I’m with you.”

He smiled and put the car in drive.  She looked at him and asked, “How was your day?” 

“Busy.  But I can finally see the light at the end of the tunnel.  I think everyone in town needs help from the store’s geek squad.”

“Well, that’s good news for you—job security.”

Paul laughed then continued, “And, I called Tom during lunch.”

“How is he?”

“He seemed a little upset but said we were cool and that he’s moved on.”

“I guess that’s good.”

“I hope.  I told him we’d have to catch up sometime.”

“You should.  You need a night out with the guys.”  Michele looked around at the passing cars and then turned the radio on.  After driving in silence for a few minutes, Paul turned down a two-track that led to the river.  When he found a secluded spot to park, he turned off the car.  As the couple sat in the moonlight, Paul draped his arm over the back seat, then said with a wicked smile, “I finally get you alone.”

Michele climbed over to sit on his lap.  Paul reached up to push her hair back from her face and said, “You’re so beautiful.  I don’t think I can wait another year.  Maybe we should run away and elope like your grandfather and grandmother did when they were young.”  

Michele laughed, “And what would we do for a living?  Travel around in your car and become some door-to-door salespeople.”  

“We could do that.  Or, we could live on love...  Or, with our current jobs, we might be able to pull it off.” 

“Oh, shut up and kiss me!” 

“Yes ma'am.”  He pulled her close and did what she demanded. 

While they were kissing, Michele looked in the back seat and saw a pile of papers, then asked, “What’s all those papers?”

He said in a husky voice, “Oh, those.  They can wait.”

She reached back and grabbed the pile.  Paul groaned and tried to take the papers from her.  She laughed and jerked the papers from him.  “You know I can’t wait!”  She held the papers up to the moonlight and read the capture: College Admission Form.  Looking back at him she asked, “When did you get these?”

“My mom gave them to me.  She said if we wanted to get into a good college, we better start looking now.”

“We?  Who said I wanted to go to college?”

“I thought we could go away to college together.  And share an apartment together—we’re engaged.”

Michele looked at one of the brochures.  Paul reached for the papers again and said, “Can’t this wait.”

She sat back in her seat and said, “No!  If we are going to announce to the world our engagement, I think we should discuss our future plans together.  I for one, don’t know what I want to do after high school.  I don’t think I want to go to college.”

“Then you could just live with me, near a college, and get a job as a waitress or something.”

“What if I want to stay here?  My uncle said the police department would probably hire me as a consultant—to help them solve crimes.  Or maybe I want to move to... the island—to live with my family.”

Paul looked at her in shock, shook his head, then said, “You wouldn’t want to stay here with me?”

Michele heard the sadness in his voice, then said, “It’s not that.  I love you, Paul.  I just don’t know what I want to do.  I just found my biological family.”

Paul looked at her, stroked her face, and said, “I would never force you to do something you didn’t want to do.  Just think about it....  please.  If you decide you want to live with your family for a couple of years, we can make it doable.”

Michele shook her head and thought:  I wish Paul remembered my family on the hidden islands.  It’s hard discussing our future when he doesn’t remember that I am a witch... and a princess.

Paul whispered, “We have time.  But I do need to start filling out some of these applications.”  

Michele looked at him with a tear in her eye and asked, “Are we doing the right thing?  Should we tell the world we’re engaged?”

“It’s just a college application.  I want a good job so I can take care of you.  Me going to college doesn’t change a thing.  I love you and want to spend the rest of my life with you.  A lot of people are engaged for years.  If you decide you want to travel before, we settle down... so be it.”

Michele glanced at the applications, then replied, “You’re right.  I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t make you change your dreams of going to college.  Go ahead and fill them out.  When we come to that path, we’ll decide which road to take.”

Paul smiled – slightly, then said, “Are we still on for telling our friends and family tomorrow.”

She smiled and said, “Yes!  I invited Leah and Jeff while we were at volleyball practice today.  Then I called Amy and invited her and Mike before I went to work...  And Paul, I love you.  That’s one thing I’m sure of.”  She threw the papers in the backseat and kissed him. 

*****
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ON THE WAY BACK TO the restaurant to get Michele’s car, Paul glanced at her in the moonlight with her long blonde hair framing her face, and his heart filled with gratitude and love...  He knew she was the one for him and he would be willing to compromise to make their relationship last.  He hoped she would decide to stay with him, but if she wanted to live with her newfound family... he would understand.  Long-distance relationships were hard – but he felt in his heart they could make it work.  

After pulling up to her car, Paul put the car in park and reached over to kiss her goodnight.  After a deep, passionate kiss, Paul whispered, “In case you decide to live on the island while I go to college, we better take advantage of our senior year together...  I’m 18 now, so maybe we should plan some weekends alone together – in a hotel room.  We could make up some story that we’re going to visit Mike and Amy... or something like that.”

Michele smiled and said, “You wicked man....  I would love that!”  She gave him another kiss, then continued, “I better get going.  My aunt and uncle will worry if I’m not home by midnight.”

“Goodnight, Cinderella”

*****
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WHEN MICHELE WALKED into the house, her aunt and uncle were still up watching a movie.  Joe paused the movie when she walked in and said, “I brought a couple of personal items home that belonged to those women.  The names of the woman are pinned on the items.  Maybe you should concentrate on the last woman that you know is still alive.  Hopefully, your prophetic dreams will find out her location.”

“I’ll try.”  She rushed around the room, gave them a kiss goodnight on their cheeks, then headed up the stairs to her room with Mitch dead on her heels.  When she walked into the room, Pepper was lying on the women’s personal items.  Michele put her hands on her hips and asked, “So, what are you doing?  Do you think those items were bought up her for you?” 

The cat mewed, then moved to the bottom of the bed.  Michele walked over to the bed and grabbed the items.  The first item was a sparkling pink scarf with the first woman’s name pinned to it.  The second item was a nightshirt with the second woman’s name pinned on it.  Michele put the scarf on her dresser, then removed the pin from the nightshirt and thought:  I should try the woman that I know is still alive. 
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MICHELE WAS STANDING in a dark, secluded spot in the middle of the woods.  The full moon was illuminating the forest floor and the trees were alive with the sounds of owls, tree frogs, and crickets.  Michele felt the dampness first, then heard some bullfrogs.  I must be near a swamp.  She took a couple of steps forward on the wet marshland, then noticed a reflection coming from the ground.  As she approached the reflection, she noticed a metal heart bracelet reflecting in the moonlight.  The bracelet was on an arm that was rising up out of the water.  Michele grabbed her face in horror, then reached for the arm.  When she pulled on the arm, she noticed it was detached.  She dropped it back into the water immediately, took a couple of steps back, and thought:  I’m too late!

The dream began to fade.  Michele woke up in bed in a sweat.  Her heart was racing a mile a minute.  Mitch looked at her and whined.  Michele reached for the dog and whispered, “It’s ok.  I’m alright.  I was just too late to save that poor woman.”
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Chapter 3
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Saturday morning, Joe was sitting at the kitchen table drinking his coffee and reading the paper.  Michele smiled and said, “Most people read their news online nowadays.”

Joe looked up and said, “Well, good morning.  Sorry, I’m old fashion.  I like my morning paper....  Any luck?”

She shook her head and made a sad reply, “No.  We’re too late!  I found her body chopped up in some swamp out in the middle of nowhere.”

“Are you sure it was hers?”

“I think so... since I held onto her nightshirt before I went to bed.  But to make sure... I guess we could check if she has a silver bracelet with a little silver heart.”  

Joe looked down at his coffee and said, “Poor girl.  Who knows if we’ll ever find her body?  Guess I can check with the family about the bracelet before making an entry in the case – presumed dead.  Are you planning on checking on the first woman?  See if by chance she is still alive or if her body was dumped in the same location.”

“I can try tonight.  I better be going to work.”  She started to leave, then stopped and asked, “Are you and Gloria going to be at home this afternoon?”

“Yes.  Why?”  Aunt Gloria asked as she walked into the kitchen. 

“Paul and I have a surprise for the two of you.  I thought we could stop over together—after I get out of work.”

“Oh, Michele.  You know I can’t stand surprises.  Can you give me a hint?”

“No.  You’ll just have to wait.  I get out of work around one.”  She gave Gloria and Joe a hug goodbye and then ran out to her car.

*****
[image: ]


WHEN MICHELE GOT OUT of work, she walked out into the parking lot and saw Paul waiting in his car.  She jumped in the car, kissed him, then asked, “Are you ready to do this?”

He smiled and replied, “I’ve been ready.  Are you sure you’re ready to take this big step?”

She smiled and said, “Yes!  I love you, Paul.  Whatever the future holds, I want to spend it with you.”

Michele kissed him, then said, “I’ll meet you at my house.”

When the couple arrived at the farm, Aunt Gloria was standing on the porch watching the golden retrievers run around the yard.  Michele grabbed her purse, pulled out the ring, and put it on.  Holding her hand out, she admired the diamond, then jumped out of her car to join Paul.  As the couple walked up to the front porch hand in hand, Gloria called the dogs, then looked at the couple, and said, “About time.  I can’t wait any longer.  What’s the big surprise?”

Michele laughed, “Can’t we go inside first?  So, I can tell you and Joe at the same time.”

Gloria opened the door for the couple, then called for Joe, “They’re here.”

Joe walked out of the kitchen while removing his glasses, and asked, “So, what’s the big surprise?”

Michele held out her hand.  Gloria clutched her heart in surprise, then grabbed Michele’s hand to take a closer look.  Joe looked at Paul, then Michele, and said, “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

Michele laughed and said, “No!  I’m not pregnant.  It’s just an engagement ring.  No wedding date has been set.  We’re not in a hurry.”

Paul cleared his throat and said, “No, Sir.  We’re not in a hurry to get married.  Besides, I still plan on attending college... somewhere.  I just wanted to show you my commitment to your daughter, and ask for your blessings.”

Joe cleared his throat, then looked at Michele and said, “I guess if Michele is happy... I’m happy for the two of you.”

Admiring the ring, Gloria said, “Oh my!  This ring must have been expensive.”  She looked at Paul and continued, “Hope you didn’t blow all your college savings.”

“No, ma’am.  Michele’s grandmother, Chloe, gave me a twenty-year loan to pay her back.  I just put a deposit down on it.”

Gloria looked at Michele and said, “That was nice of her.”

Michele smiled and said, “I need to go upstairs and change my clothes so we can go tell Paul’s parents.”  She looked at Paul and said, “You can wait here, be back in a jiffy.”

Joe looked at Paul and said, “Have a seat, son.”

Paul gave Michele an apprehensive look.  She winked, then ran up the stairs. 
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AT PAUL’S PARENT’S house, after Paul told his parents the news, his mom looked at the ring and said, “It’s beautiful... But what about college?  Are the two of you telling us we’re going to be grandparents?”

“No, mom.  We’re not expecting a baby, and I am still planning on going to college.”

“But this ring must have cost a mint.  I hope you didn’t tap into your college fund.”

“I only put $500 down, and I have 20 years to pay Michele’s grandmother, Chloe, back.”

“How much are your payments?”

“I don’t have a payment plan.  Chloe said I could wait until after college to start making payments.”

“What if she decides she wants her money sooner?  Did you sign anything?”

“Nope.  It was just a verbal agreement.”

“Oh!”  Judy looked at Jim.  Jim just smiled.  She replied, “Well, aren’t you going to say anything?” 

Jim looked at his wife and said, “I would think you’d be happy.  You were the one that was always worried Paul wouldn’t find a suitable girl....  And I think Michele is perfect for him!”

Michele blushed.  Paul hugged his dad, patted him on the back, and said, “Thanks, dad!”

Judy watched as Paul hugged his dad, then stepped forward and hugged Michele while saying, “Congratulations.  Welcome to the family.”

After Judy hugged Paul, she looked at him and said, “Look at my
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