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        “A spiritual kingdom lies all about us, enclosing us, embracing us, altogether within reach of our inner selves, waiting for us to recognize it. God Himself is here waiting our response to His Presence. This eternal world will come alive to us the moment we begin to reckon upon its reality.”— A. W. Tozer,  The Pursuit of God
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        * * *

      

      The Door is the first book in the six-book Seventh Dimension Series that combines contemporary, historical, and fantasy elements into a coming-of-age story. A curse put on Shale Snyder, because of a secret, shrouds her with insecurity and fear. Following suspension from school, Shale’s best friend isn’t allowed to see her anymore, and she feels abandoned by her family. When a stray dog befriends her, she follows it into the woods. There she discovers a door that leads to another world.
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      A DIARY ENTRY MANY YEARS LATER

      

      “Long ago, a magical king was born in a kingdom where animals talked and intellect sparred with spirituality. It was a time when truth transcended culture, forgiveness won battles, and love conquered a young girl’s heart.”

      

      But lest I get ahead of myself, let me start from the beginning—which happened a long, long, long time ago. So long ago, I barely remember the beginning of my journey to the Seventh Dimension.
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      DARK SECRET OF SHALE SNYDER

      

      I hid in a closet underneath the stairs—my safe house. Nobody would find me here. The ceiling was too low. I don’t think anyone knew about the small room but me.

      After the accident, the closet became my friend. I wanted to avoid Judd, who came over to visit Chumana. She was not my sister but we lived together.

      The door creaked as I turned the handle. I held my breath and peered through the tiny slit. Moving shadows darkened the room. Judd, Rachel, and Chumana stared into a small brown shoebox.

      Chumana burst out crying. “I hate Shale.”

      I cringed. She already hated me anyway, ever since my mother and me moved in with them a few months earlier.

      Rachel stood and recited a Jewish prayer. “Barukh shem k'vod malkhuto l'olam va'ed. Blessed is the name of his glorious kingdom forever and ever.” With her unkempt hair, puffy red eyes, and flushed face, I barely recognized my best friend.

      “Why are you praying?” Judd snapped. “We aren’t here to pray.”

      “Accidents happen,” Rachel said.

      “She should be cursed,” Judd exploded.

      “Don’t say that,” Rachel said.

      “How do you know it was an accident?” Chumana asked.

      I looked away. I couldn’t listen. My whole body shook—what kind of curse?

      Judd’s voice cracked. “I demand she tell us what happened.”

      The three twelve-year-olds sat silently for a moment before Rachel responded. “She fell down the stairs with Fifi, and she’s afraid.”

      I swallowed hard.

      Judd pulled his uncle’s Atlanta Braves cap over his eyes and clinched his hand into a fist. “I hope Shale never has any friends—for the rest of her life.” He covered his face and sobbed.

      I bit my fingernail holding back tears. I’d never heard a boy cry. Could his curse come true?

      Chumana’s red hair matched her fiery temper. “That’s not enough of a curse. She already doesn’t have any friends.”

      “I’m her friend,” Rachel said. “Accidents happen.”

      Rachel lived two buildings down from us in the Hope Garden Apartments. Would she still be my friend if I told her the truth? I didn’t just fall—it was what I was doing when I fell. I was too afraid. I rubbed my swollen ankle, a reminder of my foolishness. The doctor hoped it would heal, but Fifi lay in the box.

      Probably God hated me, too. If I told the truth, everyone would hate me. I couldn’t even tell my mother. My father—he left me long ago.
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        * * *

      

      TWO YEARS LATER

      

      I felt a hand reach underneath my blue skirt. I spun around on my toes. Students in the crowded hallway blended into a blur of anonymity. Hurried bodies shoved past. Am I going crazy? Did I imagine it? I scanned faces and froze each one, like a snapshot with a camera.

      Rachel was waiting at the hall lockers. “Shale, why are you standing there? Come on or you’ll be late to class.”

      I walked towards her as the bell rang.

      She furrowed her brow. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I smiled, pretending nothing had happened. I’d think about it later. “Did you finish your analysis of As You Like It?”

      Rachel’s brown eyes bulged. “Is it due today?”

      “Here’s mine. You can take a quick look.”

      “Oh, thanks, Shale. I hate Shakespeare anyway. No copying, promise. Just a peek.”

      “It’s no different from reading Spark Notes on the web,” I quipped.

      When we walked into English class at Garden High School, I sat in the seat closest to the door and stared out into the darkened hallway. Who did it? What would I do if I caught him? Mrs. Wilkes’s voice brought me back to reality as she recited from a Shakespearean play.

      

      
        
        “All the world’s a stage.

        And all the men and women merely players

        They have their exits and their entrances

        And one man in his time plays many parts

        His acts being seven ages.”

      

      

      

      What was my part? At fourteen, did I have one yet?
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        * * *

      

      Later in the afternoon, I tripped while stepping off the school bus, scattering my books over the ground. My bum ankle from the accident two years earlier would catch at the worst possible moment—what I considered my eternal punishment.

      Scrambling to pick them up, I wiped the red Georgia clay off my math book. The bus waited long enough to make sure it wouldn’t run me over before pulling away.

      “Hey, wait up, ya’ll.” I walked faster to catch up as Rachel stopped, but Chumana and Judd kept going. We still lived in the same apartment complex on the south side of Atlanta.

      “If you used a backpack, you wouldn’t have dropped your books,” Rachel chided me.

      “Mine broke.” I scanned Rachel’s back. “Where’s yours?”

      “I did my homework at school.” Rachel waved a thick book with strange-looking letters in the air. “This is all I needed.”

      “Can you read that stuff?”

      “Sure,” Rachel laughed, “but I don’t know what it means. You could too if I taught you.” Rachel flipped to the first page. “You start on this side.” Her finger pointed to a line of Hebrew, and she ran her finger across the page from right to left.

      “Really?”

      “Yes.” Rachel giggled. “So who reads backwards, the English or the Jews?”

      “I’d say the Jews. I can say that since I’m not Jewish, right?”

      “Why not?”

      “Writing would sure be easier if English was right to left. I wouldn’t smear my words.”

      Rachel nodded. “I forget you’re left-handed. It’s crazy, isn’t it—like the Brits drive on the left side and we drive on the right.”

      We walked for a while not saying anything. I glanced at my friend with her striking olive skin, almond brown eyes, and brown hair. “Do you like being Jewish?”

      “Yeah, I guess. I don’t know any different.”

      “I wish I was Jewish.”

      “Why?” Rachel asked.

      “It would be neat to be able to say I was something.”

      “You could go to church,” Rachel suggested.

      “Mom and Remi would never go. Every time they talk about God or anything religious, they end up fighting.”

      Rachel flinched. “That’s too bad. By the way, thanks for your help with English.”

      “You’re welcome.” I switched my books to the left. I hated the long walk home, especially since we now lived farther away. The new unit we moved into when Remi and mother married was at the very back by the woods.

      Rachel frowned, noticing my musings. “What’s it like having a father now?”

      I bit my lip. “At least I have my own bedroom and don’t have to share with Chumana.”

      “That’s good,” Rachel agreed. “How did you ever end up living with her anyway?”

      “Mother didn’t have any money when we moved to Atlanta. She found an ad that Chumana’s mother placed in the Atlanta Constitution looking for a roommate. It was a cheap place to live.”

      I eyed Judd and Chumana ahead of us. “What are they talking about? They have been spending a lot of time together.”

      Rachel lowered her voice. “I know.”

      “Maybe they deserve each other.”

      Rachel edged up closer to me and spoke in a whisper. “You never knew your father, right?”

      “No.” I double clutched my books that now seemed heavier. “Mother couldn’t wait to marry Remi after being divorced for so many years. Then she cried all night when they returned from their honeymoon. I wondered why, but I was too afraid to ask.”

      “Maybe it was a bad honeymoon,” Rachel chortled.

      “Silly you. How can you have a bad honeymoon?”

      “I don’t know,” Rachel replied. “I’m sure it’s happened.”

      “I hardly knew Remi the day they married.”

      “It’s hard to imagine what it would be like to be at your own parent’s wedding. I mean, it might be funny if it could happen.”

      “Like Back to the Future?” My thoughts darkened. “How would you like having a stepfather you didn’t know?”

      Rachel shook her head. “I wouldn’t.”

      I’d never confided in anyone about my past, but now I couldn’t stop. “Presents arrive twice a year from North York. I don’t remember anything about my father. One day he left and never returned.”

      “I can’t imagine what that would be like,” Rachel said.

      “Sometimes I get angry.”

      Rachel’s eyes widened. “About what?”

      “Mother didn’t ask how I felt about her remarrying.”

      We walked in silence as my words hung in the air. I kicked a rock on the sidewalk, and it skipped into the gutter. Rachel’s warm nature was comforting. She came from such a perfect family, or it seemed. I’d tell her things I wouldn’t tell anyone else.

      Voices from the past mocked me. “Do I walk like a chicken?”

      Rachel laughed. “No, you don’t walk like a chicken.”

      “Do I have big lips?”

      “Big lips?” Rachel stopped and stared at me surprised. “No.”

      “You don’t think so? Every time I wet them with my tongue, I worry I’m making them fat—so I was told.”

      Rachel examined my fair face. I pretended not to notice. “You’re beautiful. Who would say such mean things?”

      I didn’t want to tell her. What was the point in making him look bad?

      Rachel reached out and grabbed a couple of strands of my hair, flipping them over my shoulder. “I love your green eyes and long brown hair. I wish mine wasn’t wavy with all the humidity. I use an iron to straighten it, but it doesn’t stay that way for long.”

      Rachel giggled. “Guys love long, straight hair.”

      “Remi wants me to call him dad, but that seems weird.”

      A few feet in front of us, Chumana knelt on the sidewalk.

      Rachel squinted. “What are they looking at?”

      When we got closer, I could see an earthworm wiggling on the sidewalk. A few weeks after Christmas, it was the wrong time of year for creepy crawlers.

      “It’s probably cold,” I said.

      Judd lifted his foot to squash it.

      “Wait,” I demanded.

      Judd glared at me.

      “Why kill it?” I asked.

      He leaned down and picked it up, dangling the worm a few inches above the sidewalk. “Have you ever dissected one of these?”

      I shook my head.

      He stiffened. “I should make you squish it between your delicate fingers.”

      I stared at the worm. Judd dropped it on the sidewalk. As he started to smash it again, I leaned over and shoved him. “Just leave it alone.”

      Judd’s face turned beet red. “Don’t ever push me again. You hear me?”

      I nodded. My knees spasmed like a jack-in-the-box.

      His icy eyes ripped at my soul. “You don’t like squishing worms, but you killed my puppy.”

      Rachel said, “Get over it. You sound so hateful.”

      Chumana glared through her thick, black-rimmed glasses. “Judd is right, though, Rachel. Don’t you remember?”

      “I remember,” Rachel whispered.

      My heart raced as I picked up the worm—its slimy body was cold to the touch—and stuck it in my pocket.

      Judd shook his head and stomped off.

      I urged Rachel and Chumana. “You two go on. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Rachel nodded. They continued walking, leaving me alone.

      After wrapping the worm in some brown leaves, I placed it on a warmer corner of the concrete. When I lifted my eyes, I saw her for the first time. She was mostly white with a few brown spots, medium size, and thick fur covered her soft body for the cold Atlanta winters. She sat on the sidewalk wagging her fluffy tail.

      As I started to approach her, she stood and limped backwards. Despite her natural beauty, the scruffy creature was dirty. Her floppy short ears had mangy spots, and her almond brown eyes appeared crusty. If she belonged to someone or was lost, the owner wasn’t taking very good care of her. A warm fuzziness filled my heart. Before I could get too close, however, the dog turned and ran away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      SUSPENSION

      

      “Who Am I?

      

      when no one sees

      when no one loves

      when no one understands

      when no one hears

      when no one cares about

      

      Me.”

      

      I closed my diary, locked it, and set it aside. I hid the key under my pillow. Sleepy dreams visited me, but the diary called my name. I flipped the light switch back on, grabbed the diary from my nightstand, and stashed it in a dark corner of the bookshelf.

      Another book, The Donkey and the King, caught my attention. I’d not looked at it for a long time. I pulled it off the bookshelf and flipped through its worn, crinkled pages.

      Even when I was younger, I felt sorry for the donkey. Baruch ran away from the stable and got lost. A sheep found him and took him to meet a powerful king. Much-Afraid, the dog in the story, looked like that stray dog I saw when I came home from school. The resemblance surprised me.

      I set the book back on the bookshelf. Along the baseboard, a straight pin clung to the wood. Mother must have dropped it when she fixed my backpack. I scooted over and picked it up. The pin was three or four inches long. I rubbed my finger along the sharp magnetic tip and stuffed it into my sweater pocket.

      Then I climbed back into bed and let my eyes adjust to the blackness. Dark creatures danced on the walls in the moonlight. They often visited me at night before I drifted off to sleep, like cartoon characters that never slept.
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        * * *

      

      The bell rang and the ninth grade stragglers found their seats. Mrs. Wilkes took roll, followed by an in-depth critique of Shakespeare’s play, As You Like It. She was a diminutive old woman, boxy with skinny legs and an overpowering voice. The class listened politely, though most could have cared less about the finer points of literary criticism.

      When it came to competing with iPads and iPods and iPhones and Blackberries, critiquing seemed tedious unless downloaded on a Kindle, but Mrs. Wilkes was too old fashioned to permit them in class. Disheveled papers covered her desk.

      My heart skipped when she announced my name, Shale Snyder. Clearing her throat, she began. “Would one be better off never to love and avoid being hurt? Does love always make one happy? As You Like It has its roots in Greek literature, although written by Shakespeare between 1598 and 1600…” Her voice trailed off as she read a few more lines to herself. Then, with one fell swoop, she threw my paper in the trash. “This is too well written to be original. I’m sure Shale copied it off the web. I’m not going to read it.”

      Thirty sets of eyes shifted to me, and my face and neck felt hot. Mrs. Wilkes’s beady eyes pulsated. No one moved. If I dropped the straight pin hidden in my sweater pocket, the room would have heard it ping on the floor.

      After an unbearable silence, she added, “We’ll deal with this later.” She dug in her pile for another report.

      Anything else that happened was a blur, except the ringing of the bell. I ran out the door with Mrs. Wilkes’s voice trailing behind me. “Shale Snyder, I need to talk to you.”

      Before I got more than a few feet down the hall, I felt a hand reach up my skirt. I spun. Angry fireballs surged through my popping veins. My eyes dashed back and forth, examining faces and moving bodies in the crowded hallway. There he was—right in front of me, snaking through the maze. The boy wore a red shirt and Atlanta Braves cap.

      I shoved students out of my way and heard gasps and curse words as I splayed bodies on the floor. A teacher in a lab coat ducked back into her classroom. When the guilty one turned his head, the nerve endings on my spine tingled. I lunged forward.

      Reaching into my sweater pocket, I pulled out the straight pin and stabbed it into his back. Judd winced in pain. I jammed my hand as hard as I could and then pulled out the pin. My hand felt numb, and the pin slipped out of my fingers and fell onto the floor.

      I looked around. Shocked students stood frozen, mouths gaping. Judd groaned as he hunched over. A wet splotch grew on his back, soaking through his shirt. It looked like blood. Did I hurt him that badly? My heart raced.

      “You little witch!” Judd shrieked. I started to hyperventilate. Tripping over students, I hurried to my next class, scrambling out of sight as he yelled profanities.

      As I neared the gymnasium, I still felt his hand touching me. Seeing the blood on his back made me dizzy. I stood outside the gym entrance breathless. What would happen if the kids reported it? How much did the lab teacher see? What would Remi, my stepfather, do if he found out?

      I coiled my hands around the metal flagpole. The late bell rang. I pulled out my cell phone as time ticked. I was already twenty minutes late. I leaned my head against the pole. Be calm. This was my last class. Just open the door.

      Inside the girl’s dressing room, I headed for my locker. The other students were already outside. As I reached for the metal handle, I noticed the door was already open. Pulling on it, I almost yanked the door off its hinges. Where was my uniform? I checked every corner—it was missing.

      “Are you looking for something?”

      I turned to see Chumana. A wicked smile crossed her lips, and her smirk irritated me.

      “Yes. My gym outfit. Do you know where it is?”

      “Try the toilet, doll,” Chumana snickered. “Even though you don’t live with me anymore, I can still make your life miserable—cursed.” She ran out the gym door.

      I bolted to the bathroom and checked the stalls. In the first one, a blue uniform floated in the commode. I pulled it out by the end that wasn’t wet. Globs of water dropped back into the toilet. Holding it away from me as it dripped on the floor, I took it over to the sink. Yuck! The water splattered when I turned on the faucet.

      Clicking heels approached. I expected to see Chumana, but instead, Mrs. Twiggs stood in the doorway—a left-behind Nazi. She wore her hair pulled back in a bun, and a navy pencil skirt clung to her skinny legs. Her black stockings and pointed shoes reminded me of a witch. Her steely eyes had far too much mascara.

      She smacked a ruler in her hand. “Follow me to the office.”

      The running water had formed clouds of hot vapors. “Can I get my books?”

      “Hurry,” the principal demanded.

      I shut off the water and examined my wet uniform. I didn’t want it anyway. I’d make Chumana replace it—somehow. It wasn’t enough to get even. I wanted payback.

      Mrs. Twiggs pointed with the ruler for me to walk in front of her. The Nazi wanted nothing better than to see me expelled. I couldn’t remember how many times I had been in her office. Too many students had tattled on me for ridiculous reasons. Sometimes I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      On the way, another teacher stopped us. She and Mrs. Twiggs stepped aside and spoke in whispers. They occasionally made eye contact. I hated not knowing if they were talking about me. The whole time, Mrs. Twiggs smacked the ruler in her hand.

      After a few minutes, we continued to the office, located in the adjoining building by the school entrance. I gasped when I opened the door. “Remi!”

      He sat in a chair beside the lab teacher who had seen me in the hallway. I wasn’t used to seeing my stepfather look so debonair in his business suit and red tie. Our eyes met before I glanced away. I took a seat as far from him as possible. What had the lab teacher told him?

      “Mr. Heller, I’m Mrs. Twiggs, the principal. I’m sorry to call you away from work, but we need you to take Shale home. She’s being suspended.”

      “For chasing a student in the hallway?”

      “She attacked Judd Luster.”

      Remi rubbed the back of his neck, looking baffled. “Mrs. Gluck here told me what happened—that Shale chased a young man down the hallway and caused a commotion. Have you asked for her side of the story?”

      Mrs. Twiggs snapped the ruler. “What’s there to ask?”

      When Remi didn’t answer, she continued. “There’s never an excuse for violence at school. If he offended her in some way, she should have reported it. There are proper channels for handling disputes between students. Using a deadly weapon isn’t one of them.”

      “A weapon?” Remi asked.

      I examined the wooden parquet tiles on the floor. Maybe he didn’t hear that part.

      Mrs. Twiggs stated matter-of-factly. “Shale has a history of issues dating back to first grade. I’ll have a psychological assessment done as soon as possible. I’m suspending her from school until the testing is completed.”

      “Suspending me from school?” She ignored my question.

      “Then we’ll decide if she can return. Do you have any questions, Mr. Heller?”

      Remi’s face looked stunned.

      Tears welled up in my eyes. He would never believe me. Did I want to tell him? I was embarrassed to talk about it. What was a psychological assessment anyway?

      I zoned out as Mrs. Twiggs made mindless accusations about me—what a troubled kid I was and that I’d never amount to anything if someone didn’t set me straight.

      I didn’t want to ride home with Remi and listen to him blow up at me in the car.

      I vaguely heard Mrs. Twiggs addressing me, “Shale, do you have anything to add?”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Do you have anything to say?”

      Sure. I had lots to say, but not to her, not to Remi, not to my mother. I felt like a bird trapped in a cage. I wanted to fly away and never return. I imagined myself so thick-skinned that nothing anyone said or did to me would hurt, but I wasn’t like that.

      “Do you have anything you want to add, Shale? We’re waiting.”

      I looked at each of them, searching for a sympathetic ear. I shook my head. A teardrop fell on my hand as I covered my mouth with a fist to deafen my sobs.

      “Thank you, Mr. Heller, for your prompt attention. I know you and Mrs. Heller recently married. I’d hoped things would get better for Shale with a father in the house. Perhaps it will take more time.”

      “He’s not my father,” I blurted out.

      “What did you say, little lady?” the principal asked.

      “Never mind, Mrs. Twiggs.” Remi reached out to shake her hand. She stood blocking the door.

      “Are we done?” Remi asked.

      The principal didn’t move.

      “I promise to talk to Shale’s mother about her behavior, Mrs. Twiggs. I’m sorry for all of this.” His extended hand waited for a response.

      After an awkward moment, she shoved her hand into his. “I’ve already contacted Dr. Silverstein. We’ll do the testing in the next couple of days.”

      “As soon as possible would be appreciated so Shale doesn’t miss too much school.” Remi turned to me. “Grab your books, honey, and let’s go.”

      “Can—can I go to the restroom?”

      Remi glanced at Mrs. Twiggs.

      She nodded. “Go ahead.”

      I rushed down the hall to the restroom and shoved open the door. It smacked into something on the other side. I stumbled into the bathroom and saw urinals lining the wall. Had I walked into the men’s room? I spun around to make a quick exit— and collided into a bare-chested male. Judd’s cold eyes met mine.

      “Get out of my way,” I screeched.

      “Why are you in here?”

      “I—I went into the wrong bathroom.”

      I glanced down, and in his hand was a blood-soaked paper towel. I shoved past him, but he grabbed me from behind and sunk his fingers into my shoulder.

      “Let me go,” I screamed.

      I got away and ran out the door. Someday he’s going to murder me because I killed his dog.
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      SHALE FACES JUDGMENT

      
      A knock on my bedroom door disturbed the silence. I closed the diary and hid it underneath the covers.

      “Come in.”

      Mother walked in and sat on the side of my bed. Her puffy eyes betrayed dried tears. I overheard her and Remi behind closed doors arguing about me. Earlier in the day, when Remi brought me home, he ranted the whole time. When he got tired of letting off steam, he gave me the silent treatment, staring straight at the road, distant and angry. I wasn’t sure I could ever connect with him, let alone allow him to be a father to me.

      “Honey,” she said. Mother twisted the knotted handkerchief in her lap, her bony knuckles white from tension. “How would you like to go live with your father for a while? Maybe it would be good for you to make that connection.”

      “My father?” I convinced myself she couldn’t be serious, just desperate.

      “Oh, never mind.” She wistfully tossed her head aside, looking across the room, “You—you’re so much like him. He couldn’t get along with a fence post, let alone me. I don’t want you to turn out like him—an alcoholic, hooked on drugs, wasting all that talent. Of course, I’m sure he’s not like that now....”

      A distant look of regret and sorrow shadowed her blood-shot eyes, hardened by the passage of time. She hated my father, what he did to her, how he deserted us on a dark street in Miami. I had heard the story many times. Mother wandered the streets looking for a stranger to take us in. Who wanted to put up a homeless mother and a crying baby?

      Her raw emotions flared. “Why can’t you behave at school and not cause us so much trouble? You want to destroy this marriage, too?” She dabbed her tears with a handkerchief. “I—I don’t know how to love you. You push us away with your bad behavior, like you mean to hurt us.”

      I reminded her of a past she wanted to forget, especially when I looked a certain way, though I never knew what that way was. I had his eyes, his smile. If only I did have his talent, maybe I’d be worth something.

      “You have no idea what I went through to keep you,” she continued. “They wanted you.”

      “Who wanted me?” I asked.

      “You were a ward of the state.” Regaining her composure, warmth returned to her strained face. “Get some sleep, honey.” She leaned over and whispered. “I want you to do well on the testing tomorrow.” She kissed me on the forehead and left.

      As she closed the door, her words echoed in my ears. She wanted me to do well to save her marriage. That was it. It was all about her. What about me? Shadows swept through my bedroom. Dancing shades of gray cartoon creatures covered my walls once
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