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Chapter 1 

Your sons and daughters will prophesy,  

your young men will see visions,  

your old men will dream dreams. 

Acts 2:17 

 

Most kids my age dream about what they’ll do when they grow up. What I dream about 

actually happens.  

I dodge sweaty kids in the school supplies aisle at Walmart, holding my breath. Their 

grimy fingers maul boxes of crayons and markers. As I snatch a pack of colored pencils, a 

screechy cart lifts my attention. The middle-aged woman pushing it wears short shorts and a tight 

tank. Where have I seen her before?  

I stare through a maze of shoppers. 

Elle waves her hands in front of my face. “Earth to Anna.” 

The memory hits me—the woman appeared in my dream last night. She wore a red 

blouse, a white scarf, and navy pants. Like an American flag. She stood next to an open door, 

against a white backdrop with words written in black letters. Words I can’t remember.  

“Anna … Anna …” my cousin continues. 

My pulse quickens. Everything around me fades, illuminating the woman in today’s 

skimpy clothes. I’m locked in some sort of a vision, like a dream but I’m awake. Seconds later, 
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the scene disappears. Dazed, I nudge Elle and nod toward the woman. “She’s going to buy the 

yellow highlighters.”  

The woman rummages through a bin of markers, note cards, and pens before tossing 

yellow highlighters into her cart.  

“Wow. Good guess.”  

“Not really.” I search my foggy brain for words to explain what just happened. “I saw 

this before—”  

“Haven’t we all.” She flings her long, blonde hair over one shoulder. “Every August, 

getting new school stuff. You think we get our ninth-grade planners here or at school?”   

My hands tremble. “Seriously, El, I had another vision.”  

“You did?” She leaps in front of me. “Spill, already.”  

I turn my face from her warm, spearmint breath. “There’s not much to tell. I just saw her 

doing what she did, only a few seconds beforehand.” A flash of my dream resurfaces, and I brace 

myself for Elle’s reaction to what I’m about to tell her. “She was in my dream last night too.”  

Elle grabs my shoulders and shakes me. “For real? That same woman?” 

I nod, pulling away. If only I had half of Elle’s excitement over my growing gift. “She 

was dressed like an American flag, standing by an open door. Words were behind her. I wish I 

could remember what they were.”  

“Yeah, how cool would that be? But what’s up with dreaming and having a vision of 

her?” Elle gives this woman the once-over. “You think God is trying to tell you something? Like 

when your dad crashed his car?” 

I scowl at the mention of him. “Maybe.” 
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“I still get goose bumps.” Elle shivers. “If you hadn’t had that dream and prayed, your 

dad might not be alive.”  

“Lucky me.” I cross my arms. He’s all but dead to me anyhow, dropping out of my life 

after Mom divorced him. “Lane seven’s shortest.” I weave around shoppers to get in line and out 

of this conversation.  

After we check out, we walk to Elle’s with our school supplies hanging in bags. She 

jabbers nonstop about boys, which is normal—and sometimes annoying—but today it provides a 

welcome distraction. That woman’s image is stuck in my head. It’s not like I want to focus on 

her, but if my dreams and visions are from God, shouldn’t I at least try to figure them out? My 

heart pounds with each long stride, the responsibility weighing on me. Why that woman? Why 

now? Why me? 

When I awoke after dreaming about Dad’s car accident, I somehow knew the accident 

hadn’t happened yet. I cried out to God to spare Dad’s life. Maybe I should have prayed the 

accident wouldn’t happen, but that’s not what came to me.  

Nothing comes to mind about that woman. I can’t even remember the entire dream. What 

does God want me to know or do?  

After we get to Elle’s, we race up to her room. “Let’s pick out what we’ll wear the first 

day of school,” she says.   

“It’s a week away,” I mutter, plopping onto the bed. As always, I’ll wear something of 

hers she no longer wants. Truly, I’m grateful, since clothes don’t interest me. I’d shop at thrift 

stores if I had to buy clothes with the money I earned this summer cleaning houses with Mom.   

Elle holds two tops against her white shirt. “The blue—or the red one?”  
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The trio of colors brings back details of my dream. I close my eyes. She was dressed like 

an American flag … I leap from the bed. “I know what’s on the whiteboard.”  

“What whiteboard?” 

“The one in my dream of that woman. It had ‘Mr. Ryden’ written on it, inside the shape 

of a stop sign.”  

“What’s that mean?”  

I stare at the floor. “I don’t even know a Mr.—” 

“I do!” Elle’s eyes widen. “He lives down the street. He teaches P.E. and coaches football 

at the high school. They call him Ride’em Ryden.” Her face puckers as if sucking on a Warheads 

candy. “He’s a real jerk.”  

“They must be connected, but how?” I pace the room.   

“I feel sorry for her just being in the same dream as him. He’s like a possessed 

Rottweiler.” Elle growls, showing teeth.  

“Maybe they’re married.”  

“Gross. Who’d marry him?” She makes another sour face. “Besides, I never saw that 

woman before today.” 

“Maybe they’re dating, and he’s going to ask her to—”  

“Then I’d yell STOP!” She flings a pillow and it hits me. 

“Hey, that’s it. Maybe I’m supposed to tell her ‘Stop Mr. Ryden,’ and she’ll know what it 

means. I can only tell what I saw.” The tension that’s been tugging at me since seeing that 

woman lifts from my shoulders.  

“You really think you’d tell her? Or even see her again?”      

“If I’m supposed to tell her, God will give me the chance.”  
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“You’d go up to a stranger and say, ‘Stop Mr. Ryden’?” She shakes her head. “Not me.” 

“I would.” Obeying God is mandatory in my book—and in His. “Who knows, Mr. Ryden 

might be—” 

“Stalking her?” 

“See why I have to tell her? God might need me to warn her about him.” 

### 

I crawl between the cool sheets in the spare twin bed in Elle’s room. Elle props her head 

up with one hand while lying on her side. “We should stay up all night. One last hurrah.”  

“Yeah, like you’d ever make it past midnight.” I chuckle. 

Starting tomorrow, I have to sleep at home because school starts in a week. I’ve 

practically lived here all summer. Mom took more cleaning jobs after Dad disappeared. Elle’s 

parents, my aunt and uncle, let me hang out with Elle as much as I want. Mom’s busyness and 

possible guilt from divorcing Dad work in my favor.  

“I wish you could live here.” 

“Me too.” I glance around Elle’s room, my gaze resting on her dresser. I had one like it 

before Mom moved us. The sun used to sneak under my curtains in the morning and wake me 

with a rainbow on the dresser’s mirror. Mom sold that dresser, probably needed the money. Or 

she knew it wouldn’t fit into any cramped apartment. “I miss my old house. The apartment 

stinks.” 

“More like reeks.” Elle wrinkles her nose. “What’s up with that?”  

“From the scratching in the walls, I think mice die there.”  

“Or there’s a dead body decomposing somewhere. It happened once, you know, in that 

part of town.” Elle fluffs her pillow. “I wonder where the lady in your dream lives.” She bolts 
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upright. “What if it’s in your building, and Mr. Ryden is planning to murder her? He could be a 

serial killer who dumps the bodies there. That would explain the stench.” 

I laugh. “That’s quite a leap, even for you.”  

“Sor-ry, Miss Dream Queen.” 

“But you’re right. She could be in danger. Let’s spy on his house tomorrow.”  

“All I can say is we’d better not get caught. He’s wacko.”  

I hug my pillow. “We won’t do anything illegal.” 

“That won’t matter to him. He threatens anyone who sets foot on his property.” She lies 

back and pulls her sheet up to her chin. “Let’s not talk about him anymore or I’ll have 

nightmares. Let’s talk about all the boys we’ll meet at our new school.” 

“The ones you’ll meet, not me.” I roll over. Why did I let her talk me into switching 

schools? Because I can’t risk losing my best friend, that’s why. Not after everything else I’ve 

lost.  

Elle yawns. “Hey, dream up a boyfriend for me, will you?” 

I laugh. “I’ll get right on that.” It’s not as if she needs help anyhow. And if it were that 

simple, I’d dream my life back to the way it once was, before Dad started drinking. I might also 

dream of not having dreams and visions, though I haven’t had enough experience to decide yet. 

Like I have a choice?  

A full moon casts a warm glow on the wall. I brush my hand against the velvety 

wallpaper—stripes of powder-puff pink. The never-been-changed décor helps me hang on to the 

hope of a fairy-tale ending. But the accenting border of Disney princesses is coming loose in 

spots, just like my life.  
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A breeze from the open window flutters the lacy curtains. Princess Elle snores softly. 

What worries does she have? She wants to swim in a bigger pond. Did I say pond? It’s more like 

an ocean. But what does it matter? Socially, I’ll sink just the same.  

Okay, so pinning the blame on Elle for switching schools isn’t fair. When I asked God 

about changing schools, I sensed he wanted me to, like it was part of some bigger plan. Could 

that plan involve Mr. Ryden? Is he the reason God wants me to switch schools? But he’s not the 

P.E. teacher listed on my schedule—unless that’s about to change too. 
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Chapter 2 

Continue to work out your salvation  

with fear and trembling. 

Philippians 2:12 

 

Spying on Mr. Ryden all week proves uneventful—until Friday morning. A beige car sits 

in his driveway as I pass on my way to Elle’s.  

I use my key and fling the door open. “Tattarrattat,” I say, racing in. “Elle, come quick!”  

She tears down the stairs, her mom following. 

“Anna,” Aunt Cindy scolds, “I’ve asked you not to holler when you come in.” She takes 

a calming breath. “The twins are still sleeping.” 

“Sorry, I won’t do it again.” I fidget, waiting for her to leave the room. When she does, I 

run to the window. “See the beige car in his driveway? It could be that woman’s.” 

Elle peers over my shoulder.  

“What’s a reason to knock on his door?”  

“’Cause you want to get punched?” Elle snickers. 

“Never mind.” I trot into the kitchen with an idea and rummage through the pantry. I find 

a box of Double Delights. “We’ll pretend we’re selling cookies.” 

“For what?”  
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“Who cares? A fundraiser or something.” I grab a pen and paper. “When he opens the 

door, we’ll peek inside. See if that woman’s there.”   

“Unless he chomps our heads off first.”  

As we’re halfway across Elle’s lawn, the beige car speeds past us. A woman is driving, 

but I don’t get a good look at her. I stomp my foot. “We were so close.”   

“Too close, if you ask me.” Elle turns toward her house. “I need breakfast.” 

We’re finishing our cereal when Aunt Cindy wanders into the kitchen. “Do you girls 

have everything you need for your new school?”  

“Yeah, Mom,” Elle says, milk dribbling from the corner of her mouth.  

Aunt Cindy hands her a napkin. “You know it’s not too late to stay at Park Christian. 

Uncle Dave and I will gladly pay your tuition, Anna.” 

“Thanks, but Mom and I don’t want charity.” That’s been my excuse, so I’m sticking 

with it. I pour more cereal into my bowl to soak up the leftover milk. “Besides, I’m looking 

forward to the new school.” If only I believed this.  

“We’re supposed to be lights in the world, not hide under a basket.” Elle paraphrases this 

Bible verse every time her mom talks about not changing schools.  

“See, memorizing a verse every week paid off.” Aunt Cindy smirks. “That’s exactly why 

I’d like to see you stay at Park Christian.”  

“I promise to keep memorizing, already.” Elle rolls her eyes. “Besides, Brandon got to 

switch at my age.” Uncle Dave agreed Elle could change schools months ago, so I don’t know 

why she and Aunt Cindy keep at it.   
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“That’s because of sports.” Aunt Cindy huffs. “He had your father’s blessing, not mine. 

The twins were babies, and I was too tired to argue.” She shakes her head. “Sports. You’d think 

the world revolves around them.” 

I don’t have to be prophetic to know what Aunt Cindy will say next—how sports have 

become this world’s god. Elle jumps up and interrupts her with a hug. “I love you, Mom.” She 

winks at me. “Thanks again for letting me switch.” I know Elle does this to keep her mom from 

ranting, but she’s also sincere. I feel a pang of jealousy over their closeness.     

“What’s fair is fair,” she says. “If I didn’t think the two of you had such a firm 

foundation, I’d have never agreed.”  

### 

I pace outside Elle’s house on our first day of school. I don’t dare go inside or I might 

accept Aunt Cindy’s offer to pay the tuition at my old school.  

Elle bounds from the house, backpack slung over one shoulder. “Nice choice,” she says, 

referring to her hand-me-downs I’m wearing.  

“Thanks, you too.” Though I’d never wear a top that sparkles. We’re often mistaken for 

sisters, with our blonde hair and similar facial features, but that’s where all likenesses stop.  

Elle bounces two steps for every one of my long strides. “Thanks again for switching 

schools with me,” she says. “I love that our lockers are always next to each other.” 

My heart pounds in my ears. How could her parents believe I wouldn’t take charity? 

Look at me—everything about me screams charity.  

“You always luck out, getting a palindrome for a locker number. You want to trade?” 

“No way.” The day I told Elle my name is a palindrome, she stopped spelling her name 

with an i but kept the two-syllable pronunciation.  
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She toes the sidewalk and mutters, “I want a palindrome.” She reminds me of her three-

year-old siblings, Lily and Liam.   

“You do, do you?” Palindrome phrases are fun too.  

“Stop it; that’s not funny. You get everything: dreams, visions, and now a palindrome 

locker number.” 

“You’re really going there?” I shake my head. “You have two loving parents, three great 

siblings, and you get everything you want.” 

Elle’s face brightens, but it’s because the school is in sight. “Look at everybody!”  

Mobs of students gather on the school lawn as we approach the massive three-story 

building. Each grade has almost four hundred students. Oh, God, why am I here? 

Elle grabs my arm. “Look.” She points to a man wearing bib overalls. His bristly white 

beard hangs to his chest. His shoulder-length hair blows in all directions as he bends to pick up 

fallen tree branches. “He’s creepy.” 

“That’s old Simeon, the janitor,” says a red-haired boy. “I’m Joshua.” He points to a 

taller boy. “He’s Caleb.”  

“Stay clear of Simeon.” Caleb twirls his finger beside his head. “He’s messed.” 

Elle chews on her lower lip. “So, why do they let him work here?” 

“Someone’s got to clean up after us.” Joshua laughs. “Especially when Mikey Martin 

pukes his lunch in the cafeteria. Hey, Caleb, ten bucks says he does it again.” He extends his 

hand, but Caleb shoves him in the shoulder.  

“Dude, I’m no idiot.” Caleb puffs out his chest, and Joshua pushes him back. The two 

boys poke at each other as we hurry ahead.   
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Inside the school, Elle and I take the stairs to the second floor and find our lockers. We 

finish unloading our backpacks as the first bell rings. I jump, and Elle grabs my arm. “Come on. 

We’ve got five minutes to find Room 320.”  

My body odor tells me my deodorant isn’t working. 

Elle pulls me by the hand. We climb the stairs to the third floor. In the doorway of Room 

320 stands our homeroom teacher, dressed like an American flag.  

Elle gasps. “That’s her.”  

“Whoa …” It’s the woman from my dream.  

 


