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Chapter One

O
nce upon a time, I lived on a gorgeous blue-green planet called Earth. I didn’t stay there long; thirteen years and twenty-two hours max. But it often felt a lot longer. That’s because I was in a permanent state of panic. It would take too long to list all the things I was scared of. All the normal human anxieties obviously: spiders, dentists, exams. Plus those typical teen twitches, worrying that I looked fat or had evil-smelling breath or that I’d been walking around the school with my skirt trapped in my knickers. But these were just my background worries; kind of like the bass line for the really heavy stuff.

One fear was so humiliating that I was never able to admit it to anybody.

I was petrified of being by myself.

I know. It’s nuts. Loneliness can’t
kill
you, right? But the minute I was alone, I felt like I was literally dissolving with terror. My home felt SO empty. Even with the TV on full blast. Even when I called my mates and kept them talking for hours on the phone. Even if I made butterscotch-flavoured popcorn and pigged the lot. Even - well, you get the picture.

It all started when my dad walked out on us. This unforeseen catastrophe came so totally out of the blue, that I started worrying that my mum would be the next to go. Each time she left the flat, I absolutely
knew
she was going to get mashed in a road accident and I’d be taken into care. But she didn’t and I wasn’t, and eventually she met my lovely stepdad Des and we became a proper joined up family again. After we’d all moved in together I let myself relax for a whole twenty-four hours. It was
pure
bliss. But next day, EEP! I was back on Red Alert. Only now I was panicking about Des dying in the same tragic car wreck. Plus a few months later, my baby sister was born, so naturally I had to add her to my panic list too.

Of course that’s all ancient history now.  These days you’ll find me living happily on the other side of those famous Pearly Gates.  I know!  It was actually
me
who died, which is probably the only sudden death scenario that never occurred to me!  Now I just wish I could go on Oprah and broadcast an inspirational message to the stressed-out Mel Beebys of this world. “Just go with the flow, girls,” I’d tell them. “No matter what happens, you can handle it. You’re ALL going to be fine!” And to prove it, I’d show them some feel-good footage from my personal video diary.

Over a cool hip hop soundtrack, you see this like, MTV-type montage of me and my mates, shopping in our favourite department stores, paddling on the seashore and dancing the night away at the Babylon Cafe. At the end I’m by myself. The camera pulls back to show my friend Lola Sanchez watching as I sashay in through the school gates. “At first glance, Melanie Beeby looks like any normal schoolgirl,” she tells the viewer. “But appearances can be deceptive and this is no ordinary school.”

The camera focuses on a sign saying
Angel Academ
y in shimmery letters, then it zooms in on the angel logo on the gates. Next minute there’s a new close-up of the identical logo, only this one is on my cute midriff T-shirt. I go floating through the school in graceful slow-mo, chatting and laughing with my mates.

Then CUT! Lola and I are sipping strawberry smoothies at Guru, our favourite student hang-out.

“I used to think of death as the ultimate tragedy,” I confide in my friend. “Like this scary black hole that swallowed you up forever? But the fact is, dying
totally
improved my life. Naturally I was upset to leave my family,” I add hastily. “But at my old school I’d got this reputation for being a real bimbo. One teacher called me ‘an airhead with attitude’.”

Lola pulls a face into the camera. “Yeah, Miss Rowntree!” she says cheekily. “And look at her now!”

“Imagine how amazed I was when I got to Heaven and found I’d won a scholarship to the Angel Academy!” I tell the camera “I guess, someone somewhere must have thought I had hidden depths!”

Now Lola and I are walking past the school library. It’s made of glass and looks a bit like a lighthouse, only with magic cloud effects scudding over the walls.

“At the Angel Academy we don’t think of ourselves as pupils,” I say into the camera. “We’re angel trainees. And if we make the grade we’ll be the celestial agents of the future, which has to be
the
coolest job ever!”

The scene dissolves, and suddenly we’re bang in the middle of a science class. Mr Allbright is demonstrating a new technique for beaming celestial vibes. After a few attempts, everyone successfully materialises a wobbly sphere of golden light above his or her cupped palms. We all look v. intellectual, especially Lola, who’s wearing cute little gold glasses.

This time it’s my voice on the soundtrack. “Lollie is my best friend,” I tell everyone. “She’s the soul-mate I’ve been longing for my whole life, which is incredible as originally she’s from my future! Angel trainees can come from every period of Earth’s history. Oh, except for pure angels like my buddy Reuben here.”

The camera drops in on a martial arts class, where a skinny, honey-coloured boy is performing a sequence of ninja angel moves. He looks focused, yet utterly relaxed with his little dreads whipping around his head.

CUT! It’s sunset and the whole class is sitting on the beach in the lotus position. The sun slips down into the ocean, beaming rosy rays across our faces. A musical throbbing builds on the soundtrack, sounding like some huge invisible humming top.

I say, “This is the first sound I heard after I left my body and found myself in Heaven. I call it my cosmic lullaby, because it always makes me feel so safe and secure. You see, life seriously doesn’t end when you die! It actually just gets better and better!”

At this point though, my imaginary video diary totally runs out of steam.

Diaries are meant to tell the truth and I’m not sure mine is giving a true picture. In trying to focus on the bright side, I accidentally make my school look like a Pepsi commercial. (Like, I never
once
mention the Dark Powers.) I also give the impression that I’m finally sorted (yeah, right!).

But like our teacher Mr Allbright says, being an angel is not about being perfect. It’s about being real. So I want you to forget all about that phony Pepsi Heaven, because I’m about to tell you the uncut, unvarnished, utterly unglamorous story of my last angelic assignment.

But first, to help you understand what happened, I’ve got to tell you about Brice.

I ran into Brice on my very first trouble-shooting mission to Earth. At that time he was working for the PODS (that’s what my mates and I call the Powers of Darkness). I won’t lie to you, I hated him on sight. It didn’t help that this cosmic low-life was the exact double of a really buff boy I once fancied at my old school, right down to the bleached hair and bad-boy slouch.

Anyway, without going into the sordid details, I got the better of him. After that Brice became like, my evil nemesis or whatever, because he turned up again on our mission to Tudor England. This time he beat our buddy Reuben up so badly that Reubs had to be airlifted back home. He’s still got a huge scar.

Now I’ve probably convinced you that Brice belongs firmly on the dark side of the cosmic fence, right? If only it was that simple.

You see, once upon a time, Brice was an angel like me.

I don’t understand why it’s more shocking for an angel kid to go over to the PODS than if he’d just been one of the bad guys from the beginning, but it is.

I’m not going to get into how and why Brice sold his soul to the PODS. But the Agency obviously thought there were major extenuating circumstances, because last term, after complex negotiations with the Opposition (that’s the official Agency term for the Powers of Darkness), they brought Brice in from the cold. And next thing I know:
bosh
! He’s back at school. They actually had him working on the Guardian Angel hotline, would you believe!

Our headmaster explained that the Agency has to take the long-term view, plus he also said a heap of other stuff, about Eternity and how if you wait long enough trees eventually evolve into diamonds.

It was an excellent speech, but I still thought Brice was a jerk. Luckily he was keeping well out of my way. I’d catch unwelcome glimpses of him at popular student hang-outs, but he was always on his own and never stayed longer than a few minutes. Once I bumped into him mooching around the stacks in the school library. And another time I saw him on the beach, chucking pebbles at the sea, looking incredibly depressed.

The boy’s a freak, I thought smugly. He can’t hack the Hell dimensions and he can’t stand Heaven. I made a secret bet with myself that he wouldn’t make it to the end of term.

Basically I couldn’t wait for Brice to let everyone down again and go slinking back to the Dark dimensions where he belonged. Then I could pretend he never existed and life could go back to how it was before.

Then summer came and things took a totally unexpected turn.

I only have myself to blame for what happened. Lola was desperate for me to spend the holiday with her in the heavenly interior doing some kind of extreme adventure activities. “Everyone says you come back totally transformed,” she enthused. “We’ll be like angel warriors! The PODS won’t know what hit them!”

But I’m not exactly the bungee-jumping type, and anyway I’d promised to help out at the preschoolers’ summer camp. So at the end of term, we went our separate ways.

For the first few days I literally felt like I was missing a limb.

Every time I went into town I’d leave a message for Lollie on the Link - the angel internet. But days and weeks went by and she still didn’t reply.

I told myself she must be holidaying somewhere super remote, where they hadn’t even heard of internet cafes. But I wasn’t convinced. I mean, we’re soul-mates, right? From the start, we had this strong telepathic link. I could usually sense the absolute instant she started thinking about me. Yet now I seemed to be getting this permanently ‘ENGAGED’ signal, as if my soul-mate’s thoughts had drifted totally elsewhere.

Luckily with thirty hyperactive angel tots to take care of, I didn’t have much time to mope. Days whizzed by in a blur of activity: picnics on the beach, treasure hunts among the dunes, trips to the Sugar Shack for home-made ices. Finally it was our last day. Since we’d worked so hard, Miss Dove told us we could have a couple of hours off.
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