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SALVATION

 


By Anna
Andrews








Chapter 1

 


Lilly checked
her face in the little mirror her mother had given her, then she
took a deep breath and marched through the huge gates that led into
East Lake High.

A medieval
castle in the middle of ordinary suburbia, the school had been
there long before any modern bricks, mortar or motorcar.  And
Lilly was its newest occupant.

She’d visited before so she had
the basic layout down, but there’s nothing like the vulnerability
of being the new girl in school, or the new girl in town.

Lilly walked
up the pathway, past an ancient-looking tree and through the thick
oak doors that led into the school.  

New town and
new school in one go.  Why did I do this to myself?
she thought as she looked for her classroom amid
a sea of students, who all knew exactly where they were going.
 If it wasn’t enough that she’d decided to start a whole new
life in East Lake, she’d done so without her parents.  They
had decided to follow the sun for their retirement and Lilly had
realised it was finally time to cut the apron strings and set out
on her own.  

It was as
hard for her parents to let go and hard for Lilly to walk away.
With so much grief in her fairly short life, saying goodbye to the
only family she had left was hard. She was in tears when she landed
at Maggie’s boarding house.  

But Lilly
knew she had to suck it up if she was to have any chance of making
it in the cut-throat world of high school.  Any hint of
weakness and she’d be eaten for lunch.

The school
bell rang loudly and shook Lilly out of her reverie.  She
reached the classroom and peered through the door.  It was
nearly full and the latecomers were pushing past her.  There
was no going back now.

Taking
another deep breath, she went through the doorway and strode in as
confidently as she could.

“Good morning
class,” she said loudly, putting down her bag.  “My name is
Miss Frazer and I’ll be teaching you English this
year.”  


Chapter 2

 


Emma Havering
buttoned up her coat and prepared to face the sharp, cold wind that
winter had sent to East Lake.  

After saying
goodbye to her gran, she grabbed her backpack and began the
twenty-minute walk to East Lake College, where she’d been attending
ever since the summer programme had finished.

Emma had been
in two minds about continuing at all, after the disaster that
summer had turned out to be.  She’d fallen for the charms of
Scott Munro whose sole intention had been to drag her to hell.
 Funny how casually that rolled off her tongue now, but it had
been anything but back then. She had almost lost her soul mate Beau
in the process and she’d most definitely lost all confidence in her
sense of judgement. 

Initially,
she had refused to even think
about a future.  She’d tried to strike out
on her own, on her own terms and it had nearly lost her everything
she cherished so what was the point of dreaming anymore?
 

But her
guides Beau, Edgar and Gabe had consoled her, comforted her and
finally begged her not to let one man affect the direction of her entire
life.

When she had
peeled away all the guilt and the fear, Emma realised how much she
had loved going to college every day, how amazing it felt to be
good at something and to have a purpose.

So, although
she couldn’t face attending the end-of-summer programme showcase,
where she and Scott were supposed be performing together, Emma
decided that if her destiny was to remain in East Lake for the rest
of her life as the Holy Key to heaven, she was going to have to
make the most of what little East Lake had to offer.

As Emma had
discovered a few years ago, she and generations of women before
her, were the lock and key that kept heaven secure. It meant that
she could never leave East Lake, whether she wanted to or not, and
why she had to wave goodbye to her best friend as she moved away.
Emma had no choice in the matter, so it was going to college in
East Lake or getting a job there. College had won out.

After the
summer programme disaster, she had hedged her bets and signed up
for just a year, studying creative writing and theatre.  She
knew she had a talent for both and that gave her a fire in her
belly.  She needed that fire on such a cold morning.
 

Just as Emma
was wondering where Beau was, he swooped in with a kiss on her
lips.  The tingle of energy made her shiver even more. Firmly
stuck on the wrong side of the veil, she could feel his energy and
hear his voice, but she couldn’t see him and she couldn’t touch
him.

Last summer,
the peace she thought she’d made with having an invisible boyfriend
was shattered. Scott Munro had taken advantage of her loneliness,
and she was too vulnerable to notice until it was too
late.

Beau had
tried to warn her but she was too sad and too stubborn to listen.
That she’d nearly lost Beau in the process was the worst part of
it, so although he was no closer to becoming the flesh and blood
man she’s first met and fell in love with at high school, she was
grateful for what they had. And in several decades, they would be
together again.

“I was just
wondering where you’d got to,” said Emma smiling.

“Sorry about
that, we’ve just had a new intake of spirit guides so Ed and I had
to help them acclimatise.”

“That doesn’t
sound like something you’d do.”

“It’s the new
me.  That, and Ed nagged me into it.  He said we should
give something back.”

“That sounds
like Ed.”

“Not even
death can dent Ed’s integrity.  Even when he got the raw end
of the deal with his life on earth Edgar would always do the right
thing.”  Emma laughed.  

They both
walked in silence for a while.  If Emma could see what Beau
was wearing, she would have laughed even harder.  Whilst Emma
was wrapped up for arctic conditions, Beau was wearing dark green
linen combat shorts, a white vest and sandals.  He looked as
if he was strolling along a balmy beach and not ice-cold East Lake.
 As a spirit guide Beau Frazer wasn’t technically on earth and
wasn’t affected by its weather.

“So, what has
East Lake College got in store for us this week?” said Beau,
breaking the quiet.

“More of the
usual I think, except we’re going to be told about a work placement
programme.”

“Sounds
horrible.”

“Not really,
I think it’ll be fun to get some real work experience. Maybe I can
use the skills I’ve picked up at college.”

“By working
for free?”

“Don’t be so
cynical.  You’re just jealous.”

“Yeah, I am.
 Ed and I were about to get our first real job before we
landed the car on its head and ended up in heaven.”

“And got a
proper job up there instead.”

“Looking
after you isn’t a job.”

“Careful
Beau, you never know where flattery might get you.”

“I’m banking
on it,” Beau replied, as he kissed her neck and let his hand wander
lower and lower.

“Hey, stop
that.  I have to concentrate on school work today.”

“Your evening
is all mine then?”

“Deal.”

 


After Emma’s
class had started, Beau zipped back to heaven to find Edgar and
Gabe.  He’d learned the hard way that sticking to Emma like
glue didn’t make either of them happy and he was only ever a
thought away if she needed him.

Beau found
his friends in the park where guides and angels in congregated when
they wanted to get together.  Gabe was chatting to a friend
and Edgar was throwing a ball for a dog, just because he wanted to.
 And in heaven, anything you wanted was a thought away
too.

“Hey,” said
Beau, patting the dog. “What’s the plan for today?”

“Not sure
yet,” replied Edgar, letting the ball and the dog vanish into thin
air.  “Gabe’s trying to sort out a game of football but the
angels aren’t keen.”

“Afraid of
losing?”

“Only because
they can’t bring themselves to play dirty like we do.”  The
boys laughed as Gabe gave up and joined them.

“No luck?”
asked Edgar sympathetically.  

“No,” replied
Gabe, crestfallen.

“Never mind,
we’ll find something else to do.”

“Any ideas?”
asked Beau.

“Well, we
could ski Mount Everest?  Or scuba dive in the
Caribbean?”

“Been there,
done that, Ed.”

“OK, then
what ideas have you got?”

Beau looked pointedly at
Gabe?

“What?” asked
the angel.

“You could
make today even more fun.”

“How?”

“You’re the
one with the ability to time travel, you tell us?”

“You know I’m
not supposed to use my gifts inappropriately.”

“Yes, and we all know you have anyway.”  Gabe was silent.
 “So, I think we should go big.  Say…go and visit the
dinosaurs or check out what Henry VIII really got up to.”

“That’s not a
bad idea.  Would go back to before humans existed,” added
Edgar.

“Or check out
the Titanic before…well…you know.”

“How about we
go around the world in eight earth hours?”

“How about we
do it all?”

Gabe just
sighed and held out his hands.  There was no point arguing
with Beau and Edgar when they were like this.  It was better
to submit to their whims and enjoy the ride.  Besides, no
other angel had human best friends like he did.

While Emma
concentrated on classes, writing and striving for academic success,
the boys teased dinosaurs bigger than houses, danced with guests on
the Titanic and then visited every country on earth, in the present
day.  Of course, no human could see them. Well, a handful of
gifted ones could, but at least there was no queuing, no need for
cash and no endless hours on planes and trains.

When they
finally conceded that they’d had more than enough fun for the time
being, they landed back in the park and enjoyed the sunshine for a
while until they sensed it was time for Emma to go home.
 

At the
precise moment she left the doors to the theatre space she had just
spent the last two hours in, the boys were at her side.  Most
guides and angels hung around the college following their charges
but their charges weren’t Emma.  Emma could hear and sense
hers, so never felt alone or like she was standing on her own two
feet if they dogged her every step.

After the
nightmare summer, when Emma had all but dismissed her guides and
nearly ended up in the pit of hell as a result, they came together
to make a deal:  Emma would get her space and she would let
them take care of her how they saw fit.  Beau and Emma were
happier for it and as a result, so was everyone else.

“Hello boys,”
she whispered, as she felt them appear.

“You do know
we’re a lot older than you?” said Edgar, smiling. “We should be
referred to as gentlemen.”

“The minute
you act like one, I’ll call you gentlemen.  No offence
Gabe.”

“None
taken.”

The gang
chatted away as they walked Emma home and then took over her living
room once they were sure her grandmother wasn’t in and they could
talk freely.  If Gran had been home Emma would have gone up to
her room and cranked up the music.

Emma made herself a cup of tea
and took out a thick folder from her bag.

“What’s
that?” asked Beau, moving to sit next to her.

“The options
for the work programme.  I need to give a first and second
choice by tomorrow so the placements can be allocated.”

Emma started going through each
page and quickly discarding them.

“What’s the
matter?  The jobs can’t be that bad, can they?”

“No, they’re
amazing!  There are placements at a fashion magazine, a
newspaper office, a theatre, a TV station…I could go on but then
I’d have to kill myself.”

“Fine with
me,” laughed Beau, “I’d get you all the sooner.”

“It’s not
fine with me,” said Gabe, not smiling.

“It was a
poor choice of phrase Gabe; I’m not going to hurt
myself.”

“Oh,
right.”

“So, what’s
so bad about those placements?” asked Edgar.

“None of them
are in East Lake.”

“Oh.”

As the Holy
Key, Emma was stuck. With East Lake a gateway to heaven, she was
the reason demons couldn’t get in and Beau couldn’t get out. She
could take off the ring, which was permanently on the third finger
of her left hand, but as they’d already discovered, the world as
they knew it would probably end.

“They’re not
far from East Lake, and at least five of them are right on the
border with the next towns north and south, but they’re on the
wrong side.”

“Is there
nothing in East Lake at all?” asked Beau.

“Two.  A
placement at The Souk or one at East Lake High.”

“Oh.”

“So, I can
either make coffee for other people or go back to school.
 Brilliant.”

“Not the
greatest choice, is it?” added Edgar.

“On the
bright side, it’ll be easy to pick two,” said Beau.  Emma
tried to thump him where she thought his arm was.  “Missed!”
Beau laughed.

“Which is the
lesser of two evils?” said Emma ignoring him.

“You like The
Souk and you love coffee?” offered Edgar.

“Yes, but it
won’t be the same if I have to work there. And not a lot of
creative writing required, unless I rewrite the menu.”

“So, school
has to be your number one.  It’s not like you actually have to
attend classes and do homework, is it?”

Emma rifled through the papers
to find the one about East Lake High. 

“You will be
joining the department of your choice and assisting with classes,”
she said, reading from the sheet.

“That doesn’t
sound so bad.  And if you hate it, it’s not like you’d have to
ever go back again.”

“That’s true.
 Oh, I don’t know why I’m dragging this out.”  Emma took
a pen and one of the many papers, and began scribbling away.
 “There.  Done.”

“I think
it’ll be fun going back to school,” said Edgar.

“You would,”
said everyone else.  


Chapter 3

 


Lilly pulled
her hood down as she made her way back to Maggie’s boarding house.
 She’d never felt cold quite like it and resolved to buy all
the fleeces, sweaters, coats and snow boots the area had to
offer.

As the East
Lake High students scattered in all directions, Lilly allowed
herself to smile and breathe out.  All-in-all her first day of
teaching had gone well.  Her students had given her a chance
and she’d rewarded them with a well-planned and entertaining
lesson.  

Her students
had been very surprised when she played an instrumental song and
asked them to write lyrics or a poem inspired by it.  They
didn’t open a single book that lesson.  Of course, Lilly knew
there were targets to be met and core subjects to cover, but she
wanted to get the students on her side and, more than anything, to
love her subject the way she did.   She would do whatever it
took to get her class successfully through the year and develop a
love of language.

Maggie had
already scattered grit on the pathway, which was beginning to ice
up, and was waiting at the door with a steaming mug of hot cocoa.
 Lilly had quickly worked out that Maggie was something of a
local celebrity in East Lake.  Her home had housed many
visitors, short and long term and she looked after them like a
grandmother.

“How was your
first day at school dear?” said Maggie as she followed Lilly into
the lounge.

“You do know
I was standing at the front of the class teaching and not at a
desk?” said Lilly, laughing and taking the mug.

“I know, but
I worry about all my guests, no matter how old they
are.”

“And that’s
what’s made moving so much easier. Thank you, Maggie.”

“Don’t
mention it.  And dinner will be ready at six so you just put
your feet up and relax.”

“You don’t
have to make my dinner, Maggie.”

“It’s all
part of the service.  Besides, I love it.”

A grateful Lilly sipped her hot
chocolate and, having talked all day long, said nothing more until
six.  


Chapter 4

 


When she got
to college the next day, Emma handed in her work programme form.
 As she looked around at her classmates, she felt pretty sure
there was no one else competing to work in a coffee shop or school.
 She tried to reason with herself that at least she had a
choice, even if it wasn’t a great one.  Sometimes being the
Holy Key sucked.

On the other
hand, who else but a tiny few knew what lurked on the other side of
the veil?  Who else had had the kind of amazing experiences
being friends with angels and spirit guides could give?  And
who else had Beau for all eternity?  She did.  And if
that meant going back to school, then so be it.

The rest of
the day passed as it normally did with lectures, workshops and a
great college lunch.  Emma ate with a few friends but that was
where the friendships ended.  Ever since she’d fallen hook,
line and sinker for Scott Munro’s offer of companionship and the
terrible consequences, Emma had considered it safer to keep new
friends limited to college.  Sure, it made her seem unsociable
but that was better than ending up in hell or losing the most
precious person in her life.

The class
were told to expect their work assignment by Friday so Emma put it
out of her mind and headed out to see who had come to walk her
home.  To her delight all three had torn themselves away from
the land of plenty to walk the ordinary streets of East
Lake.

Despite the
cold weather, the sun had made a late afternoon appearance and the
walk back was pleasant.  So much so that Emma made a detour to
the bakery to get a treat for her and Gran.

“I don’t know
why you don’t just go and see Maggie,” said Beau. “No one has ever
made better cakes than her.”

Edgar
groaned.  “Just thinking about her cooking makes my stomach
rumble and, technically, I don’t have a stomach.”

“I can’t very
well march up to her house and ask for some cake, can I?
 She’s not a shop.”

“I bet she
wouldn’t mind though.”

“Well, it’s
silly and I’m not doing it,” said Emma.

“Do you ever
see her around?”

“`Occasionally.  I don’t think she’s had any boarders
from heaven since you left.  At least, I’ve not noticed any
extra oddballs in East Lake.”  Emma walked into the bakers and
left the boys at outside.

“We weren’t
the oddballs,” said Beau, looking at Gabe.

“I’ll admit,
I never quite fitted in,” replied the angel.  The boys
laughed.

“Understatement.”

“He got
better at it,” said Edgar, always one to champion the
underdog.

Emma
eventually emerged carrying a cardboard cake box and set off
walking again.  

“What are you
lot laughing about?”

“We were just
talking about Gabe’s attempt to live as a human,” said
Beau.

“I think you
did a great job,” said Emma, sympathetically.

“If you think
great is super human athletic abilities, a complete lack of social
skills and an absence of humour, then I’ll agree with you,” said
Beau.

“There were
some very awkward moments but he was the most popular boy in
school, so you must have done something right, Gabe,” said Emma
with a smile.

“More popular
than me?” said Beau, feigning hurt.

“Yes.”

“OK, Gabe,
you win that one.”

Gabe just walked along
bemused.

 


When Friday
came, and her classmates were buzzing with excitement about who
would be going where, Emma just couldn’t muster any enthusiasm.
 At ten o’clock a teacher posted a list of names and
placements on the notice board outside the writing class and
students clamoured around.

Some squealed
with delight, some sounded disappointed, but Emma had seen all the
opportunities and none of them were bad.  Except hers.
 She waited patiently for the crowd to thin out and then
stepped forward to peer for her name. 

There it was,
East Lake High.  She was going back to the place she’d only
just left, like some cruel groundhog-day life.  Still, it had
to be more exciting than brewing coffee and serving sandwiches,
right?

“Better than
serving coffee and sandwiches, right?” said Beau’s voice behind
her.  

“Were you
just in my head?” Emma checked that she was alone.

“No, doesn’t
work like that.  What happens now?”

“Well, I have
to go back to class but later on I’ll call the school and introduce
myself.  I’m not sure how it works when you’re not a
student.”

“OK, well
I’ll leave you alone.  We just wanted to know what mood you’d
be in when we took you home.”

“Were you
anticipating a big difference between barista and teaching
assistant?”

“No, just
gauging the general level of misery that we’d have to
suffer.”

“Beau!
 You’re supposed to be my spirit guide!  Doesn’t that
mean you have to be kind, caring and empathetic?”

“If it is,
they put the wrong guy on the job.”

“I’ll see you
later,” said Emma laughing and walking off.  Somehow, in his
own ridiculous way, he’d made her feel better already.

 


College
finished early that Friday which meant Emma had time to get home
and call the high school.  She was put through to Mr Kingsley
who headed up the drama department. He insisted she call him
Robert.  

Robert
explained that he was keen for her to help him with his classes so
she should feel free to come with any ideas for activities and
lessons.  He said her reputation from the summer programme had
him intrigued.  At least something good had come from the
summer, thought Emma.

 


She was due
to start at East Lake High in a week’s time and Emma was pretty
ambivalent about it.  The week chugged along at an even speed
although the nerves kicked as the weekend started.  Why did
she have to be the new girl again, what if the students laughed at
her and refused to participate? After all, she’d only just
graduated. What if it was the most miserable two weeks of her
life?  

By Monday it
was too late to worry any more.  Emma put on her smartest
outfit, whilst remembering she was helping to teach drama and not
Latin, and then headed to school with all three boys.  None of
them wanted to miss a chance to visit their old stomping
ground.

“Wow, I’d
forgotten how grand the school was,” said Edgar as they walked
through the huge stone archway and into the school
grounds.

“We see it
all the time Ed!” said Beau, rolling his eyes.

“It’s
different walking through them though…”

“There’s the ancient tree,” said Emma excitedly as she walked
towards it and stood beneath it. “Some of my happiest memories happened here.”
Beau stood next to her and held her hand.
 

“It’s where I
first saw you,” he said, remembering the day more clearly than his
own death.

“And where we
danced at the end of year party,”

“And where
you ignored me when I was trying to win you over.”

“I thought
you were annoying.”

“Well, that’s
honest.  Do you still think I’m annoying?”

“Yes.
 But I’m in love with you and it’s clouded my good
judgement.”

“Alright you
two, enough with all the tree memories,” said Edgar, “we can’t make
Emma late.”

“Robert told
me to head to the staff room where they have a morning meeting
every day.”

“It’s going
to be so weird seeing school life from the other side,” said
Beau.

“Shall we
go?” said Gabe, who couldn’t contemplate being late.

The staff
room was on a corridor leading off the cafeteria and somewhere none
of them had been before.  Dark wood panelling and windows made
from old distorted glass reminded them, if they needed it, that the
school was almost older than time itself.

Emma was
about to knock and then caught herself.  She was already
invited; she didn’t have to knock, did she?

She slowly
opened the door and was met by a rumble of noise.  Teachers
were chatting, enjoying the first of many cups of coffee and doing
some last-minute marking of papers.  Much to her relief they
didn’t all stop and look as she walked in, although Emma did
quickly search for someone she thought looked like a Robert.
 

She saw a lot
of familiar faces that made her feel fourteen again.  Her
history teacher, the PE instructor, science and geography teachers,
all much more informal and relaxed than she’d ever seen
before. 

“Emma, I
presume?” said a handsome, dark haired older man holding his hand
out.

“Mr Kin...I
mean Robert?”

“The one and
only.  Feels a bit strange coming into the staff room when you
weren’t allowed near it six months ago, isn’t it?”

“Really
strange.  I keep thinking someone will recognise me and kick
me out.”

“Don’t worry,
you are completely legitimate.  We’ll have the morning meeting
and then catch up before the students start arriving.”

“That sounds
great, thank you.”

“Good
morning, everyone!” said a firm voice at the end of the room.
 The voice belonged to Erica Christophe, head teacher and
friend or foe, depending on which you wanted her to be.

“I’ll make
this quick as I know you have a lot to do but I want you to remind
your classes that the deadline for nominating the school’s annual
charity is this Friday and I’d like to start hearing some ideas
about how we can fundraise without boring the pants off East Lake
parents.”  The room laughed.   “And lastly, I am
delighted to welcome back Emma Havering who left us in the summer
to join East Lake College and is now back for two weeks helping
Robert with his drama classes.  We’re delighted to have you
back Emma.”

A round of applause erupted and
Emma went bright red.  “Thanks,” she muttered.

“Have a great
day everyone,” said Erica brightly and with that the meeting was
over and the teachers started to leave.

If the room
had seemed busy to Emma it was positively heaving to Beau, Edgar
and Gabe.  When you accounted for the fact that each teacher
had at least one angel or guide with them, and in many cases their
whole entourage was in attendance, the room housed enough beings
for a rock concert.   Focusing on anyone except the person you
were responsible for was generally too difficult to even think
about.  But someone had caught Beau’s eye.

“Hey,
Ed?”

“Come on
Beau, Emma is leaving,”

“Just a
minute.  Do you recognise that teacher?”

“Which one?
 The room is swimming in them.”

“The blonde
one over by the window.  She’s talking to Mr Lee from
history.”

Edgar looked for a moment.

“She looks
familiar but I don’t think she was here when we were.”

“How do we
know her then?”

“I don’t
know.  Maybe we’ve seen her around town?  Let’s
go.”

Beau reluctantly moved toward
the door.  “I know her from somewhere and it’s really bugging
me.”

“We meet a
lot of people every day, maybe she’s just got one of those
faces?”

“Yeah,
maybe.”

Robert had
taken Emma to the drama studio and explained how he saw her
two-week placement working and again, encouraged her to contribute
any ideas she had.  “Don’t forget, you’re not my student and
you’ve had more experience than the ones I teach, so make the most
of it.”

Emma was
growing increasingly excited about the placement, even though the
first school bell hadn’t rung yet.

When Robert
had gone to photocopy some scripts, Emma found herself alone.
 Sort of.

“This might
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