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Chapter One
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I wake up at five o'clock in the morning, every day of the week, no exceptions. My sister thinks I'm crazy, but I need two hours to prepare myself for school, both physically and mentally.

As soon as my eyes open, I reach for my phone. That's probably typical of someone my age, but I can't help it. I'm addicted to social media. More specifically, I'm addicted to Vive, the latest craze. It's like Instagram, but for fashion. You share pictures of yourself and tell people how to achieve your look, sparing no details. You reveal everything from your specific lipstick shade, to the store where you found your super cute outfit. My outfits are always super cute.

I've become something of an influencer on Vive, where I've amassed sixty-eight thousand followers. I don't know anyone else with sixty-eight thousand followers, and I admit, it makes me feel pretty good about myself. Everyone wants to know my tips and tricks, and I'm flooded with comments. It sounds vain, but I'm obsessed with reading about... well, myself. I could do this for hours, and I wouldn't run out of comments to read. On a typical day, I try to limit myself to thirty minutes on Vive, but I usually fail.

Of course, I have my fair share of haters. Any time you get popular, you're bound to have some haters. It's inevitable. As I read through comments like, “I thought duck lips weren't popular any more,” and “wears more makeup than a drag queen,” I remind myself to feel sorry for these bullies. They're just jealous. That's what my best friend Rachel always says.

I get a lot of nice comments too, and they usually block out the bad ones. For every negative comment, I have at least a dozen to boost my ego. A smile stretches across my lips as I read silly remarks like, “my queen is fire,” and “phroar baby!” As long as the good comments are upvoted and the bad ones are downvoted, I consider it a success.

After forty minutes on Vive (I went a bit over my allotted time), I finally make my way to the bathroom, where I spend the next hour getting ready for school. I need an entire hour to do my hair and makeup, and yes, I know it's excessive. I don't think I would be comfortable if I looked anything less than my best.

I stare into the mirror as I watch myself curl my hair, and I have to laugh, because I really do have “Barbie hair.” It's long and blonde and oh-so-voluminous, but it's only funny because my name is actually Barbie. Technically, it's Barbara, but I hate Barbara. “Barbie” isn't much better, but I've learned to live with it. The guy I'm dating calls me “Malibu Barbie,” and I guess it fits, because I live in California too.

My name almost got cool, briefly, because of Barb from Stranger Things. Still, it wasn't enough to shake the stigma of being “Barbie.” People automatically assume I'm some kind of airhead, and maybe they're right. I'm a typical “popular girl.” I want to be a model, an actress, and I always have a boyfriend. I'm even a cheerleader, for goodness sake! I'm such a walking stereotype, I actually hate myself a little bit.

But I love myself too. If I didn't, I wouldn't spend thirty minutes putting on foundation, curling my eyelashes, and winging my eyeliner. I have to look perfect, and at the end of this, I'll be as close to perfect as I can get. People say I'm beautiful, and guys say I'm “hot,” but I would only rate myself an eight out of ten—and that's after I put on way too much concealer and eyeshadow. Before all of that, I'm probably a six, and that's being generous.

My makeup is so on point, I take a few selfies before I leave the bathroom. I take fifteen pictures, in various poses, but I only upload one to Vive. The rest get wiped from my phone, never to see the light of day.

After all that, I head downstairs and find my mom making pancakes. They smell good, but there's no way I can eat that. My sister and dad love them, but I'm not putting that many calories into my mouth in the morning. No way. My mom won't let me leave before I eat something, though, so I force myself to have a blueberry yogurt—the Greek kind, because that's the best kind.

My friend Rachel picks me up at 7:45. I don't have my driver's license yet, which is probably my sore spot. I get fussy and uncomfortable any time someone brings it up. I'm probably the only senior who doesn't have one. I turned eighteen last week, which means I could have gotten it two years ago. Should I be ashamed? Maybe. At the moment, I pretend I don't care.

As I slide into the backseat of Rachel's Nissan, she says, “Oh my god, girl, you look amaaaazing!” I never get to ride in the front seat. Rachel's little brother always claims that one for himself.

“Thanks,” I accept her compliment with a smile, but I don't smile too much because I don't want to get lipstick on my teeth. Should I return the praise and say she looks good, or would it sound patronizing? By comparison, Rachel looks pretty normal. She never wears makeup, and I wouldn't be caught dead in her oversized sweater. I don't want to say it's ugly, but... wow, it's ugly.

Rachel is my only friend who isn't a cheerleader. We've been friends since kindergarten, but we don't have a lot in common. She likes video games and sports. I like makeup and I get bored after five minutes of football. Still, she's my best friend, and she's like a sister to me. I might even like her more than my actual sister.

“Are you coming to Emma's party tonight?” I ask, but I already know her answer. Rachel isn't much of a party girl.

“Nah. I mean, I thought about it, but... I know this sounds crazy to you, but I'd rather finish the book I'm reading.”

She's right. That does sound crazy to me. I haven't read a book for fun since we were in elementary school. Nowadays, I only read what's assigned to me in AP English. Last month, I was forced to read Great Gatsby, which (in my humble opinion) kind of sucked. I still don't know what that green light is all about, and frankly, I don't want to know. Gatsby and his over-privileged parties can kiss my ass. This month, I have to read Jane Eyre, which is a little better, but reading just isn't my cup of tea anymore. In fact, I'm seriously thinking about watching the Michael Fassbender version of Jane Eyre and pretending I read the rest of it. Fassbender is basically my mom's age, so I wouldn't say he's “hot,” but he's not bad to look at.

“I assume you're going to Emma's party?” Rachel asks.

“Of course. I wouldn't miss it!” I exclaim. It's Friday night, the Friday before the start of spring break. It seems like the perfect time for a party.

We get to school, I thank her for the ride, then I head to my locker. As I assemble the books I need, I'm accosted by David Brost, my almost-boyfriend. I call him my almost-boyfriend because we've been on three dates, but he hasn't officially asked me to be his girlfriend yet. I like him, but I kind of hate that he's taking it slow. Also, because his name is “Brost,” his friends call him “Bro,” which I also hate. I can't explain why, but I cringe every time I hear it.

“Hey, babe. You look hot,” David says. As he hangs on my locker and leans into me, I catch a whiff of his cologne, and it smells amazing. David is the kind of guy who always smells amazing, and always looks good.

“You look hot,” I return the compliment with my cheekiest grin—which, again, isn't too wide because I don't want to get lipstick on my teeth. I've mastered the art of smiling without really smiling.

“You coming to Em's party?” he asks.

“Uh, yeah. Duh.” I'm pretty sure I've already answered this at least five times, which is why I sound irritated.

“Cool,” he replies. “I have a math test first thing in the morning, and it sucks. I'm dreading it. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck.”

I grant his request, but all the luck in the world wouldn't save David “Bro” Brost from flunking his math test. He'll never be an honor student like me, and that's okay. I don't like him for his brain. I like him because he's that rare high school guy with a genuine set of six pack abs, and... well, he's kind of funny. It's not like he's got zero personality. He's an okay guy who happens to be extremely attractive.

Spanish, Pre Calc, History, Psychology, Anatomy & Physiology. I drift from class to class, handing in assignments and mindlessly taking notes. I still get good grades, but I lack the dedication I had in middle school. I already got my acceptance letter to a top college in March, so the rest of this feels pointless. Still, I try to be a top student, even if I am just winging it. I don't think any of my teachers would complain about my attendance or performance.

After school, I briefly return home and touch up my makeup. In the two hours before Emma's party, I check social media (again) while binging a Netflix show. I paint my nails, braid my hair, and send a few texts to Rachel. I wish she was going to Emma's party, but her Friday night plans haven't changed. She's staying home.

David swings by in his pickup truck at seven o'clock and stops to get some fast food. When he asks if I want anything, I almost laugh. I can't remember the last time I ate a burger from this place. I was probably a little kid.

Sometimes I miss food, and especially pizza. When my last boyfriend broke up with me, I ate an entire pizza in a day, then I cried about the calories. To be fair, I was also crying because I got dumped, but the calorie count didn't help. I wish I was the kind of person who could eat and never gain weight, but I'm not. A single slice of pizza goes straight to my thighs, I swear. I wish it would go to my butt. I could stand to have more butt.

As soon as we get to the party, David goes straight for the drinks, while I congregate with friends. I'm not a big fan of alcohol, in fact, I don't get what the big deal is. I don't judge anyone who drinks it, but it's not for me. I'd rather not lose control of myself. The first and only time I drank, I ended up straddling a guy I didn't know, while a friend took pictures of us. That “friend” isn't a friend anymore.

At the moment, I'm standing with two “friends” who are trash-talking another girl. I barely know the person they're talking about, so I listen with half an ear.

One girl says, “Did you see what Sara's wearing? Oh my god, she's such a... okay, I won't say it, but you know what I'm thinking!”

Laughing, the second girl suggests, “Thot?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“Begone, thot!”

“I hear she's dating two guys at once, and they don't even care.”

“I wonder if they have threesomes.”

Bored of their conversation, I stifle a yawn and glance around the room. I see a lot of familiar faces, but no real friends—not like Rachel. I leave the trash-talkers and spend the next half-hour sending texts to my absent best friend. Some guy tries to hit on me—some nerd from my Chemistry class. I kindly tell him I'm seeing someone else. When he begs for a name and tries to call me a liar, I surrender the truth and tell him, “I'm dating David Brost.”

“Are you sure about that?” asks the nerd—whose name is Chaz, but this Chaz isn't a “Chad.” He's not as geeky as he used to be, but he'll never be cute, not to me.

“Uh, pretty sure!” I reply with a not-so-subtle roll of my eyes.

“I just saw him making out with someone else, though,” Chaz says. “Hey, if you're cool with him making out with other girls, maybe he'd be cool with you making out with another guy? Me.”

I'm definitely not cool with it. I jump from the couch and search for my almost-boyfriend, but I don't find him anywhere. I even check the bathrooms, thinking I might find him making out in a bathtub or something. Nope.

In Emma's backyard, I see three topless girls in the pool, and they're attracting a lot of male attention. David isn't out here either. Where did he go? Either my ride has abandoned me, or we keep missing each other. I send him a text, but he doesn't answer. Jerk. He's probably busy making out with his mystery girl.

Feeling bummed out by my lack of close friends, I leave the party early. Without a ride, I'll probably get home in thirty or forty minutes. It's a long walk. In the dead of night, walking might be dangerous, but I don't have a better idea, and I don't want to bother Rachel or any of my other friends. Sighing, I bury my hands in my jacket pockets and charge home.

“Hey!” someone calls to me. “Hey, Barbara.. wait up!”

A moment later, Chaz pulls up next to me in the ugliest vehicle I've ever seen. When he offers me a ride, I jump into his car without thinking. I probably should think about it, because I'm pretty sure I saw him drinking. Sitting next to him, I can smell the vodka on his breath. He shouldn't be driving at all!

“What happened to your boy, David?” Chaz asks. He's blinking hard, which makes me think his vision might be blurry. Maybe it's not the alcohol, though. If I remember correctly, Chaz used to wear glasses.

Pouting, I admit, “I think he bailed on me.”

“Damn, why'd he do that?”

“I don't know.” I wince when Chaz accelerates to run a red light. Riding with him was a bad idea, wasn't it? “Hey... how drunk are you?”

“I'm not that drunk.”

“Recite the alphabet backwards,” I challenge him.

“Z.” He hiccups between letters. “That's zed, if you're British.”

“Uh huh.” I shake my head at the stupidity of his remark. “And what comes before Z?”

“V?”

“You missed W, X, and Y!” I exclaim. “Oh my god, you're too drunk for this! You shouldn't be driving. Pull over!”

Chaz doesn't listen, in fact, he accelerates again, running another red light. My heart starts beating harder, faster.

This was a really bad idea.

“Pull over!” I demand, giving his arm a squeeze. He shakes me off, grinning, baring his teeth.

For some odd reason, he tells me, “When I was a kid, I had braces. They made me even uglier than I am now, if you can believe it.”

“You're not ugly,” I defend him against his own harsh opinion. “And you need to stop the car, Chaz... seriously!”   

Chaz doesn't stop. Instead, he runs a third red light... and a van smashes into us. It hits us with such force, our car spins, and pain floods my body.

Oh my god. I'm dying. I'm dying. I'm—

Oh crap, I think I'm dead.  
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“I can't be dead right now. I can't. I can't!”

I scream my protest to no one in particular, because there's no one around to hear me. I'm standing outside of the crashed car, trying to avert my eyes from the grisly scene. I'm outside of my body, and I can't stand to look at myself, not when I've got blood gushing from my head. This is way too much gore for me! I don't even like scary movies, so I definitely can't stand to see my own body in a gross, twisted position.

Chaz is next to my corpse, and seems to be unconscious. I don't think he's dead like me because I don't see his disembodied spirit hanging around.

An onlooker pops out of her house with a cellphone, so I shout at her, “Help!” Maybe it's not too late? Maybe I can still be saved? Maybe I'm not actually dead, it just seems like I'm dead? Maybe I can still be resuscitated or something, or sent to a hospital? Maybe it's not too late?

“I'm not dead!” I shout to the heavens. “I'm not! I refuse to be dead! I can't be!”

“Nope, you're dead.”

I spin around, alarmed by the sound of a female voice. She waves to me and says, in a chipper tone, “Hi, it's nice to meet you. I'm Luciana.”

“Um... hi,” I return her greeting, albeit with significantly less enthusiasm. “I'm Barbie... I guess.”

“You guess?” Luciana chuckles, even though this seems like an odd time for laughter. I'm freaking out! “Anyway, I guess I should explain myself. I'm your psychopomp, sent to take you Home.”

“You're my psychowhat to take me where?” My voice is shrill with confusion. It would probably sound funny if I wasn't in the middle of a massive meltdown.

“I'm sorry. I shouldn't use complex words. Basically, I'm your death angel,” Luciana says. “I'm going to take you to the place where spirits go when they die.”

“Heaven?” I ask. 

“Well, most people call it Home, but heaven works too!” Luciana says. “Oh, you should probably meet your spirit guide, Logan.”

Luciana points at the ginger guy standing next to her. He's pale and skinny and looks about forty.

“Hi.” He throws up a hand, giving me the most dismissive wave I've ever seen. “I'm Logan.”

“You don't sound particularly happy,” I state the obvious—at least, it seems obvious to me. This guy looks pretty bummed out.

“Well... you died, so I feel like I've failed,” Logan explains. “I kept trying to tell you not to get in the car, but what did you do? You got in the car! I'm not mad, I'm just... disappointed. If only you would have listened to me!”

“Logan hasn't been a spirit guide for very long,” says Luciana. “In fact, in a couple of days, you'll learn how to be a spirit guide too! Personally, I enjoy the work. It's very fulfilling. I'm a death angel now, but I still take regular—”

“I don't want to be dead!” I scream at the angel. “I had things to do!”

“I know the feeling,” says Luciana. “Unfortunately, you can't go back to your body, not in the state it's in. I'm very sorry to be the bearer of bad news, Barbara.”

My gaze drifts over my dead body, and then to Chaz. Glaring at my killer, I ask. “What about him? Is he dead?”

Luciana shakes her head.

“No fair!” I squeal. “I mean, it's not like I want him to be dead... I wouldn't wish death on anyone... but he's the one who did this to me! This is Chaz's fault!”

“It's not so bad to be dead,” Luciana insists. “You'll see. You've just taken on a new form, a new frequency. You're existing in a different dimension now. You—”

“I don't know what that means!” I yell. I probably shouldn't raise my voice at an angel, but I'm seriously frustrated! “I want to go visit my friend Rachel! I want to go home!”

“We are going Home, just not the same home you're thinking about,” Luciana says. “As for your friend, you can't visit her yet. That's not allowed until—”

I interrupt again, “You just said it's not bad to be dead, but if I can't even visit my best friend, I think it's safe to say this sucks!”

Luciana and Logan exchange glances, and I can see the worry in their eyes. Am I making their job more difficult? Should I be more compliant? Should I just accept that I'm dead and live with the consequences? Ugh! I hate this! I have no one to blame but myself—not even Chaz. I was seriously stupid for getting into that car! If Logan is disappointed in me, I don't blame him. I should have been smarter. I am smarter than this!

“If you're ready, I can take you Home now,” says Luciana. “You will be able to visit your friends and family eventually, I promise.”

“This is literally the worst day of my life,” I tell her.

“Technically, it's the first day of your afterlife,” she corrects me. I think that was supposed to be a joke, but I'm not amused.

Before I can protest again, I'm engulfed in warm, blue light. Luciana holds on to me as the light carries us upward, through a golden tunnel filled with glittering quartz crystals, the largest I've ever seen. When the tunnel ends, we soar through space, through an endless sea of stars.

“What we're doing right now, it's called warping!” Luciana explains. She's shouting, but I don't know why. I can hear perfectly fine!

“Um... okay.”

In a flash, space ends, and we're standing on a carpet of... clouds? I don't know how else to describe it. Hilariously, this is just like the heaven I would have imagined as a kid. There are even angels standing next to huge gold pillars. Well... I assume they're angels, but I don't know that for sure. I can't imagine what else they would be. They have literal wings.

“There's your dorm,” Luciana says, directing my attention to a blindingly white castle. It looks like something from a fairy tale, with magnificent blue spires piercing through smoke-like, ring-shaped clouds.

“No way... I'm going to live there?” My voice squeaks at the thought.

“Yep! And you're going to have a roommate. Hang on... give me a moment to check your room assignment.”

For the next minute or two, Luciana taps the screen of a sleek white device. It reminds me of a tablet, but it's thin and makes odd beeping noises as she touches it. Sensing my curiosity, she explains, “This is a LightTab. You'll get one before school starts.”

LightTab? School? Why do I keep feeling more and more overwhelmed as time goes on? I have a lot of questions in my head, but I'm not getting any answers.

“Your roommate's name is Ronda Small,” Luciana tells me. She heads toward the castle and motions for me to follow. Of course, I go with her. I have no idea what's going on, and she's the only one who might restore some sanity to my muddled head. “Unfortunately, you don't have anyone listed as your contact.”

“Contact?” I repeat the word like a question.

“Oh, I mean a familiar relative who's passed away before you,” she explains. “Normally, there might be some relatives to greet you, but... it looks like you passed away before all four of your grandparents. Is this correct?”

I give her a nod—a pointless nod. If she already knows I'm the first in my family to die, why must I confirm it?

“It looks like two of your great-grandparents were reincarnated,” Luciana says, staring at her LightTab. “I've sent messages to the others. They might try to contact you, or they might not. I can't guarantee anything.”

I don't know what to say to that, so I mumble again, “Um... okay.”

We enter the castle, and Luciana leads me to a door with strange letters on it. They look like medieval runes. With a wave of her hand, she turns the letters into something I can actually read.

Room 444wB. Well, that doesn't look complicated at all!

Luciana knocks on the door, and a moment later, passes through it. Wow. What's the point of having doors if they can't actually keep anyone out? Shrugging, I follow her through the door. It takes a moment for the reality of that to sink in. I just walked through a friggin' door! How strange is that?

We just barged in on a short-haired black girl with airpods in her ears. Her mouth gapes when she sees us, and she turns off her music.

“Hello, Ronda!” Luciana greets the other girl. “You've finally got a new roommate! This is Barbara.”

“Barbara, huh?” For some reason, the girl named “Ronda” chuckles at my name. “So, we both have old lady names? Is that just a coincidence, or did someone do that on purpose? They gave me a roommate with an old lady name so we could feel each other's pain.”

Ronda, who is apparently my new roommate, has a slight accent. I want to say it's a New York accent, but I'm not sure. She looks about the same age as me, but her outfit looks nothing like my style. In particular, her camo pants are atrocious. As for her joke about our names, I've never liked “Barbara,” so I get it.

“Ronda's not so bad,” I share my opinion with a shrug. “I mean, there's Ronda Rousey, and she seems pretty cool.”

Ronda wrinkles up her nose and asks, “Who?”

“Ronda Rousey,” I repeat. “She's a kick ass lady, a martial artist or something. You should look her up.”

Everyone goes quiet for the better half of a minute. Even Luciana is at a loss for words. When she realizes I'm staring at her, she says, “Well, I'll leave you two to get acquainted! Try to get along. I thought you'd be a good match because you're both eighteen years old. I was the same age when I died. That was a while ago, though. I mean, not a really long time ago, but... less recent than you guys.”

Ronda and I don't say anything. We both continue to stare at the “death angel” for some reason.

So Luciana says, “I'll have your LightTab sent to you as soon as I can, Barbara! School begins tomorrow. I'm sorry you didn't have more time to get acclimated... that happens sometimes. You shouldn't be at too much of a disadvantage. I, um... if you need me, you can find me in your list of contacts when you get your new LightTab. Bye!”

Luciana passes through the door again, leaving me alone with my roommate. Without someone else to stare at, Ronda and I start studying each other. My new roommate is cute, but in a boyish way. I can't believe I'm familiar with Ronda Rousey and she isn't. For some reason, that just seems like someone she should know.

“So... you look pretty,” Ronda says. “You look like a literal Barbie or something.”

I look down at my pink outfit and snicker. To someone like her, I probably do look pretty preppy. “Barbie is actually one of my nicknames,” I tell her.

“For real? That's funny.” Pointing at her airpods, she asks, “What kind of music do you listen to?”

“Um...” I don't really listen to much music, but I can't tell her that. I don't want to sound lame, so I reply, “I guess I like... Cardi B?”

“Eww. The WAP girl? Hell no!” Ronda exclaims.

“What kind of music do you listen to?” I return the question with a hint of hesitation in my voice. If she wants to chat about music, she's not going to get much out of me.

“I like the classics... like Lenny Kravitz, Led Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, Bob Marley. I'll listen to just about anything, as long as it's cool.”

So, music must be a big hobby of hers. Our taste in fashion seems pretty different too. Are we opposites? I keep the thought to myself and ask, “What other hobbies do you have?”

“I write,” she says. “I'm into anime, video games...”

I shake my head at both. I'm not a writer, a gamer, or an anime watcher. I couldn't name a single anime character to save my life—which is fine, because I'm already dead. I think Dragon Ball has a Guido. Or is it Goku? If my sister was here, she would know.

“What are you into, Barb?” Ronda asks.

“Um... makeup.” Her face sours at my answer, so I quickly add, “That's not as petty as it sounds. I think makeup is like art. It's really relaxing to me.”

“If you say so!” Ronda collapses on her bed and sighs. She sounds disgusted. “By the way, we don't need sleep, so I don't know why we have beds.”

My bottom lip protrudes at the bad news. “We... we don't need sleep?”

“Nope. I guess our beds are supposed to be, like, our personal space,” says Ronda. “So, how did you die?”

I'm a bit taken aback by how easily she asked that question. How can she talk about death so casually? I reply, “Well, I just died, so it's a little hard to talk about...”

“Alright, I get it... that's understandable,” she says. “I had cancer. I was dying for, like, three years, so I had time to get adjusted to the idea of it. Also, I've been dead for three days, so I've had more time to prepare for school. If you ask me, that isn't fair to you.”

“People keep mentioning school!” I exclaim. “What is it, exactly?”

“Spirit school. We're going to learn how to be spirit guides!” Ronda suddenly sounds animated. For some reason, this excites her.

“Is that... a good thing?”

“I think so! It sounds pretty cool to me,” Ronda says. “Also, like I was saying, I've had more time to prepare. The girl down the hall already taught me how to manifest. You've heard about manifestation, haven't you?”

Slowly, regretfully, I shake my head.
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