
CHAPTER ONE 

        The Girl with Kaleidoscope Eyes 

From the Journal of N.A.  

Note: This started out as just my personal journal, a place to rant 
and spew and vent. But in light of the story that unfolded - my story 
- I have since gone back and recounted everything that happened 
to me in the greatest detail. It may be important someday, if there’s 
anyone left to read it. 

March 5th 

 I see the sun sag in degrees behind bloated gray clouds as a 
lightning strike reveals the city. And what a city it is. Gleaming, 
colorful metal towers, part of some architectural symphony, 
silhouetted perfectly by the dying sun, sing the praises of an 
industrial city that is full of promise and hope. In fact, the city’s 
name is New Hope. Enormous electronic billboards atop the 
skyscrapers sell the products that make the city run: sweeter diet 
soda, higher high-rise apartment complexes, faster Internet. 
Everything’s bright, shiny, and new. A life of safety, convenience, 
and comfort. But this isn't the truth of the city. Not at all. The 
flashing signs promise a place that can never be delivered.  
 That’s because it’s a lie. 
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 A gape in the clouds creates a singular anomaly known as a 
rainbow. The rainbow falls, twirling through the sky, past lofty 
towers and glittering billboards down, down to the true heart of the 
city. The true heart of this city is anything but beautiful. Down here 
is a different world.  
 Because New Hope is a corrupt place. 
 Harsh rap music, the battle-cry of the wronged and 
disenfranchised, thumps out of an apartment window. Raw lyrics 
echo off buildings that are grimy gray or dirty brown. The only 
vibrant colors here bleed off of the visceral graffiti murals tagged 
on the walls. One tag in particular tells how the people who live 
here in the slums really feel about the city. No Hope.  
 That's what we call it.  
 I barely notice the rainbow as I walk through it down the 
alley. I’ve never been much for rainbows or frilly things, even 
though I’m a girl. Start mooning over things like that and you’re 
likely to get your head caved in around here.  
 This is the poor section of town, where things are old, the 
garbage spills out onto the streets, and no one cares enough to pick 
it up.  
 This part of town is also a dangerous place. Bad things 
happen here after dark. My instincts kick in and I walk faster, 
keeping my guard up. Drop it for even a second and, well, you’re 
toast. Even at fifteen years old, a couple of weeks shy of my 
sixteenth birthday, I know that. My dad would have a heart attack 
if he knew where I was. But he worries too much, and I’m being 
safe. As safe as you can be in a violent environment. But then 
again, I was born in dangerous territory. I know the score. It’s all 
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the more dangerous right now because few cars are out. Crime 
lives in the quiet spots. But the absence of cars is to be expected 
with nationwide gas rationing in effect. 
 I hold onto my cheap cell phone with the cracked screen 
tightly in my jacket pocket. It only has one bar and I’m afraid to 
check the messages for fear of one from my dad.  
 More lightning flashes, followed by the roar of thunder. But 
for all the fanfare, the much anticipated rain fails to make an 
appearance. Yet. 
 I can practically see my dear dad’s face, hear that 
disapproving tone as he says, “Oh, Noa” for the thousandth time. 
 Noa.  
 Me.  
 I’ve always disliked my name. When I was in fifth grade, for 
nearly a whole semester, I convinced my teachers and classmates 
that my name was Ivy. I was actually starting to make friends. One 
was a boy. Then my mother found out about my innocent 
deception. I was forced to stand up in front of the entire classroom 
and tell them my real name was Noa Ash. That I was a liar. My 
burgeoning friendships went down in flames.   
 I dislike my name mainly because it’s a boy’s name. It’s my 
mother’s punishment to me for being born a girl. She had really 
really wanted a son. It hadn’t helped matters that, after a faulty 
ultrasound, a doctor with shoddy eyesight had mistakenly told my 
mother she was going to have a bouncing baby boy. When I came 
out, my mother was too stubborn and bitter to even change my 
name. I was the first in a long line of disappointments for her. At 
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least my dad convinced her to drop the h from the end of Noah. 
That somehow softened the name. Made it feel less masculine.  
 Before I was born, my mother had decorated a whole room in 
our tenement apartment for a boy. After my birth, she let the room 
stay as it was. I have vague remembrances from infancy of a room 
of powder blue with cowboys and Indians chasing each other 
round and round on the mobile above my young head as I lay in 
my powder blue crib. 
 My mother is rather thin, pale white with blond hair and 
given to insolence when she doesn’t get her way. My father is 
Black, gangly with thick curly hair and a good heart. He’s a 
dreamer. My mother is a realist. How the two of them ended up 
together in the first place, I’ll never know.  
 My mother and I are both stubborn with surly tempers. At 
least you can chalk my ill will up to adolescence, raging hormones 
and all. I don’t know what you chalk my mother’s disposition up 
to. When I’m angry at my mother I call her by her first name 
Margaret in a mocking tone. This never fails to get a rise out of 
her. But my mother always has the last word, so I don’t call her 
that too often. 
 Despite my temperament, I inherited my father’s love of 
reading and of the fantastic, as I call it. It started with comic books 
and mythology. Then it segued into science fiction digests and 
horror anthologies. My current addiction is graphic novels. They’re 
more sophisticated and realistic than comics and convey the 
emotional exacerbation that a troubled teenager like me needs for 
an outlet. 
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 Troubled, that’s the label that has already found me, if you 
can believe that. Once the system has hung a label like that around 
your neck, it tends to stick. Like an albatross.  
 Although an albatross was once a symbol of good luck.  
 Out of my parents’ biracial union, I landed somewhere in the 
middle hereditarily regarding who I take after. The absolute irony 
of it all is that I inherited my mother’s features. Every time I look 
in the mirror, I see my mother’s face, tinted with an olive hue, 
freckles, and short intensely curly, unmanageable medium brown 
hair. Unlike my svelte mom, I’m pudgy. I’m not fat. Just pudgy. 
Two skinny parents and I’m pudgy. I guess having a wicked sweet 
tooth and a non-athletic nature doesn’t help any. I’m also short. 
The shorter you are the more a few extra pounds really show. My 
dad tries to soften the blow by calling it baby fat. 
 The kids at school aren’t that kind. I’m not good with them 
anyway. I’m an introvert by nature. Not shy, just not talkative. I’m 
not a bonder.   
 I prefer my fantasy worlds - the realms of my books - to the 
real world. And I’m relentlessly punished for it. At school - a 
hellish place on a good day - when we have recess, I always find 
the same big old wonderful tree, which I call grandpa, to sit under 
and journal, or more accurately, serial journal. Sometimes I’ll go 
for weeks without so much as a paragraph, then I’ll fill page after 
page with random thoughts, ideas, and my deep down feelings. 
Other times, I read my graphic novels. Sometimes they’re 
relationship books, lurid romance tales. Other times they’re dark 
crime sagas or disturbing superhero outings.  
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 If you hadn’t guessed already, I’m a fangirl, of all things 
fantastic. 
 Usually though, without fail, at some point during recess, a 
group of popular girls who all hang out together like clucking hens 
gossiping or flirting with the boys, will calculatedly stroll by, just 
so that they can greet me with, “Hi... Noa-body.” I’m labeled a 
nobody because I have no friends. No confidante. No boyfriend.  
 I sometimes wonder if my life would be different if my 
mother hadn’t named me Noa. Would I be one of those clucking 
hens merrily clucking away? Would I be happy in my 
obliviousness? Would I be mean to girls like me? 
 My clothing choices are another source of friction between 
me and the rest of the student body at my school. My family never 
had much money, which is why we live in the slums of a 
magnificent city. Rather than scavenging the discount store sales 
bins for marked down designer brands like many of the kids do, I 
shop at the army surplus depot in the funky section of town. You 
know, the area where people wear piercings in weird places. I 
particularly like antique paramilitary regalia circa World War II. I 
have a leather pilot flight jacket that actually has a bullet hole in it. 
That or a cigarette burn. I choose to believe the former. World War 
II, now that was a war you could romanticize about. 
 There’s nothing romantic about this war. 
 It’s bleak and desolate. All serious business. And you can’t 
forget about it or pretend there is no war. Constant reminders are 
all around you, like the huge signs plastered on brick walls in my 
neighborhood. “Allied Earth Needs You.” Reaching out past this 
sentiment, out of the poster itself, a 3D finger points urgently at 
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me. Once upon a time in a younger America, it had been “Uncle 
Sam Needs You.” But this isn’t a war for uncles. This isn’t a war 
between nations or even a world war. It’s bigger than that.  
 Most of the army recruitment posters hang in the poor 
sections of the city. And not just here in America, but all over the 
globe, in all the ghettos of all the world. 
 “Why don’t the damn richies enlist?” I blurt out under my 
breath. Richies, that’s what poor kids like me call children of the 
privileged elite. When thoughts are bottled up inside of me, they 
eventually find their way out into the atmosphere. Even if there’s 
no one around to hear them but me. 
 It doesn’t matter about the billboards though. There’s a 
mandatory draft once you reach the age of eighteen, any healthy 
boy or girl, rich or poor. Or so they say. Eight weeks combat 
training and they ship you out to where the action is. That’s what 
I’ve heard.   
 This war is serious. This time we’re all fighting together 
against them. Our very existence is at stake. There won’t be any 
peace talks or cease fires, or any negotiations. Our enemy has 
never once communicated directly with us, even to give the 
governments of the world a list of demands or order our surrender. 
They just attack and occupy.  That’s what they do. 
 The first UFO, a classic flying disc more or less, appeared 
over the Middle East one evening about a year and a half ago. The 
craft was so huge and had so many lights running across its face 
that the people there who saw it that first night thought it was a 
squadron of thousands of airships. However, when first light came, 
they saw it was only one ship, one massive flying spacecraft. It 
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was a virtual city in the sky. The press began to refer to it as the 
mothership right from the very beginning. 
 The Middle East was occupied first, almost overnight. It was 
a brilliant opening move by the Grays - the classic five foot tall 
bulbous-headed aliens straight out of urban legend, complete with 
slick pore-less skin, large black eyes, two small holes for a nose 
and a slit for a mouth. Although they aren’t really gray. They are 
more a milky white tinted with a gray hue that sometimes can look 
pale green. The small ones are the workers. They get things done. 
The tall Grays, as we call them, are the leaders: seven foot tall 
shot-callers. There are less of them. Not that anyone ever sees 
much of either type. Just occasional random news clips taken from 
shaky video phones by terrified people fleeing for their lives from 
occupied territories.   
 The Grays, content to mostly stay onboard their mothership, 
launch flying unmanned spheres that sit atop a twisted curvy metal 
housing roughly six feet tall, to police the conquered areas and 
quell rebellion. People call them orbs. Sometimes, when they spin, 
they look like they are on fire. The orbs can illuminate suspicious 
activity with blinding spotlights. They are armed with an array of 
weaponry that can stun, kill, or transport a suspected human 
dissenter to a detainment camp. Those are usually outside the 
towns, although no one has ever been to one and returned to talk 
about it. People sent to detainment centers are just never heard 
from again. Ever.  
 The orbs can also disrupt mechanical devices when they are 
in their irradiated state. If they pass a plane, its navigation will go 
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haywire and then it will just shut off and fall out the sky. The same 
thing happens to cars.  
 In addition to the orbs, there are the Grays’ robot soldiers. 
They’re metallic black, dressed in clothes - uniforms - as if they 
were human. I guess the aliens want us to identify them as real. 
They don’t talk. But their intentions are always clear. They also 
patrol the occupied territories. Curiously, they’re armed with 
conventional guns and rifles. I guess the Grays like the way we’ve 
killed each other throughout modern history. So they stuck to the 
script.   
 The aliens also use people to directly run things in the cities. 
Human traitors, collaborators who sold out their own kind for 
shiny new synthetic bodies that never get old, never wear out. The 
scary thing is they still look human for the most part. It’s hard to 
pick one of them out from anyone else, or so the stories go. 
 I hear rumors now all the time that New Hope - like 
Washington and New York - is infested with collaborators. A 
modern day fifth column of spies and saboteurs working for their 
Gray masters. Who knows what to believe anymore? 
 These are dark days. 
 We do know this much about the aliens: Grays both small 
and tall gave up their original bodies long ago. What they 
originally looked like, no one knows. Maybe they even used to 
look like us. These artificial bodies that their souls - if they have 
any - now reside in are flesh-like suits made of materials that don’t 
damage easily, even though they have a plastic or vinyl appearing 
texture. Some earth scientists have even surmised that the aliens 
have been watching us for a very long time, monitoring our 
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television and radio broadcasts from a distant galaxy. The 
supposition is that they chose their image and the design of their 
ships from our popular culture of little green men, to intimidate 
mankind while they conquer us. I don’t personally choose to 
believe that. I believe they have been among us longer than we 
know. And that our urban legends come from real life sightings, 
encounters, and abductions by an advance guard. 
 But the occupation of the Middle East was a decisive 
opening move, calculated no doubt by the world’s enormous 
reliance on fossil fuels. They captured one continent and in the 
same broad stroke, crippled the world. What good were the war 
machines of the most powerful nations if they didn’t have fuel to 
run? Most of the missiles launched at the UFO by jets from Israel, 
Syria, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia in those first days, were easily picked 
off and disrupted by green glowing energy beams fired from the 
saucer. The few missiles that made it through never even got close 
to the craft. They encountered an energy field and were 
disintegrated like insects on those bug zappers that people hang on 
their front porches in the summer. 
 The Grays, obviously scientifically advanced far beyond the 
technology of man, are content to fight a conventional war for the 
most part, in as much as they haven’t start dropping nukes or 
weapons of mass destruction. They have bombed cities that raised 
harsh opposition. But they merely destroyed buildings and lives. 
Our brightest minds have concluded that the Grays want the Earth 
for themselves, which is why they don’t simply irradiate it. The 
ominous final conclusion of these same scientific minds is that if 
the Grays win the war for Earth, they will likely exterminate eighty 
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percent of the population. The remaining twenty percent will be 
spared to serve as slave labor, harvesting the valuable resources of 
our planet for transport back to the alien home world. The traitors 
who help the aliens will be allowed to rule as mayors, sheriffs, and 
magistrates over this slave populace. 
 The human collaborators use Internet and radio broadcasts to 
try and convince the people of the neighboring nations that they 
should surrender to the Grays. They’ll only win in the long run 
anyway, is always their parting sentiment. It’s a hard sentiment to 
argue with in light of everything. But it’s also their excuse for 
being cowards. 
 Allied Earth, as the governments of the world now call 
themselves, can do nothing for the Middle East. Even if they 
wanted to launch a nuclear strike at the spacecraft, they can’t. 
Using their advanced technology, the Grays secretly crippled every 
nuclear missile silo and submarine in the world days before they 
took the Middle East. The scientists have no explanation as to how 
their installations and weapons went quietly offline with no one 
even noticing until after the fact.   
 I decide it’s best not to think about things I can’t do anything 
about. Still, I see the war in our world throughout everyday life. 
You can’t forget it. Curfews, checkpoints, gas rationing, militarized 
zones, enlistment posters, it’s all right in front of you. 
 Most teenagers don’t look forward to becoming adults 
anymore. 

 I reach my destination: a huge old hotel, a relic in this day 
and age. It’s a familiar old face to me though. In the hotel’s 
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ballroom, I enter a comic book, science fiction, and fantasy 
convention. Dealers hawk rare comics encased in plastic out of 
cardboard boxes on folding tables as pimply faced kids cough up 
six month’s worth of allowance. You’d think a thing like an alien 
invasion would dampen the comic book and science fiction scene. 
But it’s just the opposite. More and more people flock to these 
things now than ever before. Even people who had put away their 
comic books years earlier. It’s as if, faced with the horror of this 
invasion, we need escapism now more than ever.   
 But, as much as I would love to search through the graphic 
novel bins for some overlooked gems, my feet hurt and I don’t 
have much money beyond the price of admission, so I slip into the 
long hall being used as a movie room like I used to do with my dad 
years ago. When he still took me to places like this.  
 I love the old underground cartoons, the action adventure 
cliffhanger serials, the superhero films, the nostalgia of days I only 
know of from my father’s heartfelt stories of the past. And here, in 
the same cool familiar darkness where I used to curl up under my 
father’s arm, I now discover something else.  
 The previous movie comes to an end. We all sit in the dark, 
waiting in anticipation for more. Then a voice talking into a 
microphone rises out of this void.  
 “Today, we have a real treat for all you wonderful fans. 
Something truly special. This is rare vintage footage from World 
War II. Some say it was a battlefield myth, an urban legend. But 
here is the sole footage ever captured of the only ever real life 
superhero.”   
 This gets my full attention. 
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 And then the footage plays on the movie screen: a war 
newsreel circa the 1940s. From World War II. The film is grainy 
with water spots, degraded from poor handling, but it’s clear 
enough. The shaky images are of a battlefield in the ruins of some 
European city. The landscape is gray and white like war portraits 
I’ve seen in magazines. The sky overhead is pregnant with storm 
clouds, ready to rupture. The film reel is accompanied by rousing 
military music of the era. 
 A Forties style modulated male narrator’s voice accompanies 
this, “American forces engage superior Nazi numbers throughout 
Europe where some of the most violent conflicts of the war are 
being waged.”  
 Heavy snow begins to fall at a hard angle as American G.I.s 
surge forward, firing at Nazi troops. Pretty quickly the setting 
becomes engulfed in white. Canon fire erupts all around the men. 
With the illumination from each burst, we see that the Americans 
are hopelessly outnumbered. The German soldiers swarm them. 
The snow is now knee deep. A Nazi machine gun turret fires from 
a dugout surrounded by a wall of sandbags. American soldiers are 
being cut down. The machine gunner is firing over a hundred 
rounds in a matter of seconds.  
 Then, from out of the sky, a green beam blasts down onto the 
machine gun nest. The flash is completely silent. Then, both 
gunner and bullets are still, frozen in place. The bullets hang in 
midair. A nearby German soldier, caught by the flash in mid leap 
over a trench, is also suspended weightless in time and space. 
Snowflakes drift past all of this. 
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 I search for signs of movie magic trickery, but see none. It 
looks real enough. The anguish of the fighting soldiers seems real. 
The death even more so.  
 The narrator adds, “Joining in the fight in Europe for the first 
time is the Allies’ own superhero. Metal Cadet! The Moonbeam 
Rider!”  
 The camera pans to something soaring in from overhead. I 
see shaky glimpses slipping in and out of focus of a gray silver 
metal being with a long torso and domed head. But it doesn’t 
actually fly. It seems to glide, riding the green energy signature that 
emanates from the bottom of its boots in pools. When the metal 
being lands, its scale becomes immediately apparent. It’s a good 
six feet tall. It is also apparent this isn’t a mechanized suit of armor 
being worn by someone. The shoulders are too wide, the waist too 
narrow. The arms are large in sections, narrow in others made of a 
ball joint assembly. The snow melts as soon as it hits the heated 
metal frame. Another silent green flash shooting out of the robot’s 
electronic eyes, suspends more Nazi troops. 
 A German Panther tank yards away turns its cannon in the 
robot’s direction and fires. The metal being turns a bright glowing 
green right before the burst hits it in the chest. This blinding light 
illuminates the battlefield. The cannon shell splinters into shrapnel 
as it ricochets off. In a giant leap, the metal being lands right in 
front of the tank. The Metal Cadet bends the cannon back towards 
the tank, then takes to the air.  
 When the tank operators - unaware of the damage to the 
cannon - attempt to fire another shell, the German Panther tank 
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explodes into a fireball that streaks out across the battlefield and up 
into the angry sky. 
 “No friggin’ way!” I say out loud before I can catch myself. 
No one notices. They’re all too engrossed in the film clip as well. 
 This can’t be real. It has to be a hoax. However, I can’t deny 
the goose bumps on my arms, the choked emotion in my throat as 
the American soldiers rally and take it to the Nazis, even as snow 
blankets everything. I feel like I’m there. I find myself cheering 
with the rest of the audience. 
 That was a simple war - good versus evil - with heroes and 
villains to cheer and boo. The Grays with their detached disdain, 
give us no clear cut villains to glare at. Then again, would you talk 
to an army of ants as you destroy their ant hill with your boot heel? 
 Afterwards, I watch a Max Fleischer Superman cartoon and 
an episode of a Flash Gordon serial cliffhanger. But the whole time 
my mind is still on the iron being. This Metal Cadet. I finally come 
to the conclusion that it’s a hoax. It has to be. If the military was 
capable of something like that all those decades ago, why didn’t 
they have a whole regiment of robot soldiers? They could have 
defeated the Nazis in a matter of months rather than a campaign 
that took years and engulfed the entire world.  
 Nice try. Whoever the special effects wizard was who created 
that, he has to be a real genius. Kudos to him.  
 The newsreel stays with me on the way home. It awakens 
other memories in me. Memories of the past. As a little girl, 
instead of pining for dolls, I played with boys’ toys. My favorites 
were plastic soldiers, monster model kits, action figures, and 
something I didn’t remember until just now: toy robots.   
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 I pull the hood of the sweatshirt I wear under my flight jacket 
up over my head on the way home. A drizzle finally falls. I don’t 
mind. Muggers don’t like rain. If I’m lucky I can take the fire 
escape that runs past my bedroom window up without my dad even 
noticing I’d been gone.     
 I slow as I pass the store right next door to the rundown four 
story tenement apartment building I live in. The blood red neon 
sign captures my attention the way it always does: “ROBOTS & 
RAY-GUNS.” Below it, in vivid bright yellow balloon style letters: 
“a Vintage Toy Store.” The store front display window is full of 
toy robots of all sizes, models and makes. They aren’t the slick, hip 
Japanese robots of nowadays whose plastic parts turn into spiky 
spaceships or metallic dinosaurs. They are Americana robots, made 
of tin and metal, straight out of the heart of the Golden Age of 
Science Fiction. These robots are from the ‘30s, ‘40s, ‘50s, ‘60s 
and they are truly fantastic. Some have glowing parts or red eyes 
that spark, luminescent metal brains in glass housings, or ray-guns 
that have multi-colored spinning tips. Some have legs, others have 
wheels under what toy collectors call metal skirts. The robots are 
silver, gold, green, rust, black. They range in size from four inches 
to three feet. In the very center of the store is a ten foot tall alien 
robot balloon, like a smaller version of a parade float. He is dark 
red with one flashing blue eye that rhythmically goes from side to 
side. His bent arms are extended outward, palms up. The billboard 
display behind the robot balloon reads, “I come in peace.”   
 “Cool collection,” I say to myself in my usual momentary 
awe. And it is cool. 
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 These robots weren’t just from the Golden Age of Science 
Fiction, but of America itself. This is how the men and women of 
those decades had, in their wildest dreams, envisioned the future to 
look like. Glancing in the store window was like looking through a 
ripple in time, into the past and future simultaneously. The flashing 
colors reflecting and refracting through the window, wash across 
my face. This window is a portal into a marvelous age of 
imagination, whimsy, innocence, and just plain hope. Hope, the 
word brings me back to my dreary here and now.  
 Then I notice the sign that I always notice once I get past the 
robots. The one that says ‘Under eighteen not allowed without 
parent or guardian.’ 
 “Toy Nazi,” I mutter under my breath as the owner inside, 
counting the day’s profits, glares at me from across his shiny cash 
register.  
 What kind of toy store doesn’t allow kids? I think, then 
answer my own question. The kind where the toys cost hundreds or 
even thousands of dollars. 
 I had been in the store only once, when I was younger, with 
my dad. The store owner watched us like a hawk, afraid we were 
going to steal one of his precious antique toys. Later, I asked my 
father if the store owner didn’t trust us because we’re Black. My 
dad didn’t answer the question. He just smiled and quipped, “A lot 
of foolish, nervous people in the world.” But on my father’s face, 
under the quiet smile, pain swirled in his eyes. Anguish not for 
himself, but for me.  
 Despite the smile, my dad never took me into that store 
again. We couldn’t afford anything in there anyway. 
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 When the store owner’s glare at me deepens, I give him the 
finger and move on. The hell with him and his stupid store.  
 I make my way up the fire escape without any undue noise. 
After all these years, I know where every creak and moan of the 
rusted metal is. I step carefully over and around these areas.  
 As I get to my bedroom window, I hear arguing coming from 
the next window. The kitchen window. Damn. That can only mean 
one thing. My mother’s here. 
 My mom moved out three months ago. She left my dad, 
which is another reason why I can’t stand her. She called him a 
loser who was going nowhere. I heard her. My father works in the 
post office. He’s always sinking the money he makes into one 
grandiose get rich scheme or another. That’s the downside of 
having the heart of a dreamer. You always reach way above your 
station in life. And when your latest dream crashes and burns, it’s a 
long fall back down to the lowly level of your everyday existence. 
I hate my mother for the things she says about my father, but she 
isn’t entirely wrong. The reason I hate her the most is because I’m 
not as naïve as my dad. I know there’s another man in the picture. 
Before she left, when my dad would still be at work, I could 
overhear her talking on the phone, laughing, whispering, flirting, 
making plans, lying to my father.  
 It’s all ancient history at this point. My father thinks that it’s 
all going to work out and that she’s going to come back. But he’s 
just a dreamer.  
 At that moment, I make up my mind that I’m going to 
change my ways. I’m not going to get lost in my fantasy worlds. 
I’m not going to be a dreamer. I don’t want to be like my dad. 
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 I climb into my fourth floor bedroom window and slip out of 
my wet things. I hide the evidence of them in the closet and slip 
into a tee shirt and jeans. I catch random bits of their conversation, 
whether I want to or not. The walls are thin. Their voices are loud. 
 “You’re going to ruin her the way you ruined yourself,” my 
mom says. 
 “Come on, honey. Things aren’t all that bad. I’ve been 
thinking- ” 
 “That’s the problem, Robert. You’re always thinking. You’re 
never doing.” 
 “We can work this out. We’ve just hit a rough patch. We’ll 
get through this.” 
 “No, Robert. We can’t. I don’t want to! And you’re so 
delusional that you can’t even see that I’m not coming back. I am 
never coming back to you. Now it’s just about Noa.”  
 I can tell by the silence that my mother’s truth stings my 
father hard. 
 “What about Noa?” 
 “I don’t think you’re capable of taking care of her,” my 
mother states definitively. 
 “What? I’ve always-” 
 “You don’t even know where she is right now!” 
 Crap! They know. 
 “I want her to come live with us.” 
 “Us?” The words hit my father like a sledge hammer.  
 I can’t listen to anymore. I hate my mother for her venom. I 
hate my father for his weakness when it comes to her. Before I 
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even realize what I’m doing, I stomp out into the kitchen and 
scream, “I HATE YOU BOTH!” 
 The conversation comes to a dead stop. For once, my mother 
has nothing to say. My dad just looks wounded. I run back into my 
room before they can rally and say something. I try not to cry as I 
slam and lock my door. I slip into a raincoat and climb back out 
onto the fire escape. I take it up to the roof. My sanctuary from all 
things parental.  
 I pray for the drizzle to become rain and it comes at that 
exact moment. When I feel the cool drops pelting my face, I let go 
of the tears I’ve been holding back. With my tears mingling with 
the rain, I can at least lie and tell myself that I’m not crying. That 
they didn’t make me cry. People with overactive imaginations can 
lie to themselves very convincingly about almost anything.  
 On the roof, I find my camping tent exactly as I left it. Inside 
the tent is a sleeping bag atop an air mattress, a flashlight to read 
by, a stack of my favorite graphic novels, and a stash of bad food 
and candy. My very own Fortress of Solitude.  
 No one comes to the roof. Up until I was thirteen, I had to 
share it with Mr. Dundleson, the crusty old man who lived on the 
second floor and smelled like mothballs. He had a pigeon coop on 
the other side of the roof. There are two things I dislike: pigeons 
and old people. I’ve never really been around old people. My 
mother and father have little family to speak of. I had heard my 
mom say my dad’s mother was still alive. But that she had 
disowned him before I was born and no longer talked to my father.  
 So to me, old people are pretty much like aliens. Something 
foreign that I don’t understand. I did feel a pang of guilt when Mr. 
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Dundleson died. He had never been mean to me. It was just that I 
wanted the roof to myself. And even though I don’t like them, I 
feed the pigeons who still show up to Mr. Dundleson’s coop. 
 I let the rain soak me as I look up into the night’s sky. 
Something is moving across this sky below the clouds. This 
something is a blood red shooting star.  
 I wish upon it, “Take me away from this dreadful life.” It 
takes me a few seconds to realize shooting stars aren’t red. By 
then, the alien orb has come to a dead stop. It hovers in the sky. 
Then, it begins to spin furiously. Indiscriminately it rains down red 
hot metal projectiles. For some strange reason, the explosions 
throughout the city remind me of New Year’s Eve. Just so many 
fireworks.  
 Only this ball never drops.  
 One flash comes straight at me and I realize I may just get 
my wish. Instead of running, I close my eyes. It’s all going to be 
over quickly. 
 Instead, the projectile misses the roof and blasts through my 
bedroom window, ripping throughout my apartment. The explosion 
makes the entire building sway like a ship at sea. 
 My mind starts racing as I realize, “Mom! Dad!” The 
anguish in my voice surprises me. 
 The orb has moved on, attacking other parts of the city, 
dispassionately, like the gray alien masters it serves.  
 The flames are all around me now as I race to the fire escape. 
I climb onto it without hesitation. I have to get to my parents, get 
them out. The building lurches again, while I’m on the fire escape. 
I try to grab the railing to support myself, but rusty bolts and old 
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brick break away and one side of the fire escape swings free from 
the building.  
 This flings me backwards off of the fire escape.  
 I fall through the world, looking up.  
 I fixate on the storm clouds as I drop past each floor of the 
building. Through a break in the clouds I see the moon. It’s full, 
big, clear enough I can make out a crater or two. 
 I feel the glass of the toy store skylight shatter as I fall 
backwards through it. I brace for the crushing impact that will end 
me, but it never comes. I land roughly in the arms of the giant 
rubber robot. 
 I come in peace. 
 The store, now closed, is dark. The wind is snatched out of 
me and I fight to catch my breath. In a way, the same thing has 
happened to the robot. The wind is knocked out of it. A shard of 
glass has punctured the balloon robot somewhere. I hear the whine 
of escaping air. As the robot deflates, its elbow hits a master switch 
on the support beam it stands next to. In the darkness, all the toy 
robots comes clanging back to life. The many colored blinking 
spinning lights make the midnight store look like Christmas.  
 I just lay there, looking up through the skylight as the 
deflating giant robot lowers me gently down to the floor. 
 A cloud drifts out from in front of the moon. White 
moonlight with a hint of yellow green winds its way down through 
the atmosphere, through the skylight, and lands on me like a 
spotlight.  
 Dust particles float in this beam above my head. 
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 The lights from the toys dance across my face, in my eyes. I 
see my reflection in a glass display counter.  
 I have kaleidoscope eyes.   
 Then I close my eyes and see nothing at all.    
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CHAPTER TWO 

Transformation on Shadow Beach 

March 20th 

 It’s practically noon when I arrive at Shadow Beach on the 
outskirts of New Hope. Although you can’t tell it’s day by looking 
at it. Shadow’s not the beach’s real name. I don’t remember the 
real name. Most people don’t. But Shadow is what people call it 
now. Along with other names like Dusk or Smoke or Black Beach. 
It’s covered in a thick blanket of fog the way it normally is. But 
this shore wasn’t always a place of gloom.   
 It had once been as bright and sunny as any other beach. Or 
so I’ve been told. Then, decades before I was born, a meteorite 
shower bombarded it. The beach is covered in them now, meteor 
rocks. They somehow affected the rest of the landscape, morphing 
it into an ugly, brutal thing. Twisted, gnarled boulders stand upright 
in the sand like ominous sentinels or angry totem poles. In the 
distance are narrow cliffs that jut out into the sea, covered in sharp 
jagged rock. The hugest of the meteorites fell out in the ocean, not 
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far from shore. Actually it’s a boulder, a tilted spiky sphere sticking 
up out of the water as waves peel around it.  
 No one can explain why or how the meteorite fragments 
changed the complexion of the area. But now, every morning a 
high wall of fog builds out at sea, then rolls in like clockwork 
covering the entire beach. You may have an hour of nearly sunny 
weather at best, but not much more than that. The fog has a faint 
green luminescence to it. Scientists have theorized that trace levels 
of radiation from the meteor fragments could have altered 
atmospheric conditions here.  
 But I don’t think they really know for sure.  
 Even though the scientists also warned that there are 
probably higher amounts of radiation coming from the microwave 
in your home than the meteor rocks, all anyone heard was 
radiation. The tourists stopped coming here. Besides, who wants to 
come to a beach without sunshine anyway? 
 Once they stopped coming, the sea front shops and 
restaurants began to fold, one by one. After that many of the 
residents begrudgingly called it quits, packed up, and left. The old 
houses that dotted the beach became empty, falling into disrepair. 
The place became a ghost town on stilts and sand.  
 The few people who remained - the die-hards - were deemed 
crazy or unstable. Beachcombers, recluses, outcasts. 
 I stand in front of the house of one of these people now.  
 My grandmother. 
 After my parents’ accident - that’s what everyone called it - I 
spent a few days in the hospital, then was remanded to social 
services and shipped off to a group home for orphaned girls. Only 
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the home they sent me to was a heartless place. It was for older 
kids, ones who had very little hope of being adopted or placed into 
foster care. Basically it was a place for girls like me. However, 
many of these children were abandoned or had been removed from 
abusive environments. A great number of them had been to 
juvenile detention facilities and had criminal records. There were 
also high incidences of escape attempts and violence. So the group 
home was run more like a prison camp. The girls who were 
unlucky enough to turn eighteen while still in the custody of the 
group home, would wake up on their birthday to find military 
officers waiting to escort them to an army induction center. 
Helluva birthday present. 
 I spent my sixteenth birthday there. It fell on the same day as 
my parents’ funeral, which I wasn’t allowed to go to. My father’s 
body - what was left of it - had been recovered. My mother was 
vaporized instantly. So they just buried an empty coffin for her. 
The social workers didn’t think I was prepared to deal with the 
death of my parents. I fought them on it. But they didn’t budge, so 
I didn’t get to go, to say I didn’t mean the things I had said. To say 
goodbye. To say I’m sorry. 
 I didn’t let anyone at the group home know, I mean about my 
birthday. Who would have cared anyway? 
 It took about a week for social services to track down my 
father’s mother. I’ll be damned if I’m going to call a woman I 
never met my grandmother. It took another five days for social 
services to convince her to take me in. After that, it took an 
additional ten days for all the paperwork to go through. I remained 
stoic throughout. I didn’t want that place to break me. 
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 I look back now at Miss Plunkett, the woman from social 
services who drove me to my new home, a middle-age, frazzled 
lady who is always trying to remember where she’s forgotten 
things. Miss Plunkett isn’t a bad woman, although she can be stern. 
I guess you have to be at a place like the group home. Unlike the 
rest of the staff, who don’t care at all, I believe Miss Plunkett has a 
heart. On my birthday, I caught her looking at me a couple of times 
with a sympathetic gaze. I guess she knew, but didn’t say anything 
because I didn’t say anything. She even tried to talk to me about 
my parents a few times, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. So I just shut 
down. 
 Miss Plunkett joins me on the big rambling porch of a very 
large rundown two story home. A wooden sign above the door 
reads: Ash Manor Boarding Home. Fog passes between me and the 
social worker as she tries to find the right paperwork in her 
briefcase.  
 “I know I’ve got the documents here somewhere,” she says 
in her usual befuddled tone.  
 The front door is already open. A dusty screen door confronts 
us. As Miss Plunkett is hunting for the forms, a stern, old face 
appears behind the screen door. I can see my dead father in this 
face. The face remains motionless and expressionless as it takes in 
the sight of me.  
 Miss Plunkett looks up as she finds the documents and also 
sees the face. “Wilhelmina Ash?” 
 “I’m Wilhelmina Ash,” the face says, then waits. 
 “I’m from the state. I have your granddaughter with me.” 
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 “I’m not blind.” 
 So much for the hope of a warm fuzzy greeting from a kindly 
old woman bearing a plate of homemade cookies. 
 The sound of a latch unlocking is heard. Miss Plunkett and I 
have to take a step back as Wilhelmina opens the door. The screen 
creaks badly. The woman looks to me to be in her mid sixties. She 
is thin with lines throughout the dark skin of her face. However, 
Wilhelmina seems to have retained her vigor. She doesn’t move 
like an old woman and there is a strength to her that makes her 
someone you do not want to casually defy. 
 After a long hard look at me, Wilhelmina says, “Your parents 
were both tall and slim. What happened to you?” 
 She is obviously talking about my height and weight. I think 
it’s a rhetorical question so I say nothing. 
 “Don’t you know to answer someone when they’re talking to 
you, little girl?” Wilhelmina snaps. 
 The little girl crack burns me more than the comment about 
my size. So I strike back with a hint of venom, “I don’t know. Why 
don’t you ask my parents?” 
 “Sassy thing,” Wilhelmina says calmly as she continues to 
assess me. 
 I keep quiet as the old woman reaches out and takes my face 
in her hand. She turns it to the side as she examines the bruise on 
my left cheek. 
 “What’s this?” Wilhelmina says to the social worker. 
 Miss Plunkett steps forward quickly and answers, “There 
was an altercation at the group home with another girl.” 
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 I think to myself, the altercation was me getting the crap beat 
out of me by an older psycho girl.  
 “Noa didn’t start it,” Miss Plunkett adds. 
 I’m pleasantly surprised that the social worker has defended 
me. 
 “Damaged goods,” Wilhelmina says not quite under her 
breath, then lets go of my face and takes another long hard look at 
me. “You look like her, you know that?” 
 The old lady is talking about my mother. I instinctively know 
it isn’t a compliment. 
 “Yes. I know,” I reply. My father became estranged from his 
mother roughly around the time he married my mother. I strongly 
suspect that part of the reason my father had been estranged from 
his mother had to do with his marriage to my mother. Me looking 
like her is not going to help the situation here at all. I will be a 
constant reminder to this old woman of her late son’s betrayal. 
 Wilhelmina frowns and looks at the documents Miss Plunkett 
is holding out to her. 
 “Guess it’s too late to change my mind.” 
 Miss Plunkett looks like she wants to say something, but 
doesn’t. I think that’s a hell of a thing to say, but remember the 
horror of the group home and keep my mouth shut. Anything is 
better than that place.  
 To Miss Plunkett’s relief, as well as mine, Wilhelmina signs 
the documents. Miss Plunkett looks at me and puts one hand on my 
shoulder. “You hang in there, Noa. Okay? You’re lucky. Most of 
the other children don’t have relatives to take them in.” 
 I can tell that Miss Plunkett feels sorry for me. 
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 “Thank you, Miss Plunkett,” I reply with genuine gratitude. I 
realize Wilhelmina is still studying me as I say this. Out of the 
corner of my eye, I can see the old woman’s hard face soften ever 
so slightly. Maybe there’s a faint heartbeat somewhere in that 
prudish body. 
 Wilhelmina and I watch as Miss Plunkett goes to her car and 
begins a new search for her car keys. After several moments she 
finds them. Miss Plunkett smiles her frayed little smile, smooths 
the hairs that the beach winds have blown astray back down onto 
her head, gets into the car, and drives away. 
  Wilhelmina looks around. “Where’s your stuff?” 
 All the stuff I have left is in my backpack” I point to my 
back. “Don’t have much.” 
 “Uh hum,” is all Wilhelmina says as she turns around and 
goes back inside the house.  
 Not knowing what else to do, I follow her in, closing the 
screen door behind me. 
 The inside of the house is musty and salty. It’s also dark. The 
rooms are enormous. The furniture is ancient, as old as 
Wilhelmina. 
 The old woman continues to walk, so I just trail behind her 
feeling awkward. 
 “Not many kids around here to play with I’m afraid,” 
Wilhelmina says as she moves through the house. “I turned Ash 
Manor into a boarding home to make ends meet. So we have 
people coming through here from time to time.” 
 “You mean like a bed and breakfast?” I say, trying to make 
polite conversation. 
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 “No. I mean like a boarding home. I take in boarders,” 
Wilhelmina snaps back, then adds, “I do provide dinner in the 
evening if they are amiable.” 
 Wilhelmina stops by the staircase and looks at me. “You’ll 
have chores to keep you busy and out of trouble.” 
 I begin to see the picture that is being painted. I’m the new 
help. 
 “There’s never a shortage of chores ‘round here.” 
 “No kidding. This place is enormous, majestic even.” 
 I’ve finally said something that doesn’t irritate the old 
woman. In fact, it’s struck a chord in her. Wilhelmina beams a little 
as she says, “Owned a small place up from the beach with my late 
husband. After I retired from teaching, I would come to the shore 
for my walks. Always dreamed of living on the beach. Passed this 
old place every day. I always thought what a majestic house it was. 
It had been sitting here abandoned for decades. They were finally 
going to tear it down. Can you imagine that? Bought this place for 
a steal with the insurance money I received when my dear husband 
passed. He liked fixing things. Would have loved this place. My 
Roy would have also seen the majesty in this house.” 
 I notice Wilhelmina’s small sad smile as she starts up the 
wide winding staircase. I follow. 
 “I have a comprehensive garden out back. Grow my own 
vegetables. I buy fresh fish from a local fisherman on the beach. 
Have my own crab and lobster traps set too. I hope you like fish. 
Because it’s pretty much potatoes, vegetables, and fish every day.” 
 “I like sushi.” 
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 “Sushi? Tiny little cut up pieces of raw fish wrapped in 
seaweed and rice that’s all stuck together? Nonsense. We eat the 
whole fish here, cooked, little girl.” 
 “My name’s Noa,” I add in case she doesn’t know. 
 Wilhelmina winces, “I know what your name is, girl.” 
 She still hasn’t called me by my name yet. But girl is better 
than little girl, so I quietly accept the small victory. 
 At the top of the stairs we head down a long hall. As we 
reach the end of it, Wilhelmina points at a door. “This’ll be your 
room. I’m on the ground floor. My hip doesn’t take to goin’ up and 
down stairs all the time anymore.”  
 I’m relieved we’ll be on two different levels. 
 Wilhelmina opens the door. My bedroom is nearly bigger 
than our whole apartment back in the city. There’s an old queen 
size bed against a far wall with a gold metal headboard in the 
design of hanging vines that has lost most of its shine. I have my 
own bathroom. Across from it is a walk-in closet. I wander over 
and open the closet. There are clothes in it. 
 “Belonged to the last boarders I had. A man and his twelve 
year old son. Man was a deadbeat. Skipped out on me without 
paying the last month’s rent. Left some of their stuff here. You can 
keep what you want. Toss the rest.” Wilhelmina points to a 
trapdoor in the ceiling with a fold out ladder. “I put you in here 
‘cause your first set of chores’ll be to clear out the attic. I never got 
around to it when I moved in. There was so much other stuff to be 
done. Things to be fixed. Did most of that myself. Now I’m too old 
to be climbing up there. But it’s worth doing. You never know 
what you’ll find in an attic. There’s stuff in there from people who 

�32



lived here before me. Throw out the crap. Bring me anything of 
value.” 
 I nod earnestly. “Thank you.” My mouth freezes. I don’t 
know what to call this old woman. “What should I-” 
 The old woman, reading my confusion, cuts me off, “Don’t 
even think about calling me grandma or grandmother or nana or 
any other useless titles. You will call me Wilhelmina.” 
 “Yes, Wilhelmina.” 
 Wilhelmina winces slightly when I say her name, already 
headed for the door. She doesn’t turn around as she exclaims, “We 
currently have one boarder. He’s at the other end of the hall. A Mr. 
Popodopolus. Don’t bother him. He’s an old man and I’m sure he 
doesn’t like kids. Keeps to himself mostly. Takes his meals in his 
room. Dinner’s at six.” 
 Great, I think. This is my punishment for not liking old 
people. Now I have to live with two of them.  
 Wilhelmina closes the door behind her.  
 I’m numb. I don’t know how to feel. I miss my mom and 
dad. I didn’t have the chance to think about them much at the 
group home. There I was so involved with watching my back, 
trying to avoid the gangs of tough girls who were constantly 
watching me. But now that I’m out of there and can think about my 
parents, they are already becoming a fleeting memory. For a 
second, I have a hard time picturing their faces. I don’t even have 
one photograph of them. Everything was destroyed in the fire. It 
feels like I have a hole in my heart. I miss them and they aren’t 
coming back. 
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 I remember the last thing I said to them and cringe. “I HATE 
YOU BOTH!” These words will haunt me for a long time to come.   
 I try to put it out of my head.  
 I had hated the mean tough kids while I was at the group 
home. Now I just feel sorry for them. Miss Plunkett is right. I am 
lucky. I have kin to take me in. Wilhelmina isn’t the picture of 
warmth, but it seems as long as I follow her rules, she’ll give me 
my space. The old woman doesn’t seem interested in bonding. So 
now I’ve found something we both have in common.  
 “Two years. I just have to make it through the next two years. 
Then I’ll be out of here,” I say quietly to myself. It’s true I’ll be 
going straight into another institution where there will be people to 
tell me what to do. But at least, instead of being locked in a 
bedroom or a school room, I’ll be traveling the world. My life will 
be an adventure. A dangerous adventure, but still an adventure. The 
only thing certain now is that nothing is certain in these crazy 
times. 

 Later, I arrive in the dining room for dinner. Wilhelmina is 
already clearing her plate and setting. 
 “I came down for dinner,” I say cheerfully. 
 Wilhelmina gives me a scathing look. “Dinner was at six 
o’clock.” 
 I look at the clock on the wall. It’s 6:18. “Sorry. I lost track 
of time,” I say with the nagging feeling I will be apologizing a lot 
during my stay here at Ash Manor. 
 Wilhelmina nods to the plate of food on the table covered in 
cellophane. “Your food was hot. Now it’s room temperature.” 
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 I shrug, “It’s okay. I can just pop it in the microwave.” 
 “You see any microwaves in this house?” Wilhelmina asks 
sharply. 
 I look around and answer, “No.” 
 “That’s because there aren’t any microwaves in this house. I 
don’t allow ‘em. Cancer. Maybe you’ll be on time for a hot meal 
tomorrow.” Wilhelmina exits without another word. 
 Her logic escapes me. She lives on a radioactive beach, but 
has a thing against microwaves.  
 I shrug and sit down in front of the food. Hungry, I rip off the 
cellophane and eat the lukewarm fish, potatoes, and broccoli. 
There is a bowl of salad next to my plate. I eat this too, then sit 
back and look around. “I guess she’s not big on desserts.”  

March 21st 

 The attic turns out to be a complete disaster. I almost cry 
when I climb up the pull-down ladder into it for the first time. 
There are mountains of crap in an attic that is huge. It will take the 
entire summer, if not longer, to sort and clear. It’s musty, the air 
stale. Fortunately, there are a number of large bay windows 
throughout. I open these to let fresh air and daylight in for the first 
time in who knows how many years. A cool sea breeze gently 
blows huge spider webs like billowing sails.  

 Later that evening, my bedroom becomes unexpectedly cold.   
The house is normally drafty, but it’s the night that brings a bitter 
chill. There’s a clunky space heater in the corner. I turn it on. It 
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rattles loudly, but within minutes the room begins to warm. Next, I 
cross to the closet and search for a sweater or jacket I can put on. I 
have no problem with wearing male clothes. From the looks of 
things, the little boy must have been about my size. Good. As I pull 
out a wool shore-man jacket, I see something behind it in the dark 
in the back of the closet. I push the hanging clothes aside to let 
more light in. Now I can see what it is: an old green surfboard. 
Hanging next to it on a hook is a shiny black wetsuit, as slick as a 
baby seal. I can’t take my eyes off of the board. It glows. 

March 24th 

 Days later, I stand on the beach in the wetsuit, the surfboard 
under my arm, wholly intimidated by the waves that pound the 
shore.  
 I’m having second thoughts. 
 The wetsuit is a snug fit, stretched tightly over my 
midsection baby fat. 
 After spending the entire morning in the enormous attic, 
wading through spider webs, sorting between garbage and sellable 
trinkets, I determine that if this is now my life, I’ll spend the 
afternoons of my summer break doing something rewarding. And 
fun. 
 Surfing will be that reward. 
 I’m relieved to find that Wilhelmina doesn’t watch me like a 
hawk. In actuality, she leaves me pretty much alone. The house has 
many windows and doors. And Wilhelmina’s hearing isn’t that 
good. I can pretty much come and go as I want, as long as I do my 
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chores and get back to my room before dinner. Wilhelmina judges 
how well I’m doing my task by the amount of large garbage bags I 
haul down and out to the dumpster every day.  
 There’s an antiquated television in my room that I assume 
works, but never watch. I’ve never been very interested in 
television. I could never understand how the others girls at school 
could sit for hours like potted plants, vegetating to mindless reality 
TV shows that have very little to do with reality.    
 I prefer searching the Internet for videos on my smart phone 
with the cracked screen. I like music videos by cool bands. No 
corporate or mainstream pop groups. I love underground indie stuff 
and pretty much any kind of music, as long as it’s good. And 
soulful. My very favorite though is Reggae. It has a particular 
spirituality to it that appeals to me. Other videos that catch my eye 
are usually visually dazzling snowboarding and surfing videos. 
Mostly the surfing videos. Sometimes they’re documentaries. 
Other times they’re just endless surfing sequences put to really 
cool music. I’ve always wanted to surf. But it didn’t seem like a 
very realistic dream for a city kid living in the slums.  
 But fate has dumped me on a lifeless beach and dropped a 
surfboard in my lap. It must be telling me something. Even if the 
wetsuit is tight on me and I feel self-conscious about my plus size 
physique in it. 
 From the documentaries I’d studied, I understand the basic 
principles of surfing: how to paddle out against incoming tide. 
How to sit up on your board and watch for waves. When to start 
paddling for shore just ahead of the crest, to catch a ride. I even 
know how to judge where to find the best waves.  
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 There are two types of waves: shore breaks, waves that break 
as they come into shore, and point breaks, waves that peel around 
the base of a cliff or some other object that juts out farther into the 
sea than the rest of the land mass. Point break waves happen 
further out from shore. They can be much bigger than shore 
breaks. They’re the waves experienced surfers like to ride. 
 The object I stand looking at for a long time, is the meteor 
boulder not far from shore. The way the waves are peeling around 
it is creating the perfect wave. They break roughly halfway 
between the boulder and shore. 
 As I stand on the water’s edge, I suddenly realize I’m not 
alone anymore. There are other kids on Shadow Beach within the 
confines of dense rolling fog. 
 Down the beach, climbing over a rock-piling are two teens. A 
boy and girl. They look Latino. The boy has dark brown skin and 
black unruly locks. He wears jeans, a wife-beater, and sandals. The 
girl is very fair with light brown wavy hair. She wears a faded 
olive sundress. Despite the differences in their skin tones, the 
similarities in their features are unmistakably that of brother and 
sister. When they see me and the green board, they sit down on the 
rocks to watch the unusual occurrence of a surfer on Black Beach. 
 Near the base of a cliff where it looks like there are some 
small shallow caves, someone is darting among the boulders. I get 
the impression it’s a boy about my age, but I could be completely 
wrong. 
 Atop a bluff that looks down onto the beach, a shiny red 
convertible sports car has pulled in off the road to watch. In it are a 
carload of kids who also look like surfers. I notice the two in the 
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front seat. You can’t help but notice them: a Ken and Barbie 
couple, each with blond hair and the best complexions and whitest 
teeth money can buy. They look like they’re right out of a 
commercial. The fancy colorful surfboards sticking up out the back 
seat confirm what I already suspect. They’re rich kids. Probably 
from Hope’s Landing, the pricey real estate beach down the way 
with its multi-million dollar beach homes and fancy seaside 
eateries on the wharf. I’ve never been there. But I’ve heard the 
waves there are like polished glass. 
 One boy with curly blond hair in the back seat shouts down 
laughingly, “Don’t do it. You’re gonna get raked over. Everyone 
knows, nobody surfs Shadow Beach.” 
 This only serves to drive my insecurities away and 
strengthen my resolve to do this as I think, That’s right, Noa-body 
does surf Shadow Beach. 
 I pick up my board and hit the water running. I dive on top of 
it the way I’ve seen in countless videos. A wave under the board 
instantly bounces it up into my face. I taste blood on my busted lip. 
I ignore it and start paddling.  
 I see the first wave coming. If it’s small enough I’ll just 
paddle over it. It isn’t. I push the tip of the board nose down with 
both my hands and go under the wave. Success. I pop up on the 
other side of it.  
 The couple sitting on the rocks on the beach, applaud. The 
rich kids atop the bluff watch intently. I can’t see what the kid by 
the cliff is doing.  
 I sit up on the board now in front of the meteorite, off to one 
side, facing out to sea. The ocean glides around the huge boulder 
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nicely, sending building waves my way. After four of them pass me 
- each one approximately the same size as the other - I eye the next 
wave, deciding this is the one I’m going to catch. I turn the nose of 
my board around and start paddling fast towards shore. The wave 
catches up to me. I’m too slow. I slide down the back of the wave 
and miss my ride. I sit up on the board a little out of breath. 
 The couple on the beach are yelling something at me now 
that I can’t hear. Then suddenly I do.  
 “Behind you,” they’re shouting. 
 I turn around just in time to see the new bigger wave that has 
risen up behind me. It’s much larger than the previous waves. And 
it breaks right on top of me. A second before it hits, I manage to 
take a big gulp of air. Then it feels like a house drops on me and 
I’m pushed under. Water whips wildly about me as it holds me 
down. I’m being spun around and around like clothes in a washing 
machine. Even more troubling is the fact that my board - still 
attached to my ankle by the leash - is thrashing around wildly 
nearby. I cover my face with my hands and arms and struggle to 
stay away from the board, afraid it will slam into my head and 
knock me unconscious. If that happens, I’m done. 
 Finally, the sea releases me. I come popping up atop the 
ocean like a buoy. Close to shore now, I suck air as I fight to keep 
my head above water. I’m too exhausted to do anything but let my 
board drag me into shore with small waves pushing me along. 
 I wash up onto the beach in a heap, the board right next to 
me. Any shred of dignity I had is left in the ocean. The show is 
over. 
 The richies roar with laughter and drive off honking.  

�40



 The girl and boy on the beach, disappointed, drift away down 
the shore, looking for new forms of entertainment to pass the time.  
  The kid hiding by the base of the cliff is also gone. I’m 
almost sure it’s a boy now. I get the impression he lingered long 
enough to see me sit up, to see that I was alright. Or maybe that’s 
just my own wishful thinking.  
 I see one other thing. 
 Something glints in a second story window of Ash Manor in 
the distance. It couldn’t be Wilhelmina. She rarely ever goes to the 
second floor. The only other person it could be is the old man I’ve 
never met. Was he watching me through binoculars? I reason that’s 
highly unlikely. It must just have been the tint of the window 
catching a momentary hapless ray of sunlight that found its way 
down through the fog layer of Shadow Beach.  
 I retrieve my backpack from the small cave I had hidden it 
in. I change out of the wetsuit into some dry clothes, then hide it in 
the back of the cave with the surfboard. Somehow I don’t think 
Wilhelmina would approve of this extracurricular activity.  
 I limp home bruised and bloodied and collapse into bed after 
a quick, painful hot shower. Good thing Wilhelmina’s not around. 
She’s probably in the garden where she spends a lot of her day, 
listening to classical music and talking to her flowers and plants.  
 Right before I pass out, I hear the faint sound of a different 
kind of music, drifting in through the air vent in my room. My 
father had an album of the same kind of music in his old record 
collection. It was the only thing he had left of his father’s. My dad 
would listen to it from time to time, when his thoughts ran to his 
childhood. It was Big Band era style Jazz from the 1940s, full of 
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enthusiasm, energy, and bluster. Swing music. The sound must be 
drifting down from the room at the end of the hall. The old man’s 
room. What was his name? Popodopolus. 
 A moment later, a black void - like a wave - rolls over me 
and I’m asleep. 

March 24th  

 A few days later, I attempt to surf again. Thankfully, there is 
no audience this time. I don’t manage to catch any waves, but I 
don’t get pounded either. I chase the waves but my timing is 
always seconds off. I’m either too early or too late. However, no 
matter what, I don’t turn my back on the ocean anymore. I learned 
a hard lesson from my first outing: The sea is unpredictable and 
without mercy. Four foot waves could roll in, one after another, for 
hours, and then suddenly a ten foot wave could just build out of 
nowhere. You have to stay on your toes in these waters. 

April 22nd 
  
 One day seems to blend into another now. I haven’t gotten to 
this journal in what feels like forever. The rattle of the heater in my 
room no longer bothers me anymore. It’s just a calm night noise 
that helps ease me into sleep. The mountains of junk in the attic 
don’t seem to become any smaller as the garbage bags continue to 
fill up. I don’t seem to be getting any better at surfing. I 
contemplate giving it up altogether, but I realize that I have gotten 
used to being out in the ocean. Even on the days when there are no 
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waves, it just seems sort of meditative to sit out there on my board 
gently rising and falling with the napping sea’s pulse. It feels like 
the ocean is my real home. I can sit on my board and just be. 
Everything else falls away. My parents, the war, the orphanage, 
life. My mind clears of all thoughts and I just am. One minute I’m 
sitting in the ocean, the next minute I’m just another part of the 
ocean. This has brought me a strange kind of peace that carries 
over into the rest of my mundane day. Gradually, I don’t see the 
chores as something to get done. 
 I’m careful to be on time for dinner. Although it doesn’t 
matter. I might as well not be there at all. Wilhelmina eats in 
relative silence, then excuses herself when she is done. The menu 
remains the same: fish, vegetables, potatoes, and salad. I’ve gotten 
used to it now. My sweet tooth has all but faded. 
 As I climb the steps to the second floor, tired as usual from 
the chores and from surfing, I hear something. Music. It’s coming 
from down the hall, from the old man’s room. On an impulse, I 
move slowly down to his end of the dark hallway. The old man’s 
door is partially open. A shaft of light spills out into the hallway. 
Music floats out with it. I step carefully to avoid creaky floor 
boards, until I am right outside his room. I stop. From where I am, 
I can see the man’s right leg dangling from an easy chair. On the 
chair’s right arm rest, I see his forearm. In his hand is a fancy 
walking stick with a gold colored metal handle. The old man taps 
his foot and the cane simultaneously, in time with the music. 
 Now I can make out something past the old man in the room. 
It’s the source of the music: a big mahogany antique radio. I see 
the shiny black vinyl record on the turntable. The song is also an 
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antique, “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy” from the Swing era, 
harmonized by the Andrew Sisters. It was also a patriotic American 
wartime tune from the second World War.  
 I know that because this song was one of my father’s 
favorites. 
 I lean forward, trying to get a clear view of the reclusive 
resident, when a floorboard under me creaks.  
 I jump back, freeze. 
 The tapping stops. Then there are footsteps. Seconds later, 
the music stops. 
 I run all the way down the hall to my room without looking 
back.  

May 18th 

 This day is even grayer than the rest. The surf is much bigger 
than I’ve ever seen on Shadow Beach. It’s the tail end of a storm 
blown in from the South. I watch the waves for a long time, 
knowing full well they are way out of my league. Especially since, 
I’ve never successfully even surfed a wave. I nearly turn around 
and go home. 
 Nearly. 
 I look around. There’s not a soul in sight. Before I realize it, 
I’m moving towards the angry sea. A moment later, I’m in the 
water paddling out. The vibration of the storm through the waters 
is intense. I feel it down to my bones. What I’m not feeling for 
some reason, is my usual fear. Although I know I should be afraid. 
The waves coming in are two times the size of the waves I 

�44



normally try to surf. But I’m not afraid. Instead, the feeling that 
I’m feeling is determination. I grit my teeth as I approach the first 
wave. It’s big. No way I’m rolling over the top of it. I duck dive 
and pop out on the other side.  
 I’m out in huge black swells now. Because the waves are 
building further out, I have to paddle out farther toward the 
meteorite. Farther out than I’ve ever had to before. I’m close to the 
meteor now. It looks more ominous. The massive breaking gray 
clouds overhead suddenly remind me of the clouds in the war 
footage I had seen at the comic book convention of the world’s 
only ever superhero. I haven’t thought about the metal being since 
that night. Flashes of lightning illuminate the meteorite in a way 
I’ve never seen before. With each flash, for a fraction of a second, 
the spiky boulder seems to glow, grow bigger. The glow has a 
greenish hue. 
 I focus on the incoming waves, studying them, estimating 
when and where each one will break. After I let each one pass and 
see that my judgment is fairly accurate, I decide the next one is 
mine. The swell I see approaching is at least ten feet tall and rising. 
I turn and start paddling as hard as I can, throwing a glance back 
every few seconds. My heart is pounding with a surge of 
adrenaline. I paddle harder. 
 Suddenly, I am lifted up fifteen feet high. I’m on top of the 
wave. Without thinking, I pop up onto my feet. I teeter back and 
forth, almost falling backwards down the back of the wave. Then I 
lean forward, tipping the nose of my board and fly down the face 
of the wave, like a skateboarder going over the edge of a steep vert 
ramp. It’s what surfers call going over the falls.  
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 Now I feel the full force of the wave vibrating through me as 
I ride it. I’m actually riding it. Deciding not to play it safe, I whip 
my board around with my legs and shoot back up the crest. I 
zigzag across the face of the wave.  
 Finally, after what seems like hours but in reality is only 
moments, the ride comes to an end and I hop down off my board at 
the shore. I jump up and down shouting maniacally to the heavens, 
“I did it! I finally did it! Yeah! YEAH!” 
 I look around and sigh. There’s no one there to share my joy 
with, see my triumph. That figures. 
 The light drizzle I begin to feel on my face and head doesn’t 
stop me from going back out. All in all, I surf ten more perfect 
waves before calling it a day.  
 The last remnants of the tempest dissipate with the storm 
clouds. The fog is lighter than normal now. I feel something on my 
face and put my hand to my cheek. It is several seconds before I 
realize it is the sun’s warmth.   
 As I wade into shore, the surfboard under my arm, I see a 
reflection in the water. The sun. It has pushed its way through the 
last of the clouds, bringing blue skies with it just this once. 
 I rinse my board off in the shallow water and peel my wetsuit 
down to my waist. Something else catches my attention. It is my 
own reflection in the water.  
 I’ve been on Shadow Beach for nearly two months. And I’m 
seeing the transformation in me for the first time. I scarcely 
recognize myself. My short brown curly mess of a hairstyle has 
grown into chin length wavy locks with blond streaks from the salt 
water and diffused sun-rays. These same rays have brought the 
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freckles out on my face. I used to hate my freckles when I was 
younger. Now I admire them and celebrate my diversity. It’s not 
often you see a Black girl with freckles.  
 But the most amazing part of my change is not my hair or 
face. It’s me. My baby fat is gone. I’m lean. And not just lean, lithe 
with sinewy muscle. I’ve also grown in height. I’m not tall. But 
neither am I small. 
 Why hadn’t I noticed this before? 
 My wetsuit is actually loose on me. I realize now hours of 
chasing waves is a pretty damn good workout. My new appearance 
is also partially due to Wilhelmina’s spartan diet, which I’ve 
actually come to enjoy. I like fish now. My favorites are lobster, 
swordfish, shrimps, and clams. The old woman is an amazing 
cook, especially when she adds flavorful Cajun spices.  
 A voice out of nowhere startles me, “Soulful riding.” 
 I look up and see the boy who had hid near the caves at the 
bottom of the cliff. He is slim, Black with a medium complexion, 
sharp features, and short curly unkempt hair on the top of his head 
that fades away on the sides. The hair runs down the back of his 
head into a subdued faux hawk. The boy has dark eyes that seem to 
be always watching. I later find out he’s sixteen years old like I 
am. His unusual comment isn’t meant so much as a compliment as 
it is a statement of fact on his part.  
 “Thanks,” I respond back, not really knowing what to say.  
 “Been thinking of getting out there myself.” The boy nods at 
the ocean. “My name’s Cleon. Cleon Carter.” 
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 Back at home, I discard my normal baggy attire in favor of 
something more befitting my new physique. Going through the 
clothes of the previous tenant’s son, I find some jeans that are 
loose enough to hang off my hips, but tight enough to highlight my 
slim legs. I accentuate this with a small black concert tee-shirt that 
has Jimi Hendrix on it.  
 When I come down to dinner, Wilhelmina stares at me before 
she can catch herself.  
 I smile back at her. 
 After a long beat, the old woman says, “Sea living seems to 
agree with you.” 
 “And your delicious cooking. Do you think you can show me 
how to prepare a few of these dishes sometime? Then maybe we 
can take turns making dinner.” 
 Wilhelmina fights hard not to smile, but in the end, loses. 
 “That sounds like a fine idea, Noa.” 
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