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CHAPTER ONE

NOW OR NEVER

IT WAS THE PERFECT TIME for leaving. Weather conditions were finally right: a steady breeze blew from the south, plus there was just enough moonlight to see by.

July 3, 2008.

This would be the date our family would always remember, assuming, of course, that we lived to tell about it.

“Hurry up. The wind won’t last forever,” I said. Three shadowy figures—my sister, Sarah, and my parents—fumbled with their luggage. With me, we were the Newell family. We lived in west suburban Minneapolis—for a few more minutes, at least.

“Shut up, Miles,” Sarah muttered. She was twelve going on thirteen, and her carry-on bag overflowed with last-minute additions. I couldn’t complain; I had my own private stuff, including a small sealed jar that would be hard to explain to my family. So I didn’t try. Right now one of Sarah’s stupid paperbacks dropped with a thud onto the sidewalk. I sighed and went to help her.

“I’m not leaving,” Sarah said, jerking away from me. “Everybody’s going to die anyway, so why can’t we die in our own house?” She plopped down onto the lawn. Pale pumice puffed up around her and hung in the air like a ghostly double. That was the weird thing about the volcanic ash; it had been falling softly, softly falling, for over two years now—and sometimes it was almost beautiful. Tonight the rock flour suspended in the air made a wide, furry-white halo around the moon. Its giant, raccoon-like eyeball stared down and made the whole neighborhood look X-rayed.

“Nobody’s going to die,” I said. “Though if we stay in the city, we might,” I muttered to myself.

“How do you know?” Sarah said. She sat there stubbornly, clutching her elbows.

“Actually, I don’t. Which is why we’re leaving.”

Sarah swore at me. Anything logical really pissed her off these days.

“Arthur!” my mother said sharply to my father. “Help out anytime.”

My father coughed briefly and stepped forward. “Think of it this way, Sarah. We’re heading to the lake,” he said, his voice muffled under his dust mask. “We’ll get to our cabin, kick back, ride this out. Swiss Family Robinson all the way.” He manufactured a short laugh that fell about fifty yards short of sincere. Sometimes I worried more about him than my sister and mother; they at least knew how to put wood in a fireplace. My father was a real city guy, a musician, a jazz drummer.

My mother added, “We all agreed, remember? As Miles said, up at Birch Bay we’ll have more control of things, like heat, food, and water. When things improve—when the ash stops falling, and when there’s gasoline, and when the food stores are full again—we’ll come back home.” Something, maybe the dust, caught briefly in her throat.

“Miles said we’ll have to stay up there all winter and all next year—maybe longer,” Sarah said.

My parents were silent. They looked at each other. My father shrugged.

“What does Miles know?” Sarah said loudly. “He’s barely sixteen! Why are we listening to him?”

“Can we not wake the neighbors?” I whispered urgently.

Sarah swore at me, and suddenly we were arguing like children.

“Enough!” my mother said to us. Natalie—everybody knows her as Nat, which is a good name because she’s small and intense—reached down and yanked Sarah to her feet. “Think of it like … a vacation. Maybe a little longer than usual, but still a vacation.”

“Or better, pretend you’re Mary Poppins,” I said to Sarah. “When the wind was right, up, up, and away she went!”

“Miles,” Nat said in warning. She looked to my father for help; he turned away, to his small duffel bag, and checked its zipper. Typical. Even though he was home nowadays, most of the time it still felt like he was gone.

Me, I had work to do. I went to the garage and eased up the big door. Inside sat my supreme invention of all time: the Ali Princess. I rolled her outside, and in the moonlight she was beautiful.

Perched on her six bicycle wheels, the Ali Princess looked like a gigantic grasshopper poised to spring away at first touch—or a dragonfly ready to take flight. Down her center, like an exoskeleton, was a bicycle built for two. The tandem bike with in-line, recumbent seats had belonged to my parents. It was one of those high-priced, spend-quality-time-together gifts that my father had bought for my mother. I had seen them together on it maybe once; the bike didn’t have five miles on it. Attached to the main bike, like legs on a water-strider bug, were two regular bikes. Sarah’s and mine, to be exact. Their pedals, chains, and sprockets were hooked to the tandem bike through a common axle, which was no small task of design and mechanics, may I humbly say. I didn’t want to count how many skinned knuckles and U clamps and quarter-inch nuts and bolts and lock washers and hours of hacksawing that all took.

“Amazing, really,” my father said as he stared at the bike-car.

“Thank you,” I said modestly.

The Princess, shaped roughly in a triangle, had a cargo bay of four lightweight aluminum lawn recliners bolted on either side of the main frame and secured to a wire-mesh floor. The main supplies—tents, sleeping bags, tools, food, and water—were already packed. If things went totally bust, we could always unload the Princess and start a pedicab business.

Straight up from the center of the Ali Princess rose my true inspiration: the sixteen-foot wooden mast and sail that had belonged to my father’s boat, the Tonka Miss. To make the Princess, I had cannibalized every piece of sports equipment the Newell family owned.

“Now boarding,” I said, trying to sound upbeat. Trying to sound as if we were heading out on a fun-filled family vacation.

“Are you sure she’ll carry us all?” my mother asked, hesitating at the Princess.

“Yes,” I said sharply. My tolerance for annoyance was low these days. Maybe it was the times, maybe it was turning sixteen, maybe it was a combination of the two. I had waited for years to be old enough to get my driver’s license, and now that I was sixteen, nobody drove anymore. Some luck. But the Princess had nothing to do with luck. I’d built her from top to bottom. There was no way she wouldn’t work.

Sarah was up and moving, thanks to my mother. From sitting in the dust in her black clothes, Sarah now had a white butt. Ash on her ass. But my sense of humor had slipped a bit these days, and I didn’t say anything. Actually her smudged clothes gave her a black-and-white camouflage look perfect for tonight.

“What do I do now?” Sarah said. At the Princess she made like she didn’t know where to get on.

Talk about annoying. I’d shown her ten times—minimum—how the Princess worked, where to sit, how to pedal.

“Here,” I said, hoisting my sister up into the left cargo bay. “Sit here and you won’t have to do anything—which is nothing new.”

She shot back some remark, which I ignored. With the stiff breeze tonight, we could get by with less than a full crew pedaling. I made sure she was situated. As my parents climbed aboard, I strummed the main guy wires for one last check. Fine lines of rock flour puffed away and shimmered like frost in the air. The wires were as tight as bass-guitar strings. I went down my presail checklist. “Masks?” I asked.

My parents nodded. We tightened our elastic drawstrings behind our heads. Sarah begrudgingly followed suit. The ash was so fine that it was easy to forget about masks. The white surgical-type ovals were free at any hospital, police station, or post office, and most people wore them. Those who were too cool to be seen wearing one in public soon coughed like coal miners on four packs a day.

My mother turned to look back at our house. It was a huge house, way larger than any family needed—big enough for a half dozen families. And it was not our “real” house. That was in south Minneapolis, where I grew up. But after my father made it with the Shawnee Kingston Jazz Band, we moved to the suburbs. He figured that a major house with pool and tennis court would make up for him being on the road all the time. At least that was my theory. But I always felt stupid when my friends, all of whom lived in normal-sized houses, bused out with their skateboards or their tennis racquets so they could play on the Newell family concrete or splash in our pool. My excuse was that my mother had her business (a small literary agency) in our home and she entertained clients a lot. But that was lame. Anyone could see that her business took up only a couple of upstairs rooms. Mostly I liked to visit my friends back in the old neighborhood rather than have them come here to this house that was only a moat and a turret short of a castle. Trouble was, after I visited my old neighborhood and then came back home, I felt strange. Kind of twilight zone. Like living in the suburbs was not real life. Like I was neither wolf nor dog.

But my combination garage and shop I would miss. I’ve always been a tool type. I’ve built things, starting with Legos, since I could remember. For Christmas and my birthday my parents bought me tools, and over the years I had built up a workshop that looked like a small hardware store. My toughest part of packing for this trip was choosing which tools to take and which ones to leave hanging lonely in the garage.

“We’ll be back,” Nat whispered to the silent, hulking house. My sister covered her eyes with her hands. My father stared at the house as if something in his life was ending.

But not me. Nothing was ending for Miles Arthur Newell. I was 5 feet 6 inches tall, 136½ pounds, and still growing. I had blue eyes and buzzed hair under an old Rancid cap, and I was better with tools than all the home-improvement guys on television. No stupid natural disaster was going to cheat me out of anything.


CHAPTER TWO

OVER TWO YEARS EARLIER

THE THREE OF US WERE at the family dinner table. Sarah and my mother had been arguing over Sarah’s newly purple hair, and in grim silence my mother passed me the green beans. At that moment from the basement—at least it sounded like it was from there—came a faint thud. We all looked at each other. It was as if my father was down there, in his music studio, and had given his bass drum a single tap. But my father was on the road again. Had been for weeks.

“What was that noise?” Nat asked. She cocked her head. It didn’t sound again.

From our chairs we glanced about the dining room and through the windows. “Maybe something fell,” I said, and took advantage of the moment to slide the beans toward Sarah without taking any myself.

“Is the security system on?” my mother said, turning to me. Before my father left on the new tour, he had a top-of-the-line home security system installed. “So you’ll feel better,” as he put it.

“Yes, it’s on,” I said.

“You haven’t been fooling with it again, have you, Miles?”

“No,” I said, annoyed.

I thought motion-sensor technology was cool, and soon after it was installed, I couldn’t resist taking a peek inside the main power unit. Just a few tiny Phillips-head screws was all it took. Trouble was, within four minutes a rent-a-cop car with flashing lights and two security guards inside came speeding up the driveway to the house. I was impressed; the guards were not, nor was my mother.

“Maybe there’s someone down there!” Sarah said, her blue eyes widening.

“There’s no one in the basement,” I said. I made a show of slouching up from my chair and clumping down the long stairs. It was the least I could do for my mother. And, as everyone knows, clumping one’s feet is always important when it comes to weird noises in the basement.

The downstairs still felt strange. All my father’s musical equipment, including his big trap set with all its drums and cymbals—the stuff I’d grown up with—was missing. The space down here was always too big, but now it looked like an empty gymnasium. I walked around, even rattled open a couple of closet doors. “Dad?” I said softly. There was only silence.

“Nobody there,” I announced as I reemerged upstairs. “Told you so.”

Sarah let out a huge sigh of relief. Even though she dressed as dark and as scary as she could get by with, she was still a little girl.

“Thank you, Miles,” Mother said.

I shrugged. We went on eating.

Later, after dinner, as Sarah and I cleaned up in the kitchen, my mother called our names. Loudly. She was in the den watching the news on television; Sarah and I stared at each other, then hurried in.

“Look!” my mother said. A banner scrolled across the bottom of the screen:


WASHINGTON STATE HAS BEEN ROCKED BY MAJOR VOLCANIC ERUPTIONS. IT IS CONFIRMED THAT ON FEBRUARY 10, 2006, AT 6:13 P.M., MOUNT RAINIER EXPLODED WITH CATACLYSMIC FORCE, WITH A DEATH TOLL IN THE HUNDREDS IN THE TACOMA–SEATTLE AREA. MASSIVE AMOUNTS OF ASH CONTINUE TO SPEW INTO THE AIR. DETAILS TO FOLLOW....



“Those volcano people have been predicting this for months, but I never really thought it would happen!” my mother muttered. She rapidly surfed through the channels. CNN was first on the story, but just barely. The anchorwoman with the long face and big hair was speaking in fragments as she listened to a voice in her earpiece.

“Major seismic event. Massive eruptions.... Mount Rainier in Washington State, perhaps Mount Adams as well, plus several small ones in between.... Bigger than any of the volcanology forecasts. ‘Like a string of firecrackers,’” she continued. “Up to fifty times bigger than Mount Saint Helens.”

“Saint who?” I asked.

“Mount Saint Helens,” Sarah said immediately. “You know. Washington State?” She didn’t include her usual, “If you’d just read for once, Miles.” That was her other, younger self. Lately she read only trashy, vampire-type fiction.

“I have friends in Seattle,” Nat said softly, as if to herself. “I know people there.” She clicked rapidly through the channels. I stood there for a couple of minutes, but no details followed. I’d heard so much—for years, it seemed—about seismic activity in the Cascade Range that it was like old news, like a movie with so much prepublicity and so many television trailers that it feels like you’ve already seen it. Why go to the theater? I eased toward the front door.

“Miles hasn’t filled the dishwasher,” Sarah said.

“Fill the dishwasher, Miles,” my mother said automatically.

I glared at Sarah and headed back to the kitchen. I was only half finished when my mother called us again. “Children—you really should see this.”

I sighed. Sarah hurried off, and I followed at my own pace. On the big-screen Sony a column of ash rose straight up like a gray broccoli stalk, growing even as we watched. Everything below and around it was flat and gray. “My God,” my mother murmured. “Mount Rainier really is gone.”

Sarah plopped down and leaned her purple head toward the screen. Close-up images showed a forest tipped over like an exploded box of toothpicks. The scene switched to a suburb of Tacoma. At the edge of the mud slide, cars were washed up in jagged rows like leaves in a gutter after a rainstorm.

Sarah suddenly sucked in her breath and whirled around. “Dad! Where’s he playing right now?” I hadn’t heard her call him Dad for a long time.

“East Coast. Boston area,” my mother said quickly. She touched Sarah’s hair. “He’s fine. Not to worry.”

Sarah brushed off her hand and returned her gaze to the television. There were scenes of crushed houses and rescue workers running around like crazy. It was a first responder’s dream come true. That and a great opportunity for documentary filmmakers. I loved those programs with names like Nature’s Fury and Savage Earth. I watched bulldozers carefully uncovering cars. There were people still in them, some alive, some not.

“Do you think we’ll have school tomorrow?” I asked.

Both my mother and Sarah turned to stare at me.

“Why wouldn’t you have school tomorrow?” my mother asked.

I shrugged. “Just wondering,” I mumbled. It was the kind of dumb question that kept getting me in trouble in ninth grade that year. Sarah laughed at me, then turned back to the screen.

“By the way, your purple hair looks stupid,” I said.

The next morning in school we were sent to our advisor pods rather than to first-hour class. There, in small groups, we watched continuing coverage of the Cascade Eruption, as it was already being called. All the anchor-people—Joie Chen, Wolf Blitzer, Nancy Rodriguez—were out of their offices and at the scene. But old Dan Rather had them all beat. He was dressed in combat gear—green fatigues, Army helmet against falling pumice stone, goggles, and a major dust mask that made his face look like a grasshopper’s head. He breathed heavily, like Darth Vader, as he moved through dust and smoke. Pausing before a leg poking out of the mud, he wheezed, “… Vietnam, the Gulf War, I’ve been there—but nothing compares to this.”

We all laughed, except Mr. Worthing and a few science types and Junior Knowledge Bowl geeks who watched the big screen with their mouths hanging open.

Mr. Worthing turned to us. His face looked strange, too white. “I have a cousin who lives—or lived—near Tacoma. We’re pretty sure he’s dead.” And then he turned back to the screen.

The room was quiet. We all looked at each other. Leave it to a teacher to ruin a good time. Nathan Dale Schmidt, a skinny kid with yellow dreds, pushed out his lower lip and made the sign of the cross. We all cracked up, but silently.

“Math question, Miles,” Mr. Worthing said without looking.

I can’t tell you how I hated the man when he did that.

“Mount Rainier is gone. Vaporized. If it was approximately cone-shaped, with a height of 2.65 miles and a base radius of 6 miles, how much volume would that be?”

I had the usual two options: act dumb and lie, or be smart and look like a geek. The formula popped quickly into my head: 1/3 πr2h. And if you had the formula, the rest was easy. Sometimes I wished I had recall like normal people. When I was small, at home we played a card game called Memory. Dozens of little animal cards were dealt facedown, and then we took turns drawing two and trying to make pairs. I beat everybody, kids and adults, every time. Memory Boy, my parents called me.... Now I scrunched up my face and crunched the numbers. “About a hundred cubic miles, boss,” I said.

There were giggles about the room over the “boss” part.

“One hundred cubic miles—and that’s just one of the mountains!” Mr. Worthing said. He didn’t take his eyes off the screen.

We continued to watch the ash rising from the crater of the former Mount Rainier. Talk about boring. The ash cloud billowed up as gray and repetitious as a screen saver designed by a dropout from Cobol 101. The newscasters hyperventilated over the same stuff: “… ash plume will soon reach the stratosphere, about nine to twelve miles above the earth, and begin to disperse into the jet stream,” and “… possible wide-reaching implication for global weather patterns....”

“Mr. Worthing?” I asked.

“Yes, Miles?”

“Shouldn’t we get out of school for this?”

“Why is that, Miles?” Mr. Worthing said without looking.

“I mean, it’s a national event of tragic proportions.”

“I think our school administration will hold that it’s very important to carry on in times like these. Don’t you agree, Miles?”

“I’m not sure, sir. At least Mr. Litzke should cancel our oral-history project.” There was a chorus of agreement. The dreaded oral-history project was supposed to start today in social studies. I didn’t mind the ninth-grade science project, but I hated anything to do with reading and writing. And in this case, old people.

“We should study volcanoes instead,” someone called.

“I’m sure Ms. Guilfoile will be happy to talk about volcanoes in your science class,” Mr. Worthing said.

Discussion lagged. The newscasters continued to quack on. There were scenes of bodies being dug up from the mud. I felt some pressure to make a move.

“Mr. Worthing?” I said.

He sighed. “Yes, Miles?”

“Watching this is making me very sad. I’m experiencing feelings of anxiety and grief.”

There were snickers.

Mr. Worthing detached his gaze from the screen and slowly turned to me.

I kept a straight face. “I don’t think I’m coping well at all, Mr. Worthing. All those dead people. Can I go to the counselor and talk to someone about feeling sad?”

More snickering across the room. Mr. Worthing pursed his lips. I could see he was disappointed in me. Which made me feel terrible. But I couldn’t back out now. Once you begin a move, even a stupid one, it’s terminal not to follow through.

“Yes, Miles. Of course. If you think you need professional help, then you should have it.” There were hoots of laughter—on Mr. Worthing’s side this time. He scribbled a pass. “Get out of here,” he said. His gaze cut right through me, and then he turned back to the screen and its unending geyser of ash.

I made a triumphant exit, slapping hands here and there. And then I stood outside in the long, empty hallway. For one last laugh I peeked back through the little rectangular window of the classroom. My friends had already turned away.

I watched them for a while, but no one looked my way again, so I plodded along the rows of battered lockers toward the counselor’s office. I handed my pass to the secretary. “Hello, Miles!” she said cheerfully. They were always so cheerful here. A couple of losers, one with long hair, the other with a shaved head, stared at me from the battered chairs and couches.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” they replied, and looked away.

I took a seat and paged through a Teen Esteem magazine. The pages were thick and gummy to the touch; all the pictures were defaced. The cheerful, handsome teenagers had poked-out eyes, extra genitals, and rude dialogue boxes added. I sighed. I wondered what was going on back in my advisor pod.

After a while the losers were called inside, and soon Mr. Montroy Jones appeared. “What say, Miles?”

I nodded.

“This way, kid.”

I was glad it was him. Mr. Jones was a huge black guy who scared everybody but me. He had once been in prison but then was born again or something. He still had lots of bad tattoos, which he kept to remind him of his “stupid days,” as he called them. He was the nicest adult in the school.

He scanned my pass as we entered his office. “Feelings of anxiety and grief over the volcano, Miles?”

I nodded.

He closed the door.

We
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