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​Chapter 1


​Out of The Frying Pan, Into the...



“Volcano?  You want to go into an active volcano?”  I didn't ask Alo what rock she fell and bumped her head on. I didn't vary my stride slogging through the desert sand that we were pushing through to get to the mountain.  I didn't even have a sudden coughing fit that accompanies an asthma attack when I'm startled or have been slammed in the olfactory with strong odor.

Having grown up with a sister who took great joy in shocking those around her, I prided myself on wearing a poker face no matter what – but Alo's desire almost broke my resolve to not be visibly blown out of the water.

“Really?” I asked nonchalantly, focusing my energy on breathing.

“Yep.  That's what I want to do, Joan.  I've given it a lot of thought and it seems to be the next step in my healing – in getting on with my life.

And I need you to do it with me.”

I stumbled on a grain of sand or a creosote bush root, almost doing a face plant on the trail in front of me.

“Are you okay, Joan?” Alo asked, grabbing my arm to steady me.

“I'm fine,” I said wryly, shaking the sand out of my Croc like a cat shakes water off its foot, “just getting around on our constantly shifting earth.”  We continued our trek toward the mountain, my mind racing through the maze of 'no, no, no – I won't do this' while Alo continued to verbalize her plans to get on with her life – sweeping my own free-spirited life into the plan as well!  Bleck!

“It just seems logical, Joan.  I've experienced sinkholes, and earthquakes, but I've never gotten up close and personal with a volcano.  How can I write the book on 'The Ring Of Fire' if I don't see it and feel it and taste it? 

All I ever wanted was to be a Geologist, to study the earth, the cause and effect, the beauty of nature on the move.”  Alo joined me in a moment of silence, except for the plod of shoes through sand, while a bounding jackrabbit leaped through the very green and very tall creosote bushes, narrowly escaping the humans on its trail. 

Her words started again, “I was with Johnny because we shared the interest and the desire for adventure.  He left me with the tools, the jeep, and the desire.  I need to continue our work – to understand the clues – the reasons for nature being on the move and to share that knowledge so that people can protect themselves, their property, and their friends and families.”

Just the opening I needed to have my own say, “You don't think the US Geological Service is doing an excellent job – with all their tools, cameras, seismographs, and papered people to run them?  They do have all the taxpayers of this United States of America financing them...”

“Of course!”  Shock registered on her slightly wrinkled face,  “But I have a different perspective – I have human interest as a priority.  I want people to enjoy the journey – no matter what.”

Oh my goodness....where have I heard that before?

​Chapter 2


​She Had Me There...



I didn't have to think about it for longer than it took to clamber up to the first level of boulders.

“I have no desire to experience an active volcano first hand, Alo.  My job is to get my clients through the 7 steps of grief recovery as fast as they are able to go so that they can get on with their own wants and desires – to do what they want to do for and with themselves and others – at least, that's what I do for those who ask for my help.” I plopped on my favorite boulder on the mountain, turning to face her while I continued my candid spiel.  

“And, as much as I love rocks and to collect them, I want to drive to where they live, hoist them into my truck and drag them home to enjoy at my leisure.  

I don't see my trusty truck driving into a volcano and hoisting a memento of it into the back.”  I watched her slight shoulders and the angle of her white haired pony tail for a sign of where we might be going from here.  “That said, milady, how may I help that doesn't require me entering a boiling pot of lava and toxic fumes?”

“Mt. St. Helens isn't a boiling pot of lava, Joan.  It just isn't extinct.  It could erupt again.  I have oodles of information on Mt. St. Helens – I can show you pictures and datum on the USGS website...”

She wasn't hearing me at all.  Is this a character issue – or is Alo (pronounced Aloe – like the plant) not quite as far into her healing as she thinks?

“What step are you at, Alo?”

She stopped talking and looked at me, “Huh?  What did you say, Joan?”

“What step are you at in your grief recovery – or are you not going through the program?”  I was never sure when it came to Alo.

“Hmm,” she peered around inside her head, “I don't know – five, I think.”  She repositioned on her own boulder and ticked off on her fingers, “I've been through get really mad; I've accepted that life has changed, drastically and forever;  I've identified my gift(s) – geology, among others; I'm finding myself now – I guess that puts me at step 4, Joan.  Why do you ask?”

“Because I'm not hearing any flexible control.  I'm feeling like you want to control my future as well as your own.  But flexible control is step 5 of the program, so I will relax, let you continue to find your way, and just say no, thank you.”

“I don't know what you mean by flexible control, Joan.  How can anyone have control if they're flexible?  It's contradictory....” 

Nodding, I elaborated, my hands helping to paint the picture, “Yes, Alo, it does seem so – but it's not.  

You see, we each must control something – not everything, but something.  I, for instance, control my finances.  I don't let anybody talk me into spending money I don't want to spend – at least not anymore.  I trade money for goods and services – but I decide what, when, and where.  I control my diet.  I have the last word on what I will eat, with whom, and when and where I will eat it.  Nobody else gets to decide that for me.”  I took a breath, “I try to control my belongings – nobody else gets to drive my truck....

You following my train of thought?”

She nodded, “Of course – that's control as I see it.... so where's the flexibility?”  She showed me her hands, “It's your stuff – you get to be boss...”

“Did you notice that controlling other people didn't show up in the equation?  Or the weather?  Or nature?”

“Well, sure.  Of course – how can you control another person, weather, or nature?

That's just silly, Joan.”  She shook her head at me.

“What if I need my truck worked on?  I have to let the repair person drive it.  I have to be flexible enough to give control of my truck to someone else.  

What if I want to go shopping with my friend on Tuesday – but she has other commitments on Tuesday?  I have to be flexible enough to change my shopping day or to decide to go it alone.  That's flexible control, Alo. I don't expect others to do it all my way – I still make my own choices and let them make theirs.

Are you seeing more clearly now?”  I stood up, my boulder was beginning to feel like a boulder on my backside.

Alo nodded, “Yes, I get it now.  You feel like I'm planning your future – you would have to give up control of yourself – because I assumed you'd go with me to explore the inside of a volcano.

I get it, Joan.  And...no worries.” She shrugged her puny shoulders that didn't look capable of carrying a bucket of water on, let alone volcano inspection tools, cameras, and a stuffed backpack, “It's perfectly fine.  

I want to explore.  I would feel better if you wanted to explore with me – but it's okay if you don't.”  

She popped up from her boulder, dusting the seat of her cargo britches off.  We headed back down the slope, making small talk about the view of I-8 from the mountain – silent matchbox cars following each other down the track, how invisible anyone hiding amongst the creosotes would be until we scared ourselves into feeling that someone – or something – would reach out and grab us at each bush. We both picked up the pace and the 360° surveillance, arriving back at my winter home in the desert out of breath and needing diversion from spooks.  

“Too many alien and smugglers stories, I guess,” I said, refilling my Bubba cup from the 5-gallon iced drinking water jug.  “Although, I don't know which is more scary, the so-called bad guys or the police.

What else ya got, Alo – this conversation is too much of a dead-end bummer,” I slid into the giant picnic table bench, noticing the seat boards were warping a little more each year and wishing I'd grabbed a pillow to sit on....

Alo rooted around in one of her many bags of 'stuff', “Here it is,” she pulled a stack of stapled papers from the bag.  “....some of the pictures, maps and charts I downloaded and printed from the USGS website...” she flopped it onto the table between us.  “Doesn't this first picture make you want to get in there and gather samples?”

I pulled the stack toward me and examined the top page....

[image: image]
A shiver ran through me...., “Not in the least!  It looks hot, dry, ashy, suffocating and acrid – and like it would swallow me right up – I'd never escape.”  
I shoved the stack back at her, “And yet you have a burning desire to go in there?”  I shook my head, “To each their own, Alo girl.  

Tell me more in small doses while I consider making the journey to Washington with you.  And it's still, no, thank you, I won't go into an active volcano crater with you – and I don't know that I could make myself dive in there to drag you out by your heels or your hair, either – so really think about what you're itching to do before you act.”

I'd lost Alo's attention again to the stack of volcano datum she'd shoved at me that I'd quickly shoved back after viewing the obviously active crater and dome that gave me goosebumps.  

I popped into my trailer to refill my favorite coffee mug and to fetch the Gazetteer of Washington to ponder spending this summer – which was coming up quickly – being available to Alo, my winter client, non-client. 

I hadn't been on the west (wet) side of the Cascades for several years – and for several reasons.

One reason was that the Cascade Mountain Range is an eastern border of the infamous Ring of Fire.  

Another reason is the wet – I shivered, remembering life in the mild Pacific Northwest with its -11° Fahrenheit temps, sleet storms, and 20 foot snow drifts built from the northeasters that appeared often enough to make me paranoid.  

I shook those memories aside – I wasn't considering a winter visit.  I was considering a summer visit – at the more southern end of the state and in the path of an active volcano.  “I feel much better now,” I mumbled.

“What's that, Joan?  I wasn't listening.”

“Oh, nothing, Alo.  I was just remembering growing up in Whatcom County.  I didn't mean to use my out loud voice.

So, Ms Geologist, tell me about the Ring of Fire that has you so fired up.  

What is the Ring of Fire – what's in your stack of goodies?

​Chapter 3


​What the Heck is the Ring of Fire?



“Does a fly have wings? Of course I do!” Alo flipped pages in the packet,  “Here's a map of the ring – it's huge – both sides of the equator:

[image: image]
This one's a little fuzzy – let me find another.”  She continued flipping pages, “This might be better...”

[image: image]
“Okay, but I want more detail, Alo.”

“Alright!”  She grabbed the packet back from me and flipped through more pages, “I do my best to stay organized with all these sets of papers, I'll find it....just be patient.

Here's subduction zones...tectonic plates....” page after page flipped, Alo muttering to herself... “How about this one?  The short version is that the Ring of Fire is a chain of active volcanoes.”

[image: image]
I traced the chain with my finger – it was a very impressive ring, especially looking at New Zealand.  There it is, set smack between two lines of active volcanoes.  “So was New Zealand built by its surrounding volcanoes?”  

The west coast of South America didn't even offer a break in the line of fire.  I don't think I'll be moving to Chile soon – and where is Costa Rica in that line? 

“This one is very impressive, Alo – but it still doesn't have the detail I want....” 

I flipped pages myself this time, intrigued now with the whole scenario.... “I like this one – tell me about it...

[image: image]
....although it's still fuzzy and I can't find Costa Rica.  What are those plates?”
“I can't help the fuzziness, Joan.  Practice flexible control and deal with it, or go to the USGS website....

But I can tell you about the plates – we live on them.  They're called Tectonic Plates and I covered them in depth in my Earthquakes book – did I not give you one?” She looked at me for a moment before continuing....

“Well, anyway, here's a map of the Tectonic Plates.  I'll reiterate just a little for the sake of clarity...”

[image: image]
“The red lines outline gigantic slabs of rock that float on the earth – in the lithosphere they say.  These rocks – or plates – collide, bump, jostle, climb, rub, and force their way hither and yon 24/7...note the arrows that point the direction they move...”
“Wait!  I want to see – where can I see this rock we're floating on?”

“Well, Joan, one place is in California – the San Andreas fault is where two plates meet and are very visible – but you won't be able to see them move there.  I do remember reading that somewhere in the Pacific they are moving – one sliding under another – at about 2” a year.  Of course when one of these plates gets stuck, we'll know it got unstuck because of an earthquake.  Fault lines are where two plates meet.  When they get stuck, earthquakes are what frees them to continue their activity.”

“Well, fine!” I growled.  “Please continue...”  Alo was really in her element when geology is the topic.  I'd seen her do this several times – be a tiny frog in a corner then becoming huge to play her piano and sing
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