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For
M
ARILYN
C
HANDLER
M
C
E
NTYRE,
who introduced me to earthquakes


and in memory of my mother-in-law,
V
IOLET
S
TRYCHACZ,
no shrinking violet, either


One generation passeth away,
and another generation cometh:
but the earth abideth for ever.


â€”E
CCLESIASTES
1:4


(Wedged in a Crack by the Window)
March 25, 1906


Dear Diary,


Â 

Truly, V frightens me now. She says such strange things and twitches while she speaks. What started as an ordinary job is turning into a nightmare. I know V needs me and, goodness knows, I need the workâ€”but when she gets that odd look in her eyes, she seems like a different person from the sweet, frail girl I came to take care of. She turns cold and hard and seems quite as ancient as the earth itselfâ€”the earth she keeps going on aboutâ€”and I want to leave here. There are other positions where I can earn my living. There
must
be! Perhaps I shall start looking on my afternoon off.


It makes me feel better to have this plan to look for something new. Some normal sort of job with normal people. When V has one of her spells, she carries on and on about the earth as if it is something
alive.
That cannot be called normal. "Stretching," she muttered tonight, and I hurried to her side. "The earth needs to stretch.
"


"
Do you need to stretch?" I asked. These days she is sometimes too weak to do this herself. "Shall I help you turn over in bed?
"


"
Stretching out," she said, pushing my hands away. And I saw that her eyes were wide open, staring at nothing. "It's going to happen soon! Very soon! The earth ... deep inside ... People runningâ€”over the bridgeâ€”oh, there's no timeâ€”the bridge!
"


"
You're ill," I told her. "Just lie back in bed and relax. Close your eyes.
"


But her eyes stayed open. They glared hard into mine,
lit with fiery intensity. "We cannot stop it, no one can," she hissed. "We can only try to help. Help the children. Help the little girl! We must help!
"


"
I'm trying to help you," I said. "I'm trying to take care of you.
"


"
The earth takes care of itself," she moaned, tossing her head back and forth on her pillow. "But who will help the people?
"


I patted her hand where it lay limp on the white sheet and touched my palm to her damp forehead. I felt so tired suddenly. I wanted to crawl onto the bed next to her and collapse. She drains me when she goes on like this. "Go to sleep now.
"


"
Sleep?" V laughed, but it was a dark, unpleasant sound. "Don't you understand what I'm telling you? The earth
never
sleeps.
"


Finally she grew quiet. Finally she slept. But her words seemed to hover in the room; and as I sit here in my chair in the corner, writing in my diary, they hover over me still:


The earth never sleeps.


Chapter 1
Violet Jackstone was doodling in her science notebook when her desk seemed to jump an inch to the right. She dropped her pen and turned to look at Beth, but her best friend was still taking notes as Mr. Koch lectured about rock formations. All around the classroom the other eighth graders rustled at their desks, shuffled papers, and whispered, waiting for the bell to release them for the weekend. No one else's desk had moved.

But then the entire room gave one great shake, like a shaggy dog after a bath. Mr. Koch stopped talking about rocks. The class held its breath, but then the room was still again, as rooms tend to be.

"Whoa!" cried Beth, breaking the tension.

"Was that an earthquake?" someone else called out.

"Cool!"

"We haven't had one in ages!"

Everyone started talking at once. Everyone except Violet, who sat with closed eyes, trying to breathe.
It's all right, it's over now,
she told herself.
Don't panic.

"All right, all right," Mr. Koch said, trying to quiet the class. "That was just a temblorâ€”probably hardly registered on the Richter scale. But what perfect timing!"

Violet's eyes flew open. Perfect timing?

"What was I just telling you about rocks?" Mr. Koch smiled as if he had personally arranged the earthquake. "I couldn't have come up with a better example. Rocks are not just dead bits and pieces. They are part of the wholeâ€”part of the whole living earth." Mr. Koch threw his arms wide. "Look out the windows!"

Everyone obediently swiveled to look. There wasn't much to see from where Violet sat. Tops of trees, leaves turning brown, squares of blue autumn sky. How could Mr. Koch just keep on teaching as if nothing had happened? What if the tremor was only a taste of another quake yet to come? How could everyone keep sitting calmly, taking notes? Violet clenched her hands into fists. She wanted to leap up and ran out of the room.

"What do you see out there?" Mr. Koch walked over to the windows to look down. "What do you see? It's the earth! The earth we live on! Houses, shops, parks, streets, people. Once there were forests and rivers, wild animals, native tribes living off the land. Now we're here instead. It's like layers of paint, one layer painted over another over another."

"What's he talking about?" muttered someone in the back of the room. "Art?"

"No, geology, I think," someone else whispered back. "But you know how he runs on."

"Scrape off the layers of our present culture and you're in another time. Dig into the earth, and it's the same. Layers of soil and rock, telling the earth's storyâ€”just as all of you will be telling part of the earth's story in your science papers." Mr. Koch glared at, the class. "Now, how many of you have chosen your topics?" His booming voice made Violet flinch. "I hope
all
of you, becauseâ€”guess what, folks?â€”time's up."

Violet slumped in her seat, the earthquake anxiety receding to the back of her mind as the more immediate worry about her science topic took over. She liked Mr. Koch, who both fascinated and frightened her with his intensity. But she hadn't come up with a topic for this month's project on some aspect of science especially relevant to their state of California She hadn't even started to think about it.

Hands shot up. "Beth?" asked Mr. Koch.

"How logging in northern California destroys ancient forests," Beth told him, and Violet sighed. Beth was a good student. Everything seemed to come easily to her.

Mr. Koch noted her topic on a pad of paper. "Good," he said. "Dina? What about you?"

"Umâ€”like, something about the Gold Rush? About, like, the process of mining for silver and gold?"

"Like, fine." He noted her topic on his pad while the class giggled. "Jack?"

"Soil erosion in the hills."

"Excellent. Melanie?"

"Water pollution control in the bay."

"Super. How about you, Violet?"

Violet looked at her desktop as if a topic might appear there in magic writing. Nothing happened. "Iâ€”I'm not sure yet," she said quietly.

"Not sure?" Mr. Koch left the windows and walked over to frown down at her. "Then I will have to choose for you. A shame, really, because we tend to be more interested in subjects we select for ourselves. But, let me see..." He tapped his fingers on her desk. She could feel heat color her face. "How about earthquakes? We've just been reminded that California is no stranger to earthquakesâ€”but do we know what causes them? You will do some research and write about what you discover." He scribbled her topic on his pad. "In fact, I have some books I can give you about the big earthquake back in 1906. San Francisco was all but destroyed thenâ€”by fire as well as from the quake itself. You may as well focus on that quake for your paper."

Violet slumped lower as he walked away. She hated even
thinking
about earthquakes. But she wouldn't dare ask Mr. Koch to change her topic to another one now.

And then the teacher was at her desk again, holding out some books. "Take these," he ordered. "You may find them useful."

Violet accepted his books with a weak smile.

"In many ways, history and science are not separate subjects at all," Mr. Koch said, throwing his arms wide to encompass the whole class. "Both are the dust under our feet and the air we breathe. Sometimes things happen that we attribute to coincidence, but historians look for patterns. Scientists look for
reasons.
"

The students sat back, listening. They were used to Mr. Koch's ramblings. Sometimes the lectures were interesting, sometimes not, but his loud, gravelly voice compelled them to listen. "There are layers and layers of history all around us," he intoned, "just as the earth is made of layers of rock and soil. Mostly the different layers are hidden from us. But sometimes cracks form and we can see what came before."

"I think
he's
cracked!" whispered the boy behind Violet, and Beth snickered.

"Both scientists and historians delve into the cracksâ€”"

Mr. Koch broke off with a gasp as the room was lifted and dropped as though by a giant hand. "Not again!" someone shouted, and Violet screamed as the floor began dipping and the walls shook. The teacher yelled, "Duck and cover, people! Duck and cover!" He ran around the back of his desk and tried to fit his lanky form into the small space meant for the chair.

This was no mild shaking. This time the earth meant business. There was a grinding roar miles beneath the surface of the earth, and then the crash of books as they tumbled from the shelf in the back of the classroom. In half a second Violet was crouched under her desk, covering her head with her arms. Belatedly, a buzzer went off in the hallways, adding its noisy warning to the tumult. The floor rolled and the lights went out. Violet squeezed her eyes shut and sawâ€”
flames?
She saw three shadowy figuresâ€”childrenâ€”moving out from flaming wreckage, two taller figures and a little girl in tattered clothes, holding out her arms. The children's screams and Violet's merged into one desperate howl that seemed to go on forever.

"Hey, Vi, it's okay now," someone was saying, but it
wasn't
okay, it
couldn't
be until that little girl was safe, until all three of those children were safeâ€”Someone's arms wound tightly around Violet, and she shut her mouth abruptly. She uncovered her head and looked into Beth's eyes.
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