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INTRODUCTION: A
MOON-
SHATTERING TALE
OF SURVIVAL

In the vast landscape
of young adult
dystopian fiction, few
novels manage to
capture the quiet,
creeping terror of a
world unraveling as
effectively as Susan
Beth Pfeffer Life As
We Knew It. Published
in 2006, this
groundbreaking novel
redefined the post-
apocalyptic genre by
focusing not on epic
battles or government
conspiracies, but on

the intimate, day-to-
day struggle of a single
family  fighting to
survive after an
asteroid collides with
the moon, knocking it
closer to Earth. The
result is a hauntingly
realistic narrative that
feels less like science
fiction and more like a
diary of impending
doom.

Pfeffer's novel has
resonated with millions
of readers worldwide,
earning a place on
countless
recommended reading
lists and spawning a
four-book series known
as The Last
Survivors. Yet what
makes Life As We
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Knew It so enduring is
not its speculative
premise alone, but its
unflinching  look at
human nature under
extreme duress. In this
comprehensive
exploration, we will
examine the life of
author Susan Beth
Pfeffer, the novel’s plot
and characters, its
major themes, critical
reception, and why it
remains a must-read
for both teens and
adults more than a
decade after its
release.

WHO IS SUSAN
BETH PFEFFER? A
BRIEF BIOGRAPHY

To fully appreciate
Susan Beth Pfeffer
Life As We Knew It, it
helps to understand
the woman behind the
words. Born in 1948 in
New York City, Susan
Beth Pfeffer developed
a love for storytelling

early in life. She
earned a degree from
New York University
and began writing for
young adults in the
1970s. Before crafting
her dystopian
masterpiece, Pfeffer
had already written
over 60 books, ranging
from contemporary
novels like Dear Mom,
Get Me Out of Here! to
historical fiction. Her
early work often
focused on family
dynamics, coming-of-
age struggles, and
emotional
resilience—themes
that would later anchor
Life As We Knew It.

Pfeffer's career took a
dramatic turn when
she decided to tackle a
speculative premise.
Inspired by a real-life
near-Earth asteroid
flyby and her own
anxieties about global
disasters, she asked
herself a simple
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question: What would
happen if the moon
was knocked out of its
orbit? The answer
became the foundation
for her most famous
work. Unlike many YA
authors who write
series from the start,

Pfeffer originally
intended Life As We
Knew It to be a

standalone. However,
its overwhelming
success led to three
sequels: The Dead and
the Gone (2008), This
World We Live In
(2010), and The Shade
of the Moon (2013).

PLOT OVERVIEW:
WHEN THE MOON
TURNS HOSTILE

Susan Beth Pfeffer
Life As We Knew It
opens on a seemingly
ordinary October day
in the small town of
Howell, Pennsylvania.
Sixteen-year-old

Miranda Evans is

preoccupied with
typical teenage
concerns: school,
friends, skating, and
her mother’'s new
relationship. But
everything changes
when an asteroid
strikes the moon,
pushing it into a closer,
more elliptical orbit
around Earth. Initially,
the event is a global
spectacle, a once-in-a-
lifetime photo
opportunity. But soon,
the effects become
catastrophic: massive
tidal waves, volcanic
eruptions,
earthquakes, and a
darkened sky that
plunges the planet into
a volcanic winter.

The novel is written as
Miranda's diary
spanning from October
to late spring. As the
disaster unfolds,
Miranda’s family—her
mother, a teacher; her
older brother Matt, a



college student; and
her younger brother
Jonny—must make
impossible choices.
Their suburban home
becomes a fortress of
dwindling resources:
canned food, bottled
water, wood for the
stove. The outside
world collapses: stores
are looted, neighbors
disappear or die,
communications fail,
and the seasons vanish
into perpetual cold and
gray. Miranda’s diary
entries document not
just physical survival
but emotional
upheaval—the strain of
hungry days, the grief
of lost friends, and the
slow erosion of hope.

Key
Character

s in the
Narrative

e Miranda Evans
- The protagonist
and narrator; her
growth from a
self-absorbed
teen to a resilient
survivor mirrors
the novel’s
central arc.

e Laura Evans -
Miranda’s
mother, whose
fierce
determination
and
resourcefulness
keep the family
alive against all
odds.

e Matt Evans -
The older brother
who represents
practicality and
protectiveness,
often clashing
with his mother
over survival
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strategies.

e Jonny Evans -
The youngest
sibling, whose
innocent
perspective
highlights the
tragedy of lost
childhood.

e Miranda’s
friends -
Characters like
Megan and Dan
provide a window
into how the
disaster fractures
relationships and
communities.

THEMES THAT
RESONATE: MORE
THAN A DISASTER
STORY

What elevates Susan
Beth Pfeffer Life As
We Knew It above

typical catastrophe
fiction is its deep
thematic richness.
Pfeffer weaves
together multiple

layers of meaning that
speak to universal
human experiences.

Family as
the Core
Unit of
Survival

At its heart, the novel
is a family survival
story. Pfeffer
emphasizes that in a
crisis, the bonds of
kinship—often frayed
by everyday
bickering—become the
most critical resource.
Miranda’s mother gives
up her own meals so
her children can eat;
Matt risks his life to
find fuel;, Miranda
learns to suppress her
own grievances for the
sake of unity. The diary
format allows readers
to witness the daily



negotiations, sacrifices,
and moments of
tenderness that define
extreme
circumstances. This
focus on family sets
Life As We Knew It
apart from other YA
dystopias that often
feature lone heroes or
romantic pairings.

The
Fragility
of
Modern
Civilizatio
n

Pfeffer masterfully
demonstrates how
quickly the comforts of
modern life can
disappear. Running
water, electricity,

internet, grocery
stores, hospitals—each
system fails in a chain
reaction. Miranda’s
diary entries chronicle
the slow erosion of
normalcy: first  the
power goes out, then
the phones, then the
ability to get news. The
novel forces readers to
confront their own
dependence on
infrastructure. This
theme has only grown
more relevant in an
age of climate anxiety
and pandemic
preparedness.

Science
and Faith
I
Oppositio
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N

One of the most
compelling subplots
involves Miranda’'s
friend Megan, whose
religious family
interprets the disaster
as divine punishment.

Megan pressures
Miranda to find faith,
while Miranda’s

mother—a pragmatic
agnostic—struggles
with the idea of
praying for help.
Pfeffer handles this
tension delicately,
never dismissing either
perspective. Instead,
she shows how both
science (understanding
lunar mechanics) and
faith (finding meaning
in suffering) can
coexist, even conflict,
in the human psyche
during crisis.

Coming
of Age In
a Ruined
World

Miranda’s journey from
adolescence to
adulthood is
accelerated by
necessity. She must
give up dreams of
college, figure skating,
and romance. Her diary
entries reflect a loss of
innocence but also a
gaining of wisdom. By
the novel’s end, she is
no longer the girl who
obsessed over prom or
a boy’s phone call; she
is someone who knows
how to build a fire,
stretch a can of soup
into three meals, and
comfort a crying
sibling. Pfeffer
suggests that maturity



is not simply a matter
of age but of
experience, often
thrust upon us by
forces beyond our
control.

WRITING STYLE
AND PERSPECTIVE

One of the most
distinctive features of
Susan Beth Pfeffer
Life As We Knew It is
its first-person diary
format. This choice
accomplishes several
goals. First, it creates
an immediate, intimate
voice that draws
readers into Miranda’s
head. Second, it allows
for a nonlinear,
emotional retelling of
events—perfect for a
story about chaos and
adaptation. Third, the
diary entries are dated,
giving a clear sense of
time passing and
reinforcing the steady,
grim march of decline.

Pfeffer’s prose is

deceptively simple.
She avoids flowery
language or elaborate
descriptions, favoring
short, declarative
sentences that mirror
Miranda’'s teenage
voice. Yet this
simplicity often packs a
powerful punch.
Consider a line like:
“We are running out of
food. Today | ate a half
a cup of rice and a
spoonful of peanut
butter.” The starkness
of such statements
makes the horror feel
real and immediate.
Pfeffer also masterfully
uses
understatement—Miran
da rarely dives into
melodrama, which
makes her quieter
moments of grief all
the more poignant.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
CULTURAL IMPACT

Upon publication, Life
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As We Knew It was met
with widespread
acclaim. The New York
Times called it “a
gripping, immediate
story” and noted its
“raw emotional
power.” It was a finalist
for the National Book
Award for Young
People’s Literature in
2006 and received
starred reviews from
Booklist, School Library
Journal, and Publishers
Weekly. Readers
praised its realism, its
refusal to offer easy
hope, and its focus on
ordinary people rather
than superhuman
heroes.

The novel also sparked
discussions about the
role of YA fiction in
addressing real-world
fears. In the wake of
Hurricane Katrina and
the 2004 Indian Ocean
tsunami, Pfeffer’s
depiction of a gradual
apocalypse felt eerily

plausible. Teachers
and librarians adopted
the book for classroom
units on science,
ethics, and writing. It
remains a staple on
summer reading lists
and has been
translated into more
than a dozen
languages.

The Last
Survivors
Series:
Expandin
g the
Universe

Pfeffer later expanded
the story with three
sequels, each offering
a different perspective
on the same disaster.
The Dead and the



Gone (2008) follows
Alex Morales, a
teenager in New York
City, and presents a
darker, city-centric
view of the collapse.
This World We Live In
(2010) brings Miranda
and Alex together, and
The Shade of the Moon
(2013) jumps several
years into a rebuilt, but
deeply unequal,
society. While some
critics argued the later
books weakened the
original’s grim realism,
they nonetheless
deepened the world-
building and explored
new themes like class
division and
authoritarianism.

WHY LIFE AS WE
KNEW IT MATTERS
TODAY

In the years since its
release, global events
have only amplified the
novel’s relevance. The
COVID-19 pandemic,
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with its lockdowns,
supply chain
disruptions, and
heightened anxiety,
mirrored many of the
scenarios in Pfeffer’'s
book. Readers have
turned to Miranda’s
diary for comfort,
finding in her struggle
a reflection of their
own. The novel also
resonates in an era of
climate change, where
extreme weather
events and resource
scarcity are no longer
speculative but daily
realities.

Furthermore, Susan
Beth Pfeffer Life As
We Knew It remains
essential reading
because it centers the
experiences of young
people in a crisis. So
much disaster fiction
focuses on adults, but
Pfeffer reminds us that
teenagers, too, face
existential questions,
and that their voices
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deserve to be heard.
The book empowers
young readers to think
critically about
preparedness,
community, and what
they value most.

HOW TO
APPROACH THE
NOVEL AS A
READER OR
EDUCATOR

If you are new to Life
As We Knew It,
consider reading it in
short bursts, as the
emotional weight can
be heavy. Pair it with
nonfiction resources
about survival
psychology or lunar
mechanics to deepen
the experience. For
educators, the novel
offers rich
opportunities for cross-
curricular connections:
science classes can
discuss tidal forces and
orbital mechanics;
social studies can
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explore disaster
response and societal
collapse; language arts
can analyze narrative
voice and symbolism.

Discussion questions
might include:

1. How does
Miranda’s
character change
from the
beginning to the
end of the novel?
What role does
hope play in
survival, and is it
always a positive
force?

How does Pfeffer

use the concept

of “normal” to
highlight the
catastrophe?

. Compare
Miranda’s
family’s
approach to
survival with that
of other
characters, like
Megan’s family.



12

CONCLUSION: A Susan Beth Pfeffer
TESTAMENT TO Life As We Knew It
RESILIENCE
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