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INTRODUCTION TO LIFE AS WE KNEW IT SUMMARY

In the realm of young adult dystopian fiction, few novels capture
the quiet,  creeping terror  of  global  catastrophe as effectively  as
Susan  Beth  Pfeffer's  Life  As  We  Knew  It.  This  gripping  novel,
first  published  in  2006,  tells  the  story  of  a  family's  struggle  for
survival after a meteorite strikes the moon, knocking it closer to
Earth and triggering a cascade of natural disasters. For readers
seeking a Life As We Knew It summary that is both thorough
and  accessible,  this  article  will  guide  you  through  the  plot,
characters, central themes, and the lasting impact of the book.
Whether you are a student preparing for an assignment, a book
club member looking for discussion points, or a curious reader
wanting  to  know  if  this  novel  is  worth  your  time,  this
comprehensive overview will provide everything you need.

OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK’S PREMISE

Life As We Knew It is the first book in the "Last Survivors" series,
narrated through the diary entries of sixteen-year-old Miranda
Evans. The story is set in a small town in Pennsylvania, where
Miranda lives with her mother and two brothers. The ordinary

rhythm  of  high  school,  friendships,  and  sibling  rivalries  is
shattered  when  news  breaks  that  astronomers  have
miscalculated the trajectory of an asteroid. The asteroid collides
with  the  moon,  pushing  it  into  a  closer  orbit  around  Earth.
Initially, the event seems like a spectacular sight, but soon the
gravitational  effects  become  catastrophic:  massive  tsunamis,
volcanic  eruptions,  earthquakes,  and  a  shift  in  climate  that
plunges the world into a new ice age. Miranda’s diary chronicles
the gradual breakdown of society, the depletion of resources, and
the life-or-death decisions her family must make to survive. This
Life As We Knew It summary will walk you through the key
turning points in Miranda’s journey.

DETAILED PLOT SUMMARY

Part One: The World Before
and the Impact
The novel opens with Miranda describing her everyday life: she is
a typical teenager preoccupied with ice skating, her crush on a
boy named Dan, and navigating the tensions between her mother
and her older brother, Matt, who is away at college. Her younger
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brother, Jonny, is an energetic middle schooler. Their mother, a
writer, has recently separated from their father, who now lives
with his new wife in another state. On an otherwise ordinary day,
news breaks that an asteroid is heading toward the moon. The
initial  reaction  is  disbelief  and  excitement  –  the  asteroid  is
expected to be a harmless astronomical event. When it strikes,
the  immediate  visual  effect  is  breathtaking:  the  moon  appears
enormous  in  the  sky.  But  within  hours,  the  first  signs  of  trouble
emerge.  Tsunamis devastate coastal  cities,  including the East
Coast, wiping out major population centers. The power grid fails,
communications break down, and panic begins to spread.

Part Two: The Collapse of
Normal Life
Miranda’s mother, a practical and resourceful woman, decides to
take immediate action. She withdraws all the money from the
bank, empties the grocery stores of non-perishable food, stocks
up on medical supplies, and fills every container with water. Their
house, situated on a hill away from the coast, becomes a refuge.
The family also takes in their neighbor, Mrs. Nesbitt, an elderly
woman who is alone. As the days pass, the consequences of the
moon’s new orbit become more dire. Volcanic ash blocks the sun,
causing temperatures to plummet and crops to fail.  Electricity
becomes  intermittent  and  then  nonexistent.  Schools  close
permanently.  Miranda’s  mother  ration  food  strictly,  and  the
family falls into a grueling routine of survival. The Life As We

Knew It summary at this stage highlights the psychological toll:
Miranda grows increasingly depressed, her relationship with her
mother  becomes  strained,  and  the  simple  pleasures  of
adolescence – a warm shower, a chocolate bar, a conversation
with a friend – become distant memories.

Part Three: The Long
Winter and Desperate
Measures
As months pass, winter descends with unprecedented harshness.
Snow piles up, and the family survives on dwindling supplies of
canned goods, pasta, and rice. Jonny and Miranda struggle with
hunger and cold. Their mother sacrifices her own portions to keep
her children fed, growing weaker and sicker. Miranda’s father,
who lives in New York City,  promises to send supplies but is
unable to travel or communicate reliably. Meanwhile, Matt, the
older  brother,  manages  to  return  home  from  college  for
Christmas, bringing vital supplies and news of the outside world:
most cities are in ruins, and the government has collapsed. The
family’s  morale  briefly  lifts,  but  after  Matt  departs  to  seek  out
friends, the situation worsens. Mrs. Nesbitt dies of illness, and the
family must bury her in  the frozen ground.  Miranda’s mother
becomes gravely ill with pneumonia. Miranda and Jonny take over
the chores, but they are barely surviving. The climax of the novel
comes when Miranda, desperate and sensing that they will not
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last the winter, makes a dangerous trek through the snow to the
local  supermarket,  which  has  long  been  stripped  clean.  She
returns  with  almost  nothing,  but  her  attempt  galvanizes  her
mother to fight harder.

Part Four: A Glimmer of
Spring
The novel ends on a note of ambiguous hope. The diary entries
slow down as Miranda becomes too weak to write regularly. But
the weather begins to show signs of warming – the volcanic ash
starts  to  clear,  and  the  sun  occasionally  breaks  through.
Miranda’s mother slowly recovers. The family begins to plan for
the spring, planting seeds that Matt had left behind. While the
world is  irrevocably  changed and the future is  uncertain,  the
Evans  family  has  survived  the  worst  of  the  immediate
catastrophe.  The  final  entry  suggests  that  they  might  make  it
after  all.  This  Life  As We Knew It  summary  captures  the
novel’s emphasis on resilience and the indomitable human spirit,
even in the face of overwhelming odds.

MAIN CHARACTERS

Miranda Evans – The protagonist and narrator. She is a
relatable teenager who matures rapidly under the weight of
tragedy. Her diary entries reveal her fears, hopes, and
gradual transformation from a self-centered adolescent into
a survivor willing to sacrifice for her family.

Mrs. Evans (Miranda’s mother) – The backbone of the
family. Her foresight and discipline are what keep the
family alive. She struggles with illness but never gives up,
embodying maternal strength.
Matt Evans – Miranda’s older brother, a sensible and
resourceful college student. He braves dangerous
conditions to reunite with his family and provides crucial
supplies and emotional support.
Jonny Evans – Miranda’s younger brother. He retains a
sense of humor and innocence despite the horror, often
lightening the mood even as he grapples with hunger and
loss.
Mrs. Nesbitt – The elderly neighbor who joins the family.
Her death is a poignant reminder of the vulnerability of the
elderly in disasters.
Dan – Miranda’s crush, who disappears early in the story.
His absence symbolizes the loss of a normal teenage life.

KEY THEMES EXPLORED IN THE NOVEL

Survival and Sacrifice
At its core, Life As We Knew It is a survival story. The family must
constantly  make  impossible  choices  about  food  distribution,
energy conservation, and personal safety. The theme of sacrifice
is especially strong: Miranda’s mother gives up her own meals;
Miranda  risks  her  life  to  get  supplies;  and  Matt  endures  a
harrowing journey home. The novel asks what people are willing
to  give  up to  protect  the  ones  they love,  and it  shows that
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survival  often means losing parts of  your humanity along the
way.

Family and Community
The Evans family’s bond is tested but ultimately holds. The novel
explores how family dynamics shift under extreme stress, with
Miranda’s  resentment  toward her  mother  giving way to  deep
appreciation. Community also plays a role: neighbors help one
another at first, but as resources dwindle, trust erodes. The book
suggests that in a crisis, the nuclear family becomes the primary
unit of survival, but that isolation can be devastating.

Environmental Catastrophe
and Climate Change
While the trigger is a space event, the novel’s depiction of a
world plunged into a volcanic winter resonates with real-world
concerns about climate change and natural disasters. The ash
blocking the sun, the collapse of agriculture, and the freezing
temperatures serve as a stark allegory for the consequences of
environmental disruption. The Life As We Knew It summary
reminds  readers  that  our  dependence  on  a  stable  global
ecosystem is both fragile and essential.

Loss of Innocence and the
Transition to Adulthood
Miranda begins the novel as a typical teenager obsessed with
trivialities  –  a  new  skating  program,  a  boy’s  attention,  a
disagreement with her mother. By the end, she has witnessed
death, starvation, and despair. Her diary captures the painful but
necessary transition from childhood to adulthood. She emerges
with  a  grim  understanding  of  the  world  and  a  fierce
determination  to  survive.  This  coming-of-age  arc  is  a  central
element of the story.

Hope in the Face of
Overwhelming Odds
Despite  the  bleak  setting,  the  novel  does  not  descend  into
complete  nihilism.  The  final  pages  offer  a  fragile  hope:  the  sun
reappears, the mother recovers, and the family begins to plan.
Hope is portrayed not as a naive optimism, but as a conscious
choice  to  keep  going  even  when  the  evidence  suggests
otherwise. This balance between realism and hope is what makes
the book resonate with readers.

LITERARY STYLE AND STRUCTURE

The novel is written in a diary format, which gives it an intimate
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and immediate feel. Readers experience every shock, every small
victory, and every moment of despair right alongside Miranda.
The  language  is  straightforward  and  accessible,  making  it
suitable for young adults but also compelling for older readers.
The pacing mirrors the slow, grinding nature of a disaster: the
first  few  entries  are  long  and  detailed,  but  as  the  situation
worsens,  the  entries  become  shorter,  more  fragmented,  and
more  desperate.  This  stylistic  choice  effectively  conveys  the
character’s waning energy and hope. The Life As We Knew It
summary  would be incomplete without  noting how the diary
format enhances the realism and emotional impact.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND IMPACT

Upon  publication,  Life  As  We  Knew  It  received  widespread
acclaim  for  its  realistic  portrayal  of  disaster  and  its  strong
character  development.  It  won  several  awards,  including  the
American Library Association’s Best Books for Young Adults and
the  Booklist  Editors’  Choice.  Critics  praised  Pfeffer  for  avoiding
sensationalism and instead focusing on the day-to-day struggle of
ordinary people. The book has been compared to other survival
classics like The Road by Cormac McCarthy, though it is more
accessible and less grim. It has also sparked discussions about
emergency preparedness and the fragility of modern society. The
novel’s popularity led to three sequels: The Dead and the Gone,
This  World  We  Live  In,  and  The  Shade  of  the  Moon,  which
together form the "Last Survivors" series.

WHY THIS SUMMARY MATTERS FOR READERS

For anyone seeking a quick yet complete Life As We Knew It
summary,  this  article  provides  all  the  essential  details:  the
triggering  event,  the  slow  descent  into  chaos,  the  family’s
survival strategies, and the bittersweet ending. But a summary
alone cannot capture the emotional weight of the novel. The true
power of the book lies in its authenticity – the way it shows that a
global  catastrophe  is  not  just  a  backdrop  for  action,  but  a
profound personal tragedy. It forces readers to ask themselves:
What would I do? How would I react? What would I be willing to
sacrifice?  These  questions  linger  long  after  the  last  page  is
turned.

CONCLUSION

In  conclusion,  Life  As  We  Knew  It  is  a  masterful  work  of
speculative  fiction  that  combines  a  compelling  plot  with  deep
emotional resonance. This Life As We Knew It summary has
covered the key plot points, character arcs, themes, and stylistic
elements that make the book a must-read for fans of dystopian
and  survival  stories.  The  novel  serves  as  both  a  gripping
narrative and a cautionary tale about the interconnectedness of
our world and the fragility of the systems we rely upon. Whether
you are reading it for the first time or revisiting it after years, the
story of Miranda Evans


