
The Pact

The Pact is a heart-wrenching and thought-provoking novel that explores love, loss,
and the unbreakable bonds of family and friendship. The story revolves around two
families—the Hartes and the Golds—who have been inseparable neighbors and best
friends for years. Their teenage children, Chris Harte  and Emily Gold, grew up
together and were assumed to be soulmates. But when a shocking tragedy occurs—a
suicide pact that leaves Emily dead and Chris alive—their perfect world shatters.

As Chris faces legal and emotional turmoil, the families are forced to confront painful
secrets, hidden emotions, and the devastating question: How well do we really know

the ones we love?

With her signature blend of courtroom drama and deep emotional insight, Picoult
crafts a gripping narrative that challenges perceptions of love, guilt, and justice.

Chapter 1: NOW: November 1997 (1)

The chapter opens with a poignant moment between two unnamed characters, where
a woman reflects on the man's past selves as they embrace under the moonlight. Their
intimate moment is abruptly shattered by a gunshot, leaving the scene unresolved.
This jarring transition sets a tone of tension and foreshadows deeper conflicts,
contrasting the tenderness of the moment with the sudden violence.

The narrative then shifts to the Happy Family Chinese restaurant, where the Hartes
and Golds, longtime friends, gather for their usual Friday dinner. James Harte arrives
first, followed by Melanie Gold, and their conversation reveals a comfortable yet
slightly awkward dynamic, shaped by shared connections to Gus Harte. Their banter



about James becoming a drummer and Melanie's flustered response highlights their
familiarity and the unspoken complexities of their relationships.

Gus Harte arrives late, recounting her chaotic day, which includes witnessing a clerk's
heart attack at the DMV and a failed attempt to sit in detention for a student. Her
humorous yet exhausting anecdotes underscore her role as the group's energetic
center. The group's playful teasing and Gus's resilience paint a vivid picture of their
camaraderie, though Melanie's persistent concern about the clerk hints at her
empathetic nature.

The chapter closes with Gus mentioning Emily's award-winning painting, sparking
nostalgia and pride among the friends. Gus's unwavering belief in Emily's talent
contrasts with the others' earlier skepticism, reinforcing her role as a dreamer. The
conversation shifts to mundane topics like James's patient and Gus's upcoming ticket-
buying errand, ending on a lighthearted note that balances the chapter's earlier
tension. The blend of humor, affection, and underlying unease captures the
complexities of their intertwined lives.



Chapter 2: THEN: Fall 1979

The chapter opens in fall 1979, introducing Melanie and her husband, Michael, as they
settle into their new home in Bainbridge. Melanie receives a welcoming gift of banana
bread from their neighbors, Gus and James, sparking curiosity about their identities.
When Melanie calls to thank them, she assumes Gus is male, only to discover Gus is a
pregnant woman with a vibrant personality. Their first encounter leaves Melanie
stunned, as Gus bursts in like a "hurricane," defying expectations and setting the tone
for their unconventional friendship.

Melanie begins her new job as a librarian at the Bainbridge Public Library, initially
unimpressed by the quiet, small-town atmosphere compared to her previous work in
Boston. She longs for intellectual engagement, which she unexpectedly finds in Gus,
an avid reader who devours classics and complex literature. Melanie is both amazed
and intimidated by Gus's effortless absorption of knowledge, though she later learns
Gus is primarily searching for a name for her unborn child, softening Melanie's initial
awe.

The chapter contrasts Melanie's reserved, bookish nature with Gus's bold, spontaneous
demeanor. Their interactions highlight Melanie's discomfort with change and her
struggle to adapt to small-town life, while Gus embodies a free-spirited approach that
challenges Melanie's preconceptions. The discovery that Gus is also pregnant creates a
subtle bond between them, though Melanie remains guarded about her own
pregnancy, reflecting her superstitious and private nature.

Through their evolving relationship, the chapter explores themes of identity,
community, and the search for belonging. Melanie's journey mirrors her professional
role as a librarian—curating knowledge but hesitant to share her own story. Gus,
meanwhile, represents the unexpected connections that can emerge in new
environments. The chapter sets the stage for their friendship, hinting at deeper



personal revelations and conflicts to come as both women navigate motherhood and
their contrasting worldviews.



Chapter 3: NOW: November 1997 (2)

The chapter opens with Detective Anne-Marie Marrone reflecting on her career shift
from Washington, D.C., to Bainbridge, New Hampshire, where the quiet town’s crimes
unsettle her more than urban violence. She is called to investigate a shooting involving
a teenage girl, Emily, and a boy, Chris Harte. Despite the shocking nature of the
incident, Anne-Marie remains composed, focusing on gathering facts. She confronts
Chris’s parents, Gus and James, insisting on speaking to Chris, who is recovering in the
hospital. The tension escalates as Gus resists, but Anne-Marie asserts her authority,
hinting at the possibility of Chris’s involvement in a homicide.

Inside the hospital room, Anne-Marie questions Chris, who is visibly traumatized. Chris
reveals that he and Emily had been drinking and brought his father’s gun to the
carousel, intending to commit suicide together. The revelation stuns his parents, who
struggle to reconcile their son’s actions with their perception of him. Chris explains
that Emily shot herself first, and he was interrupted before he could follow through.
Anne-Marie’s probing questions suggest she suspects foul play, leaving Gus and James
torn between defending their son and confronting the horrifying possibility of his guilt.

Gus’s maternal instincts flare as she shields Chris, demanding Anne-Marie leave. The
detective departs, leaving the family to grapple with the emotional fallout. Gus clings
to the hope that Chris is innocent, but the seed of doubt has been planted. Meanwhile,
Anne-Marie’s professional demeanor hints at a deeper investigation to come, as the
case teeters between tragic suicide and potential murder.

The chapter shifts to Michael, Emily’s father, who is devastated by her death. He
struggles to accept the suicide pact theory, replaying mundane memories of Emily in
search of hidden clues. The contrast between his grief and Detective Marrone’s clinical
approach underscores the chapter’s tension: a community shattered by loss, a family
in crisis, and a detective determined to uncover the truth, no matter how painful. The



unresolved questions linger, setting the stage for further conflict and revelation.



Chapter 4: THEN: Summer 1984

The chapter opens with Gus experiencing a vivid nightmare in which she is carjacked
while driving with her children, Chris and the baby. Forced to choose between saving
one child or both, she rescues the baby but watches helplessly as Chris is driven away.
The dream leaves her shaken, and her husband, James, dismisses her fears, insisting
their small town of Bainbridge is safe. Gus, however, remains unsettled, questioning
the fragility of safety and comfort, especially as she checks on Chris, who sleeps with
unshakable confidence in his security.

The narrative shifts to a sweltering summer day, where Gus and her friend Melanie
take their children, Chris and Emily, to Tally Pond. The kids play innocently, mud-
smeared and carefree, until a curious moment arises when Chris notices the
anatomical differences between himself and Emily. Gus and Melanie handle the
children’s questions with humor, comparing body parts to Halloween candy. The scene
highlights the simplicity of childhood and the bittersweet awareness of growing up, as
well as the camaraderie between the two mothers.

Gus’s aging dog, Charlie, becomes a focal point as his health deteriorates due to
diabetes. Despite the financial and emotional toll, Gus refuses to give up on him,
secretly paying for treatments and consulting her neighbor, Michael, a vet. Their
weekly discussions about Charlie’s condition reveal Gus’s compassion and stubborn
loyalty, even as Michael gently suggests euthanasia. The bond between Gus and
Michael is evident, marked by easy banter and mutual respect, though Melanie
observes their closeness with quiet curiosity.

The chapter closes with a lighthearted moment between Gus and James as they
prepare for an evening out. James jokes about his age, and Gus teases him,
showcasing their playful dynamic. Despite the underlying tension from Gus’s
nightmares and Charlie’s declining health, the couple’s affection remains a steady



anchor. The chapter juxtaposes the fragility of life with the resilience of love, leaving
readers with a sense of both unease and hope.



Chapter 5: THEN: 1989

The chapter opens with Chris and Emily, two mischievous children, making prank
phone calls from Emily's bedroom in 1989. Their playful banter and daring escalate as
they call strangers with absurd questions, like asking if "Mr. Longwanger" truly has a
long wanger, and impersonating school staff to trick Chris's mother. Their laughter and
camaraderie highlight their close friendship, but their antics soon backfire when Chris's
mother, Gus, cancels an important appointment to respond to the fake school call. The
children's recklessness leads to consequences, with Chris being grounded for three
days, leaving him frustrated but still connected to Emily through their secret Morse
code signals.

As Chris faces his parents' stern reprimand, the chapter shifts to their perspective,
revealing their mixed emotions. Gus and James, though exasperated, find humor in
their son's pranks, reminiscing about their own youthful mischief. Their playful teasing
and affectionate dynamic contrast with their disciplinary roles, showing their struggle
to balance authority with understanding. The tension between parental responsibility
and nostalgia for childhood freedom is palpable, as they acknowledge their own pasts
while trying to guide Chris. Their lighthearted reconciliation, ending with a romantic
moment, underscores the complexity of family dynamics.

Meanwhile, Chris and Emily maintain their bond despite being punished. Using Morse
code with bedroom lamps, they communicate across the distance, sharing their
frustrations and solidarity. This silent dialogue symbolizes their unbreakable
connection and resilience in the face of adversity. The chapter subtly contrasts the
innocence of childhood rebellion with the weight of parental expectations, as both
generations navigate their relationships and identities.

The chapter concludes with a diary entry from Emily, offering a glimpse into her inner
world. Her scattered thoughts—ranging from school gossip to her admiration for



Chris—reveal her youthful perspective and the budding emotions she struggles to
articulate. The unfinished entry about Guinevere hints at her romantic idealism,
mirroring the chapter's themes of connection, secrecy, and the bittersweet transition
from childhood to adolescence. The diary serves as a quiet reflection on the chapter's
events, tying together the threads of friendship, family, and growing up.



Chapter 6: NOW: November 1997 (3)

The chapter opens with prosecutor J. Barrett Delaney, who goes by "Barrie," reflecting
on her discomfort with her given name, Sue, and her career choice. She meets her
childhood friend, detective Anne-Marie Marrone, to review the case of Emily Gold’s
death. Barrie examines the autopsy report and police statements, questioning whether
Chris Harte, the suspect, acted with premeditation. Anne-Marie reveals Chris’s claim of
a botched double suicide, but Barrie remains skeptical, emphasizing the need for
evidence of intent. She directs Anne-Marie to gather more background on Chris and
Emily’s relationship, including potential abuse or suicidal tendencies, while she
prepares to present the case to a grand jury.

Meanwhile, tensions escalate between Gus Harte and Melanie Gold, the mothers of
Chris and Emily. Gus attempts to reconcile with Melanie, offering condolences, but
Melanie angrily accuses Chris of murdering her daughter. Gus defends her son,
insisting Chris’s account of a suicide pact is truthful, while Melanie dismisses it as a lie.
The confrontation turns bitter, with Melanie blaming Gus for raising a murderer and
Gus accusing Melanie of denial about Emily’s mental state. The emotional exchange
ends with Gus storming out, hurt by Melanie’s rejection and unwilling to accept her son
as a killer.

The chapter shifts to Chris Harte’s perspective as he leaves the hospital in a
wheelchair, frustrated by his physical and emotional state. His mother, Gus, tries to
distract him with mundane chatter, but Chris resents her attempts to normalize the
situation. He internally struggles with the aftermath of Emily’s death, feeling alienated
and unable to communicate his grief. The scene highlights the growing disconnect
between Chris and his mother, as he grapples with the irreversible impact of the
tragedy.



Throughout the chapter, the narrative explores themes of guilt, denial, and the search
for truth. Barrie’s legal analysis contrasts with the raw emotions of Gus and Melanie,
underscoring the complexity of the case. Chris’s silent suffering adds another layer,
revealing the personal toll of the incident. The chapter sets the stage for a deeper
investigation into the circumstances surrounding Emily’s death, while also delving into
the fractured relationships it has left behind.



Chapter 7: THEN: December 1993

The chapter opens with Chris and Emily traveling to Sugarloaf for a skiing trip with
Emily's family. The two engage in a playful yet competitive Tetris match on their Game
Boys, bantering and teasing each other until their argument escalates. Chris,
frustrated by Emily's perceived cheating, eventually sulks but tries to reconcile by
offering another game. The dynamic between them highlights their close but
contentious friendship, with Chris secretly vowing to outshine her on the slopes.
Meanwhile, Emily's parents exchange amused glances, commenting on the chaos of
their interactions.

Chris's father, James, decides to go hunting on Christmas Eve with a man he met on
the ski lift, much to the annoyance of Chris's mother, Gus. Chris joins the expedition,
excited at the prospect of hunting pheasant or rabbit. The group, led by Hank Myers
and his beagle, Lucy, ventures into the snowy woods. Chris, initially eager, grows
bored and cold as the hunt progresses. When Lucy flushes out a snowshoe hare, Hank
explains the animal's circular running pattern, and Chris eventually shoots it—only to
be overwhelmed by guilt and disgust at killing such a small, defenseless creature.

The hunting trip takes an emotional toll on Chris, who vomits after seeing the hare's
bloody remains. Hank and James exchange tense words, with James visibly
embarrassed by his son's reaction. Chris, trying to salvage his pride, offers to clean the
hare but is haunted by the irony of the animal circling back to safety only to be killed.
The experience leaves him silent and reflective, contrasting sharply with his earlier
excitement. The scene underscores a moment of moral reckoning for Chris, who
grapples with the ethics of hunting and his own emotions.

The chapter concludes with Gus and James reconciling after the hunting trip, their
playful and intimate banter contrasting with the earlier tension. Gus teases James
about Santa Claus, and their flirtation escalates into a passionate moment. The



lightheartedness of their interaction serves as a counterpoint to Chris's turmoil,
emphasizing the chapter's themes of conflict, reconciliation, and the complexities of
human relationships. The unfinished ending leaves their intimacy implied, tying the
chapter together with a mix of humor and warmth.



Chapter 8: NOW: Mid to Late November 1997

The chapter opens with Melanie deeply affected by Emily's death, fixating on mundane
objects as if seeing them for the first time. Her obsessive attention to detail reflects
her fear of losing memories of the ordinary, now imbued with newfound significance. A
moment of distraction occurs when she drops a trash bag to examine a snowflake,
symbolizing her fragile emotional state. The intrusion of a phone call asking for Emily
underscores her grief, leaving her silent and disconnected from reality.

Meanwhile, Chris attends a session with Dr. Feinstein, a psychiatrist who defies his
expectations with a rugged appearance and a direct approach. The tension between
them is palpable as Chris reluctantly engages, struggling to articulate his emotions.
The doctor’s insistence on verbal responses forces Chris to confront his pain,
particularly his grief over Emily’s suicide. Their exchange reveals Chris’s turmoil,
including suicidal thoughts and his parents’ strained reactions, highlighting his
isolation and longing for the past.

Chris’s raw honesty emerges when he admits he’d rather be "with Emily," dead or
alive, exposing his unresolved guilt and despair. The psychiatrist’s reassurance that
emotional wounds heal offers little comfort, but Chris begins to trust him slightly,
recognizing the doctor’s discretion. The session ends with Chris yearning for a time
before the tragedy, emphasizing his inability to reconcile his loss. The chapter
juxtaposes his internal struggle with the external pressure to appear "normal," a
contrast that deepens his sense of alienation.

The final scene shifts to Gus, Chris’s mother, anxiously probing about the session
during their car ride home. Her forced cheerfulness clashes with Chris’s withdrawn
demeanor, revealing the family’s dysfunctional coping mechanisms. The chapter
closes with a glimpse into James’s upbringing, where emotional suppression was the
norm, suggesting a generational pattern of avoidance. This backdrop underscores the



family’s collective failure to address their grief, leaving Chris trapped between his pain
and their unrealistic expectations.



Chapter 9: NOW: Late November 1997

The chapter opens with Chris Harte, a terrified teenager, handcuffed in the back of a
police car. Despite the heat, he shivers uncontrollably, overwhelmed by fear and
disbelief at his arrest. He clings to the hope that his father and lawyer, Jordan McAfee,
will resolve the situation, but the reality of his predicament sinks in as he is processed
at the Bainbridge police station. Chris undergoes booking procedures, including
fingerprinting and a mugshot, before being placed in a holding cell, where he struggles
to comprehend the gravity of being charged with murder.

Meanwhile, Jordan McAfee is introduced in a contrasting scene, engaging in a casual
sexual encounter with a woman named Sandra. Their interaction is interrupted by a
phone call informing Jordan of Chris's arrest. Despite Sandra's attempts to keep him
there, Jordan abruptly leaves, prioritizing his professional duty over personal pleasure.
The scene highlights Jordan's charismatic yet detached personality, as well as his
commitment to his clients, even at inconvenient moments.

The narrative shifts back to Chris, who is now in a holding cell, terrified and alone. He
recalls mundane details from his life, like his mother's birthday cake, which starkly
contrast with his current reality. The officers treat him with a mix of indifference and
routine efficiency, further emphasizing his isolation. Chris's internal monologue reveals
his desperation and confusion, as he grapples with the surreal notion of being
incarcerated for a crime he insists he didn’t commit.

The chapter concludes with Jordan preparing to leave for the police station,
exchanging brief but revealing banter with his teenage son, Thomas. Their
conversation underscores Jordan's role as a single father and the complexities of
balancing parenthood with his demanding career. The juxtaposition of Chris's fear and
Jordan's composed response sets the stage for their impending legal battle, while
hinting at the personal stakes for both characters.



Chapter 10: THEN: April 1996

The chapter opens with a vivid scene at a high school swim meet in April 1996, where
Chris, a talented swimmer, breaks a school record in the 100-meter butterfly. Emily,
his longtime girlfriend, watches proudly from the bleachers, relishing their public
connection. Their relationship is deeply rooted in friendship and family ties, spanning
nearly three years, which sets them apart from typical teenage romances. However,
the chapter hints at underlying tensions, particularly around societal expectations and
assumptions about their physical intimacy.

Chris faces peer pressure from teammates like Carlos, who make crude remarks about
Emily, implying their relationship is sexually active. Chris deflects these comments
without outright denying them, aware that doing so might make him seem naive or
weak. Emily, meanwhile, struggles with her own conflicted feelings about physical
intimacy. While she cherishes their emotional bond, she recoils from sexual advances,
feeling a deep, inexplicable discomfort that she can’t articulate—even to herself.

Later, Emily visits Chris’s house under the pretense of studying, but their session
quickly shifts to physical closeness. Emily enjoys their affectionate moments but
panics when Chris escalates their intimacy, pulling away abruptly. Chris, frustrated yet
caring, grapples with societal expectations and his own desires, unsure how to
reconcile them with Emily’s boundaries. Their dynamic reflects the broader tension
between external perceptions and their private reality.

The chapter concludes with Emily’s internal turmoil, as she questions her reactions and
fears hurting Chris. Meanwhile, Chris is left confused by her rejection, torn between
respecting her boundaries and his own unmet expectations. Their relationship, though
built on love and history, is strained by unspoken conflicts and societal pressures,
leaving both characters at an emotional impasse.



Chapter 11: NOW: December 1997 (1)

The chapter opens with Chris adjusting to life in a maximum-security jail cell, a
cramped, dimly lit space with minimal comforts. He observes the rigid hierarchy and
unwritten rules of incarceration, realizing his placement depends on his behavior
inside rather than his charges. Hoping to avoid conflict, Chris resolves to stay silent for
a week to secure a transfer to medium security, where conditions might be less harsh.
His isolation is interrupted when two inmates, Hector and Damon, confront him,
probing about his alleged crime—murdering his girlfriend—and testing his vulnerability
with threats and a makeshift weapon.

Chris’s attempts to deflect their aggression only amplify their mockery, particularly
when they deride his educated demeanor. A brief reprieve comes when an officer
offers exercise time, but even this activity reveals the jail’s unspoken order, with
inmates claiming equipment based on status. Chris witnesses Damon’s calculated
violence in a camera blind spot and the communal scorn directed at an inmate in
isolation for killing his baby. The harsh environment forces Chris to confront the
paradox of morality among criminals, leaving him uneasy and alienated.

During a collect call home, Chris clings to his mother’s reassurance that their lawyer,
Jordan, is working to free him. The conversation is cut short by the jarring
announcement of the call’s origin, underscoring his humiliation. The moment is
shattered when Damon sexually harasses him at the phone, triggering Chris’s defiant
resistance. Retreating to his cell, he grapples with fear of further predation, especially
at night, and fills his days with trivial routines like TV and commissary orders to avoid
interaction.

The chapter shifts briefly to Jordan’s perspective, revealing his cynical view of the legal
system, where truth is malleable and trials hinge on strategy rather than facts. This
interlude contrasts with Chris’s raw struggle for survival, highlighting the disconnect



between the courtroom’s abstractions and the brutal reality of incarceration. Chris’s
isolation and Damon’s looming threat underscore the dehumanizing nature of jail,
where power dynamics prevail and innocence or guilt becomes irrelevant.



Chapter 12: NOW: December 1997 (2)

Gus Harte, mother of Chris—a high school scholar-athlete accused of murdering his
girlfriend—reflects on the stark contrast between the freedom of choice in a grocery
store and the rigid routines of the Grafton County Correctional Facility where her son is
held. As she considers buying Clementines, Chris’s favorite fruit, she questions
whether they’d even be allowed in the prison, imagining guards inspecting them with
the same vigilance she once used to check his Halloween candy. The vibrant produce
aisle overwhelms her, highlighting the oppressive lack of agency in her son’s life and
her own growing despair.

While shopping, Gus overhears gossip from local women who blame her parenting for
Chris’s alleged crime, insinuating he’s either a “bad seed” or a product of poor
upbringing. Confronting them, Gus challenges their right to judge, but the women
dismiss her, reinforcing the town’s collective scrutiny. The encounter leaves Gus
shaken, and she abandons her cart upon spotting a sensationalized newspaper
headline: “Murder in a Small Town, Part II,” which frames Chris’s case as a lurid drama.
The article’s biased tone fuels her anger, and she impulsively takes the paper without
paying, defiantly embracing the town’s negative perception of her family.

Determined to confront the media’s exploitation of Chris’s case, Gus storms into the
offices of the *Grafton County Gazette* to demand a retraction from editor Simon
Favre. She accuses the paper of sensationalism, arguing that the headline
misrepresents the facts by implying Chris’s presence at the crime scene is newly
revealed evidence. Favre dismissively offers her a chance to share her side of the
story, but Gus refuses, insisting her son’s innocence shouldn’t require public
justification. Though Favre agrees to adjust the tone of future coverage, he cynically
notes that public opinion has already been swayed, leaving Gus powerless against the
narrative.



The chapter closes with Selena, another character, arriving at Jordan’s house, where
she casually interacts with Thomas, Jordan’s son. Their lighthearted banter contrasts
sharply with Gus’s turmoil, underscoring the divide between the personal toll of the
case and the outside world’s indifference. The scene hints at the broader community’s
detachment from the Hartes’ suffering, emphasizing how gossip and media spin have
eclipsed the human tragedy at the story’s core.



Chapter 13: THEN: September 1997

The chapter opens in September 1997, with high school seniors in a mandatory Health
Education class led by Coach Krull, a swim coach whose awkwardness underscores the
absurdity of the lesson. Students pair up to practice rolling condoms onto bananas, a
task met with nervous laughter and embarrassment. Emily, the protagonist, is relieved
her partner is her friend Heather rather than Chris, a boy she seems to have a
complicated relationship with. The class devolves into jokes, but the underlying
tension is palpable, especially when Coach Krull emphasizes the limitations of
condoms, noting their 75% effectiveness against pregnancy—a statistic that
foreshadows Emily’s later crisis.

The scene shifts to Emily alone in a bathroom, taking a pregnancy test with trembling
hands. The instructions are clinical, but her fear is visceral as she waits for the results.
When a faint second line appears, confirming her pregnancy, she reacts with physical
and emotional pain, recalling Coach Krull’s warning about the odds of contraception
failing. The narrative captures her disbelief and dread, highlighting the gap between
theoretical lessons and real-life consequences.

A flashback reveals Emily’s intimate encounter with Chris, whose physical presence
dominates the scene. Their coupling is fraught with unspoken tension, as Emily’s mind
races with her secret while Chris misreads her reactions as passion. The description of
their interaction is charged with irony, as his efforts to please her contrast with her
internal turmoil. The moment underscores the disconnect between their experiences
and the weight of Emily’s unshared reality.

The chapter concludes at a Planned Parenthood office, where Emily, now confirmed to
be six weeks pregnant, meets with a counselor. The sterile, nonjudgmental
environment contrasts with Emily’s inner chaos as she grapples with her options. The
counselor gently probes whether Chris should be involved, but Emily insists he’s “not



in the picture,” prioritizing her college plans over the pregnancy. The financial and
emotional barriers to an abortion loom large, leaving her trapped between impossible
choices and the harsh reality of her situation.



Chapter 14: NOW: Christmas 1997

The chapter opens in a prison during Christmas 1997, where Chris, an inmate, is
interrupted from reading by his cellmate Bernard’s habit of hoarding ice. Chris is called
for a visitor, expecting his mother but instead encountering Michael Gold, the father of
Emily, the girl he is accused of killing. Their tense conversation reveals Michael’s
conflicted emotions—he doesn’t believe Chris killed Emily but struggles to understand
how he missed signs of his daughter’s distress. Chris, wary yet moved, engages with
Michael, who admits he came to hear Chris affirm his love for Emily, as Melanie,
Emily’s mother, is too grief-stricken to discuss her.

Meanwhile, Gus, Chris’s mother, navigates a mundane shopping trip, her thoughts
consumed by the tragedy. In the sporting goods section, she reflects on how her
husband’s hobby of gun collecting may have contributed to their son’s incarceration.
Her grief is compounded when she unexpectedly encounters Melanie, Emily’s mother,
who coldly rejects Gus’s attempt to reconnect. The encounter underscores the rift
between the once-close friends, as Melanie’s anger and Gus’s longing for
understanding highlight their shared but isolating losses.

The chapter juxtaposes the two encounters—Chris with Michael and Gus with
Melanie—to explore themes of grief, guilt, and fractured relationships. Michael’s visit
to Chris suggests a fragile hope for reconciliation or understanding, while Melanie’s
rejection of Gus emphasizes the irreparable damage caused by the tragedy. Both
interactions reveal the characters’ struggles to cope with their losses and the ways
their lives remain intertwined despite their pain.

The narrative’s tension builds as Chris and Michael’s conversation teeters between
accusation and empathy, while Gus’s failed attempt to bridge the gap with Melanie
underscores the enduring consequences of the past. The chapter ends abruptly,
leaving the reader with a sense of unresolved emotions and the lingering question of



whether any of these relationships can heal. The setting—a prison and a mundane
store—mirrors the characters’ trapped emotional states, emphasizing the
inescapability of their grief and guilt.



Chapter 15: NOW: February 1998

The chapter opens with an introduction to Judge Leslie F. Puckett, a no-nonsense figure
known for his sharp critiques and peculiar habit of cracking almonds with his teeth
during proceedings. Defense attorney Jordan and prosecutor Barrie Delaney meet in
Puckett’s chambers for a pretrial hearing in the high-profile case of Chris Harte. The
tension between Jordan and Delaney is immediate, with Jordan mocking her coercive
tactics in obtaining Chris’s hospital interview, while Delaney defends its legality.
Puckett intervenes to maintain order, setting deadlines for motions and scheduling jury
selection for May 7th, highlighting the adversarial dynamic between the attorneys.

The conflict escalates as Jordan files a motion to suppress Chris’s hospital interview,
arguing it violated Miranda rights due to his compromised state. Delaney vehemently
opposes this, insisting the interview was lawful. Puckett warns both attorneys to refrain
from bickering, emphasizing the need for professionalism. The chapter underscores
Jordan’s strategic experience as a former prosecutor, allowing him to anticipate
Delaney’s tactics, while Delaney’s aggressive demeanor reveals her personal
investment in securing a conviction. The judge’s impatience with their squabbling adds
a layer of tension to the legal maneuvering.

Outside the chambers, Delaney offers Chris a plea bargain of 30 years to life for
manslaughter, confident in her evidence, including fingerprints and ballistic analysis.
Jordan dismisses her confidence as a bluff, recalling his own days as a prosecutor and
recognizing her uncertainty. He agrees to present the offer to Chris but makes it clear
they intend to fight the case in court. The exchange highlights Jordan’s tactical
acumen and Delaney’s determination to win, setting the stage for a contentious trial.

The chapter concludes with Jordan discussing the plea bargain with Chris, who is
visibly shaken by the prospect of a 30-year sentence. Jordan refuses to advise Chris
directly but hints at the possibility of winning at trial, leaving the decision in his hands.



Chris’s reaction—laughter at the absurdity of the situation—reveals his emotional
turmoil. The scene ends on an ambiguous note, with Chris contemplating his options
as the trial date looms, emphasizing the high stakes and personal toll of the legal
battle.



Chapter 16: THEN: October 1997

The chapter opens with Emily confessing her suicidal thoughts to Chris during a car
ride home in October 1997. Initially, Chris dismisses her words, laughing or ignoring
them, but the third time, he finally listens. Emily’s exhaustion and erratic sleep
patterns hint at her emotional turmoil, though Chris initially overlooks these signs. As
she sleeps in the car, he observes her fragility, unaware of the depth of her despair.
When she wakes and breaks down crying, her cryptic remark—“You’re what I’m going
to miss”—triggers Chris’s alarm, forcing him to confront the reality of her distress.

Chris struggles to process Emily’s admission that she no longer wants to live. His
disbelief and panic escalate as she reveals her pain is constant, not a fleeting mood.
Emily insists she can’t explain the reasons but emphasizes her trust in Chris as the
only person who would listen without judgment. The chapter highlights the gap
between adolescent struggles and adult perspectives, as Chris reflects on how adults
often trivialize teenage emotions. He recognizes Emily’s vulnerability and his own role
as her confidant, torn between respecting her trust and intervening to save her.

The tension rises as Chris grapples with the weight of Emily’s secret. He suggests
involving her parents or a professional, but Emily pleads with him not to, fearing they
won’t understand. Chris feels both honored and terrified by her reliance on him,
realizing the gravity of the situation. Emily describes her suicidal thoughts as a relief,
likening them to medicine numbing unbearable pain. Her vague references to
“everything” hurting—her head, her heart—deepen Chris’s confusion, but she
reassures him he isn’t the cause.

The chapter ends with Chris torn between loyalty and action. He questions whether
keeping her secret makes him complicit, while Emily desperately seeks his promise not
to tell anyone. Their emotional confrontation underscores the isolation of depression
and the helplessness of those trying to support loved ones. The scene leaves their



conflict unresolved, emphasizing the complexity of mental health struggles and the
limits of love alone to “fix” them.



Chapter 17: NOW: May 1998 (1)

The chapter opens with Gus Harte preparing for the trial of her son, Chris, dressing
meticulously in hopes of catching a glimpse of him at the courthouse. Her husband,
James, shaves nearby, the mundane routine contrasting sharply with their grim reality.
Meanwhile, Melanie and Michael drive separately to the courthouse, their strained
silence punctuated only by the rhythmic flash of brake lights, which Michael interprets
as a mocking smile. Barrie Delaney, the prosecutor, rushes out after her cat spills
coffee, unaware the stain will later remind her of Chris for years to come.

Jordan McAfee, Chris’s defense attorney, frets over his disrupted pre-trial ritual—eating
Cocoa Krispies—when his son, Thomas, admits to finishing the box. The superstition,
though trivial, symbolizes Jordan’s need for control amid the trial’s uncertainty. His
irritation underscores the tension in the household as Thomas offers futile solutions.
Meanwhile, Chris is given a suit he last wore during his arraignment, the memory of
shopping for it with his mother and Emily flooding back. As he’s led to court, the other
inmates’ silence highlights their shared dread of facing trial.

The courtroom scene is tense, with James straining to reach Chris across the divider, a
physical barrier mirroring the emotional chasm between them. Jordan erupts in
chambers, arguing against Chris being shackled, insisting it prejudices the jury.
Prosecutor Barrie Delaney counters that restraints are standard for an alleged
murderer. Judge Puckett sides with Jordan, allowing Chris to appear uncuffed, a small
victory for the defense. The decision hints at the broader battle over how Chris will be
perceived—as a dangerous criminal or a sympathetic defendant.

The chapter captures the quiet desperation of the characters as they brace for the
trial’s emotional toll. Gus and James cling to routines, Melanie and Michael
communicate through silence, and Jordan’s superstition reveals his vulnerability.
Chris’s brief taste of freedom outside the jail contrasts with his shackled reality, while



the legal skirmish over his restraints foreshadows the coming fight for his future. The
narrative weaves together intimate moments and legal maneuvering, setting the stage
for the trial’s high stakes.



Chapter 18: THEN: November 7, 1997

The chapter opens with Emily preparing for what appears to be a deliberate, final act.
Fresh from a shower, she moves through her empty house, avoiding her reflection and
leaving traces of herself for her parents. She contemplates writing a note but decides
against it, fearing her parents would blame themselves. Instead, she retrieves a
childhood memento—a lemon-juice message from her brother Chris—which symbolizes
their deep bond and his past attempts to "save" her. The scene underscores Emily’s
resolve and the weight of her decision, juxtaposed with fleeting nostalgia for simpler
times.

Chris, meanwhile, grapples with overwhelming emotions as he assists Emily in her
plan. He feels both powerless and hyper-focused, torn between wanting to save her
and fulfilling their pact. His internal conflict is palpable: he oscillates between
adolescent certainty and a desperate wish for adult intervention. The narrative
highlights his shaky hands and racing thoughts, emphasizing the gravity of their
agreement. Chris’s perspective reveals the surreal nature of their situation, where
time feels distorted and the world seems to shrink around them.

The pair drive to a deserted carousel, a place laden with happy memories for Emily.
She seeks comfort in familiar surroundings, touching the horses she and Chris once
named. Her lack of fear contrasts with Chris’s turmoil; she views death as an escape
from pain, while he struggles with the reality of their plan. When Emily asks to ride the
carousel, Chris obliges, activating the machine as she clings to Delilah, a horse
adorned with faux jewels. The carousel’s music and motion evoke a poignant memory
of their childhood, symbolizing fleeting joy and innocence.

As the carousel spins, Emily’s tears and smile reflect a mix of liberation and sorrow.
Chris watches, realizing this moment is pivotal—he must either follow through or
intervene. The chapter ends on this cliffhanger, leaving his decision unresolved. The



juxtaposition of Emily’s acceptance and Chris’s hesitation underscores the tragedy of
their pact, blending nostalgia, love, and impending loss. The carousel, once a symbol
of joy, now serves as the backdrop for their final, heart-wrenching confrontation.



Chapter 19: NOW: November 7, 1997

The chapter opens with a tense scene on November 7, 1997, where Chris holds a gun
to Emily's temple as she contemplates suicide. Both are visibly shaken, and Chris fears
the gun might accidentally discharge. He recalls their childhood connection, where
physical pain experienced by one would inexplicably affect the other, a phenomenon
their pediatrician dismissed as "sympathy pain." Despite expectations they would
outgrow it, their bond remains unbroken. Chris realizes that if Emily dies, he will too,
metaphorically, as she is his heart. He wrestles the gun away, refusing to let her end
her life, but Emily pleads with him to return it, insisting she cannot live without him.

Emily's desperation and Chris's internal conflict escalate as she argues that if he loves
her, he should let her go. Chris, torn between saving her and respecting her wishes,
feels her overwhelming sorrow as if it were his own. He flees the scene but returns
after half an hour to find Emily still holding the gun, sobbing uncontrollably. She
admits she lacks the courage to kill herself but also feels incapable of living. Chris,
heartbroken, recognizes her agony and the depth of her despair. The gun becomes a
symbol of their shared torment, with Emily begging Chris to either stay or help her end
her suffering.

In a moment of clarity, Chris understands that Emily is not afraid of death but of
continuing to live in pain. He grapples with the moral weight of her request, torn
between his love for her and the horror of complying. Emily, sensing his hesitation,
guides his hand back to the gun, urging him to act. Flashbacks of happier times, like a
summer tennis match, contrast sharply with the present, highlighting the tragedy of
their situation. Chris, overwhelmed by emotion, struggles to reconcile his love for
Emily with the unthinkable act she asks of him.

The chapter culminates in a heart-wrenching climax as Emily, determined and calm,
presses Chris's hand to pull the trigger. His tears blur his vision, but her resolve is



unwavering. She whispers words of love and encouragement, and in a final,
devastating moment, the gun fires. The chapter ends abruptly, leaving Chris and Emily
locked in their tragic embrace, the consequences of their actions left unresolved. The
scene underscores the themes of love, sacrifice, and the unbearable weight of shared
suffering.



Chapter 20: NOW: May 1998 (2)

The chapter opens with a tense courtroom scene where Chris, the defendant, falls
silent after his testimony, leaving the room in shock. Jordan, his attorney, realizes the
only way to salvage the case is to aggressively cross-examine Chris before the
prosecutor, Barrie Delaney, can dismantle his credibility. Jordan takes the stand and
begins questioning Chris with brutal cynicism, forcing him to admit inconsistencies in
his account of the night Emily was shot. Chris struggles to recall details, growing
increasingly agitated as Jordan dismantles his narrative, culminating in Chris admitting
he doesn’t know for certain whether he pulled the trigger.

Jordan’s strategy shifts as he subtly guides Chris to acknowledge the possibility that
Emily’s actions may have contributed to the gun firing. By the end of the cross-
examination, Chris is emotionally shattered but arrives at a moment of clarity,
admitting he cannot definitively say he killed Emily. This pivotal admission undermines
the prosecution’s case, leaving the courtroom stunned. However, Barrie Delaney
seizes the opportunity to reaffirm Chris’s confession, pressing him on the undeniable
facts: his hand was on the gun, his finger on the trigger, and a shot was fired.

During redirect, Jordan methodically reconstructs the events, emphasizing Chris’s lack
of intent to kill Emily and the ambiguity surrounding who ultimately caused the gun to
discharge. Chris reiterates that Emily’s hands were on the gun and that she urged him
to act, casting doubt on his sole responsibility. The chapter closes with Jordan leaving
the courtroom without acknowledging Chris, while Barrie celebrates her perceived
victory, anticipating the case’s high-profile impact on her career.

The chapter masterfully captures the psychological and legal maneuvering of a trial,
highlighting the fragility of truth under adversarial scrutiny. Chris’s emotional
breakdown and Jordan’s ruthless tactics reveal the complexities of justice, where
perception often outweighs certainty. Barrie’s confidence contrasts with the



unresolved questions, leaving the reader to ponder the blurred lines between guilt and
innocence. The scene sets the stage for the trial’s climax, where the jury must weigh
conflicting narratives against the elusive nature of truth.



EPILOGUE

The epilogue reveals Chris's lingering trauma from his past experiences, symbolized by
his obsession with open windows and fresh air. Despite his efforts to avoid
confinement, he is occasionally overwhelmed by the scent of prison, triggering panic
attacks that leave him displaced in his own home. His parents struggle to understand
his distress, highlighting the isolation of trauma that cannot be easily communicated
to those who haven’t shared the experience. This sets a tone of unresolved tension
and emotional fragility as the chapter unfolds.

The Gold family’s move becomes a focal point, with neighborhood gossip hinting at
deeper reasons behind their relocation. Michael Gold had wanted to leave town
entirely, but Melanie insisted on staying close to their daughter Emily’s memory. Their
new house, rumored to have a bedroom reserved for Emily, underscores the family’s
inability to fully let go. Gus and James Hart observe the move in silence, their
unspoken grief and guilt palpable as they watch their former neighbors depart,
marking the end of an era for both families.

A poignant moment occurs when Michael’s truck pauses near Gus, offering a fleeting
chance for closure. Their silent exchange—filled with pain, unspoken apologies, and
mutual understanding—culminates in Michael driving away without a word. This
moment encapsulates the unresolved emotions between the two families, emphasizing
how some wounds remain too deep for words. The scene underscores the theme of
missed connections and the weight of shared tragedy.

Chris, watching the Golds leave, discovers an old tin-can message system he and
Emily used as children. The decayed fishing line and blank note inside the can
symbolize the fading memories of their childhood bond. The emptiness of the note
leaves Chris questioning whether the message was ever there or if time has erased it,
mirroring his struggle to reconcile the past. The chapter closes with a sense of



ambiguity, suggesting that some losses are too profound to be neatly resolved or
understood.


