Small Great Things

Small Great Things by Jodi Picoult (2016) is a gripping novel that explores racism,
privilege, and justice in modern America. The story follows Ruth Jefferson, an
experienced Black labor and delivery nurse, who is forbidden from caring for a
newborn after the white supremacist parents request "no African American staff."
When the baby goes into cardiac arrest and Ruth hesitates to intervene, she is
charged with murder. The novel weaves perspectives between Ruth, her white public
defender, and the baby’s racist father, forcing readers to confront systemic bias and

personal complicity.

Stage One: Early Labor - Ruth

The chapter opens with Ruth recalling a pivotal childhood moment at the opulent
brownstone where her mother, Lou, worked as a domestic servant for the affluent
Hallowell family. The house, with its intimidating gargoyles and iconic NBC chime
doorbell, symbolizes the stark divide between her family’s modest life and the
Hallowells' privilege. Ruth’s mother, unwavering in her dedication, braves a snowstorm
to work, dragging Ruth and her sister along because they’re too young to stay home
alone. The narrative highlights Lou’s subservience and the family’s reliance on her,

even for trivial tasks like making sandwiches.

During the snowstorm, Ruth observes the racial and class disparities as she and her
sister are relegated to a cramped kitchen closet while the Hallowells’ coats occupy the
spacious main entry. Lou’s quiet resilience is evident as she transforms the dark house
into a lively space, promising the children hot chocolate imported from Paris—a small

luxury contrasting their everyday reality. Ruth’s attempt to draw her idealized family



on paper, with invisible snowflakes, subtly underscores her longing for visibility and

belonging in a world that marginalizes her.

The tranquility shatters when Ms. Mina, the lady of the house, goes into premature
labor. Lou springs into action, embodying both authority and compassion as she
manages the crisis. Ruth and her sister, defying instructions, witness the raw intensity
of childbirth—a moment that etches itself into Ruth’s memory. Lou’s expertise and
calm under pressure shine as she delivers the baby, her love and professionalism
transcending her role-as a servant. The scene captures the intersection of vulnerability

and strength, both in Ms. Mina’s pain and Lou’s quiet heroism.

The chapter closes with Ruth’s awe at the miracle of birth, juxtaposed with the
unspoken hierarchies that define their lives. Lou’s ability to navigate both the
Hallowells’ world and her own—despite its inequities—reveals her adaptability and
dignity. Ruth’s childlike perspective frames the event as transformative, hinting at her
growing awareness of life’s complexities. The snowstorm outside mirrors the upheaval
inside, leaving readers with a poignant reflection on labor, love, and the invisible

bonds that connect disparate lives.



Stage One: Early Labor - Ruth

The chapter opens with Ruth recalling a pivotal childhood moment at the opulent
brownstone where her mother worked as a housekeeper for the Hallowell family. The
imposing home, with its gargoyle-adorned entrance and iconic NBC chime doorbell,
symbolizes the stark contrast between her family’s modest life and the wealth of her
mother’'s employers. Ruth’s mother, Lou,jisyportrayed asifiercely dedicated, braving a
snowstorm to work while caring for Ruth and her sister, Rachel. The narrative
highlights the racial and class divide, as Ruth notices the disparity in how their coats

are stored compared to the Hallowells’'.

During a snow day, Ruth and Rachel accompany their mother to work, where they
observe the luxurious yet isolating world of the Hallowells. Ruth’s childlike perspective
reveals her confusion about the family’s vast, empty spaces and the unspoken rules of
segregation. Her mother’s subservience is evident as she quietly tends to the
household, while Ruth sketches an imaginary home, subtly yearning for a life of
equality. The imported hot chocolate and Christina’s lavish toys further emphasize the

economic gap, yet Ruth’s innocence softens the underlying tension.

The calm of the snow day is shattered when Ms. Mina, the lady of the house, goes into
premature labor. Lou springs into action, displaying remarkable composure and skill as
she delivers the baby amid the chaos. Ruth, Rachel, and Christina witness the raw

intensity of childbirth, a moment that bonds them in awe and fear. Lou’s authority and
compassion shine as she navigates the emergency, momentarily transcending her role

as a servant to become a lifeline for Ms. Mina.

The chapter culminates in the miraculous birth, a transformative event that leaves a
lasting impression on Ruth. Lou’s tender handling of the newborn contrasts with the
earlier depictions of her as a stoic worker, revealing her depth and humanity. For Ruth,

this moment becomes a metaphor for both the fragility and resilience of life, as well as



the invisible barriers that define her world. The snowstorm outside mirrors the
upheaval inside, marking the day as a turning point in her understanding of power,

care, and belonging.



Stage One: Active Labor - Ruth 1

The chapter opens with a poignant account of a baby born with severe facial
deformities, described as "the most beautiful baby" despite his condition. The mother,
unaware of the deformity due to inconclusive prenatal ultrasounds, delivers at a
smaller hospital. The delivery.room falls into stunned silence when the baby is born,
and a student nurse's horrified-reactionjhighlights society's discomfort with physical
differences. The obstetrician delivers the devastating news that the baby's condition is
incompatible with life, setting the stage for an emotional exploration of parental love

and grief.

Ruth, the nurse narrator, focuses on providing dignity and care for the newborn,
emphasizing that even in death, the baby deserves the same bonding rituals as any
other child. She swaddles the infant while the parents grapple with shock and despair,
their fragmented questions reflecting universal fears. The mother's tender naming of
the baby—"lan Michael Barnes"—and her raw, loving gaze contrast sharply with the
father's initial rejection. Ruth intervenes, urging the father to confront his emotions,

arguing that avoiding this pain would leave him emotionally hollow.

The father's eventual breakdown and reconciliation with his wife and dying son form
the chapter's emotional climax. The parents take turns holding lan for ten hours, with
the mother even attempting to nurse him, demonstrating unconditional love. Ruth
uses this moment to teach the judgmental student nurse a lesson about love
transcending physical appearance. The baby's peaceful death is followed by small
memorials, like hand and foot casts, and the couple later returns to have a healthy

daughter, underscoring resilience.

The chapter concludes with Ruth reflecting on her own childbirth experience,
contrasting her superficial concern about her hair with the profound lesson she learned

from lan's story: beauty is subjective, shaped by our perceptions. Her final



lines—"every baby is born beautiful. It's what we project on them that makes them
ugly"—serve as a powerful thesis on prejudice, compassion, and the transformative

power of love in the face of suffering.



Stage One: Active Labor - Ruth 1

The chapter opens with Ruth, a nurse, recounting the birth of a severely deformed
baby boy whose facial abnormalities were undetected during prenatal care. Despite his
shocking appearance, the newborn was otherwise healthy, leaving the medical team
and parents unprepared. The.mother, though devastated, immediately bonded with
her son, naming him lan-Michael Barnes, jwhile;the fatherinitially recoiled in horror and
denial. Ruth emphasizes the importance of acknowledging the child's humanity, even

in his brief life, and gently guides the father toward acceptance.

Ruth describes her professional approach to this tragic situation, focusing on helping
the parents grieve and connect with their child. She contrasts the mother's
unconditional love with the father's initial rejection, as well as a student nurse's cruel
description of the baby as a "monster." Ruth intervenes, correcting the student and
insisting the infant be treated with dignity. She later brings the student back to witness
the parents' profound love, challenging her prejudiced perspective and demonstrating

that true love transcends physical appearance.

The narrative highlights the family's ten precious hours with their son, including the
mother's attempt to nurse him and the father's eventual emotional breakdown as he
holds the baby. Ruth reflects on her role in facilitating this painful but necessary
bonding process, believing it would prevent lifelong emotional damage. The baby's
peaceful death is followed by the creation of keepsakes for the parents, and Ruth later
learns they went on to have a healthy daughter, underscoring the resilience of the

human spirit.

The chapter concludes with Ruth's personal reflection on beauty and perception,
asserting that all babies are born beautiful until societal prejudices distort that view.
This segues into her own postpartum experience after delivering her son Edison, where

her immediate concern about her hair's appearance contrasts with the profound



themes of the preceding story, subtly illustrating how societal pressures can

overshadow life's most meaningful moments.



Stage One: Active Labor - Turk 1

The chapter opens with Turk Bauer recounting a traumatic childhood event: the death
of his older brother Tanner in a car accident caused by a Black man. The courtroom
scene reveals Turk's visceral racism, as he fixates on the defendant's skin color and
describes his mother's outburst when the trial ends in a hung jury. This formative
experience sets the stage for Turk's entrenched prejudices, which are further shaped
by his family's disintegration after the tragedy—his father leaves, his mother turns to

alcoholism, and he is left in the care of his grandfather.

Turk's present-day narrative follows him and his pregnant wife, Brit, as they rush to
the hospital during her labor. Their dialogue reveals their white supremacist ideology,
with references to the "Movement" and their desire to raise a "warrior" for their race.
Turk's internal monologue oscillates between pride in Brit's strength and fear that their
child will be corrupted by the world. The couple's banter about naming their child after
comic book characters contrasts starkly with their extremist beliefs, highlighting their

warped worldview.

The chapter then delves into Turk's backstory, explaining how his grandfather took
over his upbringing after his parents' collapse. His grandfather, a Vietnam veteran,
indoctrinates Turk with survivalist skills and racist war stories, framing the world as a
hostile place. A pivotal moment occurs when his grandfather abandons him during a
camping trip in freezing conditions, forcing Turk to fend for himself. This cruel "lesson"
reinforces Turk's distrust of others and his belief in self-reliance, further solidifying his

extremist mindset.

The chapter concludes with Turk's desperate attempt to survive in the wilderness after
his grandfather's abandonment. With minimal resources, he resorts to shoplifting
gloves and a hat from a gas station, showcasing his resourcefulness but also his moral

decay. This event serves as a metaphor for Turk's life trajectory—abandoned by



family, hardened by adversity, and left to navigate a world he views as inherently
threatening. The chapter paints a chilling portrait of how trauma and indoctrination

intertwine to shape a racist worldview.



Stage One: Active Labor - Ruth 2

The chapter opens with Ruth, an experienced labor and delivery nurse, reflecting on
her career and recalling only one instance where a patient temporarily dismissed
her—a situation resolved when Ruth brought pain medication. The narrative shifts to a
current conflict involving Turk Bauer, a racist patient who displays a Confederate flag
tattoo and objects to Ruth, an African Americanmywoman, jcaring for his newborn. Ruth’s
colleague, Corinne, tries to lighten the mood with humor, but Ruth is unsettled by the
overt prejudice, contrasting it with the more subtle biases she typically encounters in

her predominantly white community.

While taking a break in the cafeteria, Ruth notices an elderly woman instinctively
clutching her purse when Ruth approaches, a microaggression that stings despite the
woman'’s obliviousness. This moment underscores the pervasive nature of racial bias,
even in mundane interactions. Returning to the ward, Ruth discovers a shocking Post-it
note on the baby’s chart explicitly barring African American personnel from providing
care. The note, sanctioned by her supervisor Marie, is framed as a pragmatic solution
to placate the racist father, but Ruth recognizes it as institutional complicity in

discrimination.

Confronting Marie, Ruth challenges the justification that the request is akin to
accommodating religious preferences, pointing out the hypocrisy and the lack of other
African American staff on the ward. Marie’s dismissal of Ruth’s concerns as "not about
her" only amplifies the injustice. Ruth’s anger culminates in a dramatic exit, slamming
the door behind her. The chapter then juxtaposes this incident with a past example of
cultural sensitivity, where Ruth accommodated a Muslim father’s request to be the first
to speak to his newborn, highlighting the stark contrast between respectful

accommodation and outright exclusion.



The chapter closes with Ruth observing the Muslim father’s awe over his newborn, a
universal moment of paternal bonding that transcends race and culture. This poignant
scene underscores the dignity and professionalism Ruth brings to her work, making
the earlier discrimination even more jarring. The chapter effectively contrasts
moments of humanity and prejudice, emphasizing the emotional toll of systemic
racism on individuals like Ruth, who navigate both personal and professional

challenges with resilience.



Stage One: Active Labor - Kennedy 1

The chapter opens with a chaotic morning in Kennedy McQuarrie’s household, where
miscommunication between her and her husband, Micah, leads to oversleeping. Their
four-year-old daughter, Violet, throws a tantrum over breakfast, culminating in a
humorous misunderstanding-when she demands a "fuckin’ knife" instead of a fork and
knife. The incident sparks a brief argumentbetween Kennedy and Micah about her
swearing habits, highlighting the challenges of balancing parenthood and demanding
careers. The morning ends with Violet triumphant in her sequined shoes, while her
exhausted parents head to their respective jobs—Micah to perform surgeries and

Kennedy to her work as a public defender.

Kennedy’s day takes a frustrating turn when she is tasked with negotiating an absurd
prison policy regarding female lawyers wearing underwire bras. The policy, which
requires strip searches or going braless, is both impractical and discriminatory. In a
meeting with prison officials and a private-sector lawyer, Kennedy challenges the logic
behind the rule, pointing out the hypocrisy of allowing keys and golf cleats while
banning bras. The discussion devolves into absurdity when the deputy warden cites
"toe-lickers" as a justification for banning sandals, leaving Kennedy exasperated by the

irrationality of the prison’s policies.

Amid the absurdity, Kennedy reflects on her career choices, contrasting her current
role as a public defender with the lucrative corporate law path she could have taken.
She recalls how her husband, Micah, encouraged her to pursue meaningful work
despite the lower pay, reinforcing her commitment to justice. This introspection
underscores her dedication to advocating for marginalized clients, even as she
grapples with systemic inefficiencies and biases. The chapter highlights the tension

between her idealism and the often ridiculous realities of her profession.



The chapter concludes with Kennedy leveraging her legal expertise to challenge the
prison’s discriminatory policy. She threatens to involve the ACLU, framing the issue as
a violation of gender equality and attorneys’ rights. Her assertive stance reflects her
broader belief in the importance of public defenders as equalizers in the justice
system. The scene encapsulates Kennedy'’s resilience and wit, as well as her

determination to fight for fairness, even in the face of bureaucratic absurdity.



Stage One: Active Labor - Turk 2

The chapter opens with Turk standing in the nursery meant for his deceased son,
consumed by rage and grief. He describes an overwhelming urge to destroy the room,
symbolizing his pain. His father-in-law, Francis Mitchum, interrupts this moment,
helping him dismantle the-nursery by removing curtains and repainting the walls. Turk
disassembles the crib he once carefully jbuilt, reflectingyon how his son's death had no
reason, leaving him grappling with helplessness and anger. The physical act of

destruction becomes a futile attempt to externalize his emotional turmoil.

Turk's wife, Brit, is heavily sedated after their loss, having shifted from uncontrollable
crying to a numb silence at the hospital. While she sleeps, Turk remains awake,
seeking solace in physical destruction rather than rest. The collapse of the crib onto his
chest provides a tangible pain he prefers over his emotional suffering. Francis
suggests donating the crib to the Aryan Women's League, a group with ties to their
white supremacist ideology, but Turk struggles with the idea of another child using his

son's belongings.

The narrative shifts to explore Francis's background as a former leader in the White
Power Movement, now disguised as a Tea Party supporter. Turk reflects on how Francis
adapted extremist ideologies to modern times, advocating for blending into society
while maintaining racist beliefs. The chapter critiques the movement's evolution,
drawing parallels between past and present rhetoric. Turk's internal conflict surfaces
as he imagines another child using the crib, highlighting his unresolved grief and the

dissonance between his personal pain and his ideological commitments.

In a final act of defiance, Turk shaves his head, revealing a hidden swastika tattoo—a
symbol of his white supremacist identity. This moment underscores his return to
extremist roots as a coping mechanism for his loss. The chapter ends with Turk

visually reclaiming his ideology, suggesting that grief has reinforced his commitment



to the movement. The nursery's destruction and his physical transformation mirror his
emotional unraveling, leaving readers with a stark portrayal of how trauma can

entrench harmful beliefs.



Stage One: Active Labor - Ruth 3

The chapter opens with Ruth, a nurse, reflecting on the cyclical nature of her work,
where each day brings new births and new stories. However, her routine is disrupted
when she receives a call from Carla Luongo, the hospital’s risk management liaison,
requesting a meeting. Ruth’s.internal tension is palpable as she agrees, masking her
anxiety with professionalism. The narrativeyshiftsitosher home, where her son Edison
observes how her toneichanges when speaking to white people, hinting at the

underlying racial dynamics that permeate her life and work.

At the meeting with Carla, Ruth is repeatedly questioned about her actions during the
tragic incident involving the Bauer baby. Despite Carla’s assurances that the
conversation is a formality, Ruth senses an underlying suspicion. She recounts the
events meticulously, emphasizing that she followed orders not to touch the baby until
directed otherwise. The lawyer’s probing questions—particularly about Ruth’s potential
anger or negligence—highlight the hospital’s defensive stance, making Ruth feel like a

liability rather than a valued employee.

The tension escalates when Carla brings up an alleged comment Ruth made about
sterilizing the baby, a remark Ruth insists was a misunderstood joke. This accusation
forces Ruth to confront the racial undertones of the situation, as the parents’ bias and
the hospital’s scrutiny converge. Ruth’s hesitation in answering whether she was
watching the baby reveals her moral dilemma: admitting she disobeyed orders could
cost her job, while claiming she followed them could imply the orders were justified.

Her strategic mention of potential discrimination underscores her precarious position.

The chapter closes with Ruth’s quiet defiance, as she subtly threatens legal action
against the hospital for discrimination, though she knows the personal and
professional risks involved. Carla’s veiled warning about not being a "team player"

reinforces the power imbalance. Ruth’s internal conflict—weighing truth against



survival—captures the chapter’s central theme of systemic injustice and the

impossible choices faced by those caught in its grip.



Stage One: Transition - Kennedy 1

The chapter opens with Kennedy arriving at her office, where her colleague Ed
Gourakis is complaining about the new hire, Howard. Ed, a privileged yet perpetually
dissatisfied public defender, makes snide remarks suggesting Howard was hired to
meet diversity quotas rather-than merit. Kennedy deflects Ed's negativity with sarcasm
and refuses to engage further, focusingjinsteadjonsherwork. The tension escalates
when Howard, a young Black man in a bow tie and hipster glasses, reveals he
overheard Ed's comments, creating an awkward but revealing moment about

workplace dynamics.

Kennedy quickly shifts to warmly welcoming Howard, offering assistance and
suggesting they have lunch together. She attempts to distance herself from Ed's
prejudiced remarks, praising Howard for giving back to his community. However,
Howard humorously deflates her assumption by revealing he grew up in Darien, one of
Connecticut's wealthiest towns. This exchange highlights Kennedy's well-intentioned
but slightly patronizing attitude, as well as Howard's ability to navigate
microaggressions with grace. The scene underscores themes of privilege, perception,

and the complexities of racial dynamics in professional settings.

The narrative then shifts to Kennedy's hectic morning in court, where she handles a
series of arraignments for defendants ranging from a non-English speaker to an
identity thief. She reflects on the chaotic nature of her job, comparing it to a rotating
door where she must quickly adapt to new cases with minimal preparation. Kennedy's
internal monologue reveals her frustration with the system, as high-profile cases often
get reassigned to more senior or private attorneys, leaving her with less rewarding

work.

The chapter concludes with Kennedy's resigned acknowledgment of the challenges in

her role as a public defender. Despite her efforts to secure fair outcomes for her



clients, systemic issues and office politics often undermine her work. The juxtaposition
of her interactions with Howard and her courtroom experiences paints a vivid picture
of the personal and professional hurdles she faces, blending themes of racial tension,

workplace inequality, and the grind of public service.



Stage One: Transition - Turk 1

The chapter opens with Turk Bauer, a grieving father, meeting his lawyer Roarke
Matthews in a luxurious office to discuss a potential civil lawsuit. Turk, dressed in
borrowed clothes, is out of place in the opulent setting but determined to seek justice
for his loss. Matthews, impeccably dressed, expresses sympathy before explaining the
complexities of suing Ruth-Jefferson, the nursesTurk-blames for his child's death. He
cautions that a civil suit could backfire, making Turk appear opportunistic during the

ongoing criminal case.

Matthews advises Turk to target the hospital instead, citing its deeper financial
resources and liability for its staff's actions. He suggests naming Ruth Jefferson as a
secondary defendant in case her financial situation changes. Turk, envisioning both
justice and financial compensation, agrees to the strategy. Matthews recommends
waiting until the criminal trial concludes to avoid compromising Turk's credibility,
assuring him the civil suit will remain viable. This pragmatic approach highlights the

intersection of grief, vengeance, and legal strategy.

The narrative then shifts to a flashback revealing Turk's past connection to Francis
Mitchum, a prominent figure in the Anglo supremacy movement, and his daughter Brit.
Turk admires Brit from afar, drawn to her beauty and rebellious spirit, but avoids
pursuing her due to her father's intimidating reputation. He ingratiates himself with
Francis by assisting with chores and feigning interest in his extremist ideologies. The
dynamic underscores Turk's calculated nature and the toxic environment shaping his

worldview.

The flashback culminates in a charged encounter between Turk and Brit, where she
provocatively questions his reputation and challenges his masculinity. Their banter
reveals mutual attraction, but Turk resists her suggestion to join his crew, fearing

Francis's wrath. This interaction foreshadows their future relationship while illustrating



the violent subculture they inhabit. The chapter juxtaposes Turk's present legal battles

with his past, painting a portrait of a man shaped by loss, extremism, and ambition.



Stage One: Transition - Ruth 1

The chapter opens with Ruth being shackled in chains, a moment that evokes the
painful history of racial oppression as she reflects on her ancestors' suffering. Her
humiliation is compounded by the presence of her son, whom she has always taught to
rise above racial prejudice-The scene underscores her vulnerability as she endures
degrading treatment, including public exposureyin hernightgown and verbal abuse
from Turk Bauer. Ruth's internal conflict is palpable as she lies to her lawyer about
touching a baby, unsure of how to navigate the legal system or trust the strangers

representing her.

Ruth's lawyer, Kennedy, secures bail, offering a fleeting moment of hope. However,
Ruth's relief is short-lived when she learns she must wait days in custody before
release, despite the bail approval. The bureaucratic delay forces her into a holding cell,
where she counts cinder blocks to pass time and grapples with fear and frustration.
Kennedy's reassurances about her son's safety with her sister do little to comfort Ruth,
who worries about the chaotic environment of her sister's home and misses her son's

intellectual growth, symbolized by his text about Nabokov.

The chapter takes a darker turn as Ruth is informed she will be transferred to prison
while awaiting bail processing, a revelation that shocks and terrifies her. Kennedy
warns her not to discuss her charges with anyone, heightening Ruth's sense of
isolation and mistrust. As she is shackled again and loaded into a van, Ruth meets
Liza, a transgender woman with a sharp wit and experience in the system. Their
exchange reveals Ruth's naivety about incarceration, while Liza's humor masks her
own struggles. The sheriff's chilling interjection—revealing Ruth's murder

charge—shatters the brief camaraderie, leaving Ruth in stunned silence.

The chapter concludes with Ruth's abrupt transition to prison, emphasizing the

dehumanizing nature of the justice system. Her interactions with Liza and the sheriff



highlight the stark realities of incarceration, where trust is scarce and vulnerability is
exploited. Ruth's journey from humiliation to despair underscores the systemic

challenges faced by marginalized individuals, particularly Black women, in a system
designed to oppress. The chapter leaves readers with a sense of foreboding as Ruth

confronts the gravity of her charges and the uncertain road ahead.



Stage One: Transition - Kennedy 2

The chapter opens with Kennedy reflecting on the dichotomy of public defenders:
idealists who believe they can change the system and realists who recognize its
overwhelming flaws. She describes the grueling reality of the job, where victories are
small and personal, like reuniting a rehabilitated mother with her child or winning a
motion to suppress evidence. The work is Sisyphean; with endless caseloads, poor pay,
and little recognition. To cope, Kennedy and her colleagues draw strict boundaries
between work and personal life, yet she finds herself haunted by dreams of her client,

Ruth Jefferson, signaling her inability to compartmentalize this case.

Kennedy’s dreams about Ruth are surreal and unsettling. In the first, Ruth speaks an
incomprehensible language, culminating in a swarm of blue butterflies. The second
dream features a lavish dinner that turns into a prison cell, leaving Kennedy parched
and disturbed. These dreams blur into her waking life, prompting her to ask her
husband, Micah, what would happen if she went to prison. Their playful banter masks
her underlying anxiety about Ruth’s case, which lingers in her mind despite her usual

ability to leave work at the office.

The next morning, Kennedy’s preoccupation with Ruth becomes evident as she
prepares for court. She considers taking on Ruth’s felony case, despite her already
overwhelming workload. Micah questions her sudden ambition, linking it to her earlier
prison hypothetical. Kennedy admits her inability to shake Ruth’s story, which stands
out from her usual cases. While she typically finds sympathy for clients who’ve made
mistakes, Ruth’s situation feels unresolved and inexplicably unjust. Their conversation
is interrupted by their daughter, Violet, whose innocent antics provide a brief respite

from Kennedy’s professional turmoil.

The chapter closes with Kennedy at her office, where a small TV hints at the media

attention surrounding Ruth’s case. This detail underscores the public scrutiny and



pressure Kennedy faces, contrasting with the private turmoil revealed in her dreams
and family interactions. The chapter paints a vivid picture of a public defender
grappling with the emotional weight of a case that defies her usual detachment,

blurring the lines between her professional resolve and personal vulnerability.



Stage One: Transition - Ruth 2

The chapter opens with Ruth waking up in her own bed after being released from jail,
savoring the mundane comforts of home—the familiar crack in the ceiling, the pullout
couch’s discomfort, and the sounds of garbage trucks. She reflects on her gratitude for
these ordinary moments as-she prepares coffee and checks on her son, Edison, who is
still asleep. Ruth reminisces about watchingiEdison-sleep'as a child, marveling at the
miracle of his existence and the bond they share. This quiet morning contrasts sharply
with the turmoil of her recent arrest, highlighting her emotional vulnerability and the

stability she finds in motherhood.

Edison wakes abruptly, concerned about his mother’s presence in his room, and Ruth
reassures him that everything is fine. The conversation shifts to his missed school day,
which he spent securing her bail, exposing the awkwardness and shame surrounding
her legal troubles. Ruth notices a shift in their dynamic as Edison, typically the
recipient of her comfort, now consoles her. This role reversal forces her to confront the
unexpected ways adulthood manifests—not through grand milestones but through
moments of crisis and responsibility. She realizes her actions have inadvertently

accelerated Edison’s transition into adulthood, a poignant and unsettling revelation.

Later, Ruth prepares for a meeting with her public defender, Kennedy McQuarrie,
struggling to choose appropriate attire for the unfamiliar legal setting. Her discomfort
extends to the chaotic public defender’s office, which lacks the professionalism she
expected. Kennedy's enthusiastic greeting and insistence on paying for lunch initially
make Ruth wary, as she resists being perceived as a charity case. However, she
questions whether Kennedy’s gestures are strategic, meant to build trust. Ruth’s
internal conflict reflects her pride and the harsh reality of her financial limitations,

which force her to rely on a system she distrusts.



The chapter closes with Ruth’s quiet act of saying grace before lunch, a habit that
underscores her faith amidst uncertainty. This moment contrasts with Kennedy’s
secular perspective, emphasizing Ruth’s isolation in her beliefs. The encounter
encapsulates Ruth’s broader struggle—navigating a legal battle while grappling with
her identity, dignity, and the shifting dynamics of her relationship with Edison. The
chapter poignantly captures themes of resilience, familial bonds, and the jarring

transition from caregiver to someone in need of support.



Stage One: Transition - Kennedy 3

The chapter opens with Kennedy returning home after her first meeting with Ruth,
greeted by the comforting aroma of homemade pizza and her daughter Violet's
enthusiastic welcome. A lighthearted moment ensues as Violet presents a creatively
shaped pizza resembling a-dinosaur with an "oregano rash," followed by her
unintentionally humorous remark abouty'ireptitejdysfunction,” revealing her exposure
to adult-themed commercials. Kennedy's suspicion is piqued, leading her to discover
that her mother had been watching Fox News, including Wallace Mercy's inflammatory
commentary on a case of racial profiling involving a Black athlete, Malik Thaddon. The
scene highlights the generational and ideological tension between Kennedy and her

mother over media consumption and child-rearing.

Kennedy confronts her mother about allowing Violet to watch politically charged
programming, emphasizing her preference for age-appropriate content like *Sesame
Street*. Her mother defends her actions, arguing that exposure to current events is
educational, even for a four-year-old. The disagreement escalates as Kennedy
expresses concern about Violet internalizing fears of racial injustice, while her mother
dismisses the impact, insisting the child was oblivious to the deeper issues. The clash
underscores their differing perspectives on parenting and the influence of media, with

Kennedy prioritizing protection and her mother advocating for early awareness.

The tension between the two women continues as Kennedy's mother criticizes Wallace
Mercy's aggressive rhetoric, suggesting that his anger undermines his message.
Kennedy, however, subtly challenges her mother's dismissive attitude toward systemic
racism, hinting at her growing awareness of racial disparities. The conversation is cut
short as Kennedy, exhausted, opts to table the discussion. Her mother's sarcastic
remark about being treated as "hired help" reveals her frustration, yet Kennedy later

reflects on her mother's unwavering love and care for Violet, despite their differences.



The chapter concludes with Kennedy reading bedtime stories to Violet, her mind
drifting back to Ruth and the stark contrast in their lived experiences. She realizes that
while her daughter is unlikely to face racial profiling, Ruth's child might not share that
privilege. This moment of introspection is interrupted by Violet's demand for attention,
bringing Kennedy back to the present. The chapter subtly weaves together themes of
family dynamics, racial awareness, and the challenges of parenting in a divided world,

leaving readers with a poignant reflection on privilege and empathy.



Stage One: Transition - Ruth 3

The chapter opens with Ruth and her sister Adisa sharing lunch at a bistro, where
Adisa encourages Ruth to treat herself amid her current struggles. Ruth reflects on the
newfound time she has with her sister, a stark contrast to her previously busy
schedule as a nurse. Their-conversation quickly turns practical as Adisa probes Ruth
about her financial situation, revealing Ruthihas only three months of savings left.
Despite Adisa’s offer of help, Ruth is skeptical, given her sister’'s own financial
instability. The exchange highlights Ruth’s precarious position as she navigates

unemployment and the suspension of her nursing license.

Adisa suggests Ruth file for unemployment, but Ruth resists, viewing it as dishonest
since she hopes to return to nursing eventually. The discussion shifts to Ruth’s legal
troubles, with Adisa questioning the advice of Ruth’s lawyer, Kennedy. Adisa’s
skepticism about Kennedy’s understanding of Ruth’s financial and racial struggles
underscores the tension between Ruth’s trust in her lawyer and Adisa’s mistrust of the
system. Ruth defends Kennedy, emphasizing her role in securing bail, but Adisa

remains unconvinced, critiquing the privilege she believes Kennedy embodies.

Their conversation takes a turn when Adisa notices activist Wallace Mercy on TV,
advocating for marginalized communities. Adisa sees Mercy as a potential ally for
Ruth, arguing that his platform could amplify her story of racial injustice. Ruth,
however, is hesitant, uncomfortable with Mercy’s confrontational style. Adisa
passionately defends Mercy’s role as a voice for Black anger, arguing that his
outspokenness is necessary in a society that often silences Black perspectives. Ruth

remains unconvinced, insisting her legal troubles are unrelated to race.

The chapter concludes with Ruth and Adisa clashing over whether race is a factor in
Ruth’s trial. Adisa accuses Ruth of internalizing a colorblind perspective, influenced by

her white lawyer, while Ruth maintains her focus on the factual circumstances of the



case. Their debate reflects broader tensions about systemic racism and personal
responsibility, leaving Ruth torn between her sister’s activism and her own desire for a
straightforward legal resolution. The chapter captures the complexity of Ruth’s

situation, balancing personal, financial, and racial dynamics.



Stage One: Transition - Turk 2

The chapter depicts a gathering at Francis's home, where members of the Movement
reunite after a long hiatus following Davis's funeral. Francis, the charismatic host,
revitalizes the group with his hospitality, serving beer and engaging the older kids with
his animated storytelling. Furk, still grieving, observes the event passively, noting the
subdued atmosphere and Brit's-absence due tother-emotional withdrawal. The scene
underscores the tension between communal support and personal grief, as Turk

navigates his own numbness while others attempt to console him.

Francis takes Turk aside and shares a poignant reflection on loss, explaining how grief
can eventually lead to gratitude for those who remain. His wisdom contrasts with

Turk's unresolved pain, highlighting the generational and emotional divides within the
group. Meanwhile, Francis captivates the teenagers with a biblical lesson about Israel,
blending education with his magnetic presence. This interlude reveals the Movement's

ideological underpinnings and Francis's role as both mentor and unifying figure.

Turk's encounter with a crying baby in the kitchen becomes a pivotal moment. His
instinctive ability to soothe the infant evokes a painful reminder of what he and Brit
have lost. The women's admiration turns to discomfort as Brit witnesses the scene, her
raw anguish erupting into hostility. Turk's fleeting sense of normalcy shatters when
Brit accuses him of betrayal, exposing the depth of her unresolved trauma and their

fractured relationship.

The chapter culminates in Brit's emotional breakdown, as Turk struggles to comfort
her. Her despair contrasts sharply with the earlier warmth of the gathering,
emphasizing the isolating nature of grief. Turk's internal monologue reveals his sense
of alienation—both from the woman he married and from the community around him.
The chapter closes with a haunting question: whether Brit's fierce spirit, like their lost

child, is gone forever, leaving Turk to grapple with the fragments of their shared life.



Stage One: Transition - Kennedy 4

Kennedy McQuarrie confides in her husband Micah about her strained relationship with
her client, Ruth Jefferson, who believes Kennedy is racist. Micah acknowledges the
racial power dynamics at play, prompting Kennedy to defend her awareness of
systemic inequalities while-maintaining that race shouldn't be central to Ruth's murder
trial. Their conversation reveals Kennedy,sinternalyconflict as she grapples with Ruth's
accusations and her own professional approach. The tension escalates when Kennedy
admits she can't stop replaying their argument, hinting at her underlying doubts about

her stance.

During a dinner with Micah's colleagues, Kennedy's mind remains preoccupied with
Ruth's case. She argues that introducing race into a criminal trial is as inappropriate as
breaking unspoken social rules, comparing it to stand-your-ground cases where race is
often sidelined. Micah humorously critiques her blunt communication style, likening
her hints to a "Mack truck." Their banter underscores Kennedy's frustration and her
struggle to balance legal strategy with Ruth's emotional needs, further highlighting the

disconnect between them.

The chapter takes a dramatic turn when Reverend Wallace Mercy, a prominent racial
justice advocate, calls Kennedy to announce his involvement as Ruth's adviser.
Kennedy is furious, interpreting this as a betrayal and a threat to her legal strategy.
She accuses Mercy of exploiting Ruth's case for his platform and abruptly ends the
call. Micah's joking remark about Ruth hating her underscores the deepening rift
between Kennedy and her client, as well as Kennedy's fear of losing control over the

case.

Kennedy rushes to Ruth's home late at night, determined to prevent her from
formalizing Mercy's involvement. She admits her concern that Mercy's high-profile

advocacy could harm Ruth's case, despite her genuine care about the racial injustice



Ruth faced. The chapter ends on a cliffhanger, with Kennedy pleading for five minutes
to explain herself, leaving the resolution of their conflict unresolved and the future of

their attorney-client relationship uncertain.



Stage One: Transition - Ruth 4

Ruth, working an exhausting shift at McDonald's, reflects on her strained relationship
with her son Edison, who has become increasingly distant and rebellious since
returning to school. She worries about his academic performance and her ability to
motivate him, especially as-her own life has been upended by a wrongful trial. The
chapter highlights her internal conflict as shejgrapplesrwith the disconnect between
her aspirations for Edison and the harsh realities they face, symbolized by his silent

challenge to her belief in the American dream.

The narrative shifts to Ruth's encounter with a group of teenagers at McDonald's,
where a blonde girl rudely mimics African American Vernacular English (AAVE) while
ordering food. Ruth is deeply offended by the girl's condescending tone and cultural
appropriation but chooses not to escalate the situation when her boss intervenes. This
moment underscores Ruth's daily struggles with microaggressions and the emotional
labor required to navigate them in a service job, where asserting herself could cost her

employment.

Later, Ruth receives urgent calls from her lawyer, Kennedy, who confronts her about
activist Wallace Mercy leading a courthouse march in her name without her consent.
Ruth denies involvement and learns her sister Adisa participated, further complicating
her legal and personal life. The chapter reveals the tension between Ruth's desire for a
low-profile legal defense and Adisa's inclination toward public activism, which risks

undermining Kennedy's strategy.

The chapter concludes with Ruth visiting Adisa to address the Wallace Mercy situation.
Adisa, unapologetic and excited about her media appearance, dismisses Ruth's
concerns and implies Kennedy's advice is influenced by racial bias. Ruth reiterates her
refusal to be a "poster child" for activism, emphasizing her preference for a quiet,

dignified fight. This confrontation highlights the broader theme of differing approaches



to racial justice within the Black community, as well as Ruth's resilience in asserting

her autonomy amid external pressures.



Stage One: Transition - Kennedy 5

The chapter opens with Kennedy, the protagonist, falling ill with the stomach flu on her
sixth wedding anniversary, humorously blaming her husband Micah for transmitting it.
Despite her determination to work, her physical condition forces her to stay in bed,
where Micah cares for her-with ginger ale and lighthearted banter. Their playful
dynamic is evident as Kennedy reluctantly-admits, defeat-and agrees to rest, though
she still insists on having her briefcase nearby. This domestic scene underscores their

affectionate relationship and Kennedy's workaholic tendencies.

While retrieving Kennedy's briefcase, Micah discovers a lab report she had subpoenaed
for a case involving newborn screening results. The report indicates an abnormality in
the blood work, which Micah, an eye doctor, cannot interpret. Kennedy, intrigued by
the potential significance of this finding, asks Micah to take her to a neonatologist
instead of celebrating their anniversary as planned. This moment hints at a pivotal
development in her legal case, shifting the focus from personal life to professional

stakes.

The narrative then transitions to Kennedy's reflections on the jury selection process,
emphasizing the strategic elimination of biased jurors to ensure a fair trial. She
acknowledges the inherent prejudices people hold and her role in shaping the jury to
favor her client, Ruth. Kennedy's pragmatic approach to the legal system is highlighted
as she decides to enlist Howard, a junior la