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Life as We Knew It: A Comprehensive Summary and Insightful Review

When the world was shaken by a catastrophic comet that struck the Moon, the quiet lives of ordinary people were 

shattered in ways no one could have imagined. Life as We Knew It, written by Susan Beth Pfeffer, is a gripping

young �adult novel that captures the immediate aftermath of this disaster through the eyes of a teenage girl named

Hannah. The book offers a raw, unfiltered glimpse into the struggle for survival, the bonds of family, and the

resilience of the human spirit when confronted with an unprecedented crisis.

In this article, we provide an in �depth summary of the novel, explore its main characters, themes, and narrative

structure, and offer an analysis that highlights why the story resonates with readers worldwide. Whether you’re a

fan of the book, a teacher looking for discussion points, or simply curious about this compelling tale, this guide will

give you a thorough understanding of “Life as We Knew It.”
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Summary of the Novel

1. The Catastrophe Begins

The story opens with a bright, ordinary day in the suburban town of New Jersey. Hannah, an 11 �year �old girl, is

excited about her upcoming birthday and plans to spend the day with her best friend, Emma. Suddenly, a meteor

shower erupts across the sky, and a massive comet—later identified as a fragment of the Moon—collides with the

Moon’s surface. The impact releases an enormous amount of debris, causing a cascade of catastrophic events on

Earth.

Within minutes, the world’s climate is altered. The dust and ash cloud from the impact block sunlight, creating a

“new winter” that plunges temperatures to sub �zero levels. The once �lively streets of Hannah’s town turn into a silent,

icy wasteland. The novel’s first chapters detail the immediate confusion and panic as people scramble to secure

food, water, and shelter.

2. The Family’s Fight for Survival

Hannah’s family—her mother, father, older brother, and her younger sister—must quickly adapt to a world where

the basics of life are no longer guaranteed. The parents, who had been working normal jobs, now face the daunting

task of keeping their household afloat. Their father, a high �school science teacher, uses his knowledge to explain

the scientific aspects of the disaster, while the mother, a nurse, focuses on maintaining the family’s health.

Hannah’s younger brother, who has a mild developmental disability, becomes a source of vulnerability. The family



must navigate the challenges of caring for him while ensuring everyone’s safety. The narrative provides a detailed

account of how they ration food, secure water, and find shelter in a world where every resource is scarce.

3. The New Winter’s Harsh Reality

As the days turn into weeks, the family’s struggle intensifies. The novel’s middle section focuses on the harsh reality

of the new winter. The once �friendly streets are now treacherous, and the temperature drops so low that even the

simplest tasks become dangerous. The family must learn to build insulated shelters, melt snow for water, and

create a sustainable food supply. The narrative details how they use old-fashioned methods—such as using solar

panels and wind turbines—to generate power.

Hannah’s perspective is especially poignant as she grapples with her own emotional turmoil. She is forced to

confront her fears, her sense of responsibility, and her longing for normalcy. The story captures the psychological

toll that such an event takes on a teenager, who is already navigating the complexities of adolescence.

4. The Turning Point: A New Hope

Despite the relentless hardships, the family discovers a glimmer of hope when they find a community of survivors in

a nearby town. This community, led by a resourceful woman named Mrs. Patel, has managed to establish a

self �sufficient settlement. Hannah and her family learn to collaborate with the community, sharing resources,

knowledge, and support.

Through this new alliance, the family begins to see the possibility of rebuilding. The novel’s final chapters explore

how the family adapts to a new way of life—one that is community �based, sustainable, and resilient. The story ends

on an optimistic note, suggesting that humanity can rise from the ashes and create a better future.

Key Characters

Hannah (The Narrator)

Hannah is the protagonist and narrator of the story. As an 11 �year �old, she is a typical pre �teen with a love for

drawing, school, and her best friend Emma. The novel follows her journey from a carefree girl to a responsible

young woman who must assume adult responsibilities in the face of disaster.

Emma

Emma is Hannah’s best friend and confidante. She provides emotional support and a sense of normalcy during the

crisis. Emma’s presence underscores the importance of friendship and solidarity in times of hardship.

Hannah’s Parents

The parents are central to the family’s survival. Their distinct skills—science and medicine—serve as the backbone

of the family’s adaptation strategies. Their unwavering love and dedication are a source of strength for the entire

family.

Hannah’s Brother

Hannah’s brother, who has a developmental disability, is a vulnerable member of the family. His presence highlights

the additional challenges that individuals with disabilities face during emergencies.

Mrs. Patel

Mrs. Patel is a resourceful leader who runs the community of survivors. She becomes a mentor for Hannah and her

family, teaching them essential survival skills and fostering a sense of hope.



Central Themes

1. Survival and Adaptation

One of the most prominent themes is the human instinct to survive. The novel showcases how the family adapts to

new environmental conditions, learning to harness renewable energy and create sustainable food sources. The

narrative illustrates how survival requires ingenuity, cooperation, and determination.

2. Family and Responsibility

Family bonds are tested and strengthened throughout the story. Hannah’s sense of responsibility grows as she

takes on adult tasks. The novel emphasizes that family is a source of strength and resilience, especially in times of

crisis.

3. Hope and Resilience

Despite the bleakness of the new winter, the story maintains a thread of hope. The characters’ resilience—

illustrated through their willingness to help others and build community—suggests that humanity can overcome

even the most catastrophic events.

4. Environmental Awareness

“Life as We Knew It” indirectly addresses climate change and environmental stewardship. The novel’s premise—a

comet impact causing a new winter—serves as a cautionary tale about the fragility of Earth’s ecosystems and the

importance of responsible environmental practices.

Narrative Analysis

First �Person Perspective

The novel’s first �person narrative allows readers to intimately connect with Hannah’s thoughts, emotions, and

observations. This perspective is especially effective in conveying the immediacy of the disaster and the raw

feelings of fear, confusion, and hope.

Realistic Depiction of Disaster

Unlike many fictional disaster stories that rely heavily on supernatural or fantastical elements, Susan Beth Pfeffer’s

novel grounds itself in realistic scientific explanations. The author’s background as a science teacher adds

authenticity to the descriptions of the comet’s impact and its environmental consequences.

Character Development

Hannah’s character arc is a central focus of the novel. Initially, she is a typical pre �teen who is more concerned with

school and friends. As the story progresses, she evolves into a responsible, determined individual who takes

charge of her family’s survival. The growth of other characters, such as the parents and Emma, also adds depth to

the narrative.

Use of Lists and Journals

The novel frequently incorporates lists and journal entries, especially from Hannah’s perspective. These elements

provide practical details—such as inventory lists and survival plans—that enhance the realism and give readers a

sense of the day �to �day challenges faced by the family.

Impact and Reception



Upon its release, Life as We Knew Itreceived widespread acclaim for its realistic portrayal of disaster survival and

its powerful message of hope. The book was praised for:

•  Its engaging first �person narrative that invites readers into the protagonist’s mind.

•  Its scientifically accurate depiction of a comet impact and its environmental effects.

•  Its focus on family dynamics and the importance of community during crises.

•  Its accessibility to young readers, while still addressing complex themes.

Teachers and librarians have used the novel as a tool to discuss environmental science, disaster preparedness,

and resilience. The book has also inspired discussions about mental health, especially regarding how adolescents

cope with trauma.

Conclusion

“Life as We Knew It” is more than a survival story; it is a testament to human ingenuity, family bonds, and the

relentless hope that drives us forward, even in the darkest of times. Susan Beth Pfeffer’s detailed, scientifically

grounded narrative invites readers to confront the fragility of our world while celebrating the resilience that defines

us.

Whether you’re a student, educator, or simply a reader who loves compelling tales of survival, this novel offers a

profound exploration of how ordinary people can rise to extraordinary challenges. The story’s blend of realism,

emotional depth, and hopeful outlook makes it a timeless reminder that, no matter how severe the storm, humanity

can rebuild and thrive.
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