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The First Time I Saw Him by Laura Dave: A
Comprehensive Review and Analysis
In the world of contemporary literary thrillers, few novels have made as significant a splash in
recent years as The Last Thing He Told Me. The story of Hannah Hall and her stepdaughter Bailey
captivated millions of readers, dominating book clubs and bestseller lists before being adapted into
a hit television series. For a long time, the ambiguity of its ending was considered part of its charm
—a poignant, open-ended conclusion that left readers debating the fate of the characters. However,
Laura Dave has returned to this beloved universe with a sequel that promises to answer the
lingering questions. The First Time I Saw Him picks up the threads of a story that many thought
was finished, weaving a new narrative of danger, resilience, and the enduring power of family.

This article delves deep into The First Time I Saw Him, exploring its plot dynamics, character
evolution, thematic depth, and how it stands in comparison to its predecessor. Whether you are a
devoted fan of the first book or a newcomer to Laura Dave’s work, this comprehensive guide will
provide you with all the necessary context and analysis without ruining the core suspense that
drives the novel.

Return to the World of The Last Thing He Told Me
Sequels are often a risky endeavor, especially when the original work was a standalone success
with a resolved emotional arc. The challenge lies in justifying the continuation of the story. Laura
Dave approaches this by jumping forward in time. The First Time I Saw Him is set five years after
the events of the first book. This time jump is a crucial narrative device; it allows the dust to have
settled and establishes a new status quo for the protagonists. Hannah and Bailey are no longer the
frantic duo trying to piece together a mystery in real-time; they have settled into a life in Southern
California, forged in the fires of their previous trauma.

The novel begins with a sense of precarious peace. The relationship between Hannah and Bailey,



once fraught with friction and teenage rebellion, has matured into a deep, unbreakable bond. They
have even managed to cultivate a complex relationship with Nicholas, Bailey’s grandfather and a
figure associated with the dangerous syndicate that forced Owen, Hannah’s husband, into hiding.
This delicate balance, however, is destined to be disrupted. The title itself—The First Time I Saw
Him—hints at a pivotal moment of recognition or reunion, suggesting that the specter of the past is
about to manifest in the present.

Plot Synopsis: A New Danger Emerges
The catalyst for the new novel is the reappearance of Owen Michaels. For five years, his absence
has been the hole in the center of Hannah and Bailey’s lives—a necessary sacrifice to keep them
safe. When Owen appears at Hannah’s new art exhibition, it is not a joyous family reunion but a
stark warning signal. His presence implies that the carefully constructed safety net has failed. The
truce that kept the syndicate at bay is crumbling, and the danger that forced Owen to disappear has
returned with renewed intensity.

What follows is a high-stakes chase that takes the characters far beyond their California haven.
Realizing that they are no longer safe, Hannah and Bailey are forced to go on the run. This premise
shifts the genre slightly from the domestic mystery of the first book to a more kinetic, international
thriller. The narrative propels the characters across the globe, with significant portions of the story
unfolding in Europe, including Paris and the scenic south of France.

The plot is driven by a series of revelations regarding the crime syndicate and Nicholas’s past
involvement. While the first book focused on who Owen was, this sequel peels back the layers of
the larger criminal infrastructure that dictates their lives. The death of a key character serves as a
major turning point, stripping away a layer of protection and forcing Hannah to rely entirely on her
wits and the contingency plans she and Owen may have established. The stakes are personal: it is
no longer just about understanding the past, but about surviving long enough to secure a future
where they don’t have to look over their shoulders.

Character Development: Hannah and Bailey Five Years Later
One of the strongest elements of Laura Dave’s writing is her character work, particularly the
dynamic between Hannah and Bailey. In The First Time I Saw Him, readers get to see the fruition
of the hard work Hannah put into their relationship in the previous novel.

Hannah Hall: Hannah has evolved from a woman thrust into an impossible situation into a
seasoned protector. Her love for Bailey is no longer something she is trying to earn; it is the
foundational truth of her life. In this book, we see a more proactive Hannah. She is not just
reacting to clues left behind; she is executing plans and making hard tactical choices to ensure
their survival. Her character arc explores the ferocity of maternal love, even when that
connection is not biological.
Bailey: perhaps the most transformed character, Bailey is now a young adult. The angst-ridden
teenager has been replaced by a young woman who understands the gravity of her history. She
is an active participant in their survival, bringing her own skills and perspectives to the table.
The dynamic shifts from guardian-and-ward to a partnership. Watching Bailey navigate the
legacy of her father’s choices and her grandfather’s influence is a central pillar of the
narrative.
Nicholas: The grandfather remains a morally gray figure. The sequel provides much-needed
context to his character, exploring his backstory, his motivations, and the choices that led him



to work for a crime syndicate. He is humanized without being fully absolved, adding a layer of
complexity to the family’s history.

Themes of Forgiveness and Second Chances
While the plot is driven by suspense, the heart of the novel beats with themes of forgiveness and the
possibility of second chances. The narrative constantly asks: Is it possible to truly move on from
the past? Can broken families be repaired, or must they be reinvented?

The concept of "second chances" applies to multiple characters. For Owen, it is the hope of a
second chance at a life with his family, despite the insurmountable odds. For Hannah, it is the
continued opportunity to be the mother Bailey needs. Even the antagonists are viewed through a
lens of cause and effect, examining how one bad choice can cascade into a lifetime of regret. Laura
Dave manages to weave these emotional threads into the thriller pacing without slowing down the
story. The reunions, when they happen, are laden with the weight of the years lost, making the
emotional payoff just as significant as the resolution of the mystery.

Setting the Scene: From California to Europe
The atmospheric writing that characterized the Sausalito setting of the first book returns, but with a
broader canvas. The transition from the domestic stability of Southern California to the historic and
bustling streets of Paris and the coastal beauty of France adds a cinematic quality to the sequel.

The European setting is not merely a backdrop; it is integral to the plot. The history of the crime
syndicate and the origins of the conflict are tied to these locations. Dave uses the setting to contrast
the American desire for reinvention with the European weight of history. The vivid descriptions of
the locations serve to ground the action, making the chase feel tactile and real. Whether it is a quiet
moment in a safe house or a tense encounter in a public square, the setting amplifies the isolation
and reliance the characters have on one another.

Pacing and Writing Style
The First Time I Saw Him is noted for its brisk pacing. At under 300 pages, it is a tight, concise
novel that trims the fat often found in thriller sequels. Laura Dave employs short chapters and
cliffhangers effectively, creating a "just one more chapter" compulsion for the reader. The prose is
accessible yet evocative, balancing dialogue, internal monologue, and action sequences.

Critics and early reviewers have noted that the book reads quickly, often being consumed in a
single sitting. This is a testament to the urgency of the plot. Unlike the slow-burn mystery of the
first book, which was about uncovering secrets, this book is about outrunning the consequences of
those secrets. The shift in pacing reflects the shift in stakes; there is no time for leisurely
contemplation when you are on the run.

Critical Reception and Expectations
Given the blockbuster status of its predecessor, expectations for The First Time I Saw Him were
incredibly high. Early reception suggests that Laura Dave has successfully navigated the sequel
trap. Readers have praised the seamless transition between the two books, noting that the characters
feel consistent and the plot progression feels logical rather than forced.



A common sentiment in reviews is the satisfaction of getting closure. Many readers felt the open
ending of The Last Thing He Told Me was artistically valid but emotionally frustrating. This sequel
rewards the investment readers placed in Hannah and Owen’s relationship. It provides answers
regarding the "why" and "how" of the syndicate, filling in the narrative gaps that were left in the first
novel.

However, some reviewers have pointed out that the book relies heavily on the reader’s knowledge
of the first installment. While it can technically be read as a standalone due to the expository
weaving of past events, the emotional resonance is significantly deeper if one is familiar with the
history of the characters. It is generally recommended to revisit the first book or watch the
adaptation before diving into this sequel to fully appreciate the nuances of the relationships.

Conclusion: Is It Worth the Read?
The First Time I Saw Him is a worthy successor to a modern classic of the genre. Laura Dave
demonstrates her skill not just in crafting a mystery, but in sustaining the emotional lives of her
characters over time. It is a novel that respects the intelligence of its audience, offering a plot that is
intricate without being convoluted, and emotional beats that are earned rather than manipulated.

For those who fell in love with Hannah Hall’s quiet strength and her dedication to Bailey, this book
is a must-read. It transforms a story of loss into a story of reclamation. It is a reminder that while
we cannot change the past, we have a say in how we let it define our future. With its cinematic
setting, pulse-pounding pace, and deeply human core, The First Time I Saw Him secures Laura
Dave’s place as a master of the domestic thriller. It delivers the closure fans craved while standing
on its own as a gripping tale of survival and love.
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