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‘It will take your emotions for a ride’
Tracey Garvis Graves, New York Times bestselling author of On the Liland

Barely Breathing is a poignant exploration of teenage struggles, love, and the quest for personal
identity, penned by Rebecca Donovan. This novel serves as a sequel to Donovan’s first installment,
Reason to Breathe, and continues the story of Emma Thomas, a young girl grappling with the
complexities of her life while navigating the intricate web of relationships and emotional challenges. In

this article, we will delve into the themes, characters, and the impact of Barely Breathing, as well as its



place within the broader context of young adult literature.

Overview of the Plot

Barely Breathing picks up shortly after the events of Reason to Breathe. Emma Thomas, who has
escaped an abusive home life, finds herself in a new environment where she struggles to adjust. As
she attempts to find her footing, she is confronted with the shadows of her past that threaten to
resurface. The novel intricately weaves Emma's internal battles with her relationships, particularly with

her best friend, and her romantic interest, Evan.

Setting the Stage

The story takes place primarily in the small town of Weslyn, a setting that contributes significantly to
Emma's sense of isolation and entrapment. Donovan paints a vivid picture of this town, which feels
both familiar and suffocating. The real and metaphorical landscapes of Weslyn serve as a backdrop for

Emma'’s journey toward healing and self-acceptance.

The Catalyst for Change

Emma’s life begins to shift when she forms a deeper connection with Evan, who becomes a crucial
figure in her emotional landscape. Their relationship propels Emma to confront her past, providing her
with moments of joy and vulnerability. However, this relationship is not without its challenges, as both

characters grapple with their own insecurities and the weight of their respective histories.



Character Development

One of the most compelling aspects of Barely Breathing is its rich character development. Emma
Thomas stands out as a complex protagonist whose journey is both relatable and heartbreaking. The

supporting characters, including Evan and her best friend, play significant roles in shaping her growth.

Emma Thomas: A Journey Toward Healing

Emma is portrayed as a resilient yet fragile character. Throughout the novel, readers witness her

struggle with trust and the fear of being vulnerable. Some key aspects of her character include:

1. Resilience: Despite the emotional and physical scars from her past, Emma continually strives to
reclaim her life.

2. Vulnerability: Her fear of intimacy and betrayal often leads to conflict in her relationships, particularly
with Evan.

3. Growth: Emma’s journey is marked by her gradual acceptance of her past and her willingness to

embrace a future filled with possibilities.

Evan: The Love Interest

Evan is not just a love interest but a significant catalyst in Emma’s transformation. His character is

multifaceted, revealing layers of his own struggles and vulnerabilities. Key traits include:

- Supportive Nature: Evan provides Emma with the emotional support she desperately needs.

- Personal Struggles: He deals with his own family issues, making him a relatable and realistic
character.

- Romantic Depth: The chemistry between Emma and Evan is palpable, adding depth to the narrative

and showcasing the complexities of teenage love.



Supporting Characters

The supporting characters add richness to the story. Each one plays a vital role in Emma’s journey:

- Sara: Emma’s best friend, who represents loyalty and understanding. Sara’s unwavering support is
crucial in Emma's healing process.
- Emma’s Family: Although their presence is felt more through memories and flashbacks, they serve

as a reminder of Emma’s struggles and the need for a supportive environment.

Themes Explored in Barely Breathing

Rebecca Donovan skillfully weaves several themes throughout Barely Breathing, making it a profound

exploration of teenage life.

Abuse and Recovery

One of the central themes of the novel is the impact of abuse, both physical and emotional. Emma’s
experiences highlight the long-term effects of such trauma and the difficult journey toward recovery.

Donovan portrays recovery as a non-linear process, filled with setbacks and triumphs.

Friendship and Loyalty

The bond between Emma and Sara exemplifies the strength of friendship. Their relationship is a safe
haven for Emma, providing her with a support system that is crucial in her journey. The theme of

loyalty emphasizes the importance of having people who understand and accept one’s struggles.



Love and Vulnerability

Emma and Evan's relationship explores the complexities of young love. Their connection is tender yet
fraught with challenges, showcasing the difficulty of being vulnerable with someone else. Donovan
illustrates how love can be both a source of strength and a potential risk, particularly for those with

traumatic pasts.

Self-Discovery

Emma’s journey is ultimately one of self-discovery. As she navigates her relationships and confronts
her past, she learns more about herself and her desires. The theme of self-discovery resonates deeply

with readers, especially those in the adolescent age group who are also searching for their identities.

Writing Style and Narrative Techniques

Rebecca Donovan’s writing style in Barely Breathing is both engaging and emotive. Her use of first-
person narrative allows readers to deeply connect with Emma’s thoughts and feelings. Some notable

aspects of her writing include:

- Emotional Depth: Donovan’s ability to convey raw emotions makes Emma's struggles and triumphs
feel real and relatable.

- Imagery: Vivid descriptions of settings and emotions enhance the reading experience, immersing
readers in Emma’s world.

- Pacing: The novel’s pacing is well-balanced, allowing for moments of intense emotion interspersed

with lighter, more hopeful scenes.



The Impact of Barely Breathing on Young Adult Literature

Barely Breathing has made a significant impact on the young adult genre, particularly in its portrayal of
sensitive subjects like abuse and mental health. The novel encourages open discussions about these

topics, promoting awareness and understanding among its readers.

Encouraging Conversations

By tackling such heavy themes, Donovan opens the door for important conversations about the
realities of teenage life. Readers are encouraged to reflect on their own experiences and the

experiences of those around them.

Relatability and Representation

Emma’s character resonates with many young readers who may be facing their own challenges.
Donovan’s portrayal of a flawed yet resilient protagonist allows readers to see themselves in Emma,

providing a sense of solace and understanding.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Barely Breathing by Rebecca Donovan is a powerful exploration of trauma, recovery,
love, and friendship. Through Emma Thomas's journey, readers are invited to engage with complex
emotions and difficult realities that many teenagers face. Donovan's skillful storytelling, coupled with
her deep understanding of her characters, makes this novel a significant contribution to young adult
literature. The themes of resilience, vulnerability, and self-discovery resonate long after the last page is

turned, leaving an indelible mark on the hearts and minds of its readers. Whether approached as a



standalone novel or as part of a series, Barely Breathing stands out as a compelling narrative that

encourages empathy, understanding, and growth.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Barely Breathing' by Rebecca Donovan?

The main theme of 'Barely Breathing' revolves around the struggles of abuse, self-discovery, and the

journey towards healing and empowerment.

Who is the protagonist in 'Barely Breathing'?

The protagonist of 'Barely Breathing' is Emma Thomas, a young girl dealing with the aftermath of

trauma and the complexities of her relationships.

How does 'Barely Breathing' connect to the first book in the series?

Barely Breathing is the sequel to 'Reason to Breathe' and continues Emma's story as she navigates

the consequences of her past and strives for a better future.
What are some significant challenges Emma faces in 'Barely

Breathing'?

Emma faces significant challenges including her struggle with PTSD, dealing with family issues, and

her quest for personal freedom and self-acceptance.

Is 'Barely Breathing' part of a series?

Yes, 'Barely Breathing' is the second book in the Breathing series by Rebecca Donovan, which follows

Emma's journey through multiple stages of her life.



What role do friendships play in 'Barely Breathing'?

Friendships play a crucial role in 'Barely Breathing', providing Emma with support, understanding, and

a sense of belonging as she works through her challenges.

What writing style does Rebecca Donovan use in 'Barely Breathing'?

Rebecca Donovan employs a first-person narrative style in 'Barely Breathing', allowing readers to gain

an intimate insight into Emma's thoughts and emotions.

How has 'Barely Breathing' been received by readers and critics?

'‘Barely Breathing' has been well-received, praised for its emotional depth, character development, and

the realistic portrayal of difficult subjects such as abuse and recovery.
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