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Abstract 

To witness one’s own body after death and to remain conscious of the world that 

continues without you is among the most devastating experiences imaginable, a 

condition that transforms death into prolonged psychological suffering and forces 

the self to confront loss and helplessness simultaneously. Alice Sebold’s The Lovely 

Bones moves beyond ordinary narrative boundaries, presenting a narrative, where a 

raped and murdered girl reaches heaven yet remains emotionally bound to the life 

violently taken from her. Through Susie Salmon’s posthumous voice, the novel 

presents a haunting vision of rape trauma that persists beyond physical death. From 

her position in heaven, Susie observes her parents struggling under the weight of 

grief, her family fragmenting, and her attacker wandering freely without 

punishment. This unbearable awareness intensifies her suffering, as she endures 

both the memory of the attack and the injustice of silence. The novel presents a 

poignant exploration of psychological trauma experienced not only by Susie but also 

by her surviving family members. Susie’s psychological struggle is marked by 

unresolved fear, anger, and longing, illustrating the difficulty of achieving 

emotional closure after violent loss. Simultaneously, the Salmon family confronts 

profound grief, guilt, and fragmentation, adopting diverse coping mechanisms 

ranging from emotional withdrawal, silent endurance, and eventual acceptance. 

Sebold emphasizes that grief is neither linear nor uniform, but deeply personal and 

psychologically complex. The present study aims to focus on the psychological 

trauma and emotional pain experienced by the characters, including the dead 

protagonist, and to examine the coping mechanism they adopt to survive and 

continue living after such devastating loss. 

Keywords: psychological trauma, grief, coping mechanisms, death and afterlife, 

family dynamics, loss, heaven, rape, murder 

 
 

In many accounts of tragic deaths and murders, the 

story of the victim is told by others, leaving the 

victim silent. In contrast, Sebold carefully chooses to 

present her protagonist as a posthumous narrator in 

order to depict the full extent of the attack’s cruelty 

and to reveal the emotional experience of the victim 

even after death. Sebold gives voice to the voiceless 

by allowing the 14-year-old murdered protagonist 

herself to narrate the story. Through Susie’s first-

person account of her brutal attack and murder, the 

reader is confronted with the horror and cruelty of 

the crime. In doing so, Sebold highlights the 

vulnerability of young, innocent girls who fall prey 

to violent perpetrators and gives them a narrative 

presence they are often denied. Susie Salmon grieves 

her own untimely death, and her primary trauma 

stems from her inability to intervene in her family’s 

suffering or protect them from the profound grief 

caused by her sudden loss.  
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 Alice Sebold immediately captures the reader’s 

attention with the opening line: “My name was 

Salmon, like fish; first name, Susie. I was fourteen 

when I was murdered on December 6, 1973” (1). 

Susie’s narrative is not only the story of her 

traumatic rape incident and murder but also an 

account of how fragments of her memory continue to 

live through her family. From heaven, Susie observes 

a world that continues without her school friends 

spreading rumors about her disappearance, her 

parents clinging to hope, and her killer attempting to 

evade capture. As months pass, she witnesses the 

impact of her death on her family. She watches her 

parents’ marriage strain, her sister becoming 

emotionally hardened, and her younger brother 

struggling to understand her absence. Her father, 

Jack Salmon, suffers a traumatic breakdown, while 

her sister takes bold but unsuccessful steps to gather 

evidence against the killer. Ultimately, after 

witnessing her family’s gradual recovery from grief 

and seeing her murderer’s eventual death, Susie 

attains a sense of closure and peace, allowing her to 

move to “wide wide heaven” (325). 

 Sebold’s depiction of Susie’s perspective 

emphasizes the central experiences of trauma, loss, 

and the liminal space between life and death. Susie’s 

heaven, or the ‘Inbetween,’ differs from traditional 

religious notions of paradise, allowing her to fulfill 

teenage dreams, find new friends and a counselor, 

and continue her love for her dog. The narrative 

awakens suspense while exploring the psychological 

and supernatural consequences of violence, 

highlighting the enduring trauma of the protagonist 

and the emotional struggles of her family. Through 

Susie’s eyes, Sebold conveys both the horror of the 

attack and the subtle process of coping and healing in 

its aftermath. 

 Each character in the novel is deeply affected by 

Susie’s murder. One of the most painful aspects of 

life is witnessing the suffering of loved ones, and 

Susie experiences this with overwhelming anguish. 

The trauma of her rape and violent death continues to 

torment her even after death, while her family 

struggles to cope with the grief for eight long years. 

Both Susie and her family are immersed in sorrow, 

haunted by memories that blur the line between past 

happiness and present loss. Recalling cherished 

moments from her childhood with her parents and 

siblings intensifies Susie’s pain, as she mourns the 

life she was denied and the brutal violation she 

endured. Sebold employs a flash-forward technique 

to depict the future alongside these memories, 

emphasizing the enduring impact of trauma. Early in 

the novel, Susie recalls a childhood memory of a 

lonely penguin inside her father’s snow globe. Her 

father reassures her that the penguin is “trapped in a 

perfect world,” a metaphor for Susie’s own future in 

heaven, where she later reflects on being “trapped in 

my perfect world” (140). 

 The death of a loved one shatters the fabric of 

everyday life, leaving the family unable to cope with 

both their loss and the lingering questions 

surrounding Susie’s murder. As a young teenager 

whose life was violently cut short, Susie struggles to 

accept the premature end of her existence while 

memories of her loved ones continue to haunt her 

consciousness. Her emotional trauma permeates 

every aspect of her posthumous narration, capturing 

the intrusive and unwanted experiences she endured. 

Through her account, Susie conveys the intensity of 

the violence and the lasting psychological pain it 

produces, offering readers a vivid testimony of her 

suffering and the lingering impact of the attack. 

Susie’s trauma originates not only in her murder but 

in the sexual violation inflicted by her killer, which 

shatters her sense of safety, identity, and bodily 

autonomy. 

 In her posthumous narration, Susie reflects on 

the brutal attack of and her death, giving voice to the 

pain and terror that continue to haunt her even after 

death: 

  I knew he was going to kill me. I didn’t know I 

was an animal already dying…He leaned to the side 

and felt, over his head, across the ledge where his 

razor and shaving cream sat. He brought back a 

knife. Unsheathed, it smiled at me, curving up into a 

grin. He took the hat from my mouth. ‘Tell me you 

love me,’ he said. Gently, I did. The end came 

anyway. (14-15) 
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 Her narration reveals that the deepest scar is not 

the loss of life itself, but the violation of her body 

and trust before death. Even after death, Susie carries 

the unbearable weight of having her innocence 

violently taken from her, a wound that neither heaven 

nor time can easily heal. 

 Olson observes that “Sebold presents us with a 

victim who is post-trauma …” (Olson 363). 

Following the horrific attack, Susie is unable to 

articulate the turmoil within her, losing control over 

her emotions and becoming overwhelmed by fear 

and helplessness. She experiences a profound sense 

of being cast into a pit of darkness. As Cathy Caruth 

explains, “Post-traumatic stress disorder reflects the 

direct imposition on the mind of the unavoidable 

reality of horrific events, the taking over of the mind, 

psychically and neurobiologically, by an event that it 

cannot control.” (Caruth 58) The traumatic ordeal of 

the attack and murder inflicts deep emotional 

suffering not only on Susie but also on her family. 

The Salmon family endures an arduous journey, 

burdened by immense pain and the lingering 

memories of violence, which shatter their previously 

happy and secure lives. 

 Susie Salmon’s trauma in The Lovely Bones 

extends far beyond the moment of her violent attack 

and murder, leaving her suspended between past and 

present in a state of psychological limbo. Though 

physically removed from the world of the living, she 

remains tethered to the memories of her life, her 

dreams, and the ongoing suffering of her family, 

unable to fully release her attachment to the earth. 

The past, the horror of the attack, the sudden loss of 

her adolescence, and the violence inflicted upon 

her—continually resurfaces, intruding upon her 

present experience in the In between. Each memory 

of her life before death is layered with the anguish of 

what she has lost and the helplessness of witnessing 

her loved ones endure grief, confusion, and despair.  

 Susie’s trauma can be understood through the 

lens of Judith Herman’s and Cathy Caruth’s trauma 

theories, as her experience exemplifies both the 

psychological imprint of violence and the persistent 

intrusion of traumatic memory. Following her violent 

attack and murder, Susie exists in the “Inbetween”, 

caught between life and death, unable to fully let go 

of her past while observing the ongoing suffering of 

her family. Herman emphasizes that trauma isolates 

the individual and fractures the continuity of life, 

producing a state in which the mind and body are 

repeatedly haunted by the traumatic event; Susie 

embodies this post-traumatic condition, as memories 

of her attack continually resurface, shaping her 

consciousness and preventing emotional closure. 

 Susie’s narration of her final moments onearth 

reveals how trauma is formed at the moment when 

her will to resist is crushed by overwhelming 

violence, turning her body into a site of terror and 

helplessness. 

 I fought hard. I fought as hard as I could not to 

let Mr. Harvey hurt me, but my hard-as-I-could was 

not hard enough, not even close, and I was soon 

lying down on the ground, in the ground, with him 

on top of me panting and sweating, having lost his 

glasses in the struggle. I was so alive then. I thought 

it was the worst thing in the world to be lying flat on 

my back with a sweating man on top of me. To be 

trapped inside the earth and have no one know where 

I was. (6) 

 Susie’s experience in this moment is marked by 

overwhelming terror, helplessness, and a devastating 

loss of control over her own body. Even though she 

tries desperately to resist, the failure of her effort 

becomes deeply painful, making her feel weak and 

powerless in the face of brutal violence. Her 

awareness of being physically trapped beneath her 

attacker creates an intense sense of vulnerability, as 

her body is no longer her own but a space where 

harm is inflicted. At the same time, she feels 

frighteningly alert and alive, which makes the 

experience even more unbearable because she is 

forced to witness every second of her suffering. The 

fear of being hidden and unknown, cut off from 

anyone who could save her, adds to her emotional 

isolation and panic.  

 In this traumatic moment, Susie’s mind and 

body are overwhelmed, leaving her frozen between 

fear and pain, unable to escape either the physical 

assault or the terrifying realization that she is alone 

in her suffering. This produces a pattern of distress in 
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which fear, shame, and fragmentation dominate her 

inner life. Her struggle to narrate her own trauma is 

therefore painful and incomplete, because the 

language she uses can never fully contain the 

violence she endured. The act of telling becomes 

both a necessity and a wound, as she attempts to 

reclaim her voice from an experience that rendered 

her silent, invisible, and psychologically buried even 

before her physical death. 

  Herman asserts that “Trauma robs the victim of 

a sense of power and control” (Herman 150). Her 

suffering does not lie only in the physical assault but 

in the psychological rupture that follows, where her 

sense of control, safety, and identity is violently 

stripped away, creating what Judith Herman 

describes as a profound break in the survivor’s 

relationship to the self and the world. The event is 

registered with unbearable intensity, yet it cannot be 

fully understood as it happens, which reflects Cathy 

Caruth’s idea that trauma is known belatedly, 

returning later through haunting memories rather 

than through clear narrative. Caruth redefines trauma 

through the concept of “belatedness” and 

“unspeakable” nature of traumatic event. She 

describes that the event is not fully understood or 

assimilated at the time it occurs. Instead, it is only 

experienced belatedly, through its repeated influence 

on the individual who lived through it. Caught 

between being intensely alive and utterly powerless, 

Susie becomes trapped within her own traumatic 

memory, unable to place the experience securely in 

the past. Victims of trauma carry a history that is 

impossible to comprehend, impossible to forget, and 

impossible to articulate, and its effects may return in 

bursts, marking an ongoing relationship to an event 

that the person cannot fully own or narrate. Caruth’s 

exploration of this unspeakable nature of trauma and 

the belatedness of its recognition suggests that 

trauma is a profound disruption of both memory and 

temporality.  

 Rape causes profound physical and 

psychological harm to the survivor and also deeply 

impacts the victim’s family and the wider community 

(Burlingame & Layne, 2001). Each character in The 

Lovely Bones grieves for Susie in a different way. 

Alice Sebold powerfully presents the theme of loss in 

this novel. Grief is not a single or uniform 

experience; it is shaped by a person’s emotional 

makeup, their bond with the one who has died, and 

the way that loss disrupts the meaning of their life. In 

the novel, the characters move through different 

stages of traumatic grief, revealing how Susie’s death 

creates lasting emotional wounds rather than a 

simple process of mourning and closure. Susie’s 

presence continues to shape the lives of those she left 

behind because their only connection to her now 

exists through memory. Among all the characters, her 

family remains the most deeply tied to her past, 

repeatedly returning to moments they once shared 

with her. These memories become both a source of 

comfort and a source of pain, as they constantly 

remind them of what has been violently taken away. 

Every member of the Salmon family exhibits signs of 

traumatic grief through withdrawal, sadness, and 

emotional disorientation, showing how Susie’s death 

fractures their sense of normal life. 

 Jack Salmon, Susie’s father, suffers the most 

intense and complicated form of grief. His mourning 

does not ease with time but instead deepens into 

obsessive sorrow, anger, and emotional instability. 

He becomes consumed by the loss, unable to move 

forward because his identity as a father is bound to 

his failure to protect his daughter. Jack’s suffering 

reveals how violent loss can trap a survivor in a 

pattern of distress, where grief becomes not just 

remembrance but a persistent psychological wound 

that reshapes the self.This unresolved grief closely 

resembles a major depressive disorder. This 

condition is identified by:  

 (i) Guilt about things other than actions taken or 

not taken by the survivor at the time of the death. (ii) 

Thought of death other than the survivor feeling that 

he or she would be better off dead or should have 

died with the deceased person. (iii) Hallucinating 

experience other than thinking that he or she hears 

the voice of, transiently sees the image of deceased 

person. (Cohen 16)  

 Jack Salmon is overwhelmed by intense guilt 

because he was not present to protect his daughter 

when she was being murdered. His suffering is 
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captured in the line, “The guilt on him, the hand of 

God pressing down on him, saying, ‘You were not 

there when your daughter needed you’” (58), which 

shows how he feels crushed by responsibility for her 

death. Jack carries this burden as if it were a divine 

punishment, allowing it to dominate his emotional 

life. At times, he exists in a state between living and 

dying, even imagining that death might reunite him 

with Susie in heaven. He also experiences disturbing 

symptoms such as seeing and hearing his dead 

daughter, as shown in his notebook entry, “I think 

Susie watches me” (59), even though Susie herself is 

at peace in the afterlife. Later, when he is 

hospitalized after a heart attack, he again believes in 

her presence, saying, “Someone came into the room 

and then left. I think it was Susie” (281). These 

experiences closely align with the symptoms of 

major depressive disorder that shape Jack’s behavior 

and thinking. 

 Jack is unable to detach himself from the 

traumatic memory of Susie, and his fixation on 

finding her murderer deepens his emotional 

suffering. Although he suspects his neighbor Harvey, 

he has no concrete evidence to support his belief, 

which increases his frustration and despair. His 

desperation drives him into dangerous situations, 

such as searching the cornfield at night after seeing a 

flashlight. In his disturbed state, he mistakes Susie’s 

friends Brian and Clarissa for Harvey and violently 

attacks them, leading Brian to strike him down. 

Watching this painful scene from heaven, Susie is 

filled with anguish at her father’s suffering and 

helplessness, which she expresses when she says, “I 

could do nothing trapped in my perfect world” (139–

140). She cannot bear to see him sinking deeper into 

trauma. Although she initially wants him to discover 

the truth about her murder so that her family might 

find some form of closure, witnessing him bloodied 

and broken changes her desire, and she begins to 

wish that he would let go of her memory and move 

forward. Jack is portrayed as a deeply distressed 

father who knows who killed his daughter but lacks 

the proof to bring justice. His suffering is especially 

painful because he believes in Susie’s ghostly 

presence and feels guided by her, yet he remains 

trapped in grief, finding it almost impossible to live 

without the weight of her loss. 

 When Abigail Salmon’s character is examined, 

her suffering as a mother emerges as one of the most 

profound forms of trauma in The Lovely Bones. A 

mother’s bond with her child is deeply rooted in care, 

protection, and emotional attachment, and Susie’s 

violent death shatters this bond in the most 

devastating way. Unlike Jack, who expresses his 

grief through anger and obsessive action, Abigail 

turns inward, quietly absorbing her pain. She does 

not lash out but instead withdraws, carrying her grief 

in silence. The brutal nature of Susie’s murder 

intensifies Abigail’s trauma, as her daughter was not 

lost to illness or accident but taken away through 

horrific violence, leaving her feeling powerless, 

unsafe, and profoundly alone. This kind of loss tears 

apart the emotional structure of a family, forcing its 

members to live with the unbearable knowledge that 

their child will never return. 

 Abigail mourns privately, suppressing her 

sorrow rather than sharing it, and this emotional 

isolation deepens her psychological suffering. 

Surrounded by a grieving family, she still feels 

unseen and unheard, unable to communicate the 

depth of her distress. The house, once filled with 

warmth, now feels empty, and this emotional vacuum 

pushes her to leave, hoping that distance might ease 

her pain. Yet, as Judith Herman reminds us, 

“Recovery can take place only within the context of 

relationships; it cannot occur in isolation” (Herman 

133), and Abigail’s attempt to escape her grief only 

leaves her more haunted. Even after moving to 

California, Susie’s memory continues to follow her, 

which she admits when she tells Jack, “Even in 

California she was everywhere” (28). Though 

physically separated from her family, she remains 

emotionally bound to her daughter’s presence. The 

hidden photograph of Susie in her wallet symbolizes 

how Abigail tries to conceal her pain while still 

clinging to it, unable to truly let go. Over time, she 

realizes that solitude does not bring healing, and after 

eight years she returns to her family, finally 

beginning to release the hold of traumatic memory 

and reconnect with those who share her loss. 
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 Another deeply affected figure in the novel is 

Lindsey Salmon, Susie’s younger sister. Susie’s death 

leaves Lindsey carrying a quiet but heavy emotional 

burden. Although Susie is gone, Lindsey continues to 

live under her presence, constantly being identified 

as “the dead girl’s sister,” which traps her in her 

sibling’s shadow. Her private sorrow and confusion 

are reflected in the line, “She either thought Susie, 

just one word, and cried there, letting her already 

damp cheeks, knowing no one would quantify this 

dangerous substance as grief or she would imagine 

me running … she fought back the constant question, 

Where is Susie now?” (60). Even when the house is 

silent, Lindsey feels haunted by Susie’s absence. At 

the same time, Susie watches Lindsey from heaven, 

viewing her sister’s life as the one she was denied, 

which creates an unspoken emotional weight 

between them. Lindsey internalizes this burden and 

feels a quiet sense of guilt, yet she never openly 

expresses her grief, especially in front of her father 

and brother, fearing that it might cause them to 

collapse further.  

 After her mother leaves, Lindsey takes on the 

role of emotional caretaker, forcing herself to stay 

strong while carrying her own pain. She becomes 

responsible not only for her younger brother 

Buckley, who begins to depend on her, but also for 

her grieving father. Sebold portrays Lindsey as a 

determined and resilient figure who, despite her 

sorrow, tries to maintain stability for the sake of her 

family. Her bravery is evident when she even breaks 

into Harvey’s house in search of evidence to expose 

his crime. In this way, Lindsey becomes the 

emotional anchor of the family, offering comfort 

while silently enduring her own trauma. 

 Caruth notes that trauma involves an encounter 

with an event that exceeds comprehension, taking 

over the psyche and rendering it uncontrollable: 

Susie’s inability to intervene in her family’s grief or 

prevent her own murder reflects precisely this 

psychic takeover, leaving her suspended in fear, 

helplessness, and anguish. She witnesses her parents’ 

emotional breakdown, her sister’s hardening, and her 

brother’s confusion, all while confronting the 

ongoing presence of her free and unpunished 

attacker, which intensifies her frustration and sense 

of injustice. The violent past that inflicted upon her is 

constantly reactivated in her present observation, 

illustrating Caruth’s concept of trauma as an event 

that repeats itself in memory and perception.  

 At the same time, Herman’s emphasis on the 

struggle for survival and recovery resonates in 

Susie’s small acts of agency from the Inbetween: 

through reflection, memory, and limited 

interventions, she gradually reconciles with her death 

and finds peace in observing her family’s eventual 

healing. Her liminal existence, trapped between past 

trauma and present observation, demonstrates the 

enduring nature of psychological trauma, the 

impossibility of immediate resolution, and the slow 

emergence of coping and survival even beyond 

death. Through Susie, Sebold portrays trauma not as 

a finite event but as a continuous psychic process, 

aligning closely with Herman’s and Caruth’s insights 

into the persistence of suffering, the haunting nature 

of memory, and the human need for reconciliation 

and survival after catastrophic violence. 

 Another figure profoundly shaped by Susie’s 

death is Ruth Connors, Sussie’s classmate. Ruth 

holds a unique place in Susie’s story because she is 

the last person Susie touches as her soul leaves the 

earthly world. After this moment, Ruth becomes 

deeply preoccupied with the dead and begins to write 

poetry about them, including “‘Being Susie’, ‘After 

Death’, ‘In pieces’, Beside Her Now’,. ‘The Lip of 

the Grave’” (114). Her connection to Susie grows so 

strong that Susie later enters Ruth’s body in order to 

spend a brief moment with her boyfriend, Ray, as she 

describes, “I was in her body… I opened my eyes for 

the first time on Earth since I had died and saw my 

grey eyes looking back at me” (114). Ruth willingly 

becomes a vessel for Susie, allowing her to 

temporarily reclaim what death had taken from her. 

This experience offers Susie a sense of emotional 

release, as she had never been given the chance to 

share a meaningful moment with Ray during her life. 

Susie remembers their accidental kiss at school as 

something beautiful and rare, and through Ruth’s 

body she seeks to experience that tenderness once 

more. 
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  As Czarnowsky observes, “Susie’s accidental 

touch allows Ruth to see spirits and retrace their 

steps. She begins to write down their stories, their 

fates, and thus very much like Susie’s post mortal 

narrative itself gives the silenced a voice. She 

becomes the chronicler of their violent endings.” 

(Czarnowsky 27) From heaven, Susie feels both 

longing and jealousy toward Lindsey, who is able to 

live, love, and grow in ways she no longer can. 

Trapped in the in-between space of heaven, Susie 

descends to earth through Ruth body in order to 

fulfill this unfulfilled desire, making Ruth a crucial 

medium through which Susie momentarily 

reconnects with life. 

 Trauma always brings profound loss and 

emotional pain, but what becomes crucial is how 

survivors struggle through traumatic grief and 

attempt to restore meaning in their lives. In The 

Lovely Bones, Alice Sebold presents recovery not 

only as a journey for Susie’s family but also as a 

painful psychological process for Susie herself. 

Trauma does not simply end with death; it continues 

in memory, longing, and unfinished emotional bonds. 

As Judith Herman observes, “In the task of healing, 

therefore each survivor must find her own way to 

restore her sense of connection with the wider 

community” (73). At first, Susie tries to escape the 

unbearable weight of her trauma by wishing to forget 

the violent day of her murder in the cornfield, the 

fear, and the physical violation that still lives in her 

memory. Like many trauma survivors, she seeks 

emotional numbness as a way to survive the pain. In 

heaven, she tells her counselor Franny that she wants 

to be free from these memories. Franny explains that 

forgetting is possible only if she completely 

disconnects from her emotional ties to Earth: “If you 

stop asking why you were killed instead of someone 

else, stop investigating the vacuum left by your loss, 

stop wondering what everyone left on earth is 

feeling, you can be free. Simply put, you have to 

give up on Earth” (120).  

 However, Susie finds it impossible to simply 

abandon her connection to the living, because the 

thought of leaving her family behind evokes 

profound fear, guilt, and helplessness. Trauma, 

especially the violent kind Susie endured, does not 

allow for easy detachment or forgetting; it lingers in 

memory and shapes the survivor’s perception of 

relationships, safety, and self. By the end of the 

novel, Susie does not attempt to erase the pain of her 

violent death. Instead, she consciously chooses to 

confront and accept it, allowing herself to reconcile 

with her own grief while enabling her family to 

begin rebuilding their lives without her physical 

presence. Her decision reflects the way trauma 

survivors must often navigate the tension between 

holding on to memory and finding the capacity to 

move forward. 

 Judith Herman emphasizes that healing from 

trauma requires communication and shared 

understanding, noting that “Sharing the traumatic 

experience with others is a precondition for the 

restitution of a sense of meaningful world” (Herman 

70). Expressing traumatic experiences, even 

indirectly, allows survivors to lessen the emotional 

burden and regain a sense of connection and 

meaning. Unable to communicate directly with her 

family on Earth, Susie finds this outlet with other 

murdered girls in heaven who endured the same 

horror at Harvey’s hands. Through recounting her 

story to them, Susie gradually releases the 

overwhelming weight of her grief. As she reflects, 

“Our heartache poured into one another like water 

from cup to cup. Each time I told my story, I lost a 

bit, the smallest drop of pain … Because horror on 

Earth is real and it is every day. It is like a flower or 

like the sun; it cannot be contained” (186). Herman 

explain that “In the second stage of recovery, 

survivor tells the story of the trauma. She tell it 

completely, in depth and in detail.” (Herman 175) 

The act of sharing becomes a form of posthumous 

catharsis, demonstrating how even in trauma, bearing 

witness, whether to oneself or to others, can restore a 

measure of emotional relief and begin the slow 

process of healing. It shows that trauma, while 

persistent, can be managed when pain is 

acknowledged, shared, and integrated into a broader 

understanding of life and loss. Sarah observes Susie’s 

transformation by depicting: 
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 At last Susie overcome her trauma with courage 

and acceptance. Eventually, after a considerable 

period of time, the survivor reaches a stage of greater 

stability; she has discovered an inner strength and 

courage, and the determination to grow from difficult 

experiences. The ‘dialectic of transformation’ is 

found throughout many rape narratives, which 

commonly end with contemplations of the future, 

hope, recovery, resilience and acceptance. (Sarah 14) 

 Recovery from trauma is a difficult and uneven 

process, and many people struggle to endure it. 

However, the Salmon family gradually emerges from 

the traumatic grief they experience for eight long 

years after Susie’s death through the stages of 

suffering. “(i)Experiencing the deep pain associated 

with the loss of the loved one (ii) Accepting the 

permanence of the loss (iii) Reminiscing about the 

deceased loved one…(iv) Committing to new 

relationships (v) Reestablishing a healthy 

developmental trajectory” (Cohen 16). 

 Susie’s family passes through intense suffering 

in order to reconstruct their lives. Each member 

progresses through these stages in different ways, 

and moments of happiness gradually bring relief 

from their emotional wounds. Abigail Salmon returns 

to the family after recognizing the pain her departure 

caused, and her reunion brings comfort and joy to her 

husband and children. Another hopeful moment 

arrives when Lindsey and her boyfriend, Samuel 

Heckler, decide to marry, introducing warmth and 

optimism into their grieving household. These 

developments help the family shift from 

overwhelming tragedy toward renewal and stability. 

As noted by researchers, “Mourning the loss of close 

friend or relative takes time, but researcher tells us 

that it can also be the catalyst for a renewed sense of 

meaning that offers purpose and direction to life” 

(apa.org/healthcenter/grief). Although Susie’s death 

initially draws the family into deep trauma, over 

time, it also becomes a force that enables them to 

heal and rebuild their lives. 

 The Lovely Bones depicts Susie’s emotional 

growth and gradual recovery as she moves from 

denial to acceptance of her death. Initially, she is 

unable to come to terms with what has happened and 

distances herself from her family. However, as she 

observes her loved ones beginning to heal and spends 

time with her boyfriend, Ray Singh, she starts to find 

a measure of peace. Her deepest sense of release 

comes only after her murderer dies as a result of the 

plan she imagines. Through this moment, Sebold 

employs a reversal of fate, as the predator becomes 

the victim. Susie reflects, “How to Commit the 

Perfect Murder was an old game in heaven. I always 

chose the icicle: the weapon melts away” (125). In 

the novel’s climax, Harvey is killed when falling 

icicles lead to his death while he attempts to lure 

another girl. In this way, Susie’s long period of 

suffering is answered by the death of her attacker. 

 The novel concludes with an epilogue titled 

“Bones,” in which Susie describes the heaven she 

now inhabits. She expresses that she no longer 

yearns for earthly life and has learned to accept her 

death, allowing her to leave the human world behind. 

In her absence, the Salmon family has transformed, 

beginning a renewed phase of life. 

 The title The Lovely Bones carries strong 

thematic meaning related to grief and memory. The 

“bones” are “lovely” because they belong to a deeply 

loved child whose presence continues to shape her 

family even after death. From her posthumous 

viewpoint, Susie witnesses both her family’s 

mourning and her own, even though she cannot alter 

what has happened. Although “bones” usually 

suggest death, Susie remains vividly alive throughout 

the narrative, and the word “lovely” softens the fear 

usually associated with mortality. The title also 

symbolizes the innocent girls who fall victim to 

Harvey, whose souls gather in heaven, as well as the 

family that gradually grows and reshapes itself after 

Susie’s loss. 

 Ultimately, the grieving family manages to 

rebuild their lives, allowing Susie to “give up on 

Earth” (120) and move into the “wide wide heaven” 

(325). Seeing her family recover from years of pain 

brings her a sense of peace, enabling her to let go of 

her earthly attachments. As the Salmon family moves 

beyond the weight of their loss, Susie’s own heart 

becomes lighter. Through this process, the novel 

portrays how trauma affects every character and 
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reflects the broader human experience, showing how 

acts of violence like rape and murder can shatter 

lives through enduring and painful memories. 

 In The Lovely Bones, Alice Sebold depicts a 

range of psychological coping mechanisms 

employed by Susie Salmon and her family as they 

attempt to survive the trauma of her murder. Susie’s 

coping mechanism is primarily rooted in attachment 

and meaning-making, as she remains emotionally 

bound to the living world, observing her family and 

reconstructing reality through her personalized 

version of heaven. This imaginative space functions 

as a psychological defense that allows her to process 

fear, anger, and loss while gradually moving toward 

acceptance and emotional release. Her act of 

narration itself becomes therapeutic, enabling her to 

impose order and significance on an otherwise 

senseless act of violence.  

 In contrast, the Salmon family exhibits diverse 

trauma responses shaped by individual personalities 

and roles within the family. Jack Salmon copes 

through obsessive vigilance and a relentless pursuit 

of justice, seeking control in the face of helplessness, 

while Abigail Salmon resorts to emotional 

withdrawal and physical distance as a form of 

avoidance that shields her from overwhelming grief. 

Lindsey Salmon adopts an action-oriented coping 

strategy, channeling her pain into investigation and 

responsibility, thereby reclaiming agency and 

emotional strength. Buckley Salmon copes through 

suppression and the maintenance of normalcy, 

reflecting a child’s instinctive resilience and adaptive 

denial. Collectively, these coping mechanisms 

illustrate that grief is neither uniform nor linear, and 

Sebold ultimately suggests that healing does not 

require the erasure of trauma but the gradual 

acceptance of loss and the ability to coexist with 

memory and pain. 

 The Lovely Bones shows that trauma leaves 

lasting emotional scars but does not permanently 

imprison its victims. Sebold portrays how memory, 

love, and acceptance function as powerful coping 

mechanisms in the process of recovery. Through 

Susie and the Salmon family, she depicts the gradual 

transformation of grief into emotional strength. 

Ultimately, the novel affirms that healing is possible 

when individuals learn to live with pain while 

moving toward renewal and hope. 
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