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    Alice Sebold was born in Madison, Wisconsin, but grew up in the suburbs of Philadelphia. In 1981, she moved to New York to attend Syracuse University. During her freshman year, she was raped while walking home through a park. She reported it to the police, who initially could not identify any suspects. Five months later, she recognised her rapist and notified the police. Her rapist was convicted of rape and sodomy and sentenced to eight to 25 years in prison. He has since been released, but Sebold has stated that she does not know where he is now. After university, she moved to Manhattan and then South Carolina. She held several waitressing jobs whilst attempting to begin her writing career. Her first work, Lucky, a memoir centred on her experience of rape, began as a 10-page assignment for university. Then, aged 33, she began writing The Lovely Bones, which was originally called Monsters. Sebold stated she was motivated to write about violence, because it is not as unusual as everyone thinks, but instead is an everyday occurrence. She has published three works.

  


  
    THE LOVELY BONES


    A NOVEL OF VIOLENCE, NARRATED FROM BEYOND THE GRAVE


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Sebold, A. (2014) The Lovely Bones. London: Picador.


      	1st edition: 2002


      	Themes: death and loss, isolation, grief and guilt, memory, adolescence and sexuality, childhood, life after death

    


    The Lovely Bones centres on the rape and murder of 14-year-old Susie Salmon on 6December 1976. The novel opens with her death and the rest of the story follows two narrative paths: firstly, how Susie’s family copes with her death, and secondly, Susie’s experience of the afterlife. As Susie watches from heaven, her younger siblings grow up, her parents’ marriage disintegrates and her grandmother moves in. Some critics have posited that Sebold may have been drawing on her own experience of being raped; after Sebold reported the crime to the police, she was told that she was lucky to be alive, as another woman had been raped, like Sebold, and then murdered in the same location. Therefore, there is conjecture that she may have been writing the story of the murdered woman. Sebold has refuted this claim and stated that she simply wanted to write about violence, as so many people experience it, but it is a taboo subject. The book was generally well-received in the USA, though British critics felt it was too sentimental.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    MURDER


    The Lovely Bones opens with Susie announcing her death: “My name was Salmon, like the fish; first name, Susie. I was fourteen when I was murdered on December6, 1973” (p.1). She is killed by her neighbour, George Harvey. He invites her to see a structure he has built in a cornfield. When she tries to leave, he rips off her clothes, gags her with her own hat and rapes her. He then kills her, cuts her body into several pieces which he puts into a safe and deposits in a sink hole.


    Susie’s spirit is then allowed to go to her own version of heaven, where she is still able to watch what happens on earth. She spends most of her time watching her parents, 13-year-old sister, Lindsey, and four-year-old brother, Buckley, as well as her friends from school. At first, her family finds it hard to come to terms with her death until Detective Len Fenerman is assigned to the case and an elbow is discovered in the cornfield, which is presumed to be Susie’s.


    SUSIE’S CONNECTIONS TO PEOPLE ON EARTH


    The police originally question the Salmons’ neighbour, George Harvey, but, other than finding him a little strange, cannot connect him to the murder. However, Susie’s father, Jack, is convinced that Mr Harvey was involved in the case. Nonetheless, when Mr Harvey is putting up a tent in his back garden and invites Jack to help him, he does so. Mr Harvey points out that all of their neighbours will have seen this and therefore think they are friends, thus proving Mr Harvey’s innocence.


    Meanwhile, when Susie’s spirit left earth, she accidentally touched one of her classmates, Ruth Connors. Ruth then becomes obsessed with Susie’s death, writing a large collection of poetry about it, and becomes friends with Susie’s sweetheart, Ray Singh. They spend a lot of time together discussing their relationships with Susie and her death, and eventually their platonic friendship blooms into a relationship.


    JACK’S SUSPICIONS


    Jack becomes more and more suspicious of Mr Harvey, to the extent that when, he sees lights in the cornfield, he assumes Mr Harvey is out there. He goes out, armed with a baseball bat, to confront Mr Harvey and instead finds Brian, a boy in Susie’s class, who is waiting for his girlfriend and Susie’s best friend, Clarissa. In self-defence, Brian and Clarissa almost beat Jack to death and break his knee. He is rushed to hospital and while he is undergoing knee surgery, Susie’s mother, Abigail, begins an affair with Len Fenerman.


    Lindsey believes her father is right about Mr Harvey, so she sneaks into his house to find evidence. There, she comes across his sketchbook, which contains drawings of the underground hideout he constructed in the cornfield, which she steals. Mr Harvey comes home unexpectedly and Lindsey is forced to leave. As she seeks help from the police, Mr Harvey flees town. In heaven, Susie meets several of Mr Harvey’s other victims and is able to see scenes from his traumatic childhood.


    PASSAGE OF TIME


    After discovering that her affair cannot fill the void left by Susie’s death, Abigail abandons her relationship with Len and leaves Jack and the children to move to California in pursuit of her youthful dreams. She takes a job in a winery there and her mother, Grandma Lynn, phones Jack to tell him she is going to move in with him to take care of the children. Lindsey and Buckley grow up and, eight years later, Lindsey graduates from college and becomes engaged to her high school boyfriend, Samuel Heckler. Jack then suffers a heart attack and is taken to hospital. Grandma Lynn calls Abigail, who rushes back and realises that she still loves Jack. The family is reunited, though Buckley, now aged 12, is bitter about being abandoned by his mother for most of his childhood.


    Mr Harvey returns to the town and notices that the school is being expanded into the cornfield where he murdered Susie. Ruth and Ray have now developed a strong relationship. Susie somehow manages to transcend the Inbetween and takes over Ruth’s body. Ray realises this is his only moment with Susie and makes love with her in Ruth’s body. Afterwards, Susie returns to heaven.


    CONCLUSION


    The novel ends with Lindsey and Samuel marrying, moving into an abandoned house which they renovate and having a daughter named Abigail Suzanne. Mr Harvey continues to stalk young women in anticipation of murdering them. During one such venture, he is hit by an icicle and falls into a ravine and dies, without ever having been caught and convicted for his crimes.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    SUSIE SALMON


    Susie is murdered at the age of 14 at the beginning of the novel. She then narrates the following events from heaven. She able to witness events on earth, as well as interact with other dead girls and women whose heaven overlaps with hers. She is curious both about how her family and loved ones cope with her death, as well as how her killer escapes justice. She often mourns her inability to grow up and experience the things that her peers and, especially, her sister do.


    JACK SALMON


    Jack is father to Susie and her younger siblings, Lindsey and Buckley. He is deeply saddened by Susie’s death, especially because of its mysterious nature, and wants to be able to solve the crime and get justice for Susie. He feels guilty for not having been able to save Susie and becomes obsessed with the idea that George Harvey is linked to his daughter’s death. This obsession leads him to take an extended leave of absence from work and to distance himself from Lindsey, who reminds him too much of Susie, and his wife, Abigail.


    GEORGE HARVEY


    George Harvey is the Salmons’ neighbour. He is a man in his thirties and lives alone. As the narrative of the novel unfolds, the reader learns that he is a serial killer of, mostly, young girls. As Susie learns about his tragic past, with his violent father and desperate mother, it is suggested that his childhood may be connected to his present behaviour. When the police seem to be gathering evidence against him in connection with Susie’s death, he leaves town and continues to kill as he moves across the US. He suffers an accidental death towards the end of the novel.


    LINDSEY SALMON


    Lindsey is Susie’s younger sister, who is 13 at the beginning of the novel. She is very athletic and a gifted student, but still feels that she lives somewhat in the shadow of her sister’s death, as the two looked so similar. As Lindsey grows up, becoming more and more independent because of the breakdown in her family, Susie, from heaven, often finds herself living vicariously through her sister. Susie seems particularly interested in her sister’s relationships and sexuality, as she was killed before she was able to experience them.


    ABIGAIL SALMON


    The Salmon children’s mother. She never wanted children when she was younger and, after Susie’s death, feels that motherhood has got in the way of her youthful dreams. After a short-lived affair with Len Fenerman, the detective assigned to the case of Susie’s murder, she moves to California in search of freedom. When Jack later suffers a heart attack, Abigail returns and realises that she still loves Jack and her family.


    LEN FENERMAN


    The detective working on Susie’s case. He has a wallet full of photos of the people at the centre of cases on which he worked. If he was able to solve the case, he wrote the date on the back. Included in the photos are Susie’s and one of his wife, who committed suicide shortly after their wedding. He falls in love with Abigail, but their affair is brief.


    GRANDMA LYNN


    Abigail’s mother who is brash, unafraid to speak her mind and an alcoholic. When Abigail leaves, she is supportive of Jack and moves in with the family to help look after the children.


    BUCKLEY SALMON


    Susie’s little brother, who is ten years younger than her. When the novel opens, he is only four. He grows into a well-adjusted young adolescent and is naturally sceptical when his mother moves back in with the family, eight years later.


    RAY SINGH


    Susie’s childhood sweetheart who is initially questioned about Susie’s death. He and his parents believe this is due to the police’s racism. As he grows up, he finds himself unable to stop thinking about Susie and develops a relationship with their classmate, Ruth Connors, who also feels particularly touched by Susie’s death. Near the end of the novel, Susie is able to temporarily take control of Ruth’s body and makes love to Ray, who knows that it is Susie. As an adult, he trains to be a doctor.
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