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O Eva Khatchadourian,

motherhood is “a foreign

country”. One can hardly
ignore the allusion which begs the
question: how differently do they do
things there?

Lionel Shriver's novel We Need to
Talk About Kevin won the Orange Prize
for Fiction in 2005. The novel deals
with the peculiarly western phenome-
non of school shootings. This theme
has been- dealt with by other writers
(DBC Pierre's phenomenally enjoyable
Vernon God Little immediately springs
to mind), but not quite from the per-
spective that Shriveruses.

The storyistold by the mother of the
mass murderer, Eva Khatchadourian.
The tale unfolds through a series of
letters she writes to Frank, her absent
husband. We're told early on that
Kevin, her teenaged son, is in jail for a
school shooting where most of his
victims were his schoolmates. The very
repetitious triteness of the murders
lends focus to other themes that
Shriver examines: the dark underbelly
af motherhood, the gender imbalance
extant in (even) modern parenting
roles and the concept of “family” the
shining palliative. The glowing picture
of the new mother gazing at a mewling
infantin rapture is the onewe'reaccus-
tomed to. The confusion, no, utter
turmoil that a woman undergoes prior
to, during and following childbirth, is
not something that any of our cultures
want to spend too much time ponder-
ing. Shriver herself has spoken of “the
emotionally prescriptive nature of
motherhood” this is what the nevel
depicts in a slightly exaggerated and
unsavoury fashion.

Eva Khatchadourian examines her
life through these letters trying to
pinpoint the “mistakes” that led to her
son's turning into a monster. Her pre-
motherhoodlife was pretty good: good
marriage, good career, what else could
she want? The tender comfort of mar-
riage exists for her in that period of her
life: "...coming home to deliver the

We Need to Talk about Kevin
Lionel Shriver
Serpent's Tail

narrative curiosities of my day, the way
a cat might lay mice at your feet: the
small, humble offerings that couples
proﬂer after foraging in separate back-
yards."

Itwas Frank who wamed to “take Lhe
stake of all we had and place it all on
this outrageous gamble of having a
child”; Eva merely acquiesced to his
need. From the very birth itself, Eva's
unsuitability to be a mother, and espe-
cially mother to this particular child, is
made apparent. There is no love lost
between mother and son from birth
onwards, Kevin rejects his mother's
breast, is so difficult that unable to find
ananny who lasts, Evais forced to leave
her flourishing business and relocate
to the suburbs (which she hates) Kevin
consumes herlife,

All this Eva treats as Kevin's personal
vendetta against her. She sees his
behaviour from early childhood as
psychologically abnormal. She is
convinced that Kevin refuses to potty-

train even at six merely to spite her, so
thatsheis forced to the unpleasant task
of changing his soiled diapers, that he
cut up her business documents on
purpose (no innocent childish play is
he ever engaged in), as an adolescent
he masturbates in front of her and
mutilates his own sister out of ven-
geance and so on. Franklin, on the
other hand, seems to belong to the
breed of monkeys who neither see, nor
hear, nor say any evil, Atevery pointof
confrontation he opts to side with his
sonrather than his wife.

Kevin's aggression, almost from his
very birth, seems over the top. Not that
there aren't little monsters out there:
this is, after all, an age when damaged
children walk over the fallen bodies of
other children. But Eva's accusations
ar times seern to border on the hysteri-
cal. As an infant, a child and a teenager,
Kevin is not allowed a single quality
that allows a reader to empathize with
him.

Once Eva's daughter is born, an
angel child (but then who wouldn't be
compared to the devil-spawn that
Kevin is?), the Khatchadourian family
clearly lines up against each other
along the gender divide the girls on
one side, the boys on the other.
Things are not helped along by the
fact that neither parent attempts to
conceal their preferences regarding
their offspring. They muddle along
their lives (which are interspersed by
Kevin's various offences) until one
Thursday, Kevin takes a crossbow to
school.

The idea presented that "some
women just don't like their children is
shocking to a certain extent, fed on
the pap of sacred motherhood as we
are, but really, does it make monsters
of either the mothers or the children?
Did Eva's emotional distance from
her son create the evil in Kevin?
Although ostensibly examining the
root causes, Eva herself seems to
accept culpability, egged on by every-
one around her. Shunned by commu-

nity (the checkout girl at her super-
market breaks her eggs), abandoned
by husband, blamed by her son, she is
now being sued by the family of one of
Kevin's victims for being a "bad
mother” (apparently this actually
happened in the wake of the school
shootings that seemed to dominate
the US media during the 1990s). Eva's
letter writing is thus her act of self-
flagellation as is her continued har-
rowing visits to her imprisoned child.

How reliable a narrator is Eva? We
are not allowed a point of view other
than Eva's, although she generously
provides the reader with Franklin's
probable responses to her overtures.
She is not completely unaware of her
side-stepping: "I may be hounded by
that why question, but [ wonder how
hard I've really tried to answer it. I'm
not sure that [ want to understand
Kevin, to find a well within myself so
inky that from its depths what he did
makes sense. Yet little by little, led
kicking and screaming, I grasp the
rationality of Thursday." It is these
little touches that serve to "humanize”
the clinical aridity of the person that
Evais.

In fact, none of the three central
characters are much likable. Having
likable characters is not a prerequisite
for a good novel, of course, but the
emotional disconnect that one feels
for Eva's self-preoccupied pseudo-
analysis, Kevin's sullen dysfunction
and Franklin's bluff, uncomprehend-
ing bonhomie is unable to be over-
come at least for this reader. To be
honest:. that's also what makes it a
powerful book in certain ways.

The problem is not the writing
itself: Shriver is a novelist who knows
what she's doing. The prose is more
than readable and Eva's graceful
epistemological digressions pace the
novel as the story of what happened
gradually unfolds to its inevitable and
horrific climax. The problem isn't
even that none of the central charac-
ters not Eva herself, not Kevin nor his

father Franklin arouse much admira-
tion or even sympathy.

The trouble is that although the
book blurb says and Eva herselfreiter-
ates that this Is a search for why what
happened happened, at the end of the
book the reader is not left with any
answers. « Pat answers are nol
expected, but the exploration of the
tragedy leaves a lot to be desired. In
the end, it is not the “why" but an
engagingly presented description of
“how" that the novel settles for.

One limitation of the book | cannot
discuss without giving away the secret
so zealously guarded throughout the
narrative. However, Frank's conspic-
uous absence in the post-murder
fallout that Eva keeps on describing is
enough to reveal the horrific "twist”
that Shriver hoards so carefully: Kevin
also murders his father and sister. To
be honest, I found this attempt to
create mock suspense somehow
dishonest towards the reader, espe-
cially coming from a novelist who is
gifted enough to make the epistolary
novel, what is really a contrived fic-
tional form, credible.

Eva's bleak story is presented in
such elegant prose that it serves 1o
conceal these limitations. However,
the book is ultimately redeemed by
the mother and son visits, Eva reli-
giously going to see Kevin as he serves
out his time in prison. Here (espe-
cially in the final paragraphs) for the
first and final time, Kevin seems credi-
ble: no longer a storybook ogre, his
heart-weary acquiescence to the
inevitability of their bond matches
the pertinacity of his mother. Here,
through shared and acknowledged
vulnerability, they seem to become
mother and son. Itis in these scenes
that the heart is finally engaged, that
the reader finally realises that the true
victims of the story are Kevin and Eva,
victims ofmotherhuod
Shabnam Nadiya writes fiction and has
transiated Bengall short stories into
English.

All those affairs of the heart

Mustaqim Kazi is enthused by a work on handling coronary problems

HE book was The New York
e Times bestseller, Magazine and
\ newspaper rteviews showered
praises on it. More praises are still
coming, The book, from Dr. Dean
Ornish, on coronary heart disease,
quickly caught the attention of heart
patients and health experts, especially
the cardiologists. Heart patients are
getting immense health benefits by
following the lifestyle prescription Dr.
Deéan Ornish advises them to follow.
The book tells the reader, and convine-
ingly o, howblockages in the coronary
arteries may begin to reverse, even
when the disease is at the advanced
stage. That also without surgery and
cholesterollowering drugs.
And exaetly this is so. Dr. Dean
Ornish caﬁuctcd alandmark research

on patients who had moderate or
severe heart disease. He asked the
research participants to follow a pro-
gram, the O ng Your Heart Program

that included managing stress, quit-
ting smoking, exercise and a planned
diet. Afteronly a year, Dr. Ornish found
the result was very encouraging. Even
the patients with the severest of the
disease began to experience a new life.
Their angina pain was greatly reduced
or totally disappeared. Their coronary
artery disease, the atherosclerotic
plaques inside the artery blocking
smooth flow of blood into the heart,

began to reverse. Many patients who
had been advised to do bypass surgery
did not have to go through this risky
and costly procedure. Almost all
patients came up with similar unique
experiences of hopefulness, after one
year of following the programme. The
book notes some of these experiences
of the patients in detail for the readers
in their own words, This makes the
point of the book all the more striking.
Read, for example, a study partici-
pant's experience of this program: "I
began this program over four years ago
because | had severe heart disease,
diabetes, and terrible chest pains. Now
I feel a lot younger. I feel more relaxed
than I ever have. [ don't have any heart
pains like I used to. And | have much
more energy than I've had in a long
time."

Dr. Dean Ornish has reproduced
these epoch making findings for heart
patients in this book, originally named
by him as Opening Your lHeart, that
had, however, poetic or philosophical
overtones. But the publisher of the
book wanted to be more specific and
down-to-earth to choose the present
name, Dr. Dean Ornish's Program For
Reversing Heart Disease with a subtitle,
“The Only System Scientifically Proven
To Reverse Heart Disease Without
Drugs or Surgery"”.

The book is indeed a work of philos-

THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER

DR. DEAN ORNISH'S
—PROGRAN FOR——

REVERSING
HEART DISEASE

Dr. Dean Ornish's Program for
Reversing Heart Disease
Ivy Books, New York

ophy for heart patients and for those
who had risk factors of heart disease
such as hypertension, a high degree of
siress, an increased level of cholesterol
in blood, obesity, and so want to avoid

them. Cardiologists will not also prob-
ably do justice to the book if they leave
it aside, ignoring its great value. The
Washington Post had this to say after
the publication of the book: “For Dean
Ornish's cardiovascular patients,
‘open heart' doesn't mean bypass
surgery. His is a spiritual sort of open-
heart as in 'open your heart.' Ornish
with his noninvasive techniques, is
accomplishing the same ends asare his
scalpel-wielding colleagues.” Indeed,
when Dr. Ornish writes the chapter on
managing stress, he becomes a virtual
yoga teacher. Indeed, a yoga student
himself of an Indian swami, Dr. Ornish
describes the asanas (yoga poses) with
pictures and systematically tells the
readers how to practice dhyana (medi-
tation) and pranayanama (breathing
control).

And when one reads a fat-free,
almost avegetarian diet in the diet part
of his heart program, then one under-
stands that here is a high-profile west-
ern doctorhe was one of President
Clinton's official physicianswho is
eulogising and celebrating the age-old
and traditional method of Indian
system of having good health and
peaceful life. Dr. Ornish tells that the
western ways of treating patients have
shortcomings. He has wanted to say
that the yoga can very well supplement
the western way of treating patients

through drug and surgery. Indeed, the
book can be greatly helpful for the
cardiologists, who may want to know
how changing lifestyles can make a big
difference in treating heart disease and
advise their patients accordingly. Larry
Dossey, M.D., author of Recovering the
Soul, while commenting on Dr.
Ornish's book, said: "Thisis an epochal
book. It sets a new standard in our
understanding of heart disease, and it
is the template against which all other
books on any disease whatsoever
should be judged. For the purity of
science on which its rests, and for the
majesty of its spiritual wisdom, this
book has no equal in the literature of
medicine and health.”

For Bangladeshi readers, the recipes
Dr. Ornish provides would be difficult
to follow, since there a big difference in

Western, or more precisely American, -

cuisine culture or ways of eating. But
the general outline of the diet is the
same: almost a fat and cholesterol free
diet. And the book tells you how to
make it. Doing an exercise of walking a
minimum 30 minutes daily at least five
days a week, practising some yoga
poses and breathing control tech-
niques and meditation everyday, you
can very well try and see by yourselves
what this book reallymeans
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An accumulation of awakened senses
Tulip Chowdhury falls in love with life’s serene aspects

AULO Coelho, the Brazilian

born master storyteller, has

done it again: he has presented
readers with a piece of a gem. This
astonishing, breathtaking book Like a
Flowing River awakens the reader and
rekindles the aesthetic senses. It is an
intimate collection of the writer's
reflections and short stories. These are
tales of the living and the dying. They
are tales of life and love, of the choices
made in life. Some of the tales are
humorous and others are serious.
However, they all tell profound tales.
The tales delve into human lives and
draw out wisdom. Like real life
experiences we seem to learn by trial
and error as we go through the
narrativesofthe writer.
, The book is a collection of anecdotes,
ideas and autobiographical drafts and
represents fascinating observations,
Deriving inspiration from work and
experience, Coelho offers visions of his
own philosophical thoughts. The book
is named Like the Flowing River for the
serene views of life that the writer
offers. The stories hold the synopsis of
everyday life, stories that throw lighton
love and the ambiguity of life. The
reader oftgn finds himself or herself
identifying with the views of the writer.
Thie facts presented are believable and
touch the cords of truth.
~ In Like the Flowing River there s a

reflection about “A Day at the Mill".
Here the writer sets about clearing up
weeds from his garden. At one point he
feels sorry for the weeds for theyfoo are
life and life of any kind is precious. He is
perplexed between the desire to create
a beautiful garden and the destruction
of the weeds. However, there dawns
within him the truth that life will have
some undesirable portions. Therefore,
he comes up with this lesson: “ If
something undesirable grows in my
soul, I ask God to give me the same
courage to mercilessly pluckitout.”

In * The Funny Thing About Human
Beings", Coelho writes, "We are in
such a hurry to grow up and then we
long for our lost childhood. We make
ourselves ill earning money and then
spend all our money on getting well
again. We think so much about the
future that we neglect the present and
thus experience neither the present
nor the future, We live as if we were
never going to die and die as if we had
neverlived.”

The writer's perceptions on life are
revealing and are like a window to our
own outlook on life.
involving real life experience are no
doubtarealisticapproach tolife and do
not fail to influence the reader into
coming up with his or her own life
axioms. It is an excellent literary forum
for anyone who is looking for one.

The ideas

Like the Flowmg River
Paulo Coelho
HarperCollins .

Coelho's writing is beautifully poetic
and his messages in the writings are
what count. He can make his readers
think, can make them sad or make
them smile. The pieces recorded in Like
the Flowing River are life enhancing.

Coelho was always a nonconformist
and a seeker of the new. When, in the
excitement of 1968, the guerilla and
hippy movements took hold in a Brazil

ruled by a repressive military regime,,

Coelho embraced progressive politics
and joined the peace and love
generation. He sought spiritual
experiences traveling all over Latin
America. Like the Flowing Riwer is like a
river falling into the sea, it is a
culmingtion of his experiences, an
accumulation of all the awakened
senses. The observations are at the
zenith of his gathering of wisdom in
life.

Many of the pieces in Like the Flowing
River reflect human nature, In one the
writer says. " It is part of human nature
to judge others very severely and when
the wind blows against us, always to
find an excuse for our own misdeeds or
to blame someone else for our
mistakes.” There follows a revealing
story to justify this point of view, a story
that the reader should read.

There are times when Coelho speaks
of simple people and yet reveals great
truths. He and his wife meet an old
woman in Rio de Janeiro, The woman
lives on a wheelchair, There are two
plastic bags hanging at the back of the
wheelchair. She sleeps in shop
doorways and lives offhandouts. As the
writer and hi¢ wife 'watch the old

woman take out two packets of milk
from one of the plastic bags and give
them to two beggars who stand near
her. The old woman explains to Coelho,
“ People are charitable to me and so |
mustbe charitable to others.”

Coelho speaks of the greatest gift
humans can give each other and that s
love. Love conquers all. He writes,
under the title "Remaining Open to
Love”, about the need for love for
everyone. The writer says, “When we
can do nothing else, we can still love,
without expecting any reward or
change or gratitude. When we do this
the, the energy of love will begin to
transform the universe aboutus.”

The writer's insight into people’s life
is astounding. The book is like a vivid
picture of people in different scenarios
oflife. 1t is richly authentic in its period
details and fresh and contemporary in
its style. The stories bounce back and
forth presenting unforgettable events.
The writer can be called a fabulist of
ideas. The tales seem to touch one's
heart and shake the senses awake. The
book is like a good friend that you
return to repeatedly to hear the good
words. Once you read the book you will
surely keep itnear the hand to pickit up
aga.in andagain,
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HENRY BEARD AND
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' Henry Beard, Ch
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Correct Dictionary &
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In an age where sensibilines
matter, tlusisaworkwfl,lch j
leave many issues cleamed for
readers. Of course, along the
way you might stumble quite a
few times, before getting up to
laugh about it. For there is
much that is' hilarious here,
obviously with a dash of the
pretentious in terms of lan-
guage. Youwill love itall

Ahmad
Badruddin Ahmad
Nawroz Shahitya Shambhar

Sheikh Mujibur Rahman.

Muktijuddher Mahanayok Tajuddin

The author makes known his deep
affection and abiding respect for the

. man who waged a war to free
Bangladesh. Tajuddin Ahmad, he feels
and so do others with him, was always a
victim of intrigue in his party. What hurt
evenmore was thatin the end he needed
to find his way out of government, thus
parting company with Bangabandhu

Andy
Grove

HICHAKD 5. TEDLOW

The Life and Times of Andy Grove
Richard S. Tedlow .

Penguin

This is a story of a great survivor
Grove came out alive from the deprede
tions of the SecondWorldWmMer i
having had any reason to b g
could not rebuild life from scmté.hnlt g -
was plain confidence, in addition to o
organisational skills, that led himon.

" And that is how he influenced Intel. It is
an inspiring work for ambi_t,iou.lgpeupla,_

Presidential Courage

Brave Leaders and How They
Changed America 1789-1989
Michael Beschloss

Simon & Schuster

men. Itisafascinatingread.

. Beschloss has always been fasci-
nated by American history. This work is
just one more example of how he has
striven to weave the many strands of
that history and bring them together.
Here he selects a few presidents, zeroes
in on their moments of decision and
informs the reader why those moments
eventually accorded greatness to those

PRESIDENFIAL
COURAGE

 MIGHA
BESCHLOSS

Images of an artist's life

Takir Hossain finds much
happiness in a biography

AMIDUZZAMAN KHAN A Modern

Sculptor is a biographical work.

Such kinds of publications are rare
in our country. The paper quality is quite up
to the standard and the printing is superb.
The book has been admirably edited. It is
certainly a matter of great satisfaction that
such a book has been published in our
country.

Eminent art critic Nazrul Islam's worthy
article has added a different aesthetic
dimension to the book. Nazrul Islam has
tried to depict the significant chapters of
Hamiduzzaman Khan's life and achieve-
ments in his piece. From the sculptor's
childhood to his present, all the moments
come up in the book gradually and presenta
lively and intimate look at the man.

The book is a collector’s delight. There is
a lot of variety in the book. The pictures are
bright and the captions help the readers to
know about the background to them. On
reading the book, you can easily get a clear
conception about this maestro and his
contribution to contemporary sculpture in
our country. He has tried to bring all his
important works to light in the book. One
need hardly say that Hamiduzzaman Khan
is one of the pre-eminent modern sculptors
in our country and naturally already holds a
distinguished position in our sub-
continent.

Hamiduzzaman K.han was born in 1946
in Kishoreganj. He completed his matricu-
lation in 1962 and came to Dhaka for admis-
sion at the East Pakistan College of Arts and
Crafts, Zainul Abedin, then the principal of
this institute, was his teacher and it was
from him that Hamiduzzaman Khan learnt
the nuancesofart.

There are lots of eminent places in our
country where Hamiduzzaman Khan's
brilliant sculptures are on display and the
book has captured most of the works'
colourful photographs. Most discerning
critics rate his work very highly. Form is his
priority and as a result most of his works are

form-oriented. Hamiduzzaman Khan is the
only sculptor in our country whose works
have been exhibited at Olympic Park and
Sancheong Sculpture Park in Korea. His
work is also on display at the World Bank
offices in Washington D.C.

Hamiduzzaman is a versatile and dedi-
cated artist. He has also tried his hands at
painting, His water colours are thought
provoking and reflect the workings of a
mature mind. g

A few years ago, Hamiduzzaman
planned to publish the book after he had
been overseas ~i1d had met foreign artists. It
was especially when he visited Korea that he
felt the need for a book that would intro-
duce others to the kind of work which he
had done in Bangladesh. This book notonly
depicts Hamiduzzaman's works but essen-
tially also focuses on our culture and heri-
tage. Many foreigners, often at sea about
our art and culture, cannot but find this
wurkrevedllng

Takir Hossain is a jnurnaﬂstand art critic,
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Hamiduzzaman Khan - A Modern
Sculptor ..
Edited by Akhtar than Ivy,
Haradhan Dha.g o



