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Astbury-Ward/Book review

BOOK REVIEW

We Need to Talk About Kevin (L Shriver).
London, UK: Serpent’s Tail, 2005. ISBN-13:
978-1-852-42889-1 Price: £7.99. Pages: 436
(paperback)

Early in this book you learn that Kevin is in
prison after killing classmates at his school (a
subject I would normally avoid). The book
format is of the letters written by his mother, Eva,
to her absent husband. The letters recount Eva’s
interpretations and emotions about Kevin’s early
and teenage years. The format limits the
exploration of the themes in some ways, but also
allows the reader to form an opinion about Eva,
mostly unfavourable, as she obviously dislikes
herself. Well written, the letters carry the reader
compulsively through all the unpleasant events
and later horrors.

Why is a book about the peculiar
phenomenon of teenage killers of interest to
health professionals? The letters have an appeal
in a personal way to many women who have
enjoyable pre-parenting lives that are, or would
be, utterly changed by motherhood. Eva, the
founder and chief executive of a travel book
company, decides to have a baby mainly to please
her husband, who feels he is not complete
without. (Or perhaps, he resents her success and
feels that having a baby will reduce her hubris?)
The letters describe the loss of status and
purpose, the lack of reward, and feelings of

responsibility for everything the child does, as
well as the change in circumstances that are so
familiar to many mature women embarking on
parenthood. It also illustrates many of the fears
and fantasies that we hear in the consulting room
from women thinking about embarking on
pregnancy, or who are already pregnant. For
example, the feeling that the body and later, the
mother’s life, is taken over by an alien being,
sucking the life force out. Or the fear that the
baby will be a monster, as indeed Kevin turns out
to be. He is so difficult to look after and get along
with, that au pairs, babysitters, and even co-
attendees at nursery school flee. In
psychoanalytical terms, the loss of Eva’s own
childhood to her own agoraphobic mother might
lead to identification of the child as a rival. Eva
describes her coldness, boredom and exhaustion,
far from the accepted picture of joy and
absorption that mothers are ‘supposed’ to feel.

The conviction that she will deliver her baby
without an epidural, the perceived unkindness of
the birth attendants, the impossibility of bonding
to the baby or of breastfeeding are familiar
scenarios to any health professionals involved in
women’s care. Here they are wearily described in
the uncompromising style of Eva’s letters to her
husband. Eva recounts how difficult Kevin is to
care for, only for Franklin, the uncomprehending
father, to increasingly believe that she is
untruthful or even deranged. The dialogue

between Eva and Kevin during Eva’s visits to the
prison gives a clear insight into Kevin’s maturing.
She recounts her experience of Kevin coming out
of that temporary madness that is part of
adolescence, and which must bear some of the
responsibility for his bizarre actions.

Eva scrutinises her own behaviour and tries
to determine how much responsibility she must
bear for Kevin’s anger and cruelty, subscribing to
the myth that if things go wrong, “It must be the
fault of the parents.” How often do we hear
mothers praised for being marvellous parents
when their children do well? Oh, that’s just “She
was lucky to have such a gifted, pleasant,
successful child”. Eva’s description of her second
child – pleasant, passive and fearful – might
contradict the premise that the responsibility is
solely parental. Society blames her, she blames
herself and punishes herself for what has
happened, but the novel leaves the reader
uncertain by how much she should be held to
blame for this instance of violence – one of the
many spectacles that fill our TV screens and
strangely fascinate so many of us.

No, I didn’t enjoy the book, but it was
absorbing.

Reviewed by Gill Wakley, MD, FFSRH

Advisory Editor, Journal of Family Planning
and Reproductive Health Care

We hope that journal readers enjoyed reading We Need to Talk About Kevin, and also discovering whether their opinion of
the book matched that of our guest reviewer. In the October issue, the fiction book under scrutiny will be Christine Falls by
Benjamin Black (400 pages, Picador, 2007, ISBN-13: 978-0-33044-532-0). We want to remind journal readers that if they
would like to offer to review an appropriate fiction title of their own choosing then they should contact the Journal Editorial
Office by e-mail (journal@fsrh.org) in the first instance with details of their nominated title.
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