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The book Doctor Olaf van Schu-
ler’s Brain is the first novel by

Kristen Menger-Anderson, and it’s a
gem. The novel traces the Steen-
wycks family from the arrival of Dr.
Olaf van Schuler (1640–1680) in
America in 1664 to the most recently
arrived family member, Arabella
Steenwycks-Klein, born in 2001.

Between Olaf and Arabella there
are 12 generations. Each chapter has
a date for the events’ occurrences,
from 1664 to 2006, and each genera-
tion is represented. Every generation
has at least one physician member
who appears in the chapter repre-
senting the era, but the physician is
not necessarily the center of the
chapter’s plot. The first female physi-
cian appears in the 1970s. There are
some exceptions to this mold—no
physician in one generation—but
here the generation includes a healer
of some sort.

The chapters read like short stories.
This comes as no surprise, since
Menger-Anderson is a short-story
writer. The stories are tied together by
the family lineage. This is no ordinary
family of physicians spanning 350
years. Each physician has his or her
own eccentricities. The family is affect-
ed by a genetic predisposition to men-
tal illness; Olaf’s mother, who accom-
panies him to America, is a “lunatic.”

The book is an adventure of medi-
cine in historical context. The stories
are fun; the history of medicine, fasci-
nating. The book is helped immeasur-
ably by the family genogram provided
at the outset. I would have been lost
without it and checked it out as I
started each chapter.

Doctor Olaf van Schuler’s Brain
starts with a lunatic mother in 1664
and ends with a father, Dr. Stuart

Jeffrey L. Geller, M.D., M.P.H., Editor

DDooccttoorr  OOllaaff  vvaann  SScchhuulleerr’’ss  BBrraaiinn
by Kristen Menger-Anderson; Chapel Hill, North 
Carolina, Algonquin Books, 2008, 290 pages, $22.95

JJeeffffrreeyy  LL..  GGeelllleerr,,  MM..DD..,,  MM..PP..HH..

Dr. Geller, who is the book review editor,
is professor of psychiatry and director of
public-sector psychiatry at University of
Massachusetts Medical School, Worcester.

Steenwycks II (born in 1932) pro-
claiming to his daughter, Dr. Eliza-
beth Steenwycks (born in 1970), that
he has Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease. In
between, the reader is treated to

chapter after chapter that is both hu-
morous and full of pathos. When the
reader encounters Jack Steenwycks’
daughter, Sheila Talbot, who had her
silicone breast implants removed af-
ter they had defined most of her adult
life, it will be hard for the reader to
know if the tears are those of laughter
or sadness.

The reviewer reports no competing interests. �

TThhee  UUnniitt
by Ninni Holmqvist, with Marlaine Delargyare (translator); 
New York, Other Press, 2009, 272 pages, $14.95

LLllooyydd  II..  SSeeddeerreerr,,  MM..DD..

What is the purpose of a life? the
author ponders. Does a life—

yours or mine—exist to sustain the
collective and its well-being, where
value is in what a person produces, or
does life have intrinsic value, where
purpose derives from who a person is?

In the society that Holmqvist cre-
ates for her readers the former has
hegemony. If you are a woman of 50
or a man of 60, living alone, without a
child, and not a critical worker, you
are designated as “dispensable” and
go with trepidation but without resist-
ance to a “Reserve Bank Unit.” There
you become a source of biological
material (which means your organs
are harvested, one by one—a kidney,
a cornea, a slice of your liver) and a
subject for experimentation until
your utility is complete, at which time
you make your “final donation,” end-
ing your stay in the Unit.

In Holmqvist’s eerie, chilling, yet
almost plausible social order, all citi-
zens exist to further the gross nation-
al product (GNP): lives either ad-
vance or diminish the “capital” of the
nation. Value (and meaning) issues
from an individual’s contributions to
the national capital; for some, that
means disappearing one day from the
community and entering the Unit,
where they further the social good as
donors of body parts and subjects for
advancing the scientific knowledge
thought useful to the GNP.

And the GNP has been prospering,
so the Unit can afford to be an ideal
setting where comfort prevails, every-
thing is free, and people have the
time to attend to one another as the
burdens of everyday existence van-
ish—as did its entrants from their an-
tecedent but dispensable lives. For
the residents of the Unit having trou-
ble adjusting, and they appear nu-
merous, there is an ample supply of
capable psychologists to assist with
coping (when they are not busy per-
forming mind or drug experiments);
physicians are occupied removing or-
gans and aiding in physical recovery
to prepare a Dispensable for her or
his next contribution.

One has hopes for the protagonist,
Dorrit Weger, who falls in love with
another resident of the Unit and
whose life changes in a profound way.
She rails against the pain she witness-
es among those around her and the
grief of those still alive. At one point,
Dorrit’s anguish enables her to see,
through the veneer of this well-or-
dered society, that her accommoda-
tions are a “luxury slaughterhouse.”
Holmqvist maintains the tension
throughout and draws the reader into
resisting what seems on the surface so

Dr. Sederer is medical director, New York
State Office of Mental Health, and adjunct
professor, Columbia School of Public
Health, New York City.
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reasonable yet curdles the blood.
This moral tale may be more credi-

ble to persons from European or
Asian cultures, where the individual
is more subordinate to a community
ethos, as we witness since health care
and education are universal in all but
one advanced (Western) culture. An
ethos of community before individual
would hardly fly in Texas, Oklahoma,
or Montana, to mention but a few
places in the United States. Yet
Holmqvist gives us a lesson in human

nature and social engineering
through a story that is spare, com-
pelling, and all too human. I am re-
minded of what the great urbanist,
Jane Jacobs, wrote, “Perhaps the
greatest folly possible for a culture is
to try to pass itself on using principles
of efficiency.” However adorned, the
totalitarian state in waiting warrants
vigilance since it seems to meet many
a human need.

The reviewer reports no competing interests. �

The ending of the novel was a com-
plete and utter surprise to me. Other
than to say it also fits, I won’t say more
but will simply recommend Handle
With Care as something to read with
care, when not feeling fragile.

The reviewer reports no competing interests. �

HHaannddllee  WWiitthh  CCaarree
by Jodi Picoult; New York, Atria Books, 2009, 
496 pages, $27.95 hardcover, $16 softcover

SSuussaann  EE..  BBaaiilleeyy,,  MM..DD..

Jodi Picoult’s Handle With Care is a
harrowing novel, its action moving

ever more swiftly and relentlessly to-
ward what the reader early on intuits
will be disaster. It is also beautifully
written, riveting in its creation of an
unresolvable conflict not just within
the main character, but between her
and everyone else she loves, includ-
ing her younger daughter, Willow, a
child born with a spontaneous muta-
tion leading to type III osteogenesis
imperfecta (OI). In a bid to win the
money that would make Willow’s life
easier, Charlotte files a “wrongful
birth” lawsuit against her obstetri-
cian—who is also her best friend.
The lawsuit destroys the friendship
and imperils every other meaningful
relationship that Charlotte has.

Picoult’s books routinely achieve
the New York Times’ bestseller list,
and this one demonstrates why: she is
a master of metaphor. Picoult inter-
mittently leavens the narrative with
pastry-chef Charlotte’s recipes and
reflections on the techniques of bak-
ing—tempering, folding, “blind-bak-
ing,” the use of interfering agents—
linking each technique or pastry
product to the action of the novel. To

read Handle With Care is to learn a
lot about OI, something about pastry
making, and much about ordinary hu-
man mistake and heartbreak. Most
maddening and saddening for the
reader is Charlotte’s blind insistence
that five-and-a-half-year-old Willow
will understand that Charlotte is lying
when she implies that yes, she would
have aborted her daughter had her
obstetrician recognized the impor-
tance of the startlingly clear ultra-
sound of Willow’s calvarium at 18
weeks.

Picoult’s plot moves forward with
dizzying speed under the impetus of
Charlotte’s stubbornness, and as the
trial begins and rushes toward settle-
ment, things spin more and more out
of control—Willow attempts suicide,
the obstetrician and Charlotte’s hus-
band share a furtive kiss, the obstetri-
cian’s orthodontist husband helps di-
agnose and bring to Charlotte’s atten-
tion the cutting and bulimia of her
older daughter, Amanda. And Aman-
da, it turns out, is a masterful ice-
skater, but her own life has been so
overshadowed by Willow’s needs that
the reader is surprised to learn this
fact. Nevertheless, it fits: just as chil-
dren with OI are always at risk of an-
other bone break, the ice-skating im-
agery drives home the message
throughout Picoult’s novel of skating
on thin ice.

Dr. Bailey is director of assertive commu-
nity treatment in the Community Psychi-
atry Program, Johns Hopkins Hospital,
Baltimore.

NNiigghhtt  NNaavviiggaattiioonn::  AA  NNoovveell
by Ginnah Howard; New York,
Houghton Mifflin Company, 
2009, 304 pages, $24 
hardcover, $13.95 softcover

CCuurrttiiss  AAddaammss,,  MM..DD..

The book Night Navigation is a
journey into the murky present

and a dark past. The reader follows
an anxious mother named Del and
her 37-year-old son Mark, who has a
dual diagnosis of mental illness and
substance dependence, through a
year-long slice of their chaotic lives.
Both characters reflect on their very
difficult pasts to determine why
their lives are on hold. The reader
eavesdrops on their thoughts and
discussions as they grapple with the
two-headed tyrant of mental illness
and substance dependence. Mark’s
illness is a dark bully: clandestine,
stealthy, relentless, unforgiving, and
domineering. Both characters at-
tempt to conquer it, but they strug-
gle. If Del micromanages Mark’s life
just so, can she avoid a repeat of past
disasters? Will she maintain her
boundaries, or will she retreat, as
her boyfriend predicts? Will Mark
get clean, and if so, will he stay
clean?

While watching Del’s failed efforts
to change the course of Mark’s life,
the reader is treated to her many anx-
ious cognitions and her unalloyed,
wishful thoughts. Some of her strug-
gles will make the reader laugh out
loud. At the same time, one can em-
pathize with her as she bypasses the
many opportunities for a broader,

Dr. Adams is assistant professor, Depart-
ment of Psychiatry, University of Mary-
land, Baltimore.
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fuller life. She has a grasp of the
“love” element of the tough-love dyad
but not the “tough” part.

Ginnah Howard has facility with
addiction lingo. Using Mark to think
and blurt out addiction and recovery
catch phrases suggests that she has ei-
ther done a great deal of homework
or has had first-hand experience with
addiction and its meandering course.
To Howard’s credit, Mark’s words are
not forced, overdone, or grotesque.
They are often ironic and at times

funny. What is less convincing is her
depiction of Mark’s manic and psy-
chotic processes.

Thankfully, Mark and Del’s tale
doesn’t end with all of its loose ends
accounted for. After all, the charac-
ters don’t live uncluttered lives. In-
stead, Ginnah Howard gives us an en-
tertaining and worthwhile true-to-life
story about complicated people grap-
pling with vexing problems.

The reviewer reports no competing interests. �

received New Zealand’s most presti-
gious literary prize for her first book.
During Frame’s voluntary admission
to London’s famous Maudsley hospi-
tal, an American psychiatrist told her
that she did not have schizophrenia;
no alternative diagnosis was offered,
but she was then able to accept that
she was different from other people.
She was advised to live alone and to
socialize only if she felt like it. For re-
covery advocates, there is a rich vein
of recovery narrative to be tapped
here.

Her autobiography Angel at My
Table was made into a film, which
won prizes at Venice and Toronto film
festivals and launched Jane Campi-
on’s career. Frame was nominated for
the Nobel Prize in literature in 2003.

Towards Another Summer is beau-
tifully written: it offers poetic prose,
sharp insights into family life, and the
best description of the agony of social
anxiety disorder you will ever read.

The reviewer reports no competing interests. �
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TToowwaarrddss  AAnnootthheerr  SSuummmmeerr
by Janet Frame; Berkeley, California, Counterpoint, 2009, 208 pages, $24

DDaavviidd  SS..  HHeeaatthh

This is clearly an autobiographical
novel, described on the fly leaf

as “written in 1963 when New
Zealand writer Janet Frame was in
London, this is the first publication
of a novel she considered too person-
al to be published in her lifetime”
(she died in 2004).

Almost the only character in the
book, Grace Cleave is a New Zealand
writer living in London. Written in
the third person, most of the content
is mainly the turmoil in Grace’s head,
as she struggles to relate to the ad-
miring people intruding into her life.
These thoughts are interspersed with
reminiscences of her family and
childhood. Most of the action is the
neurotic nightmare of a weekend
spent at the home of journalist Philip
Thirkettle, his wife, and small chil-
dren in Northern England.

Grace is both famous and mentally
disturbed. This sets up a delicious
and amusing irony. There are the
trappings of the famous Grace, repre-
sented by the interview by Thirkettle,
requests for book signings, an inter-
view on BBC Radio, and admiring
references to her stories in The New
Yorker. Then there is the real Grace,
whose sense of self is abysmally vague
and inadequate. Grace does not keep

copies of her books; she has to borrow
one for the BBC interview “to find
out what it is about” and is complete-
ly tongue-tied in the face of admiring
inquiries. My guess at the diagnosis of
character Grace Cleave (and author
Janet Frame) is at least severe social
anxiety disorder and generalized anx-
iety disorder. But there is clearly
more—schizotypal personality disor-
der, I thought; high-level autistic
spectrum disorder, according to
Abrahamson (1). 

Throughout the book is the recur-
ring motif that Grace is a “migratory
bird.” This includes a description of
her literally turning into a migratory
bird, “as she felt on the skin of her
arms and legs, her breasts and belly,
and even the top of her head tiny
prickling beginning of the growth of
feathers.” I could not decide whether
this was a delusion, magic realism, a
comforting fantasy, or a metaphor for
the lonely exile. Perhaps my confu-
sion here is similar to that experi-
enced by those who encountered the
author, including her psychiatrists.

Frame’s psychiatric history is in-
triguing and confusing and inexorably
intertwined with her writing and her
literary life. In and out of New
Zealand mental hospitals for nine
years, she was diagnosed as having
schizophrenia. She narrowly escaped
a scheduled lobotomy—cancelled
when news arrived that she had just

Dr. Goldstein is professor of psychology,
Samford University, Birmingham, Alabama.

Dr. Heath is a psychiatrist, Cambridge
Memorial Hospital, Cambridge, Ontario,
Canada.

PPeerriipphheerraall  VViissiioonn
by Patricia Ferguson; 
New York, Other Press, 
2008, 376 pages, $24.95

JJaacckkiiee  GGoollddsstteeiinn,,  PPhh..DD..

Patricia Ferguson’s fifth novel, Pe-
ripheral Vision, led to her second

nomination for the United Kingdom’s
Orange Prize for Fiction. Ms. Fergu-
son’s background in nursing and mid-
wifery is obvious in the clarity and ac-
curacy of the medical scenes and
themes. Also, her experience in dealing
with individuals in a professional ca-
pacity is most likely responsible for her
psychological insight into how we deal
with disease, disaster, death, disap-
pointment, and rejection—all factors
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present in the story lines of the diverse
characters in this literary tapestry.

For me, reading Peripheral Vision
was not something to be done in the
presence of background distraction.
After the opening chapter, this novel
required my undivided attention to
keep track of the beautifully writ-
ten—albeit in the early stages hard to
connect—story lines. The relatively
long opening chapter, set in 1995, in-
troduces one of three primary female
characters. Sylvia is a successful eye
surgeon whose life becomes more
complicated when she attains the last
two things on her list of “everything
she had ever wanted”—a husband
and a child. As the chapter ends,
Sylvia is distraught to the point of de-
spair at a lack of maternal love for her
newborn daughter. Having been
drawn into the drama of Sylvia’s story
through the author’s insights and
artistry, I was eager to learn more.

Instead, the next chapter, although
still set in 1995, tells the story of Will,
a key male character who is caring for
his aged mother in her home. Sylvia’s

life is out of the picture, although it is
in the periphery; Will clearly knows
her, but the reader knows hardly any-
thing about the nature of their
friendship.

In the third chapter, the novel
moves backward in time, to 1953,
with new characters and story lines.
And so it goes—from one seemingly
unrelated character to another and
back again, and from the 1950s to
1995 and back again. Then, just when
I became anxious with literary confu-
sion, Ms. Ferguson’s intent to inte-
grate the stories of three women and
their sons, husbands, or lovers came
in focus.

Visual themes and problems are
present throughout the novel, and the
title of Ms. Ferguson’s book has
metaphoric, not literal, meaning.
Metaphorically speaking, whereas we
may be aware of those who are in fo-
cus in our visual field, we are also
connected, in significant ways, to oth-
ers through our peripheral vision.

The reviewer reports no competing interests. �

falling down on the job (all of the vic-
tims of suicide were his patients) but
recruits prey for the local unethical
drug company. Even the medical stu-
dent and his girlfriend, who both have
mental illnesses, come across as less
than fully human, as illustrated by the
girlfriend’s painting of two people sit-
ting back-to-back in a small boat,
adrift in the North Sea.

I generally don’t watch movies
about psychiatrists or persons with
mental illness, nor am I in the habit of
criticizing medical students. Howev-
er, this author appears to have taken
things about which I care deeply and
set them in a cold, cruel world, to ex-
plore some concern that is totally lost
on me. I worry that an uninformed
reader could view this as yet another
reason to mistrust our field of medi-
cine. A philosopher, but not a psychi-
atrist, might find intellectual pleasure
in this book.

The reviewer reports no competing interests. �

Dr. Hackman is associate clinical profes-
sor of psychiatry, University of Maryland
School of Medicine, Baltimore.

FFrreeddrriikk’’ss  WWiinntteerr::  AA  NNoovveell  AAbboouutt  
LLoovvee,,  MMeennttaall  IIllllnneessss,,  aanndd  RReebbiirrtthh
by Omar Metwally; Bloomington, Indiana, 
iUniverse, Inc., 2008, 156 pages, $12.95

SShhaarroonn  FFaarrmmeerr,,  MM..DD..

The novel Fredrik’s Winter un-
doubtedly made it into this year’s

book reviews because it was written
by a medical student, Omar Metwally
of the University of Michigan Med-
ical School, and has a psychiatrist and
a mentally ill medical student as two
of the main characters. However,
reader, beware. This book has noth-
ing to do with psychiatry and mental
illness, at least not as I understand
them. Perhaps this is because the
novel assumes that reincarnation is a
reality. What would happen to the
field of medicine if sick and dying pa-

tients were assured of coming back to
life?

To explore this issue, the author
writes of five suicides. To ensure the
reader doesn’t view reincarnation in
the context of suicide alone, he adds
deaths by accident, homicide, and hy-
pothermia. Given that these all occur
in fewer than 150 pages, this is a ter-
ribly bleak book. Does one person re-
ally need to live through a plane
crash, a murder, and two suicides?
Furthermore, what is the point of all
this cycling between living and dying?
No conclusions are drawn—just an-
other round of deaths.

All psychiatrists who read this book
will be upset by the portrayal of
physicians as self-absorbed and un-
caring. The psychiatrist is not only

Dr. Farmer is medical director, Chemical
Abuse and Dependency Services Division,
King County Mental Health, Everett,
Washington.

TTeessttiimmoonnyy
by Anita Shreve; Boston, 
Little, Brown and Company, 
2009, 320 pages, $25.99 
hardcover, $14.99 softcover

AAnnnn  LL..  HHaacckkmmaann,,  MM..DD..

The book Testimony is the latest
novel from Anita Shreve. I

should admit from the outset that I
find this author’s work compelling
and have read many of her previous
novels. In fact, I had read Testimony
two weeks before it arrived in my
mailbox for review.

Testimony could have been pulled
out of recent headlines. It deals with
a sex scandal at an exclusive private
boarding school. In the first sentence
of the first chapter, the headmaster of
the Avery Academy receives a video-
tape. The tape shows three boys, (up-
perclassmen at the academy) and a
14-year-old female student drinking
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and engaged in a variety of graphical-
ly described sexual activities. This
devastating event and the catastroph-
ic fallout from the tape create the fo-
cal point for the novel, which consid-
ers the episode from the viewpoints
of more than a dozen characters
whose lives have been affected. Each
chapter is told in a different voice: the
headmaster, each of the boys, the girl,
various parents, other students, a
cafeteria worker at the academy, a re-
porter, an attorney, and a police offi-
cer. Sometimes the characters are
prodded by questions from a re-
searcher who is writing about the
scandal several years later.

Anita Shreve succeeds in giving the
reader multiple perspectives as the
pieces of the story come together into
a coherent narrative. Shreve has a
keen understanding of group process
and of psychopathology. I found my-
self constructing differential diag-
noses for several of the central char-
acters. And I liked the follow-up with
the characters in the months after the

tape emerged. When such events oc-
cur in real life, they remain in the
press for a few weeks, but the public
does not usually learn much about
what happens to the principals after
the fact. Many of the characters are
nuanced and multidimensional, and
the voices of some of the Avery Acad-
emy parents ring particularly true.

The novel is not without its flaws.
Some of the repercussions of the tape
seem both melodramatic and disap-
pointingly predictable. The “mystery”
of who is behind the camera filming
the video adds nothing to the story.
Further, the 14-year-old girl in the
tape is a manipulative and disturbing
character; although this may be nec-
essary for the novel to work, I found it
disquieting.

Still the novel held my attention
and is not a book I will soon forget.
Testimony is thought provoking, psy-
chologically sophisticated, and well
worth reading.

The reviewer reports no competing interests. �

his mother and his struggle to make
accommodation with authority re-
ceive inadequate attention to allow
real appreciation of this character’s
struggles.

My Name Is Will should be most
appreciated by those schooled both in
psychological development and in
Shakespeare. Without the latter, Win-
field’s genuine wit with his subject
matter may not be appreciated. The
placement of a climactic moment in a
modern-day Renaissance Faire is
only one several devices that make
the book a remarkable work of cre-
ativity.

The reviewer reports no competing interests. �

MMyy  NNaammee  IIss  WWiillll::  AA  NNoovveell  ooff  SSeexx,,  DDrruuggss,,  aanndd  SShhaakkeessppeeaarree
by Jess Winfield; Boston, Twelve Publishers, 2008, 320 pages, $14.99

DDrreeww  BBrriiddggeess,,  MM..DD..

Jess Winfield intends a “ripping
yarn” told through the device of

parallel stories 400 years apart. Alter-
nating chapters describe the early life
of playwright William Shakespeare
and that of a college student named
William Shakespeare Greenberg.

The plot sees both characters
charged with the delivery of a pack-
age. Each confronts young adult de-
velopmental tasks along the way and
grows in the completion of the task.
The modern-day “Willie” Shake-
speare’s journey is set in the 1980s
version of West Coast college drug
culture, where he is attempting to
write a master’s thesis about reli-
gious influences in the course of

playwright Shakespeare’s work.
The author characterizes his tale of

the historical Shakespeare as part his-
tory, part legend; the rest is from his
imagination. Although Winfield ad-
mits this is not scholarship in the usu-
al sense of the word, I found his cre-
ation to be a thoughtful contempla-
tion on how the bard became the
“Bard of Avon.” He deserves applause
for exercising his curiosity about the
matter.

The other story line came across as
less substantial in several ways. This
rendering of the drug culture seems
too reminiscent of previous works,
such as those of Tom Robbins,
Richard Farina, and the young Tom
Wolfe. The character arc of college
student Shakespeare toward maturity
begins late in the book and may leave
the reader unconvinced. Substantial
themes such as unresolved grief for

Dr. Schmetzer is professor of psychiatry,
Indiana University School of Medicine,
Indianapolis.

Dr. Bridges practices psychiatry in public
and private settings and is the owner of
The Storyteller’s Book Store, Wake Forest,
North Carolina.

AA  RReelliiaabbllee  WWiiffee
by Robert Goolrick; Chapel Hill,
North Carolina, Algonquin 
Books, 2009, 291 pages, $23.95

AAllaann  DD..  SScchhmmeettzzeerr,,  MM..DD..

The book A Reliable Wife is Mr.
Goolrick’s second published book

but his first novel. Set in Wisconsin
during the cold, snowy fall and winter
of 1907–1908, it is a tragedy of ordi-
nary life, revolving around the pas-
sions, desires, and madness of three
people—Ralph Truitt, a wealthy Mid-
western industrialist who places an
advertisement for a “reliable wife” for
a second marriage; Catherine Land,
the woman whose answer to the ad
intrigues Mr. Truitt; and Antonio
Moretti, a young man who is most
likely the offspring of the first Mrs.
Truitt and her Italian piano tutor. The
first few words of the book induce a
sense of foreboding, encased as they
are in the cold imagery of the mo-
ment and the fog of an enigmatic
past. The story unfolds inexorably to-
ward new tragedies earned by past
deeds. But there is also change and
redemption in this tale. The reader
comes to know each major character
ever so slowly. Each is likable and re-
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pellant in his or her own special ways.
The book is set in a time torn by in-

sanity as a side effect of the Industri-
al Revolution. People who drift aim-
lessly with little or nothing to anchor
them are pitted against those driven
by their own internal wants and de-
mands. One cuts off his own hand be-
cause he sees a “sign of the devil” on
it, others murder their families or kill
themselves, and yet another beats his
son bloody over the sins of the moth-
er. Some of these events are told in

passing, whereas others combine to
outline the main thread or subplots of
this novel. This is a book that any
mental health clinician of today will
likely find compelling, even though it
is from a different time and mind
state. The characters are quite well
drawn; the writing exotically descrip-
tive; and the story believable, nearly
inevitable. I found it difficult to set
aside until finishing the final word.

The reviewer reports no competing interests. �

TThhee  HHoouussee  ooff  WWiiddoowwss::  AAnn  OOrraall  HHiissttoorryy
by Askold Melnyczuk; St. Paul, Minnesota, Graywolf Press, 2008, 253 pages, $16

AAllllaann  EE..  CCrraannddeellll,,  MM..DD..

In his third novel, author Askold
Melnyczuk presents us with the

primal themes of love and death as
closely entwined as two strands of
literary DNA. On one level the read-
er is presented with the narrator’s
first-person odyssey to try to under-
stand his father’s death. After he de-
clines his father’s offered gun, hence
rejecting patricide, he then witness-
es his father’s suicide with the same
gun. On another level the reader is

invited to consider sex and intimacy
cloaked in the “syntax of deceit,” as
the tale is freighted with a cast of
characters from New England to
Kiev who are often in surprising re-
lationships with one another, some of
them involved in the international
sex trade. However, the book re-
mains markedly unsentimental in its
treatment of relationships, both fa-
milial and intimate.

The book is an explicit critique of
the failure of Americans to fully live
in the present, as the protagonist’s
grandmother tells him, “There’s a
freedom you’ve never known . . .
[L]iving in the moment without in-

Dr. Crandell is staff psychiatrist and act-
ing director, Iina’ Counseling Services, In-
dian Health Service, Northern Navajo
Medical Center, Shiprock, New Mexico.

surance policies or laws nibbling away
at you. You people plan for death
right from the start.” In another pas-
sage a character named Kij says,
“These things leave a mark. . . . In the
charmed circle of your America peo-
ple will soon live hundreds of years. .
. . This is the outer dark; here we sur-
vive however we can.” This 25-year-
old American is struggling not only
with his father’s death but also with
the power of history itself and what it
means to be a young man in a young
country, confronting Europe’s formi-
dable history of thousands of years.

Woven darkly throughout the nov-
el, the central question remains: how
to account for the suicide of a loved
one, particularly of one’s father. Poet
Ted Hughes makes a brief allusive ap-
pearance, “Two suicides for wives.
Quite a record. And me just one dad.”
The narrator opines, “The children of
suicides do not necessarily repeat
their father’s mistakes. Sometimes
they let others do it for them.” We of-
ten encounter patients who survive as
relatives of those who have commit-
ted suicide, and this is a novelistic
portrayal of the search for meaning
and attempted individuation within
the penumbra of a completed suicide.
Clinicians will find much to ponder in
this novel with its several interwoven
themes of fraternal betrayal, paternal
suicide, and the search for self.

The reviewer reports no competing interests. �
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Reviews of two additional books are available as an online supplement to this
month’s book review section on the journal’s Web site at ps.psychiatryonline.org:

� Jaak Rakfeldt, Ph.D., reviews The Unraveling Thread

� Chuck Joy, M.D., reviews Oxygen: A Novel
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