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About the Book

Eva never really wanted to be a mother --- and certainly not the mother of a boy who ends up murdering seven of his 

fellow high school students, a cafeteria worker, and a much-adored teacher who tried to befriend him, all two days 

before his sixteenth birthday. Now, two years later, it is time for her to come to terms with marriage, career, family, 

parenthood, and Kevin?s horrific rampage, in a series of startlingly direct correspondences with her estranged husband, 

Franklin. Uneasy with the sacrifices and social demotion of motherhood from the start, Eva fears that her alarming 

dislike for her own son may be responsible for driving him so nihilistically off the rails.

Discussion Guide

1. Non-maternal, ambivalent mothers are one of the last taboos -- and Eva is a prime example. Were her motives for 

having a baby entirely selfish? And if so, how much can that have factored into the outcome of an abnormally difficult 

baby and apathetic child? In contrast to Kevin, Celia was loving, needy and sweet -- and her mother's favorite, if not her 

father's. By the very end of the novel, has Eva's love for Kevin, or at least her primitive loyalty to him, finally become 

unconditional? How does this fit in with the feminist ideal of motherhood?

2. Is Eva's view of Kevin colored by her ambivalence about motherhood in general, or perhaps by hindsight knowledge 

of his eventual violence? Is Eva responsible for creating a child she sees as a monster, or was he a monster all along?

3. Eva's tone changes throughout the course of her letter-writing. She is in turns angry, frustrated and mystified. Could 

you describe Eva as a loving mother -- in deed if not in thought? Was Kevin overly indulged by a parenting style that let 

him potty train and learn at his own pace?

4. Did the inclusion of a child into Eva and Franklin's stable, loving relationship cause the rift between them? Did the 

/node/77107#
/node/77107#
https://admin.readinggroupguides.com/authors/lionel-shriver


fact of a child threaten their marriage? How was Kevin perceived as a threat by Eva from conception? What expectations 

did Eva have of motherhood and how did she meet the reality of it? Was Franklin unsupportive of Eva?

5. The irony of Eva having read Robin Hood to an ailing, needy Kevin at a time of almost shocking mother-son bonding 

is played out in the way Kevin massacred his fellow students and the teacher who took an interest in him. Since it is Eva 

who connects Kevin's fevered state with her recollection of his unusual interest in anything whatsoever, is it possible that 

Kevin's methods were meant to figuratively slay his mother?

6. After Eva throws Kevin across the room, she takes him to the hospital. She confesses later on to Franklin, "However 

much I deserved rebuke, I still preferred the slow burn of private self-excoriation to the hot lash of public reproof." Are 

Eva's letters to Franklin her form of self-excoriation, though she is suffering public reproof as the mother of a mass 

murderer?

7. Does Eva feel responsible for Kevin's series of nasty deeds and childhood "pranks?" Does she think she could have 

prevented any of it? Does she come to realize why Kevin would harm other children or does she give up trying to 

understand? How can we sympathize with a mother and father who saw all the warning signs but failed to stop the 

violence?

8. Given that the story is told from Eva's perspective only, can she be trusted as reliable? How do you think Franklin's 

version of events would have differed? Might Eva choose to portray Kevin in childhood as more wicked than he really 

was, if only to make her seem less culpable for his crimes as a teenager?

9. What were Eva's reasons for having a second child? Did Franklin forgive her for the deception? Was she repentant? 

How closely were her expectations met and was she gratified? How did Franklin's attitude toward Kevin and Celia differ?

10. Toward the end of the novel, it is revealed that Kevin has more complicated feelings about his mother and some of 

the 9 people he murdered. This gives us a hint as to why he might have carefully planned and carried out Thursday. Does 

he seem pathetic or more deserving of compassion because he may have had a motive, after all?

11. At the conclusion of the novel, did you find Eva sympathetic in a way you may not have initially? Do you think Eva 

has sympathy and forgiveness for herself? Is she able to accept Kevin, and to see his personality as, however 

uncomfortably, akin to her own?
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Critical Praise

"A harrowing, psychologically astute, sometimes even darkly humorous novel, with a clear-eyed, hard-won ending and a 

tough-minded sense of the difficult, often painful human enterprise."
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