

Storyteller uses Dickensian skills to probe the human heart
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Warning: the book you are about to read about is 534 pages long. If that size intimidates you, read no further. But you'll be missing one of the best books I've read in the past three years.
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I didn't actually read Abraham Verghese's novel Cutting for Stone (Random House, $34.95), but listened to the unabridged 24-hour, audio version (Random House, $52) consisting of 19 compact discs. The book is read by Sunil Malhorta, a TV actor, with a rich range of accents.

Verghese is a professor of medicine at Stanford University in Palo Alto, Calif., whose Indian-born parents were teachers in Ethiopia, where Verghese began his medical 
training.

When Emperor Haile Selassie was deposed, he went to India and then to the United States to complete his degree. He was one of the first doctors to work with HIV- AIDS patients in a rural setting, which he wrote about in My Own Country (1995).

Many of the author's career stages are paralleled in this novel. Twin boys are born to a beautiful Indian-born nun(!) in Addis Ababa; their father, Thomas Stone, a surgeon, is so distraught at the death of his lover on the delivery table that he attempts to kill the babies. Two other doctors intervene to save them, but the doctor flees both the clinic and Ethiopia. He won't be heard from for at least 300 pages. The boys' care falls to the two doctors left behind and their budding romance is solidified by this new responsibility.

The brothers, Marion, who is the narrator, and Shiva, grow up within the medical compound. Both share a fascination with medicine. They also share a love for the daughter of their family's housekeeper and this leads to fraternal alienation.

When the young woman joins the anti-colonial revolution, Marion, fresh from medical school, is forced to flee his homeland. He arrives in America and starts working at an underfunded Bronx hospital in New York City where the victims of accidents and violence in the emergency room are unwitting providers of organ transplants for more wealthy hospitals.

A visiting surgeon praises Marion's work and invites him to apply for a residency post at his Boston hospital. Imagine the blast of emotions when Marion discovers the surgeon's name is Thomas Stone.

Abraham Verghese has focused on the doctor-patient relationship throughout his practice and teaching career. That empathy comes through with generosity in the pages of this novel.

On his website, Verghese writes: "I wanted the reader to see how entering medicine was a passionate quest, a romantic pursuit, a spiritual calling, a privileged yet hazardous undertaking. It's a view of medicine I don't think too many young people see in the West because, frankly, in the sterile hallways of modern medical-industrial complexes, where physicians and nurses are hunkered down behind computer monitors, and patients are whisked off here and there for this and that test, that side of medicine gets lost."

By the end of the book, we have felt the distant ripples of virtually every "stone" that was dropped in the opening chapters.

Such twists of plot can appear manipulative, but Verghese is a storyteller who uses Dickensian skills to probe the human heart (literally and figuratively).

The result is a fully-satisfying read. Like the best of the 19th-century novels, this was a book that I didn't want to end.

Chuck Erion is a co-owner of Words Words Books in Waterloo.

