
A family history narrated by Isobel
Fairfax, scion of the ruined Fairfax
dynasty. The family’s fortunes seem
inextricably linked with that of the
Forest of Lythe, which once
bordered Fairfax Manor, and into
which the first Lady Fairfax
mysteriously disappeared.

KATE ATKINSON IS unapologeti-
cally tricky. She is still aggrieved that
the papers tried to unearth her two
former husbands after she won the
Whitbread Prize in 1996 for the novel
she is still best known for, Behind the
Scenes at the Museum. She doesn’t
understand why I want to write about
her, decries the media, then admits to
being a curious, gossipy person her-
self — and one with a subscription to
Heat. And so we sit in a posh hotel eat-
ing frankly disgusting cakes, Atkin-
son determined not to reveal “my
deepest, darkest secrets” and me, on a
delirious sugar high, trying to get her
to do precisely that.
One should probably tread care-

fully. Of the tabloid attention she got
after winning the Whitbread, she
says: “It made me want to kill. In fact
several people are now dead. I have a
huge amount of hatred, which is a
very healthy thing to feel.”
Her prickliness — accessorised by

warm laughter and conversational
scattiness — may spring from first
being dismissed by literary snobs as a
parvenu. AfterMuseum came bestsell-
ers including Human Croquet, Emo-
tionally Weird and Case Histories. Her
latest, When Will There Be Good
News?, is a crime-scented yarn featur-
ing her gruff, taciturn and damaged
detective, Jackson Brodie. It begins
with an horrific murder in a field and
combines the everyday and the gro-
tesque, bloody murders and trips to
the supermarket.
Brodie’s name just occurred to her,

“although a friend’s daughter is called
Brodie”. This is much in line with the
way she works — not much pre-plot-
ting, sit down, envelop yourself in
plot and characters and write. She is
an engaging stylist, equally adept at
oiling the joints of the plot and creat-
ing spiky character portraits.
Poor Jackson: Atkinson has “gone

off him a bit”. So he’s being rested
until she plonks him in Paris for more
mystery solving. “People think I don’t
like men but I like men as much as I
like women. I’d always avoided fully
rounded male characters because I
didn’t know a fully rounded male psy-
che, but then I decided that didn’t
matter.”
Atkinson, who is in her mid-50s,

claims not to write detective fiction,

although that’s the general direction
her novels are moving in: the next
one will feature two familiar female
characters, Gloria and Louise, at a
murder mystery weekend. “I do like
secrets in books,” she says, digging
into an oversweet pistachio thing.
“There have always been mysteries in
my books. I don’t give that much
thought to my books actually. I’d
rather talk about cake, or shoes or
Posh” — by which she means, pre-
sumably, Victoria Beckham.
All right, let’s talk about cakes; she

and I rhapsodise about Betty’s tea
room in Harrogate and York. At a lit-
erary festival a woman complimented
her on the shoes she was wearing,
and the usual Q&A about plots and
character degenerated into a fashion
free-for-all. Today she is wearing a
lovely scoop-necked green cardigan
and surprises me when, without warn-
ing, she produces from the cleft of her
bosom a cloakroom ticket. She has a
wonderful, wicked laugh and manner
— quite unsuited for someone deter-
mined to be discreet and withholding.
“I was an only child and read a lot,”

she says of growing up in York. “I
read Just William, E. Nesbit — the
greatest children’s writer.” She was
“never” a happy child. “You can be a
happy adult — I am — not a happy
child, or a happy child and not a
happy adult. I think I was probably
just too solitary.”
Her parents ran a surgical supplies

shop. “Even as a small child, I
thought that was weird. The other
shops sold fairly normal things like
bread and clothes. We sold rubber
sheeting.”
Atkinson lives in Edinburgh, near

her 84-year-old mother, two daugh-
ters and grandchildren. “I like my
own company,” she says. “I might
have been a more sociable child had I
had siblings. My father was very socia-
ble, my mother less so.”
She went to universty in Dundee,

where she married and almost
became an academic, but her doctor-
ate— on the American short story—
was refused at its viva. Does she like
living alone? “I don’t want to live
with anyone. I’m having my garden
done at the moment and the builders
are trailing through the house, which
is full of dust, as are my lungs. My

whole being at the moment is crying,
‘Leave me alone, leave me alone’.”
Her new book, in its bloody open-

ing pages, seems to directly reference
cases such as the attack on Lin and
Megan Russell that Josie Russell
famously survived. Yes, she says, but
the actual source was more the case
of an attempted attack on a woman
in a local park, and wondering how
having a child with you makes you
vulnerable; the attacker wanting to
ruin this vision of bliss and together-
ness that he doesn’t have.
Nothing violent has ever happened

to her. But a friend’s sister was mur-
dered in “ordinary” circumstances. In
her fiction she interrogates the ran-
domness of these horrendous intru-
sions into people’s lives. Is she a fear-
ful person? “I didn’t used to think
about walking home alone in the
dark, but having children makes you
cautious.” Does she fear death? “No, I

fear annihilation. It isn’t a fear. It’s
probably narcissism. I simply cannot
believe I won’t exist.”
At 40 she was assailed by a year-

long bout of agoraphobia. “I fought
my way out of it,” she says. “No one
can help you. I crawled to the
library. I was determined not to have
it. I don’t think it came from any-
where — it was very mysterious.
There is obviously something deep,
dark in my psyche that I have never
accessed. I don’t care why it hap-
pened. But I did spend a long time
thinking, ‘I’ve lost or forgotten some-
thing’. I’d wake up almost grasping it,
then it would slip away. What could I
have lost that was so powerful? May-
be the agoraphobia was triggered by
that thing. The feeling of missing
something no longer plagues me.”
Would she ever have therapy? “I

did go to a psychiatrist but he was
leaving the following week and then
this ginger, rather squat Gestalt prac-
titioner asked me what I’d like him to

do, and I thought, ‘I don’t know!’” She
laughs, then says very precisely: “Yes,
I’d love to have three sessions a week
of intensive psychotherapy where
they delve deep. But I’d want [Don-
ald] Winnicott himself, someone
who’s cleverer and funnier than me
who I thought was wonderful and
would get to the heart of me. Therapy
would go into corners of myself I
hadn’t explored and expand my writ-
ing.” Maybe it would wash you too
clean? I suggest. “Or I find there’s
nothing there,” she says.
Atkinson is utterly down on the

idea of ever marrying or falling in
love again. “I’ve gone beyond that. I
am not one of those women trying to
hold on to her youth with Botox. My
life is so full, the idea of someone who
expects something of me fills me with
sheer horror.”
Atkinson says she doesn’t regret

leaving academia. “If I had got my
doctorate I wouldn’t have become a
writer. Had I continued I would prob-
ably be studying something like pas-
sivity and activity in the language of
Jane Austen. In fact, in my next book
(What Would Jane Do?) that’s what
the heroine will be studying — I am
living vicariously through her. If you
have something in you that’s creative
and you’re not creating and not aware
what you should do to create, then
that’s my deep dark secret.” Well we
got there in the end. “It was one of the
major things in my early life — not
getting outside what was inside.”
Writing structures “the chaos” of

Atkinson’s mind. After Jane Austen
might come a long-planned book on
the Antarctic. Our last two minutes
are spent, a little farcically, with me
asking the name of her daughter who
has children, her refusing to answer
and relenting only after making me
feel as if I’ve gone through her bins.
Good luck to whoever Atkinson’s
therapist turns out to be: the sessions
will be tiring, but a riot.

In a narrative riddled with tragedy
and dark secrets, Ruby reveals her
family’s story, from the romantic
affair of her great-grandmother, to
her own conception above a pet
shop in York-Minster and the fates of
her siblings. This debut novel was the
1995 Whitbread Book of the Year.

This collection of short stories
explores the world we inhabit as well
as another world shaped by the
beliefs we banish from our conscious
minds. The cast of characters
includes list-makers Charlene and
Trudi and Meredith Zane, who may
have found the secret of eternal life.

In this, Jackson Brodie’s first
appearance, the private detective
unravels three very different cases
to discover surprising links. Atkinson
also introduces readers to the
Cambridge-based investigator’s
personal history, his failed marriage
and the tragedy that haunts him.

‘I have a huge
amount of
hatred, which
is healthy’

Kate Atkinson is prickly about talking to the press, but, as Tim Teeman discovers,
she’s also quite happy to discuss killing, cakes, fashion and her ‘deep dark secret’

Organisers of New Zealand
Book Month, brainstorming
about how to enthuse men
about reading, came up with
an obvious answer: free beer.
It was on offer at a literary
event at Auckland Town Hall.
The other highlight of the
evening was a talk by Peter
Leitch, a businessman also
known as “The Mad Butcher”,
about his autobiography.

* * *
The Booker longlist has again
highlighted the difficulty of
selling literary fiction by
unfamiliar authors. Michelle
de Kretser’s The Lost Dog
received outstanding reviews
and won a literary prize in de
Kretser’s native Australia. Yet,
The Bookseller reports, it had
sold just 363 copies in the UK
at the time that its longlisting
was announced. Leading the
longlist, with sales of 15,433,
was The Enchantress of
Florence, by Salman Rushdie.

* * *
The most painful moment in
the writing career of Tom
Bullough became a topic of
national amusement when a
video mistakenly announcing
that Bullough had won the
Wales Book of the Year award
was a huge hit on the BBC
News website. (The prize went
to Dannie Abse.) But Thomas
has gained some reward, with
copies of his defeated novel
The Claude Glass “flying off
the shelves”, reports the
Western Mail. A bookseller at
Borders said: “It would seem
there’s been more interest
since [the gaffe].”

* * *
The shrinking world of
bookselling has got smaller
still. Some Amazon users like
to spread their online
purchases for competition’s
sake, using AbeBooks for
second-hand purchases. But
now they are the same
company. Amazon has bought
AbeBooks, but says that it will
maintain its former rival as a
separate site.

* * *
A. L. Kennedy has been to
Salzburg to collect her
Austrian State Prize for
European Literature. But when
asked whether she read any
Austrian authors, Kennedy
replied: “I don’t even know if
I’m familiar with any.”
NICHOLAS CLEE
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Kate Atkinson does not “give
that much thought to my
books actually. I’d rather talk
about cake, or shoes or Posh”

Curl up with a
beer and a book
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