
When will there be good news? by Kate Atkinson- our April choice 

 

Q.When is a crime novel not a crime novel? When it’s a literary thriller? 

 

Kate Atkinson has a reputation as a very accomplished writer. Her first novel Behind 

the Scenes at the Museum won the Whitbread award for fiction. Now she has turned 

to writing crime with a strong literary flavour.  

 

Kate Atkinson was a popular choice. One of our group has read all of her novels and 

is a firm fan of her expressive style. Another has fallen in love with her character 

Jackson Brodie – who features in this novel - and has read the two previous novels 

about him. For the majority, it was the first Kate Atkinson book that they had read. A 

choice of a thriller was seen by some as light relief- one of us was overjoyed to not be 

given a novel with a message. ( Although there are some subtle social and moral 

messages in this book.) 

 

Set in Edinburgh, Kate Atkinson's latest book begins thirty years ago with a brutal 

murder of a mother and her children and features kidnapping, arson, drugs and actual 

bodily harm. Atkinson focuses on the victims and how they cope with the aftermath 

of the crimes rather than“ whodunnit.“ We are aware of the perpetrators at the start.  

Murderers are so often made into celebrities, their names are for ever remembered eg 

West, Sutcliffe, Shipman, whilst their victims are usually forgotten. Atkinson 

examines the effect of tragedy on those left behind. The psychology of the victims is 

what interests her. 

 

A thriller without a murder to solve could be less exciting but Atkinson masterfully 

builds the tension and suspense with hints of more terrors lurking in the sidelines. 

Our attention is captured and held throughout. We empathised with the major 

characters and we especially wanted two of them -  Joanna and Reggie - to survive 

and overcome their past. Morally Joanna’s desire for revenge is questionable but 

there is no doubt where our sympathies lie.  

 

Reggie has had such a bad start in life- her mother has drowned on holiday and her 

brother is dealing in drugs. She is all alone in the world- apart from her relationships 

with her old teacher Ms MacDonald and her employer Joanna. Her greatest friend for 

most of the novel is Sadie the dog - apart from Jackson Brodie - who she rescues 

from the train crash. Even the non dog lovers in the group were charmed by Reggie’s 

understanding of dog language. Sadie stays by her side, loyal and true, a real friend in 

times of need..  

 

We all found the novel an easy, fast and absorbing read. But we differed in our 

reactions to it. We found it to be an intricately crafted tale of coincidence and fate, 

love and longing. The plot is very complicated - intertwining many victims of horrific 



events, including a train crash. Most of us were satisfied by the happy ending – which 

brought some good news at last! But two of us were left feeling rather disappointed - 

that something was missing. 

 

There are so many horrific episodes - every character seems to have tragedy in their 

past - that some felt the plot was too much. eg We groaned as yet another character 

had lost their parents in a crash or when poor Reggie returns to find her flat burgled 

and trashed. A sub plot features the Needler family living in fear of the return of the 

missing violent father ( this storyline seemed unecessary and also led to the death of 

the charming young policeman Markus.) Couldn’t Atkinson have let one of the nicer 

male characters live a little longer? 

 

Joanna is the chief victim – she alone has survived the brutal murders of her family 

thirty years ago. Now that she is Dr Joanna Hunter - her life has all the trappings of 

success – a good career as a GP, an elegant house in Edinburgh, an adored baby boy. 

But with the killer set for release, Joanna vanishes, and only the baby's nanny, the 16-

year-old orphan Reggie Chase, seems concerned. If there's one thing that the 

wonderful Reggie does well – apart from cherishing her mother's memory and 

learning Latin – it's worrying about her employer, the bright spot in an otherwise 

bleak existence. Reggie is an endearing character and we all warmed to her. But to 

one or two, she was unconvincing. She was perceived as too wise for her years - too 

able to cope with all of the disasters thrown at her. 

 

As Reggie frets about Joanna, ex-police inspector Jackson Brodie, familiar to some 

from two previous novels, is pondering the bonds of parental and romantic love. He 

feels his success in both is limited but his musings are cut short by the rail crash that 

shapes (but never overwhelms) the course of the book.  

 

The final main character is the fabulously fiery policewoman Louise Monroe, who is 

on the hunt for a missing murderer by day and chafing against the bonds of married 

life by night. Her unresolved history with Brodie comes to the fore as Atkinson's 

finely-balanced plotting sees them cross paths again. Louise‘s character is very well 

drawn. Her troubles are down to earth and believable. She is married to a good man 

but still yearns for Brodie. Unwanted visitors, her brother and sister in law, interrupt 

her busy schedule and we felt for her as she desperately tries to be polite to them. We 

have all shared this kind of dilemma. 

 

Through the skilfully explored inner worlds of her characters, Atkinson examines 

how the past can affect the future, and how the choices we make have long-lasting 

implications. She handles the cataclysmic events with a light touch.  

 

Humour is interspersed with horror. Eg  It was exhausting being dead. He had more 

of a social life. We liked these types of comments very much.  



 

It was also fun to spot the many literary references :.  

 

eg Louise and Jackson have once been as chaste as protagonists in an Austen novel : 

All sense and no sensibililty, no persuasion at all  

 

But recognising the references was not essential to the enjoyment. Nursery rhymes  

(so often with hidden violent themes) and lyrics from songs added to the mix.     

 

The fast pace, while exhilarating, is never exhausting. As in the best crime fiction, 

dramatic events and unexpected twists abound, but Atkinson subverts the genre by 

refusing to neatly tie up every thread. eg We are left to wonder whether Joanna 

Hunter has somehow managed to shoot Andrew Decker her family’s killer using a 

gun she obtained from Reggie’s wayward brother Billy.  

 

Atkinson chooses her titles first and then develops her stories. The title When will 

there be good news ? mirrors the mood of our times. We discussed the nature of 

twenty four hours news coverage. Good news seems to come only out of bad news.  

Good news is generally perceived as boring - except perhaps for occasional human 

interest stories or the ongoing love affair with Barack Obama . 

 

We admired how cleverly Atkinson has crafted the complicated plot. She has weaved 

a patchwork of creative stitches - every patch operates on its own merits and as part 

of the whole. This is remarkable considering she does not plan the storyline in 

advance.The characters come to her from the back of her mind - from somewhere in 

her imagination. It’s an impressive method of writing but probably means that 

Atkinson would not be able to answer some of our questions. 

 

Has Joanna been coldly plotting her revenge for all of these years? Why does she go 

to visit the killer in prison? It is ironic that we see her killing her kidnappers but not 

Andrew Decker. We rejoice in her brave act but marvel at her cold precision – in the 

midst of danger being able to pierce a man’s eye with a pen. And while there is 

plenty of blood and bitterness, redemption and resolve are well represented too. 

  

Reggie emerges happy from her trials and tribulations. Be good, be loyal and true and 

you can win through – just keep strong and keep going! This is the optimistic 

message threaded through the doom and gloom. Good news at last - Reggie has 

shown us the way and she is rewarded with the prospect of a better life - living with 

Joanna and the baby (people who love her) and going on to pursue her studies. 

 

Our verdict-  a really good read - a tonic in times of a recession.( But for some a 

rather implausible and over the top plot.) Overall a successful literary thriller and we 

look forward to more Jackson Brodie adventures.  


