
The Widow’s Tale by Mick Jackson -  Feedback 

The English reading groups in Berlin - meeting on Monday 19th September 

Bereavement is not a laughing matter, let alone being in the freezing and bleak Norfolk 

coast in January.  It’s quite a feat that Mick Jackson’s novel The Widow’s Tale is as funny as it 

is. However, some group members found it funnier than others. An unusual divide between 

the British among us – who generally were less amused – and non-native readers who 

“loved the dry wit”.  

Jackson has chosen to write in the first person as a woman, not easy for a young man. His 

narrator - a well-off woman in her sixties - has lasted two months in London since the death 

of her husband. In a moment of panic, she grabs a few clothes, flees the empty house and 

heads up the M11 in the dead man's Jaguar, ending up in Norfolk.  

She finds a small fisherman's cottage to rent, and starts to sink into herself, as if to find out 

who, if anybody, she is - now that she's not somebody's wife. There are no children, no 

siblings, and few friends to offer more than the most basic support. Instead there are walks 

on the salt marshes, evenings in the pub, and days spent staring at the fire. And writing, for 

it's her own reflections that Jackson gives us, as she tries to understand her past, come to 

terms with her present, and glean what her future might be. Grief has given her the licence 

to be very outspoken, sometimes unkindly. Her less appealing side is her snobbish 

arrogance. 

She records her everyday observations and though she suspects she might be having a 

breakdown, the tone is far from melodramatic: more unapologetically grumpy. She reads 

lonely hearts’ columns with dismay, imagining her own advertisement: “unhinged… 

desolate… heavy drinker”. Having a PhD would be a disadvantage, she realises.  

“Rubenesque”, “ petite lady”, “sparkly”, “vivacious”, “feisty”, “fun-loving”, “foxy” are more 

the ways older women like to present themselves. Prospective male partners are pretty 

discouraging.  

“ What proportion of the man’s hair and teeth will remain? The implication being that, 

unless you make a supreme effort, or Lady Luck happens to be smiling down on you, you’re 

likely to end up with something resembling a cadaver.”  

She discovers she dislikes twitchers , calling them (“ornithological paparazzi”), There is a 

particularly amusing encounter with the birdwatchers she meets. Armed with a pair of 

binoculars, she tries to fit in. "I plucked a couple of birds' names out of thin air and pointed 

down the path... The birders both stood and stared right back at me. As if I were drunk. Or 

deranged. I can't even remember what birds I claimed to have spotted. But I think there's a 

good chance they were specimens which are currently meant to be nesting in the Arctic. Or 

South America. Or possibly completely new birds that I'd just invented, by combining bits of 

other birds' names." 



She also imagines herself breaking the world record for yawning, being the subject of a 

television documentary called “The Woman Who Can’t Stop Yawning”. She generally avoids 

human contact, turning down an invitation to have supper with a couple in the village. Her 

monologue plays over a background of muddled grief. 

The Widow’s Tale focuses on the obsessive and reclusive. Our widow becomes the “wild 

woman of the saltmarshes”. Aware she is a bit crazy herself, she spots a barefoot man 

walking across the fields and assumes he must be crazy too. Then she realises he is on a 

pilgrimage to nearby Walsingham, Jackson intends a connection with Chaucer’s Canterbury 

Tales. This is not The Wife of Bath’s Tale, who was one of the pilgrims on her way to the 

shrine of Thomas a ´Beckett in Canterbury cathedral. Mick Jackson’s widowed lady is on a 

pilgrimage, though her search for solace is not necessarily religious. Although she does 

eventually have a glimpse of a universal force at work - an incredible power and grace – 

which in the moment obliterates any worry she might ever have.  

Her search is more about connecting with herself, to come to terms with being on her own. 

She has played the role of someone’s wife for so long, without a career or children to 

occupy her, she is at a loss. Some of us found it hard to imagine so empty a life, but women 

of her generation were encouraged to prioritise finding “ good husbands.” There are hints 

that she would have preferred a more “ Bohemian” lifestyle, she envies the French girl she 

meets on a train who has been travelling far and wide. In a fit of jealousy, she is tempted to 

throw the girl’s list of contacts out of the window. 

It is quite a shock when she suddenly reveals she had an affair. It becomes clear that 

heading towards Norfolk has been instinctive, like a homing pigeon. Her ex- lover Paul still 

lives there, or so she believes. The extent of her obsession with him, even after many years, 

is revealed when she starts to stalk his house. Some of her stalking antics are very funny 

indeed. But also very sad. The main action in the novel is centred on  the drama of her affair 

and her search for her old lover. Her reflections on the affair and her realisation that she 

was in love with Paul much more than he was with her, are poignant.  She wants to connect 

with someone alive who she feels once loved her. We felt sorry for her but we had been 

aware all along that for Paul she was just a casual affair. 

Her notes in her diary are often droll. One of our favourites: On the first page of the 

“Welcome pack” I’m reliably informed that this “ fisherman’cottage” was once home to a 

family of nine, which is clearly a veiled way of telling all those idiots who’d rented the place, 

imagining that it could quite comfortably accommodate two adults and two children, to quit 

their whining and abandon any hope of getting their money back. 

There are some interesting asides, Jackson captures the lonely person’s self-indulgence. As 

she jots down everyday details, she recognises that this is “bin news” – the stuff that 

normally only passes between husbands and wives, like which day the bins go out. With only 

one main character and little dramatic tension, it’s lucky the widow’s voice is likeable, 



believable and often funny. Jackson makes the everyday incidents have significance, after all 

we spend a lot of our time on domestic chores. There is more incentive to eat well, have a 

routine, keep some order on life, if we are sharing our lives with others. Alone, we tend to 

let ourselves go. 

She is also brave, disconnecting the television, and not being tempted to slump in front of it. 

She makes herself go for a daily walk, even in dreadful weather, and she staggers back to 

the cottage carrying heavy bags of fuel for the fire. Her battle is coping with the mundane, 

everyday matters of survival, while she is fighting the painful loss of her husband of forty 

years. 

Jackson gives us very little information about their marriage. We wondered why. We glean 

enough to know that their marriage had its ups and downs, probably more downs than ups 

in recent years. They had been a passionate couple in the early years, fighting furiously, 

apparently like Dylan and Caitlin Thomas. But we get the impression that “all passion is 

spent” between them even though they still love each other enough to spend every night in 

the same bed. Probably we are denied too much detail as Jackson is concentrating very 

much on the story of a widow - not a wife - and what comes after a long marriage. A journey 

of self discovery as an independent, older woman. Women become invisible after a certain 

age and Jackson, to his credit, creates a very believable and sympathetic portrait of a 

woman in her sixties. And gives her a voice, no name, but a powerful image. 

Our Comments  

“ I loved all the humour -  I really enjoyed it. Life can be hell and it was good to see the funny 

side of it. Her journey was well told and very moving. I was a bit puzzled by the pilgrimage 

so I got out my copy of the Canterbury Tales as  I realised there must be a connection “ 

“ The direct humour was so British - I was reminded of the way my English friends speak.” 

“ I was surprised it was written by a man. I felt he understood his female character very 

well.” 

“ The stalking parts were especially amusing.” 

“It was not a gripping story. Yet I had to keep reading. But I didn’t like such a depressing 

portrayal of an older woman. She has given up when life can have so much to offer. She’d 

given up hope before she was widowed.” 

“ I truly enjoyed reading it - for its dry wit, understated language, the self-irony. It was so 

charmingly British – in contrast to most “politically correct”  American literature.” 

“ I read it with interest – the diary format worked and the descriptions of the Norfolk 

landscape - but I didn’t find it very funny. But some things made me smile and  it struck me 

how close grief and humour can be.” 



“Friends dropping away after a funeral – that so often happens - they don’t know what to 

say or do. The hardest part of bereavement is coping with the immediate weeks and months 

after the funeral is over. Suddenly being alone. This is shown very well.” 

“ Her husband sounded rather boring - they didn’t seem to have had a very satisfactory 

marriage. They didn’t seem in love anymore.” 

“ NO.no. Not for me. It annoyed me a lot. I recognised friends of mine going through 

bereavement but it didn’t ring true.” 

“ I thought it was bloody awful. A laddish book - all the way through. All the details felt 

wrong. It was so obviously written by a man.” 

“ I have the opposite view. I found it so great. The woman’s voice felt absolutely right to me. 

The humour was so witty - I have marked so many passages that made me laugh. It was 

terrific.” 

“Some of it I liked. When she is waiting in the garden for Paul and then it turns out not to be 

him - after all those hours of stalking- that was very funny.” 

“But running after religion that didn’t seem in character with her. That grated.” 

“ I’m just starting a new life - I’ve just got married - it was very interesting to read but not 

very exciting. It’s inspired me to write my own version “ The Immigrant’s Tale.” 

“ I thought she was cheeky and hilarious. I loved the way she spoke her mind. Her voice was 

brilliant.” 

“ She is rather a privileged lady - obviously very well off - she has too much time to worry 

about herself!” 

“ I read Mick Jackson’s earlier novel The Underground Man which I found eccentric but very 

good. I was rather disappointed with The Widow’s Tale.” 

“It was a mixed bag for me. I didn’t get the basic premise.”  

“ I speed - read it today. I was trying to get into the mentality of a youngish man who was 

trying to match the voice of an older woman. Why would he want to do that?” 

“ I liked the setting of the Norfolk landscape. I wasn’t thrilled by it but I didn’t want to throw 

it across the room! It had its good and bad moments. Thank you and goodnight!” 

“ I was surprised by how much I enjoyed it.The widow’s voice seemed real, I could identify 

with a lot of her frustrations and observations. Her anger and caustic wit are endearing - 

bloody hell I’m a widow and I can say what I want! Good on her!” 



“ To get to know the character so well and not to even learn her name, this was successful 

first person writing.” 

“It shows the struggles in finding a way through bereavement, there are little touches of 

brilliance. eg when she receives a parking ticket, her first instinct is to think how her 

husband will react. Then she realises he is no longer there and grief cuts her like a knife.” 

“ Yes. Grief can keep coming back and can hit you when you least expect it. You think you’re 

through the worst and then a huge wave washes over you. Combining such a topic with  

humour is cleverly done.” 

“ Very funny and very moving. The ending mirrors the sentiments of all people coping with 

grief. I shall just get through this week. Then the next one. And see how things look from 

there.” 

“ It brings vividly to life the east coast in the Winter, Jackson must know Norfolk very well.” 

“ I recalled taking my pupils on a pilgrimage to the shrine of Our Lady of Walsingham. The 

headteacher made them walk in barefoot and sing hymns all the way!”   

“Walsingham is a very pretty village and well worth visiting.” 

“ One of the adnvantages of being a widow is not having to consult and negotiate with your 

husband on every small detail. But this is a double-edged freedom.” 

“ Funny and perceptive – especially about unexpected ways that grief manifests itself.” 

“The only thing I didn’t like was the cover. It shows a much younger woman but perhaps it’s 

meant to be the widow years ago – when she was having her affair.” 

“ It sounds extraordinary that she was offered sex by her husband’s friends at his funeral. 

But my mother was propositioned by my father’s cousin on the day of my father’s funeral at 

our house!” 

“One of my favourite reads this year. Quirky, funny and well written.” 

Highly recommended  

An observant and perceptive character portrait. This is a book about coping with the 

everyday rather than the miraculous. Most of us found it very amusing, but it is not to 

everyone’s taste.  

 NB -Helpful to relatives and friends of the bereaved – not for someone in the first stages of 

grief. 


