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For Jo, a woman for all seasons










 ‘Winter Is Coming’










What the trees say


A while back, for several years in a row, I missed autumn. I always seemed to be on a lengthy book tour, either in America or Australia. I never even got to see the spectacular fall colours in the US, as American book tours consist of a daily round of airports, the downtowns of new cities, identikit hotel rooms and late-night dinners with kindly booksellers. And in Australia, spring was heading into summer.


By the time I got home, it was as if a switch had been flicked while I was out of the room. I’d left at the tail end of summer; I returned to winter. The trees were bare, the earth was hard underfoot, the house martins gone. It was time to break out the down jacket, the woollen scarf and the gloves.


Since those days, I’ve managed to better arrange things. As a result, I’ve grown reaccustomed to the gradual progress from autumn to winter. But, thanks to a particularly wet summer, as this year turned inexorably to winter, the leaves took their time to assume the kaleidoscope of autumn colours, and I’ve been glad of the panorama of gold and brown, russet and deep scarlet, faded green and pale parchment still clinging to branches, reluctantly revealing the details of their outlines.


The room where I do most of my work has two windows, both with vistas of trees. On one side, mature beeches and silver birches. At night, the fractured bark of the birches’ slender white trunks glimmers like ghosts in the darkness, the stray branches of the beech trees giving them the spectral illusion of movement. If I were a character in one of my own novels, I’d be spooked into paranoia by them. Instead, if I’m working late at my desk, I find them curiously calming.


On the other side are old oaks, gnarled and arthritic, a feature of the local nature reserve. I’m not used to seeing so many of them in one place. I grew up in Fife, where James IV ordered all the oaks to be felled for the construction of his vanity project, a warship twice the length of any vessel in the English navy. A new dockyard had to be built at Newhaven specifically to accommodate the shipbuilding of the Great Michael. She was the largest ship afloat until Henry VIII, piqued at being outdone by the Scots, commissioned the Great Harry. It was on board the Great Michael that the Auld Alliance between France and Scotland was formalised. After that massacre of the oaks, somehow the stock never quite recovered in Fife, so


for me, the old oaks are strangers that never cease to please me. In winter, the first frosts produce the crunching underfoot of the pericarps left behind after the acorns have been plundered by squirrels, a percussive counterpoint to the susurration of the fallen leaves.


Seen from my desk, the branches and twigs form a kind of road map. Tracing their paths is the perfect mindless activity when I need to let the wheels turn so the next piece of prose can form in my head. Winter makes it easy to follow strange tracks in my mind; summer is less straightforward, obscured by green.
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The senses of winter


I’ve always had a soft spot for winter. For most people, winter is the poor relation of the seasons. It’s not got the fresh excitement of spring, that thrust of new life bursting through the earth, leaves covering barren branches with fleshy crowns in myriad shades of green. It’s not got the glamour of summer, when gaudy flowers bloom, people don their bright shirts and skirts and shorts, and streets and parks and beaches are full of the golden light of long days. It’s not got the melancholy splendour of autumn, with its mists and mellow fruitfulness, and its cascades of gold and brown, perfect for scuffing through on pavements and paths.


For most people, winter means short days and harsh weather and nipping cold and clothes that disguise us. It’s tinged with the longing for warmth and light and escape.


Outside, the cold bites our faces and sneaks in around the cuffs of our gloves and jackets. It reminds me of childhood – knees chapped with cold and legs rubbed raw from the tops of wellies; stamping on ice-covered puddles to release the water beneath the sharp shards; running home from school through rain and sleet and fog for a steaming plate of soup. I even forgive the promise betrayed by those amazing bright blue days when the low sun dazzles me and lulls me into stripping off my scarf and gloves. It’s a chance to envelop myself in merino layers, big jumpers and thick socks.


We deal with the hostile environment (‘No such thing as bad weather, just the wrong clothes,’ as the sanctimonious outdoor-wear marketing managers tell us), then we turn our backs and go inside to the enveloping warmth. It’s the time to snuggle indoors without guilt; to curl up on the sofa with a good book or a box set, a hot drink or a wee whisky to hand.


That’s not to say that winter should be shrugged off as trivial. As climate change begins to bite, we’ve had to learn to accept more and worse storms. I was about to go onstage at an event in Dundee when a raucous siren blared through the theatre, every phone in the place sounding the alarm, even those that had been dutifully turned off as instructed by the stage manager. It was a government-issued red alert for Storm Eowyn, ravaging Ireland first before arriving to devastate central Scotland and northern England. We were warned to stay indoors, not to drive, to be prepared for power cuts.
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At the bottom of our garden is a burn, whose headwaters were so churned by the storm that it resembled something belonging to Willy Wonka – a molten milk chocolate stream flowing faster and deeper than I’d ever seen before. The trees on the bank opposite swayed and danced in the wind; some of them are clad in ancient ivy and their movements reminded me of Treebeard, the Lord of the Ents in the Lord of the Rings trilogy. I half-expected them to launch themselves across the burn and march up the garden and across the road to join the old oaks in the nature reserve.


We felt safe inside, but for many people it was a terrifying and destructive experience. Friends posted dramatic photographs of Hokusai-sized waves breaking over harbour walls, of roofs torn off garden sheds and shattered pantiles, fractured red shards vivid against tarmac. And, of course, trampolines liberated from gardens to roll down streets and across railway lines.


And the next day, the wind dropped and the sun shone. As if the weather shrugged and said, ‘What? I was just showing off.’


But I love winter precisely because it’s Janus-faced. It’s nature’s equivalent of what the poet Hugh MacDiarmid called the Caledonian antisyzygy – the yoking together of opposing forces. He characterised Scottish nature as composed equally of stern, forbidding Presbyterianism and the dancing, musical, wildness of the Gaels. Dr Jekyll versus Mr Hyde.


It suits me because I am a crime writer. I deal in devious deeds done in the dark. I don’t think it’s any coincidence that the places where the shortest days last longest have such rich veins of noir fiction. Noir, after all, speaks of the physical dark as well as the psychological. When in the 1990s Scottish writers began to produce a very distinctive school of hard-bitten crime writing notable for its urban settings and its fascination with violent murder, corruption and black humour, it was only a matter of time before it was christened ‘tartan noir’ by James Ellroy, an American master of noir.


It’s probably also no coincidence that for me, winter is the chosen season of creativity. Once the wild pleasures of the New Year are past, I settle at my desk and write that year’s novel. I write my way through those days of scant daylight, revelling in the long shadows that spread themselves out even at noon. The shafts of light that come with occasional splashy dawns and vivid sunsets – not to mention the dazzling curtains of colour from the aurora of the Northern Lights – never keep the darkness at bay for long.










The dead of winter


When the year turns, I sharpen my pencils and find the notebook(s) with the scribbled jottings that I’ve previously made that have some vague connection to what I’m planning to write. I say ‘notebook(s)’ because those apparently random entries are seldom captured within the covers of one alone. Sometimes they’re detailed notes from research I’ve conducted, often in the National Library of Scotland, but other times in different hushed spaces where strangers are undertaking their own investigations. I always feel like a fraud; I think all those other readers are doing ‘proper’ research into significant academic topics, whereas I’m likely to be investigating what was showing at the cinema during one particular week in 1989, which albums were in the charts and how much a can of lager cost in a supermarket chain that no longer exists.


Sometimes, the notes I scrawl are incomprehensible to me, even a few days later. When I was researching the mid-air explosion of Pan Am flight 103 over the Scottish Borders town of Lockerbie in December 1988 for my novel 1989, I was trying to square the contemporary media accounts with my own memories of reporting on that terrible night and its aftermath. But I may not have had the usual emotional distance I seek when I’m mining archives for those nuggets that ignite a spark in my mind and lead me to unanticipated narrative gold. A few days later, when I came to write that section of the book, I struggled to decipher what I’d jotted down.


One line seemed to read ‘a whole red cabbage’, which made no sense at all. I finally contextualised it and realised it was ‘a whole street ablaze’. No wonder I never scored more than a C for handwriting in my primary school report cards.


Thus the notebook that accompanies me on my bus ride to the library is a principal source but never the only one. There’ll be at least one other, stuffed into a tote bag or my leather satchel. And a pocket-sized one that comes with me when I leave the house for a walk or a visit to a coffee shop to have a think. Individually, none of them contains much, often nothing more than the name for a character that seems appropriate, or a suggestion of a location where a scene or a story strand might take place.


Then there’s the one that lives in my backpack and comes on longer trips, when I travel to festivals or other book events. I always prefer train travel – flying is too bitty and involves hanging around in busy airports where there are too many distractions. I tend to use train journeys for what I think of as figuring out the things I didn’t know I was going to need to know. For example, the notebook pages for Still Life, a DCI Karen Pirie cold case novel, include such gnomic lines as ‘French foreign legion?’ ‘Transferable band instruments?’ ‘YBA – prices peaked?’ ‘Where on Anglesey best for suicide?’ ‘European extradition warrants – need to talk to a lawyer for process, who do I know who will know?’
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