
Prologue

Jerry crouched alongside Millicent’s bed and checked again for a 
pulse. There was nothing. He tried the neck, tried the wrist, tried 
the neck again. There was no doubt, much as he wished to deny it. 
He recognised that unseeing, glassy-eyed stare, and he knew what 
it meant. There was no point in even trying CPR. This was a done 
deal, and this time it had been no heart attack, no incidental  
consequence of a passive act. This was murder.

Once again, he had witnessed how quickly the world as he  
understood it could change. It had been less than a minute since  
he opened the front door.

He had crept in quietly, keen not to disturb Millicent and 
listening out for any hint that she might still be awake. He had 
left the lights off, aware that even the glow around the doorframe 
might be enough if she wasn’t quite asleep yet. He could smell the 
toast that she must have had for supper.

He was walking in his stocking soles to stay silent, which was 
why he so clearly heard the thump. He had flipped the nearest 
switch and pulled open the door to Millicent’s bedroom, light from 
the hall spilling in to illuminate a scene that knocked the breath 
from him.
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Pebbles

Millicent Spark’s life ended on the twenty-third of January, 1994.
That was the way she saw it, anyway. She didn’t physically die 

that day, but everything thereafter was merely a prelude to interment, 
a succession of holding areas before final admission to the grave.

The world she once inhabited had been thousands of miles  
across, spanning a multiplicity of cities, time zones and cultures,  
all of it promising wider realms beyond which she hoped to reach 
one day. Then it had all been reduced to a succession of tiny boxes 
and confined spaces, all in preparation for that tiniest box in that 
most confined space of all.

The rain was a swirling smir as she walked down Great Western 
Road; walking along it, but somehow not upon it. As always, it was 
like she was traversing a memory or an echo of a place, even ones 
she had never visited. This version of it did not feel real; or maybe 
the harsher truth was that it was real, but she was not.

Undeniably, the rain was real, and worsening. This would have 
consequences for her mission. Vivian had set her a task: she had 
asked Millicent to go and purchase something for her from John 
Lewis, in town. She had also instructed her to buy herself a cup of 
coffee and a cake. This latter Millicent had immediately filed under 
‘optional’, as in, ‘not happening’, on the grounds that Viv would 
never know. But that was before Viv had given her something  
called a loyalty card, which had to be stamped as evidence that she 
had achieved her goal.

Millicent knew what she was about. Asking her to fetch a pebble 
from the seabed merely to get her into the water.

‘You just need to take it in small steps,’ Vivian kept saying. Viv 
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saw a world that she assumed Millicent would be eager to explore 
and make the most of, if she could only get over her reluctance. All 
Millicent saw was a world in which she did not belong. The one in 
which she did belong had ended decades ago. This one held nothing 
but fear and danger, a place she did not recognise or know how to 
navigate.

She did not feel she could even affect it, interact with it. At  
best she could drift through this realm like a wraith. A ghost. She 
remembered that movie from a better time: Patrick Swayze  
unable to open a door, reluctant to accept the alternative of passing 
through it. Millicent could relate. She had problems with doors these 
days too.

There was another prescribed element to this morning’s exercise, 
which was that she had to use automated transport, specifically the 
Underground. She was not allowed to walk. Millicent liked to walk. 
It was simplest. It was one way in which she could comfortably 
experience the freedom of the wider world around her. She could 
do so without being noticed by anyone, without having to negotiate 
any new technology. Without making herself conspicuous.

Viv said she wanted Millicent to bring back her tickets as proof.
More pebbles.
Tickets could be plausibly lost. So could loyalty cards. Then it 

was a matter of whether Viv wanted to call her a liar to her face.
That would just leave the purchase. She could manage that  

much. She would walk the whole way, she had thought: down 
Great Western Road, across to Woodlands Road and then along 
Sauchiehall Street to the Buchanan Galleries. But she had reckoned 
without the Glasgow weather. As she crossed Otago Street, it 
changed from a swirling smir to a torrential downpour, and she 
knew that if she tried to walk all the way to town in this, she would 
be as drenched as had she jumped into the river. She dashed for 
shelter instinctively, and despite her unease, she propelled herself 
towards Kelvinbridge Underground station.

She had actually missed the rain. That was one of the weirdest 
things about her time away. For more than two decades she had 
seldom felt more than a few drops of it. She had seldom felt much 
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sunshine either. Weather had become something that happened on 
the other side of walls and windows, in that fading world she was 
no longer connected to.

She hurried beneath the canopy that descended from Great 
Western Road to the station below, the rain hammering upon the 
brown Perspex in angry squalls. As she stepped onto the escalator, 
the sensation of movement and the feel of the rubber handrail 
exhumed an anxiety that went all the way back to childhood.

Auntie Phyllis had taken her into town as a treat. They were 
going shopping and then for something called high tea. Millicent 
recalled her excitement at the scale and grandeur of the depart-
ment store, a wonder of colours, textures and lovely smells. It was 
the first time she had ever seen a moving staircase. She had been 
transfixed, leaning over to watch the strange illusion of the metal 
stairs seemingly collapsing and compressing themselves into  
nothing as they disappeared into the grate at the bottom.

‘Millie, for goodness’ sake. Stand away from there. What if your 
hair gets caught in the mechanism and you get dragged down?’

The machine had been instantly transformed before her eyes from 
a mechanical wonder to a diabolical threat, but she had not merely 
envisaged an agonising incident of her hair being yanked from her 
scalp. Rather, she saw her entire body being ground head-first 
between the metal teeth, like she was being pulled through the big 
mincer at the Cooperative butcher counter. A fear of escalators had 
stayed with her through childhood.

She watched the maw of the ticketing hall nearing and widening 
below. The sight brought on a precipitous panic at being conveyed 
inexorably downwards, as though into hell. She turned and attempted 
to ascend, but couldn’t climb fast enough to reverse her progress, 
merely staying at roughly the same point, like treading water.

She saw two young boys gliding down towards her, wondering 
briefly why they weren’t in uniform. Then she remembered that her 
estimation of young people’s ages was still undergoing a recalibration. 
Anybody under thirty looked to her like they ought to be in school. 
They could be twenty, she realised. Teenagers, at least.

‘Sake,’ one of them said with a laugh. He was wearing a blue 
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baseball cap from which rainwater was dripping. ‘Whit ye daein’ ya 
maddy?’

‘Let me past,’ she urged, a burn in her thighs as she tried to up 
the pace of her climb.

‘You’ll knacker yoursel’,’ said the other. He had a rash of rather 
angry red acne, one particularly pressured red lump looking almost 
pulsatile in its lividity.

‘If you’re wanting back up, you should just let it take you down 
and then swap over to the other stair.’

She stopped trying to climb, gripping the rail as the escalator 
continued to take her down backwards. What he had said  
made sense.

She turned around gingerly but swiftly, concerned to be facing 
the right way at the crucial point when she would have to step off. 
It was a remnant of her childhood phobia that she considered the 
moment of alighting still fraught with peril. She exited with a skip 
that must have looked considerably jauntier than it felt, its purpose 
being to give her feet maximum clearance from the metal teeth.

The two boys had stopped to observe the end of her descent. She 
could read a mixture of concern and amusement in their faces.  
She wondered which had caused them to wait.

‘Are you all right, but?’ the one in the cap asked. ‘Have you had 
a funny turn?’

‘Do you want us to call somebody?’ asked his spotty pal.
It was perhaps the thought of Viv being asked to ride out to the 

rescue that prompted a reflex response.
‘Don’t bloody patronise me.’
‘Hey, there’s no need to be rude. Just trying to help.’
‘No, you’re quite right, and I should reciprocate by helping you, 

perhaps by recommending something to cover up your acne. The 
first thing that leaps to mind is a bucket.’

The words were out before Millicent was aware of speaking them, 
hearing them like they were being said by someone else. That  
was how it always felt when she inhabited this persona and donned 
its mask.

There was a bulging look of shock in his eyes, but instead of 
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anger or hurt, it gave way to an eruption of laughter. His companion 
looked tickled too, though only after a moment’s hesitation to see 
how his mate was taking it. In their laughter there was no anger, 
no malice, but no absolution either.

She heard their voices echo as they walked away into the ticket 
hall.

‘Aw man, she pure ripped you. A bucket, man.’
‘Never mind cream for ma plooks. It’s something for this burn I 

need.’
‘Mad auld bat.’
With those words, she saw herself through their youthful eyes, 

and it was worse than any insult they might have thrown back. 
She was a crazy old lady, bamboozled by a moving staircase and 
lashing out at those trying to help her.
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