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THERE WAS BLOOD on the steering wheel. Etta stared at her 
fingers as they gripped the rim. She uncurled them, flexed them 
in and out, then turned over her hands to examine the grooves in 
her skin. She smiled – a surface wound. Just a surface wound. Her 
half-chewed nails had plunged into her palms. 

She patted her face, her arms, her legs: everything was in place. 
Her neck was stiff but it moved. Her feet ached so she lifted one 
and carefully replaced it, then lifted the other. Nothing broken. 
She undid her seatbelt, leaned back against her seat and forced out 
a long, whistling sigh.

“Thank you,” she whispered, looking up as if to acknowledge 
the powers-that-be who’d looked after her. 

Etta wrinkled her nose. Her eyes darted to the footwell where 
she saw her flask smashed into too many pieces to count, drowned 
in a puddle of milky coffee. She reached for her phone where it 
had fallen, narrowly missing the liquid, but she froze before she 
could lift it to her ear. Her engine had cut and the radio silenced 
but it was more than that. She placed the phone on her lap. The 
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silence was too loud. In the rear-view mirror she saw stationary 
vehicles behind her. She held her breath, cast her eyes to the side, 
to the stream of cars travelling as if in slow motion in the other 
direction. Tentatively she turned back to the front. The smashed 
side window of the Jeep was only a few paces ahead of her. 

Not again.
“M62, yes, eastbound.” She picked her way quickly over the 

mess of twisted metal and fragments of glass, covering her mouth 
against the stench of burning rubber. “Junction? I don’t    —” 

She dropped her phone, stared at the door to the Jeep which 
had come away in her hand. It was heavy. She let it fall and covered 
her ears as it smashed against the ground. She bent down to look 
inside the Jeep. Her body crumpled and she sank to her knees.

A woman had collapsed face down across both front seats. Her 
twisted hips were wedged under the steering wheel. Dark, curly 
hair spiralled towards the footwell, covering her face. Etta let out 
a cry but stuffed a fist into her mouth and sprang back to her feet. 
The least she could do was help.

“OK,” she said, smearing tears across her cheeks with the back 
of her hand, “I can do this.” She hadn’t done the First Aid course 
to learn how to put plasters on children. She’d volunteered in case 
she found herself in this type of situation again. 

She crouched down next to the doorframe and leaned in to 
touch the stranger’s hand which dangled over the blood-stained 
carpet below. More tears plumped down Etta’s cheeks as she lifted 
the lady’s hand into her palm. It wasn’t warm. 

“But not freezing cold,” she whispered. “That’s a sign, a good 
sign.” She wrapped her own cold, yet sweating fingers around the 
woman’s hand, breathed out and wiped a tear angrily away. “Come 
on Etta!” she mouthed. She had to rally herself, had to remember 
what to do.
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She needed to get closer. She rested her knees in a gap barely 
big enough, in between where the door should have been and the 
edge of the seat. 

“Can you hear me?” She positioned her mouth as close as she 
could to the driver’s ear. “Can you tell me your name?” 

Nothing. 
This was the wrong order. What had she been taught? “I’m 

going to try to help.” 
She looked quickly around the car, over the driver’s motionless 

body. She had to check the environment was safe; that was the first 
thing. The back seat was buckled, its cushion wedged against the 
driver’s in front but there were no other passengers. No children. 
Thank God.

“ABC: AirwayBreathingCirculation,” the memory came so fast, 
the words tripped over each other. “Can’t see the airway,” Etta 
whispered, her head shaking indiscriminately. “How can I tell if 
it’s clear?” Still holding the driver’s hand, she stretched further 
into the car, over the woman’s back and her turquoise cardigan, 
pulled and torn. If she could rest her ear against the driver’s torso, 
she might be able to hear her breathing, even feel the rise and fall 
of her back against her cheek. But the woman was suspended, 
hanging two inches above the passenger seat because the seatbelt 
had reached the limit of its tension. Etta shot upright, looked at 
her head as it dangled, and at the seatbelt in its socket. 

“Mustn’t move the body,” she chanted. She looked into the back 
of the car - broken glass, everywhere: nothing she could use as a 
support. Around her everything was wet or broken but what was 
that hanging off the gear stick, resting on the carpet below?

“I have to let go of your hand,” Etta said, “just a moment. I’m 
going to—” she dragged the lady’s mottled-green tote bag over 
towards her, hastily unravelling the strap. A few items slipped 
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through the open zip onto the floor as she did so. She watched 
them fall, shook her head, they weren’t a priority. She rubbed the 
bag through her thumb and forefinger. “—not even a rip,” she 
said. “Incredible. You’ll be able to use your bag again.” The words 
echoed through her ears, the pettiness of the observation taunting 
her but what else could she say? She guided the bag into the space 
between the lady’s stomach and the seat. It was a perfect fit. Her 
body was no longer suspended and her head was in line with the 
rest of her spine. 

“That’s better,” Etta said hollowly. “Never come between a 
woman and her bag.” 

She took the lady’s left hand again, squeezed it as she placed it 
back onto the seat and held it there. She wouldn’t let go. It felt the 
right thing to do; she didn’t know why. “Can you feel my fingers?” 
she asked. “Can you hear me? I’m right here with you.”

Now she could rest her head gently on the driver’s back, her 
ear to her rib cage. But she couldn’t concentrate with the voices 
outside the car: hurried, incoherent words flying, and the sound of 
footsteps too, people running. Fix on her breathing, Etta! Was that 
a tapping, a faint ‘ptt, ptt, ptt’? She might have to perform CPR. 
Could she remember? How many breaths? Oh God! Was it five 
breaths and twenty pushes? 

“Focus!” She pressed her ear a little closer to the driver’s back 
gently - who knew what was broken? She put her free hand against 
her other ear to block it.

Ptt, ptt, ptt.
She threw a handful of the woman’s curls away from her down-

turned face. “You’re breathing!” She squeezed her fingers under 
her still lips and felt damp blood, a soft brush of air against her 
fingertips. “Definitely breathing!” A flicker of a smile crossed 
Etta’s face. She pulled her hand from the lady’s mouth, considered 
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the mauve lipstick stain on her fingers and wiped it on her new 
trousers. What next?

Broken glass crunched in the metal rim beneath her knees. 
She shifted position and placed one foot on the tarmac to support 
her weight. The disjointed chatter behind her sorted itself into 
sentences. Tentatively, she turned her head, the lady’s hand still 
firmly held in hers. Her eyes rested on a wall of bystanders, their 
faces increasing in number like cells of honeycomb. Some were 
talking, others shouting. Phones rang. Someone sobbed. Etta 
wanted to shout but her voice barely sounded through her shaking 
lips. 

“She needs air. Can’t breathe. Space,” she said, just loud enough 
to force a few of the onlookers to take a step back. 

“Get her out!” a man shouted. “She should be in the recovery 
position!” 

Etta shivered. She glanced at the man’s puce face but quickly 
back to the lady whose hand she held. 

“No,” she said in a voice only she could hear. The driver had a 
gash to her head. “Mustn’t move the body.” She was more defiant 
this time, the words of the First Aid coach clearer now. “It could 
worsen a head or spinal injury.” 

She shifted her bottom to provide a better barricade between 
her and the crowd. The instructor had said to stay calm, to make 
sure no one distracted her. She reached two fingers to the near side 
of the lady’s neck, desperate to feel a constant pulse, to be sure the 
breathing was continuous, that she didn’t need to do CPR. The 
voices stabbed into her resolve. She focused on her fingertips as 
they tiptoed over the skin then back again. Nothing. She dug in 
deeper between the soft folds, crawling up and down her patient’s 
neck, searching. There was something close to her ear. Was it a 
rise and fall under her fingers? There was one beat, a pause, a 
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second and third beat in close succession. But she couldn’t shake 
the picture of the trainer, with his tie slightly off-centre, his 
large stomach protruding over the top of his waistband and his 
white hair combed close to his head. “Don’t mistake the driver’s 
heartbeat for your own,” he’d warned several times. Etta’s heart 
smacked against her ribcage. Was that what she felt in her fingers? 
She pulled away, squeezed the hand she still held. 

“We can’t help thinking the poor soul would be better out of the 
car,” a woman’s voice sounded from behind her. “She’s in an awful 
position.” 

Etta shook her head. 
“You’d better be qualified!” The man’s voice was steeped in 

irritation. 
She would check for a pulse in the driver’s other wrist. She 

followed the twisted forearm down into the pit between the seats. 
Please, where was the ambulance? 

She cradled the fragile forearm in her hand, rotated it gently 
with the other and placed two fingers on the fleshy underside of 
the wrist. It was faint, irregular, but Etta felt movement and just 
when she doubted it, the pulse came again. 

“You’re with us!” She’d stay like this until an ambulance arrived, 
both of the driver’s hands now clutched in one of hers. Her other 
arm was stretched over the lady’s back, her own small frame 
pressed against the larger woman in an attempt to keep her warm. 
“We have to wait a little longer,” she said. “I’m Etta, by the way.” She 
spoke into the cluster of their hands. “I wish I knew your name.” 

The woman seemed almost peaceful. Her wild hair still 
obscured one side of her face with the other cheek pressed into 
the seat. Etta tried to blow some wisps to the side so she could see 
something. But her hair was matted, stuck to the skin by the blood 
which had trickled from the gash. Etta gave a small cough. 
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“It’s short for Henrietta,” she said. “Ridiculously posh, I know. 
My parents wanted me to have a very English sounding name.” 
She shook her head. “They had some funny ideas.” 

Etta looked out of the front window, through the only section 
on the passenger side which wasn’t blocked by a web of shattered 
glass. Many people were ahead of her now, leaning into other cars, 
pirouetting as if a full revolution would change the scene before 
them, barking orders, standing a step back, hands on hips or arms 
crossed, pointing inside bent and dented cars. How many vehicles 
were there? Three, four? She couldn’t see past a van some distance 
ahead, straddling the road. A white van. Of course it was. She 
tutted. How many other people were injured? 

“They fled from Slovakia, you see.” Etta returned to the driver 
and squeezed her hand. “My parents. There was a relaxed sort of 
communism, I don’t know if you know much about—” She shook 
her head. “Maybe I should try to guess your name.” She forced 
herself to smile even though the woman wouldn’t see. “Let’s hope 
it’s not Rumpelstiltskin.” 

Her eyes darted around the traffic as it trudged past on the 
other side of the road. The emergency services had to arrive soon, 
surely? She glanced over at the hard shoulder on her own side. A 
few vehicles nudged their way along, bypassing the barricade of 
cars behind her which spanned the three lanes designed to block 
all but the most determined, or thoughtless, from moving beyond 
the scene. A man and a woman waved their arms, directing cars 
back from where they’d come. The woman slapped a hand to 
her forehead and the man punched the bonnet of a white car, its 
driver defiantly pushing forward. How would the ambulances get 
through? 

She looked away, shook her head. “Keep breathing,” she 
whispered, “help is coming.”



GLASS HOUSES18

Her gaze settled on a red car, no more recognisable than if it 
had already been crushed and pressed into a cube by the crane at 
a scrapyard. A group of four or five people sat in a circle next to it, 
guarding something on the tarmac. Etta gasped and squeezed her 
patient’s hand a little tighter.

“This one,” she heard suddenly. She span around. The crowd 
which had aligned itself to the Jeep had largely left but still the 
man’s voice found her. She heard footsteps, faster now. He ran 
towards the car, his arms in the air, pointing towards it as if 
directing planes to land. 

“This is the bloody idiot who won’t let her out,” he shouted, as 
he kicked the front wheel. “She should be locked up.”

Etta found herself panting but focused on the driver. “Mustn’t 
move the body,” she chanted to herself. “Mustn’t move—” She 
flinched as someone’s stomach pressed against her side, a breath 
of air passing over her shoulder. 

“Is the patient breathing?” a soft but hurried woman’s voice 
asked.

“How can she be with her body screwed up like that?” the man’s 
voice interrupted, much louder, much harder to ignore.

“I’ll need you to move aside.” 
Etta felt the light touch of a span of fingers on her shoulder and 

looked up to see a woman in a high vis jacket. “You’ve done a great 
job,” the woman said. “We’ll take over now.”

Etta stepped backwards out of the car. Her legs buckled but she 
straightened herself, wiped a rush of tears from under both eyes 
and slowly made her way towards the hard shoulder. She stopped. 
A female police officer beckoned her over. She cleared her throat, 
lifted her head and smiled. The officer was walking towards her. 

She pressed her finger to her sternum. “Me?” she asked. 
The officer nodded. Once she’d reached Etta she walked at her 
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side, an arm cocooning her back, a sliver of air away from touching 
it. The pair halted a pace inside the hard shoulder and the officer 
positioned herself so that it was she who looked out onto the 
motorway. She stuck out her hand and introduced herself as WPC 
Denby, called here for what they’d class as a ‘serious investigation’.

“It’s my job to have a chat with all potential witnesses, get an 
overview of what happened here, just a few questions, and your 
name is –?” She opened her notebook.

“Etta Dubcek.”
“We’re spelling that?” 
Etta thought she might be sick. 
“You’re shivering.” WPC Denby waved to attract the attention 

of a member of the ambulance crew, stationary in front of the 
open doors of his van diagonally opposite. She traced a rectangle 
in the air. “Or we could do this in the car.” She pointed further 
down the hard shoulder to a row of police cars. 

“No!” Etta snapped, but smiled and added, “No, thank you, 
better to straighten out after being cramped in that Jeep.” She 
pointed behind her in its vague direction but had no inclination 
to look at it.

“Of course.” WPC Denby explained that she’d follow up this little 
chat with a more formal statement later, after the medical staff had 
checked Etta out. Etta nodded and found herself belching. Before 
she could apologise, WPC Denby lifted her hand to acknowledge 
her understanding. She asked Etta what she could remember 
about the incident, anything at all, there were no wrong answers. 

Etta stared at the thick foundation smothering the officer’s 
acne-pocked skin on her square face. She focused on an unblended 
dollop at the top of her nose and said that she didn’t remember 
much about the Jeep stopping in front of her. 

“Slammed on my brakes,” she said, and added hastily, “Didn’t 
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touch the Jeep. I thought I might have hit it but my car had just 
stalled.” She pulled at the cuffs of her white shirt, rubbed her arms, 
remembered her jacket on the back seat of her car. 

“Can you—” WPC Denby broke off to acknowledge Etta 
rubbing her arms, to tell her that a blanket was on its way, “—
recall anything of note before the moment of impact? Any erratic 
driving, something about the Jeep, other vehicles…?”

Etta’s mouth opened and closed again. She rubbed her arms a 
little harder.

“Yes?” WPC Denby asked.
“A white van.”
WPC Denby looked up and down the stretch of motorway. “A 

minibus?” she asked. “Did you notice anything about how it was 
being driven?”

The man’s voice again. Behind her. Loud, aggressive and 
directed at her. 

He motioned first in her direction, then towards the Jeep. The 
lady she’d sat with was still in the car but crowded from her view 
by a troop of emergency staff. 

“You’d better be charging her!” she heard him shout. He 
gesticulated in her direction, fingers then fists flying, staccato, 
movements above his head. 

“Ignore him!” WPC Denby rolled her eyes. “Etta? Anything at 
all?”

“Hmm? No.” She shook her head. “Nothing. Mind’s a blank.”
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TWO

CARLY STOOD AT TORI’S BEDSIDE and lifted her mother’s 
hand from beneath the folded hospital sheet. She interlocked 
her fingers through hers. Her mother was a bust with arms. The 
protruding face, hair and shoulders certainly bore a credible 
resemblance but where was the colour, the vibrancy, the animation? 
When would this representation of a person do anything other 
than, ‘be’?

“Looking great, Mum!” she announced.
Tori’s left eye slowly opened halfway. 
“Nice to see you.” Carly gripped her hand and brought it to her 

lips for a kiss. “It’s 6.30 in the evening. Carly’s here and it’s your 
birthday.” She looked at Tori’s lopsided face. “You’re fifty-one today.” 
One eye was swollen and higher than the other. The bruising that 
had started on her forehead had crept lower and now extended 
over her nose and cheeks. “Not looking a day over fifty-one,” Carly 
said. A hollow joke, one her parents shared every birthday, much 
to their glee, and the bemusement of her and Nicky. Funny how 
the banal family rituals took on such poignancy these days.
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She lowered herself down onto one of the orange chairs, her 
mother’s hand still held tight, and watched her lying there with 
her head slightly raised and one eye open and blinking. She would 
wake up. Carly had to believe the nurses. Her body needed more 
healing time. When she was ready she’d open the other eye, wince 
as she acknowledged the painful bruising, spot Carly and ask her 
why she looked so tired. 

Carly tutted. That’s what she should focus on: her mother’s 
recovery. She should deal with one thing at a time.

“I’ve made you a birthday cake, Mum. Fruit cake. I’ll tell you 
about it.” Finally, she let go of her mother’s hand so that she could 
lift the cake from her feet to place it precariously on her lap. She 
described her first ever attempts at royal icing, lifting Tori’s fingers 
onto the top and pushing them over the bumpy surface as she 
spoke so that she could read the cake like Braille. The numbers 
‘five’ and ‘one’ in solid chocolate replaced candles on the top and 
dotted around them were brick-shaped mounds of white fondant, 
daubed with strings of icing to give the illusion of presents. 

“Looks more like I’ve decorated them with a bow of toothpaste,” 
Carly said. It was time she learned from the master. She’d book her 
mum in for a cake decorating lesson as soon as she woke up. She 
squeezed Tori’s hand again. Was she listening? “Why am I talking 
such utter drivel, Mum?”

“Hello girls!” 
Carly’s father rushed into the room, reaching the side of Tori’s 

bed in two paces, ruffling Carly’s long hair en route and catching 
his fingers in the chaotic, brown curls she’d inherited from her 
mother. 

“Happy birthday, you!” His eyes fixed on Tori’s as he placed 
a small, poorly wrapped box next to her on the bedside cabinet. 
“It’s Doug here. There’s a little present for when you wake up.” He 
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kissed her lightly on the lips, then on her forehead, his soft, ginger 
hair falling over his eyes. “Got it all by myself.”

“Superb cake!” he said to Carly, with the upbeat lilt back in his 
Geordie accent. “We should get a photo. We can show your mum 
later.” Carly stood up to be next to her father. “We should sing,” 
he said. 

The sound was scratchy and vulnerable, too low for Carly, too 
high for Doug. She could picture him at his secondary school 
in Leeds. The headteacher projecting the words of Church of 
England hymns to the back of the assembly hall of a thousand 
pupils and later booming out specific harmonies as he trooped 
down the corridor and ushered students to their lessons. But 
within the confines of Tori’s hospital room, one long arm wedged 
around Carly’s shoulder, the other gripping Tori’s hand, he looked 
ridiculous. 

Barely reaching the final bar, he shouted, “There it is!” Carly 
looked at her father’s finger shaking in the direction of Tori’s closed 
right eye. “You see that, Carly? Her eyeball looks more rounded.”

“Bulging?”
“Yes, exactly. Behind the eyelid.” 
Carly looked at her mother’s face, sunken into its pillow with 

every feature protruding less than it should. She looked at her 
eyelids, pull-down blinds to a soul without a window. “Definitely 
more spherical than flat,” she said. 

“Let’s shine the light!” Doug pointed to the torch lying on the 
table on wheels, a magazine atop where there should have been 
supper. “Carly?”

She handed it to him. “You do it.” 
Doug spun the torch through his fingers like a juggling trick, 

then snatched open his wife’s eyelid and shone the light directly 
into the socket. Carly flinched. They both saw it. It was a miniscule 
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movement of Tori’s pupil but blatant to two people who had 
waited for this moment for almost a month. Doug punched the 
air, hugged his daughter and said he’d tell the nurses as he bounded 
over to the door, flinging it open. 

“She’s reacting!” Carly heard him shout from the corridor. 
“Brilliant, Mum,” Carly said, close to her ear. “Can we have a 

smile now?” She cupped her mother’s face in her hand, stared at 
her long thin nose, the only aspect of her face unchanged. Would 
one side of her lips be downturned forever more? She couldn’t bear 
to see her without a smile. Her mum was always happy, animated 
anyway. “Please Mum?” 

Doug held open the door for Anna who waddled into the room, 
announcing herself to Tori and beaming at Doug and Carly all in 
one well-practised movement. 

“What have we got here, Tori, eh?” Her voice was loud and crisp. 
She lifted the eyelid, shone the torch directly at Tori’s eyeball, right 
then left, and repeated the action several times, before taking a 
step back. She tilted her head to the side. 

“Yes,” her head tipped the other way, she pushed her bottom lip 
over her forefinger, “there’s certainly movement.”

“And both eyeballs are more spherical aren’t they? Getting back 
into position?” 

“Yes, Doug, those eye muscles are certainly on the move.” Her 
eyes trained on Tori, Anna rubbed Carly’s back. “Yep, they’re 
tightening up.” She squeezed Carly’s arm and mouthed, ‘OK pet?’ 
but didn’t wait for a response before striding out of the room. 
“Congratulations you three!” she called. “We’re moving forward.” 

“Isn’t that fantastic?” Doug took Carly’s face in his hands but 
she pulled herself away, excused herself for a moment, and said,

“She’s not with us though, is she Dad?” 
_ _ _
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Carly knew he’d find her in the cafeteria. It would be the first place 
he’d look with its guarantee that there would be no cameras or 
microphones and on this floor, at this time, rarely any people 
either. Really, she’d wanted a little space. She pushed coins into 
the slot of the vending machine, only for them to be thrown back 
out at random intervals. When she took her coins from the refund 
slot for the fourth time and slapped the side of the drink machine 
so hard it wobbled, her dad finally paced over, directed her to a 
Formica-topped table in the corner and successfully purchased 
the hot chocolate himself. He slid it towards her. 

“I’m listening,” he said.
Carly leaned back against her chair, picked up her cup, glanced 

at the brown ring it had left on the table and realigned it to cover 
as much of it as possible.

“You look smart,” Doug said, “special effort for your mum’s 
birthday? I can see that would be hard—”

She shook her head. 
“The lack of visitors, I know—”. 
“Nicky barely visits.” She exhaled loudly. “I’m ashamed of my 

own sister.” 
Doug leaned over, touched Carly’s hand, told her to drink her 

hot chocolate before it went cold. “The few who visit bringing in 
flowers which live and die without your mum knowing they were 
even there. I struggle with that,” Doug said, his eyes trained on 
Carly. “Am I getting close?”

Carly found herself smiling briefly. She shrugged her shoulders. 
She said that it was the grapes which annoyed her. What did they 
expect them to do? Put them in a blender and serve them via the 
NG tube?

Doug laughed but Carly didn’t join him. She grasped her hair 
in her hands and held it on top of her head for a moment before 
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letting it fall down and saying that she just wanted her mum to be 
human again. 

“I thought that once her second eye recovered she’d look more 
like Mum. I know everyone speaks about her waking up: all the 
staff, you,” she raised an eyebrow, “and her two remaining friends, 
but underneath that eyelid she’s blank, Dad. It freaks me out. I’m 
scared about what her disabilities will be. I’m worried what she’ll 
look like.”

“Aesthetics, Carly. You know that.” 
“It’s not me, Dad. It’s everybody else. They’ll stare and 

photograph her, write even more horrible things. I can’t bear the 
thought of it.”

Doug pulled Carly’s face up to his with a finger under her chin. 
“You’re strong, I know you’ll cope,” he said. “And you’re not on your 
own. I’m here.” He pushed the remainder of her drink towards her. 
Did she need anything to eat, a bag of crisps or something?

Carly shook her head, thanked her dad but asked him not to 
fuss. She gulped down the remains of her drink and pulled a rogue 
hair back behind her ear. Her father’s watery blue eyes belonged to 
somebody much older and his characteristic stubble appeared to 
have greyed in only three weeks. She rubbed a knuckle under one 
of her eyes then the other. 

“When your mum took it upon herself to text me about that 
bloody chicken,” he said behind a fist shielding an unnecessary 
clearing of his throat, “and when I replied—” 

“Yes, Dad.” Carly looked up at her father and nodded. “When 
she caused that most horrendous crash - saying it every time she 
isn’t in earshot doesn’t make it any better, though.” 

Doug asked Carly to let him speak. “When she sent that text, 
all our lives changed for ever,” he said. “I will do my utmost to 
protect her from the press.” Carly wiped away more tears with her 
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fingers then crunched the empty cup between both hands. “But it’s 
a new world we’re entering. We have to be strong and we have to 
be thick-skinned.”

Carly gave a resigned shake of the head. 
“I’ll do my best to protect her from the press,” he said, again. 

“And I’ll do my best to protect you.” He lifted her hands from the 
debris and held them in his own. “You have my word on that, 
Carly.” 

She blinked, tried to look away but Doug’s gaze followed her. 
“I know,” she said.


