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Our Streets Now is a campaign demanding the right of women, girls and
marginalised genders to be safe in public spaces. How it has started?
Two sisters, 15 and 21, spoke about how they experience the world as
young women. About feeling afraid walking home at night. About being
harassed in their school uniform. About how their lives were restricted by
the fear of harassment. Channelling this anger into change, they
decided to start a petition. Hundreds of women, girls and marginalised
genders went online to share their stories of being insulted, followed
and assaulted on the streets of Britain. Soon enough, thousands of
voices were joining the Our Streets Now movement, tired of harassment
being a ‘normal’ part of growing up a girl. Our Streets Now became a
community determined to challenge the myths and taboos stopping this
topic from being discussed and challenged, out in the open. 
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movementmovementmovement

now!now!now!
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trigger warnings

Dear readers, 

In this issue, we explore the theme of othering. 

In our first article, our writer discusses gendered
otherness through a phenomenological perspective.
Following that, it is a short story exploring the
dynamics involved in sexual, racial, and gendered
othering. Our third piece is an article on disability and
otherness, in which our writer analyse the dominant
narratives towards women and chronic illnesses. Then,
you will read a poem reflecting on being othered due
to loving a person that society imposes you shouldn't.
Our fifth piece is a book review about RJ Palacio's
wonder, in which our writer argues that the novel fails
to do justice to the lived experiences of people with
disfigurement. Following that is another short story,
this time exploring the impacts of sexual harassment in
the workplace. We finish this issue with a poem about
feeling as the Other due to identity markers.

I hope you have been enjoying reading Our Words so
far, and I would love to hear your opinions on which
topics you would be most excited for us to explore
further. Please send me an email at
osnourwords@outlook.com with your ideas.

 Renata Guimarães Naso  
Lead Editor

This issue covers some sensitive topics and may be

triggering for some readers. Each article will be

marked with a specific TW and we advise readers

to seek support if needed. Go to:

https://www.ourstreetsnow.org/support

 

https://www.instagram.com/annaas.welt/#


Our writer does a brief
overview of gendered
otherness and its subliminal
yet perpetual influence on
women’s experiences and
being.

Written by MEG LUSCOMBE

ARTICLE

Illustration by TILLY ROBERTS
((@till_theworldends)

TW rape culture, public sexual harassment,
gendered violence, mentions of racism and
misogyny, death.

How otheringHow othering
defines femaledefines female

experience?experience?

How otheringHow othering
defines femaledefines female

experience?experience?

Therefore, othering occurs upon splitting human

categories into asymmetrical binaries of ‘us’ and ‘them’

by privileging the dominant group with normalcy and

devaluing the other as different - which by cultural

code becomes synonymous with inferior. Operating as

a mechanism of oppression, otherness plays a vital role

in the maintenance of hegemonic power structures

such as white supremacy, Eurocentrism, and patriarchy.

The othering of blackness under white supremacy has

been analysed by anti-racist and postcolonial theorists

such as Frantz Fanon(2), whilst the othering of the East

– or the ‘Orient’ – by Western cultures was delineated in

the reputable works of Edward Said.(3) Gendered

othering, which will be the focus of this article, was

most notably discussed by feminist theorist Simone de

Beauvoir. >>
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Othering is a process which has been theorised by

an array of scholars and can be observed through

multiple lenses of critical perspective. It is rooted in

the logic of binary oppositions (e.g., good/evil,

beautiful/ugly, and rational/emotional), which

Jacques Derrida claimed as central to the

formation of Western thought. Derrida described

the structure of binary opposition as a ‘violent

hierarchy’ whereby ‘one of the two terms governs

the other’, meaning that one side of the division is

assigned primacy whilst the other is defined only by

its relation to or difference from it.(1)



         In her seminal 1949 text, The Second Sex,

Beauvoir unveils how cultural paradigms are

constituted within an androcentric binary which

posits maleness/masculinity as essential, default,

and universal, while discarding femininity as

inessential, subsidiary, and niche: ‘She is the

inessential in front of the essential. He is the

Subject; he is the Absolute. She is the Other’.

Beauvoir famously affirmed that ‘one is not born but

rather becomes a woman’ - arguing that the

particularity of the female experience cannot be

attributed to innate, biological factors but is

instead the product of pervasive cultural forces

which ascribe womanhood to a phenomenological

state of marginality, alienation, and otherness.(5)

Women’s otherness is culturally augmented ‘through

a constant repetition of [male] logic, [male]

metaphysic, and [male] naturalized ontologies’

which void women ‘as an empty cipher of

difference to the One’.(6)

>>
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meet our
writer 

Lato 

Consequently, male norms have been adopted as a

universal measure in almost every societal field, leaving

half of the population unattended to and inadequately

represented. It is important to note that Beauvoir’s

theory fails to account for the heterogeneity of

experiences amongst women due to the matrix of other

sociocultural factors such as race, sexuality, class and

gender identity, which can make one woman’s

subjective experiences vastly different to another’s. For

instance, while white women’s lives are impeded by

gendered othering, Black women face a vicious

combination of gendered and racial oppression (known

as misogynoir), which creates a uniquely two-fold role

of Other implemented by both misogynistic and anti-

black systems. Despite her outdated omission of

intersectionality (especially concerning racial and class

dynamics), Beauvoir’s contributions have constructed a

foundational framework through which feminist thinkers

can continue to identify and understand alienation – in

its multiplicitous forms and degrees – as a consistent

characteristic in women’s relation to the world.

While legal progressions (with particular reference to

Western civilisations) have certainly enabled

contemporary women to live more freely than their

ancestors, these developments have done little to

disrupt the constancy of androcentrism which flows

throughout the paradigms of culture via implicit,

ideological forces now, as opposed to concrete,

political ones. Perhaps the most ubiquitous site of

gendered otherness is located in the language itself.

‘Embedded in one of the most basic building blocks of

society’, our linguistic systems uphold masculine

primacy and represent the feminine only as its

subsidiary complement.(7) Sally Slocum indicates how

the word ‘man’ is used in ‘such an ambiguous fashion

that it is impossible to decide whether it refers to males

or to the human species in general’.(8) >>

Meg is a performing arts graduate

with a passion for feminist critical

theory, which led her to acquire a

Master’s degree in Contemporary

Literature & Culture during the

pandemic. Meg spends her spare

time fussing over her three cats and

listening to Taylor Swift.
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        By adopting masculinity as the ‘universal

signifier’ of humanity, femininity is, by implication,

subordinate.(9) 

This linguistic male bias (commonly referred to as

‘phallogocentrism’) is particularly prevalent in

gendered languages such as French or German,

which adopt the masculine form as the default. For

instance, in German, the word ‘Lehrer’ literally

translates to ‘male teacher’. 

Still, it is also used generically as just ‘teacher’,

whereas if you are referring specifically to a female

teacher, you would say ‘Lehrerin’. Although such

phallocentric language patterns are less prevalent in

English. Its instances can be observed in nouns with a

feminine correlative (commonly indicated by an ‘ess’

suffix) such as an ‘actor/actress’ or ‘host/hostess’.

Recent cultural trends have emphasised the need to

neutralise these and similar terms. Yet, the correlation

between masculinity and neutrality is likely too deep-

seated to uproot the ancillary feminine's linguistic

assertion comprehensively. 

>>
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TITLE Femininity and Domination: Studies in the Phenomenology of
Oppression
AUTHOR Sandra Lee Bartky
PUBLISHER Routledge
YEAR 1990
LANGUAGE English
GENRE Non-fiction

book recommendation
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         While at first glance the significance of this

injustice in women’s lives may appear trivial, by

infiltrating our daily language, phallogocentrism

corrupts the very system that ‘shape[s] our

understanding and perception of reality’,

essentialising women’s otherness as a natural and

inevitable fate.(10)

More physical assumptions of male universality can

be assessed by looking at how society is designed

or, more specifically, whom it is designed for. For

instance, the length of a standard piano keyboard

is designed to accommodate the average male

handspan, making the instrument significantly more

difficult (and painful) for female pianists to master.

Similarly, the standard office air conditioning

temperature is often set to facilitate the average

metabolic rate of an 11-stone, 40-year-old man -

resulting in many women being cold and

uncomfortable in the workplace, which studies have

found to have a detrimental effect on productivity

levels.(11) 

This systemic disregard for women goes further

than seemingly petty matters of inclusion, though,

with the widespread adoption of male-centric

models becoming a safety hazard for people

whose bodies differ from the (male) default. 

>> Caroline Criado Perez outlines how women involved in

a car crash are ‘47% more likely to be seriously injured

than a man’, ‘71% more likely to be moderately injured’

and ‘17% more likely to die’ due to car safety

mechanisms being designed around male bodies and

female crash-test dummies failing to demonstrate sex

differences beyond size.(12) Criado Perez also

examines how ‘the representation of the male body as

the human body’ facilitates an underrepresentation of

female bodies in medical trials and a lack of sex-

disaggregated data within the medical field in general.

(13) This failure to account for sex differences leads to

a one-size-fits-all approach, resulting in women being

treated with drugs and medical equipment designed to

have an optimal effect on male bodies. Criado Perez

outlines how the criteria to have a CRT-D (a large

defibrillator used to regulate your heartbeat to prevent

heart failure) implanted is based on the extent of a

patient's disparity from the average time it takes for a

male heart to complete a full electrical circuit.

Consequently, women (whose hearts tend to complete

this circuit more quickly than men) are less likely to be

given this life-saving device, thus more likely to be

‘condemned… to avoidable heart failure and death’.(14)

>>
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TFor instance, research reflects that women are less

likely to aspire to positions of political power due to the

frequent incivility, microaggressions, online threats, and

violent incidents faced by women who are considered

interlopers of male-dominant sectors, such as female

MPs. Equally, successful women are more likely to

renounce their elevated position in order to avoid this

hostility, demonstrating the extent to which the

repercussions of female otherness can restrict women’s

lives, thwarting their potential and ambitions.(16) 

As posited by Sandra Bartky, ‘to be a victim of

alienation is to have a part of one’s being stolen by

another’.(17) From language to art, science, media, and

infrastructure, latent mechanisms of phallocentrism are

stitched into the fabric of every corner of

contemporary culture, inscribing women’s being-in-the-

world with marginality and otherness. It is time to

challenge the omnipotence of male-centric,

heteronormative, racist, able-bodiness and racist

paradigms which continue to hold dominance over our

sociocultural, political, and economic structures. It is

paramount that, as a society, we can identify these

clandestine agents of oppression hidden in the

recesses of what we must begin to unlearn as normal

and rational ways of being. Only by examining the

frameworks of our world and ourselves can we reform

to decentre the prominence of man and conceive of a

reality in which woman’s existence is liberated from the

perpetual and coercive plight of gendered otherness. 

        The pervasiveness of female otherness is

achieved via culturally embedded ideals instilled

during early infancy. Women's experiences are,

therefore, often deeply entwined with a devalued

self-perception and burdened with a perpetual

sense of inferiority, exclusion, and anxiety.

Contrastingly, subliminal notions of male supremacy

authorise men to possess an aggregated sense of

potency and belonging in the world, affirmed by

their greater access to social, political, and

economic positions of power. This power imbalance

constitutes women’s vulnerability to the more

sinister influences of othering, such as male

violence and sexual harassment. Male violence is so

prevalent in the female experience that it cannot

be explained as individual acts of malice but rather

the product of a culture built upon the assumption

of male dominance and female subordination to

that dominance. In their state of otherness, women

are dehumanised as outlets for men to assert their

preeminence, which establishes a systemic

occurrence of misogyny and rape culture. 

The epidemic of gendered violence places an ever-

present threat on women and girls’ lives, as they

learn from a young age that their alterity from men

positions them as susceptible targets of

victimisation. Therefore, women tend to navigate

societal spaces, including work, educational

institutions, transportation, public places, and even

their own homes, with fear and caution of the

threat of male violence that shadows their daily

movements. Consequently, female otherness can

alienate women from certain spaces while men

occupy them with inherent entitlement. 

>>



I N T E R S E C T I O N S
O F  O T H E R N E S S

SHORT STORY

Written by BECKY JOVY-FORD
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TW ‘micro-aggressions, racism (including mentions
of colonialism and enslavement), homophobia and
sex. It contains swear words and some derogatory
terms.

I hold her hand freely, always excited to share our
journey from an uncloseted love affair to a blended
collaged family and lesbian marriage with literal gay
abandon! However, there is a caution within me. The
hairs on the back of my neck poised in an all too
familiar limbo - an early warning system ready to
subtly give me its cues.

As we walk and chat, we encounter many of the same
stares that we always receive. Maybe we’re immune to
them now. Perhaps we’d spend our whole day noticing
them if we didn’t semi-consciously ignore them. They
are often the stares of “Oh bless, you’re gay”, “I
support you”, “I’m an ally”, and “I’m not homophobic”.
The stares are usually accompanied by a head tilt and
a mildly patronising smile, as though they want to take
a mental picture to brag to their other
heteronormative friends about just how diverse their
neighbourhood is.

I know those stares because they are the stares that,
even though I’d like to think I know better, I still give to
Black and Brown people, Disabled people,
neurodivergent people and trans people. Stares that
reveal a desperation to tell them that I’m an ally. Even
though, as a cis, white non-Disabled, gay woman,
that’s not for me to decide, and I’m unlikely to be seen
as an ally when I fawn all over them, trying to prove
myself while they’re just going about their business
buying a coffee or boarding the tram!

Illustration by ANNA ABL
(@annaas.welt)

A walk into town for dinner
should be easy, right? Try
doing it when ‘Otherness’ is
at play…

We walk into the city. It’s a walk we do most days and
some rare nights when, like today, we are child-free. I
am both excited and anxious. There is a buzz, a
frenetic energy. People throng the streets, from bar to
bar, some already drunk, some just enjoying the
journey to getting there. 

>>
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"While they’re usually not awful stares, they are stares that single
us out nonetheless as Other, different, not the norm, noticeable. I
used to think I liked to be noticed. Before coming out, I thought I

would have been glad of the attention, to be seen for anything;
such was my feeling of invisibility as a child. Now it’s actually

happening, though not so much".
 



They begin with a lusty, ‘pwoah, two lesbians, Id like to

have sex with them’ look. The sort of look that if I hadn’t

already known I was gay could easily tip me into

militant lesbianism. If we reveal our desire to lick piss

off a nettle rather than be involved in any sexual tryst

with them, we can guarantee the next look (and/or

comments) are never far behind. Man haters, lemons,

vagitarians, muff divers, bean flickers, beaver baiters,

rug raiders, clam smackers. This list of lesbian

‘synonyms’ based on their assumptions of our sex lives is

really a thinly disguised tantrum: you have no use for

me, I am scorned, and my manhood is shamed. I MUST

punish you!

As we walk, it doesn’t take long for one of these

unsavoury looks to become vocal, as one of the

inebriated crowd shouts over loudly, “hey darling, why

not let me show you what a real man can do?”
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        While they’re usually not awful stares, they are

stares that single us out nonetheless as Other,

different, not the norm, noticeable. I used to think I

liked to be noticed. Before coming out, I thought I

would have been glad of the attention, to be seen

for anything; such was my feeling of invisibility as a

child. Now it’s actually happening, though not so

much. The hypervisibility and lack of choice in being

above a straight parapet are less than fun. I feel

naked, exposed, and perceived purely for who I

choose to be intimate with because that’s often the

reality. People look at us and immediately think

about sex. 

Let’s not pretend, though: some of the stares are

far more unsavoury. Straight men give us one of

two looks, sometimes one followed by the other,

depending on our reaction to the first. 

>>

>>

Becky works for Diverse Leaders Group (a company

working towards creating equality for all) as Head of

Campaigns and writer of the Fragile White Female

column. She also writes poetry at @barefacedpoet and

@fragilewhitefemale. She lives in the UK with her wife and

their blended family of four children.

meet our writer 

https://diverseleadersgroup.com/category/anti-racist-leaders/fragile-white-female/
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        The defensive comedian in me wants to holler

back, “yeah, sure! All the gay girls love a bit of

brewer’s droop.”

But I can’t…for her safety. As the more

stereotypically ‘masculine’ presenting, my wife is

the one that men go up against. She is the one

‘taking women out of their playground’, the one

their (dangerous) tantrums are played out on. The

one who is even more othered. But this othering is

more threatening because his comment, and its

vocal exposure of us, highlights our gayness and

that she is Brown.

This intersection is critical. Homophobia is bad

enough, but the racism accompanying it is another

layer entirely. Another layer of hate and

resentment. How can someone like you, inferior to

me, dare to take things that should be ‘mine? These

are base emotions that happen over split seconds,

but they are reflected clearly as day in the looks,

commentary and often actions that we (she) are

constantly on the receiving end of. Attitudes of

colonialism and enslavement die hard.

>> We head to a bar in a trendy area where the council

has recently painted pride flags on each of the streets.

We’ve done the obligatory selfies here many times. It

should feel welcoming or give us a sense of greater

safety or belonging. Instead, we feel like animals in

their ‘natural’ habitat. Even more noticeable. If people

could ask us to join their selfies here, I think they would.

The bar is one we know well. On a Friday night, this

feels sensible. There are enough reasons to be

hypervigilant. Being familiar with our surroundings and

the staff gives us some cover if we are targeted. As we

order at the bar, we meet some friends who’ve been

here since they finished work. One of the women, by

now quite tipsy, comes over and stands between us,

flicking her hair, laughing affectedly and staring

intently at us both. This is a familiar scenario with

straight women, who often seem to want to play out

their ‘could I/couldn’t I’ gay fantasies on us. 

We’ve lost count of the amount of female ‘friends’ or

acquaintances we’ve had who we visibly watch

mentally inserting themselves into our (sex) lives. There’s

a flirtation, particularly with my wife, who, these days

at least, is the more alpha of the two of us. Oh, the

irony, given that I spent years previous coming out

looking like a stereotypical ‘dyke’ - my gayness needed

an outlet somewhere! >>

Zevallos, Z. (2011) ‘What is Otherness?,’ The Other
Sociologist, 14 October. 

Online resource:
https://othersociologist.com/otherness-resources/

article
recommendation

https://othersociologist.com/otherness-resources/
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        This particular flirtation reaches a new low as

the woman, now sitting dreamily in between us,

asks, “so how do you two actually have sex?

Making a hasty escape and a mental note to let

that particular friendship set sail, we head to

dinner. As we pass the local Wetherspoons, a mob

of young white men stagger outside, almost

knocking into us. My wife immediately lets go of my

hand, puts her head down, keeps walking alongside

me, and talks more softly. I go into mild rejection

mode, not keen on having my hand dropped,

wanting to be proudly led through this torrid display

of toxic masculinity. But I know why; survival. Being

a Brown woman amongst men like this is enough.

Being a Brown woman who ‘looks’ gay is already

too much. Flaunting it is a step. Too. Far. 

It was only well into our relationship that I started to

really understand why my wife places so much

importance on ‘going under the radar’. Just as I find

the hypervisibility of our gayness exhausting, so she

does being Brown in majority white spaces. And just

as this hypervisibility poses safety risks for us as gay

women, the intersectionality of race in the mix

makes the threat of harm even greater.

We make it to the restaurant unscathed, at least

physically. She tells the greeter we have a table

booked. They look confused and ask her to repeat

herself. I can literally see their biases tripping them

up. They don’t expect the Queen’s English to fall

out of the mouth of this Filipino woman, and when

it does, they can’t compute it. It’s one of those

embarrassing moments where they’re unaware of

how uncomfortable it is because they’re still

confused by the dissonance of what they see and

hear. To make matters worse, they are now

confused by the fact that we share a surname! 

>> The fact that we are a couple wasn’t expected, let

alone that we might be married.

Overt discrimination is only half the story. These racist

microaggressions and heteronormative assumptions

occur from moment to moment and are just as

exhausting. They may not be intentional, but that

doesn’t diminish the harm, especially the racism. Each

time, it says: ”you don’t belong, and I’ve noticed.”

We are led to our table. Peruse the menu. I make a

clumsy comment asking her to help me choose

something from the menu. She rolls her eyes and says,

“I’m not Japanese. Asia is a whole continent, and I’ve

never lived in it! Can you tell me what Bouillabaisse

is?!” Racism, it seems, is not just the preserve of white

men. And my gay otherness does not protect me from

my own biases and the enactment of racism, even

towards my own wife. We look up as the server; a Black

wheelchair user comes to take our order.

Intersectionality is all around us and, when we take the

time and care, offers us so many unique perspectives

and ways of seeing people as their true selves rather

than one-dimensional ‘Othered’ caricatures.



WHY IS OUR CULTURAL
HERITAGE OF SICK

WOMEN PROBLEMATIC?

ARTICLE
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Written by GWYNETH TAYLOR

TW ‘micro-aggressions, racism (including mentions
of colonialism and enslavement), homophobia and
sex. It contains swear words and some derogatory
terms.

Illustration by MARGHERITA MAGGI
(@dandelion_littlethings)

Our writer sees the
importance for feminists to
construct their own
narrative about illness.
Medical professionals and
broader society have
ignored fatigue.

Following the discussions of Rossetti’s painting, I will
look at Victorian fiction - namely the works of
Elizabeth Browning and Elizabeth Gaskell. I will argue
that both authors depict women as using their
maladies for sympathy. I will then discuss Edwardian
works of fiction and how they spawned the
“Tubercular heroine”. I will conclude with the
contemporary writings of Sigmund Freud and
Margaret Edson. Both Freud’s and Edson’s work
demonstrate women losing agency due to their male
guardians.

An in-depth study of the culture we have inherited is
important for understanding some of the wider
ramifications within our present; by this, I will explore
some lingering stereotypes of illness, with some
women being accused of “putting on” or “faking” their
inflictions. By being informed about these stereotypes,
we might be able to combat them when we witness
them in society. 

Ideas of the patriarchy are deeply entrenched in the
arts. This article will discuss pieces of expressive
media to demonstrate some of the “sick women”
tropes. Although these tropes appear throughout
history, this piece will draw exclusively on works
produced from the 1870s until today. 

I will begin by drawing on Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s
painting of his sick wife (titled: Beata Beatrix and
created c1864-1870), explaining how this started the
“sick and beautiful” trend. The “sick and beautiful”
trend can be located in art pieces showing a
terminally ill woman. The woman’s illness is depicted
so that her “innocence” is implied. This, of course, is a
highly problematic and contentious topic that has
wider ramifications within contemporary society.
“Innocent women” and the moral panic of “keeping
women innocent” impact women's health and their
sexual freedoms.

>>

https://www.instagram.com/dandelion_littlethings/#
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        This culminates in my book recommendation:

“Sick and Tired: An Intimate History of Fatigue”.

Emily K. Abel’s book provides a fascinating insight

into how capitalism and patriarchy put people with

chronic illnesses at a disadvantage. 

Before starting my analysis, it is important to define

some of the terminologies I will refer to throughout

this article. Many of the works that I will be

discussing will demonstrate infantilised women.

These are women who, as a result of their male

guardians, have been stripped of autonomy,

thereby reducing them to a quasi-infant status. In

many of these works, women are depicted as

lacking the maturity to make decisions for

themselves. The term “male guardian” refers to the

men present in these women's lives. These men take

on the role of making decisions on behalf of the

women and are depicted as having a better

understanding of medicine and the like.

As men have governed society and held positions of

power in politics, their beliefs and desires have

seeped into literature. These depictions are, of

course, conscious and dangerous. They are tools of

oppression that are used to gatekeep women and

make men appear as the forebearer of morality.

Works of art, theatre and fiction depict sick women

in a problematic light. This depiction is often in

relation to their male guardians. Male Guardians

assume a position of power over the women who,

due to their sickness, have been stripped of

autonomy. In concluding this article, I will argue

that these hang-ups continue in the present day.

This has worrying implications for women who are

chronically ill. Pinpointing the beginning of the “sick

woman” trope is tricky. Finding out why these

stereotypes came to pass is even trickier. By

placing women as both young and frail, the male

caregiver becomes the direct opposite. 

>> They are the wiser, able-bodied saviour of these

women. By developing these stereotypes, males can

assert themselves into a power role when it comes to

caregiving.

One of the earliest examples of the sick female is in

the art of Dante Gabriel Rossetti (Beata Beatrix, c1864-

1870. Held at the Tate Britain).(1) Rossetti painted his

wife suffering from Tuberculosis (TB) as Beatrice

Portinari from Dante Alighieri's poem “La Vita Nuova”.

Rather than depict the brutal realities of TB, Rossetti

opted to depict his wife as angelic and beautiful. The

only symbol of her impending death is the bird. Such a

painting is meant to evoke feelings of sympathy and

compassion in the viewer. These emotions are not, of

themselves, problematic. The painting does, however,

begin the stereotype of sick women being both

beautiful and fragile. These two stereotypes form a

cultural backdrop whereby able-bodied men assume

the governance of women who cannot care for

themselves.

Victorian literature begins to address the role of male

guardianship directly. Such males are seen as

moralistic caregivers to sick women(2).

Gwyneth Taylor is a 23-year-old
writing hopeful. To relax, Gwyneth
partakes in embroidery, storytelling,
and video gaming.

meet the writer
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"In terms of medical knowledge, men are being cast as
having the most intellect. They’re being positioned as

knowing what is best. More importantly, it suggests that
women cannot understand their own bodies and what is

occurring within them."
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        In Elizabeth Browning’s poem “Aurora Leigh”,

Marion Erle wishes to remain sick because her

world is kinder: 

How sick we must be, ere we make men just!

I think it frets the saints in heaven to see

How many Desolate creatures on the earth

Have learnt the simple dues of fellowship

And social comfort, in a hospital,

As Marian did. She lay there, stunned, half tranced,

And wished, at intervals of growing sense,

She might be sicker yet, if sickness made

The world so marvellous kind, the air so hushed,

And all her wake-time quiet as a sleep;

For now she understood, (as such things were)

How sickness ended very oft in heaven,

Among the unspoken raptures. Yet more sick,

And surely happy. Then she dropped her lids,

And, folding up her hands as flowers at night,

Would lose no moment of the blessed time.(3)

Similarly, Jemima in Elizabeth Gaskell’s “Ruth”

wishes to remain ill since her male guardian rushes

to her aid.(4) Both texts begin a stereotype of male

caregivers as perfectly moral-loving caregivers. 

>> These caregivers are depicted as sacrificing everything

for the women in their lives. They leave the materialism

of society behind in order to opt into the caregiving

role. By comparison, female caregivers are almost

expected to perform these roles within society.

Because of this expectation, many female caregivers

do not receive an ounce of recognition for the work

that they do. This comparison highlights the gendered

aspect of unpaid labour, where a man might be

praised and recognised for doing so, but a woman is

not. The idea of women wanting to be sick for male

attention is deeply problematic because it sets

negative precedence for women who are chronically ill.

It could lead to the suggestion that - like Marion Erle -

they are deliberately “acting out” their illness for

attention.

Moving through the Victoria era to the Edwardian era,

the use of male guardianship becomes even more

sinister. Operas relating to death and diseases often

feature the “Tubercular heroine”.(5) Much like Rossetti’s

painting, these women were depicted as young,

beautiful, frail, and in need of protection. The Tales of

Hoffmann by Jacques Offenbach tells the familiar story

of an over-exerted male guardian. 

book
recommendation
TITLE Sick and Tired: An Intimate History of
Fatigue
AUTHOR Emily K. Able
PUBLISHER University of North Carolina
Press
YEAR 2021
LANGUAGE English
GENRE Studies in Social Medicine

>>
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        Hoffmann - Antonia’s lover - is depicted as

knowing what is best for her. He forbids her from

performing and affirms that her condition will

worsen if she does. This depiction is inherently

problematic because it strips Antonia of her ability

to make decisions for herself. Hoffmann is depicted

as the rational man who knows best. This, in turn,

undermines Antonia’s own agency. She is

submissive to her lover's wishes and to his medical

insight (this insight only comes to Hoffman as a

result of eavesdropping). Ultimately, Hoffmann is

attempting to rob Antonia of her choice to perform.

This opera is perhaps indicative of the more

problematic elements of the cultural attitudes that

we have inherited towards women. In terms of

medical knowledge, men are being cast as having

the most intellect. They’re being positioned as

knowing what is best. More importantly, it suggests

that women cannot understand their own bodies

and what is occurring within them. This has some

wider ramifications regarding current debates

about menopause, for example. Men are telling

women not to over-exert themselves or else their

bodies will deteriorate. This is no different to the

man in the opera telling the woman not to sing.

Male doctors often assume the roles of guardians

to their patients. Like lovers, male doctors often

dismiss their female patients' agency. In Roddy

Doyles' novel “The Woman who Walked into Doors”

(1996), male doctors overlook intimate partner

violence (IPV),(6) by fraternising with male abusers.

(7) Instead of blaming the injuries on the actions of

the man, the doctors point to alcoholism.(8) This

novel can highlight some of the issues within our

present society. The first is those male fraternities,

and indeed occupations where men tend to

dominate and silence women. 

>> The second is that the male moral guardian (i.e. a

compassionate man who has women’s best interest at

heart) is not a common standard. Men can take

advantage of women when they are ill, and medical

professionals can overlook this. The action of

overlooking results from Victorian moral hang-ups, a

belief that the sickbed is the perfect matrimony of

compassionate morality.(9) The writings of actual

doctors do not escape the superior male vs fragile

female dichotomy. Sigmund Freud’s case study of Dora

is deeply troubling.(10) Dora is told how she should

react to Freud. He is the person that deciphers her

emotions, her dreams and her well-being.(11) Freud

maintains superiority whilst continuing to infantilise,

and at times sexualise, his patient.(12) Freud’s writing

completely undermines Dora of agency and self-

determination. What’s most striking is that Dora’s

recovery does not occur until after she has left Freud’s

care.(13) This demonstrates some of the problematic

attitudes doctors might have towards the patients in

their care, having a certain level of hierarchical power.

They have power over their patients medically

(deciding what they are prescribed) and their own

personal security (leaking intimate details about their

lives that could be damaging). What is striking in

Freud’s treatment of Dora is how a professional is able

to treat their patient and how they can write about this

treatment without their patient’s consent. Freud

essentially abuses the power dynamic that he has over

his patient, and rather than treat his patient, he

essentially belittles their mental health struggle. This

could ultimately have wider ramifications on how

doctors within the mental health industry perceive

patients suffering from poor mental health.

Contemporary interpretations of illness continue to be

plagued by many of the problems mentioned. Margaret

Edson’s “Wit” (published in 1995) shows the character of

Vivian.(14) >>
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        Male doctors respect Vivian because she is a

fellow intellectual.(15) When reading (or watching)

the play, one can’t help but postulate how such a

play would turn out had Vivian been from a

working-class or a woman of a minoritised ethnic

background. The ending of “Wit” is also problematic

when considering women's agency. Vivian wishes

not to be resuscitated if she flatlines.(16) During the

conclusion, doctors ignore the DNR order and

attempt CPR.(17) Such portrayals highlight the

inability of men to respect the wishes of women.

These women are deemed weak, fragile and

irrational, stemming from their illness. Much like the

women in Offenbach’s opera, women's choices

within literature do not seem to matter to men.

The works I have mentioned throughout this piece

continue to have long-lasting ramifications in our

world. Gaskells’ and Browning’s work, in particular,

might create a stereotype in which women choose

to “fake” their illnesses for the attention of men.

These consequences are endless. If women are

perceived as “acting out” by a guardian, then they

could lose financial support and the like.(18) A more

recent example of this financial loss is the

controversy surrounding Britney Spears. Britney had

a public breakdown in 2008 due to abuse from the

paparazzi. Because of all the controls put on

Britney by her male “guardians”, she was stopped

from removing her birth control and being able to

pursue the life she wanted to lead. Without the

public recognition of the Free Britney campaign, we

might never have been introduced to the harmful -

and dangerous - effects of male guardianship.

This negative perception of females with illnesses

can become reflective within the medical wards.

>> In a study conducted by Floss and Sunby, many nurses

reported that female patients were more “demanding”.

(19) Another problem is the issue of male guardianship.

The guardianship roles depicted in Victorian and

Edwardian-era literature were not considered

problematic. These roles were not called out as they

allowed men to become the gatekeepers of morality.

They maintained the premise that male guardians were

completely moralistic in their actions. We know that

these interpretations are not always the case. Male

caregivers can be abusive and exploitative. Even

medical doctors can rob female patients of their

agency and choice.

Guardianship roles within our professions might also be

a source of contention for feminist scholars. Claudia

Malacida points out how the home care system is

overpoliced.(20) Social care visitors can spy on unwell

mothers.(21) A mother can lose custody of her child, for

instance, if the household has been perceived as too

chaotic.(22) This, in turn, points to wider issues within

society about the stereotypes of motherhood. We have

constructed mothers as being the perfect caregiver.

(23) Because mothers with disabilities are both

caregivers and the subject of care, then they might

never attain society's perfect standard of motherhood.

(24) This perfect standard is depicted as being a

mother who is prepared to give up everything in order

to care for their offspring. Societal norms can,

therefore, exclude mothers who have disabilities.

A final issue concerning our “illness” language is how

steeped it is in infantilisation. Charlotte Perkin’s “The

Yellow Wallpaper” gives an exceptional example of

what this infantilisation looks like.(25) The young

woman in the short story is described as a “little

girl”(26); a “darling”.(27) Such language is not

uncommon outside of literature. Indeed, the early

disabilities movement tried to move away from the term

“sick” because it was depicted as childlike.(28) >>
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        Such infantilisation is deeply troubling for

women with chronic illnesses.(29) Women with

chronic diseases often feel isolated because they

will never be able to break out of their “sickness”.

(30) Chronically ill women can never ascertain a

perfect level of health. And if they can’t achieve

perfect health, then they don’t become fit enough

to work.(31) At which point, chronically ill women

remain in this infantilised state because work, from

a societal perspective, is the “gold standard” of

adulthood.

Throughout this article, I have explored some of the

ramifications of casting women who are ill as

“fragile and beautiful”. Such a casting creates a

trend whereby male guardians become the symbol

of love, a love that has no dubious intent. As stated

within the piece, these castings create problems

within contemporary society. After all, male

caregivers are socially seen as making sacrifices for

the people they are looking after.

>> In contrast, women are not given that same

recognition, which creates further problems for how

their unpaid labour is perceived. I also touched on how

these hang-ups can cause problems in other areas.

They can lead, too, as demonstrated by the Britney

Spears scandal, men having complete ownership over

women's bodies. Casting a female body as “sick”

allows a man to have power over her. This isn’t just in

areas of health but also finance and politics. I also

explored some of the issues that can be raised within

the doctor-patient dynamic. Male doctors can achieve

greater power over female patients if the female is

perceived as erratic in their sickness. This can lead to

male doctors deliberately disregarding the agency of

their female patients. Ultimately, it is worth keeping

these artistic works in mind when exploring the world,

as it will allow feminists to spot instances where male

power is increasing. And this can be devastating for

people who are already in a vulnerable position.

It is important for us, as feminists, to construct our own

narrative about illness. This is why I recommend “Sick and

Tired: An Intimate History of Fatigue” by Emily K. Able. Able’s

work details the history of fatigue from a female perspective.

Able’s book describes how capitalism has created a “work

first, work always” mentality. This, in turn, has put those who

are chronically fatigued at a huge disadvantage. The book also

features a personal account of her own breast cancer.
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She walks down the aisle, 
I held her hands firm, 
we vowed, 
“I do!”
Nobody was there to witness
how our love blooms into a beautiful rose! 
We were the thorns, 
who left an ache in their heart.
If only I had married a man, 
they would have thought of it as a pleasant start.
A scar to the family and society they said, 
but, 
"Love is Love", is what we say, 
and resist the winter to bloom in May.



DOES WONDER BY R.J PALACIO
DESERVE ITS STATUS AS A
CULTURAL PHENOMENON?

REVIEW
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The fictional book
Wonder has been almost
universally appraised for
its ‘heartwarming’
representation of
disfigurement. Our
writer critiques this
interpretation, arguing
that the novel fails to do
justice to the experience
of disfigurement.

Written by EVIE NICHOLS

Since its publication in 2012, the book Wonder
by R.J Palacio has become a cultural
phenomenon. It’s captured the hearts and
minds of millions of readers, both children and
adults, in over 45 countries across the world.(1)
The book has even sparked an anti-bullying
movement in the U.S., the Choose Kind
Campaign.(2) The Choose Kind message is
based on a quote by the author Dr Dyer, used in
the novel to teach the importance of kindness,
'If you have a choice between being right and
being kind, choose kind'.(3) >>
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Evie is a 22-year-old student passionate about
unravelling the misogynistic cultural attitudes
surrounding PSH. If PSH is a product of
misogynistic culture, it’s only by changing this
culture that we will truly put an end to it. After
having experienced PSH on numerous occasions -
and read countless testimonials from others - she
is convinced that PSH reflects something pretty
deeply wrong with our society. It must be
stopped!

        The success of Wonder isn’t surprising. It’s the

kind of book that’s difficult to criticise, a warm-

hearted coming-of-age tale which is all about

kindness. Wonder tells the story of August Pullman’s

first year of middle school. The setting is familiar

and distinctly American: the anxiety-inducing

school canteen, the hallways littered with mean

comments, the school trip into nature which is

unexpectedly character-affirming, the end-of-year

play, which is nearly a disaster but ends up being a

brilliant success. We’ve seen this all before.

However, there’s a crucial difference here, which

marks this book out from the rest of the worn-out

middle/high school sub-genre. August, known to

most as Auggie, was born with a severe

craniofacial deformity: 'I won’t describe what I look

like”, he says, “whatever you’re thinking, it’s

probably worse'.(4) At a later point in the book, his

sister describes his face: 'His eyes are about an inch

below where they should be' while 'his head is

pinched in on the sides where the ears should be

like someone used giant pliers and crushed the

middle part of his face'.(5) Unsurprisingly, starting

middle school is a hell of a journey for this little boy.

>> Without giving too much away, there’s some nasty

bullying, friendship breakups and familial drama. But,

crucially, there’s also a lot of kindness and a good deal

of growing up.

It’s undeniable that Wonder is a sweet-natured book.

So, what’s the catch?

Like many children’s books, Wonder aims to convey a

moral lesson. Moral instruction is provided by the adults

in the novel, particularly Mr Tischman, the headmaster

of Auggie’s school. At the end of the book, Mr

Tischman makes a tearful (read: mawkish) speech

where he introduces a new rule to live by: 'always try to

be a bit kinder than necessary'.(6) Of course, there’s

nothing inherently wrong with this message - I’m not a

sociopath. Rather, the problem lies in how Palacio

transmits it: through Auggie. Palacio reduces Auggie to

a vehicle to convey the importance of kindness. She

does this in two main ways: neglecting Auggie’s

character development and writing the agency out of

his character.

Although Auggie is the protagonist of Wonder, it’s not

really about him. >>
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        The book is written from multiple points of

view - sister, friend, sister’s friend etc. This allows us

to see how Auggie is perceived by others but

leaves little room for us to understand his inner

nature. We learn that he views himself with disgust

('I’m the mouldy cheese'), but there’s no real

character transformation, no transition beyond this

negative self-image.(7) At the novel's end, Auggie

is forced to accept himself due to his peers

accepting him: his self-acceptance doesn’t come

from within; it’s drawn from those around him. 

Instead of being about Auggie, the book is more

about what other people can learn from him. This

becomes clear when reading about Palacio’s

motivations for writing the novel. In the enlightening

FAQ section of the book’s website, Palacio explains

how she was inspired to write Wonder after an

encounter with a disfigured child in a park. Her

younger son started crying because he was scared,

so she immediately removed herself and her

children from the situation. She writes of her regret

at not ‘turning that encounter into a teaching

moment for my kids’.(8) 

So Palacio decided to turn this regret into action

and write a 315-page-long ‘teaching moment’ for

everyone else’s kids. While it is clearly a good thing

if people, both children and adults, know how to

respond to others with disfigurement, the novel's

premise seems somewhat dehumanising. Palacio's

‘teaching moment’ whiffs of able-bodied people

using disabled people for their own self-

improvement. This reduces disabled people to their

teaching potential or what able-bodied allies can

learn from them. As disfigured writer Mike Moody

argues in an excellent review of Wonder, the novel

lays down an expectation upon disabled people to

provide ‘unpaid educational labour’ to able-bodied

allies.(9) 

>> This is all, of course, under the unassuming guise of

learning to be kind to everyone, no matter what they

look like. Beneath the sickly-sweet layer, there’s

something sour.

On top of this, there’s no real agency here. During a

fight scene towards the end of the novel, Auggie is

helpless, relying upon some boys in his class to defend

him. These boys shake off their previous apathy

towards Auggie and start to show him kindness and

acceptance. The emphasis here is on how interacting

with Auggie provokes moral change in other children,

encouraging them to be allies instead of bystanders.

This is what readers of Wonder are supposed to take

away from the book: the importance of ‘choosing kind’.

It’s hard to see Auggie as anything more than a vehicle

for this message. >>

"If Palacio had spoken
with disfigured people
while researching the
book, she could have

done more justice to the
lived experiences of her
disfigured protagonist.
While I’d like to have

had my heart warmed by
this book, I find it hard
to avoid being cynical

about it."
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        One of the central edicts of the disability

rights movement (DRM) is: ‘Nothing about us

without us’.(10) As Moody points out, it seems that

Palacio has no direct experience with

disfigurement. If Palacio had spoken with disfigured

people while researching the book, she could have

done more justice to the lived experiences of her

disfigured protagonist. While I’d like to have had my

heart warmed by this book, I find it hard to avoid

being cynical about it. The ending made me cringe

- hard. At the middle school end-of-year ceremony,

Auggie receives a clap on the back from his

headteacher, everyone is crying and laughing, and

the reader is expected to have a warm, fuzzy

feeling inside. It’s as if all disabled people could

ever ask for is approval from able-bodied peers

and authority figures; once this is gained, the sky

turns rose-tinted, and all is rainbows and fluffy

clouds.

An even more egregious call for cynicism comes

from how the book's central message of choosing

kindness has been magnified into a commercialised

edict. On the online Wonder shop, you can buy t-

shirts, wristbands and badges upon which ‘Choose

Kind’ are emblazoned (alongside the book's name,

of course).(11) It’s even possible to buy a Wonder-

branded ‘anti-bullying kit’ - in essence, a glorified

pencil case. Is this all just empty consumerism, or is

it actually doing any good? It’s important here to

see this for what it is: it's a savvy promotion of the

book, not a movement for social change as Palacio

claims.(12) 

>> However, this promotion doesn’t have to take on a

negative light if the book is overall a force for good. I’d

say that, on balance, it probably is. Despite the flaws in

the characterisation of Auggie, it’s still good to see the

representation of disfigurement in literature. Wonder

encourages children to empathise with each other,

which surely can’t be a bad thing. We should, however,

remain critical of Palacio’s attempt to create a

‘teaching moment’ from the experiences of a disfigured

child.
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Set in a village pub and
narrated by the darkly comic
trope of football
commentary, this story
explores the freeze trauma
responses to sexual
harassment in the
workplace. The reader is
carried through various
emotional resonances from
comedy to tragedy and
beyond.

Illustration by TILLY ROBERTS
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Written by TILLY ROBERTS

TW self-harm, sexual harassment, post-traumatic
stress response, derogatory sexist language.

They just like to show they care— they even put her

name down for the rounders team sign-up sheet

pinned to the back of the kitchen door. Next to a photo

of their winning team last year, arm in arm, they grin for

the camera, clustered around the head of the family,

the pub manager—a tacky silver cup pressed to his lips.

The waitress presses the button again, and the latte

spills onto her fingers. She pushes it again. The

machine coughs milky steam into the kitchen. She

shoves it repeatedly, the steam rising higher and higher

towards the fluorescent strips of light.

‘Smart Arse’ is what the family call her or ‘Jailbait,

Frigid, Sweetheart,’ and sometimes simply ‘Pint-of-

Stella.’

When Smart Arse started working on weekends, the

family said, ‘If you have any trouble at all, just let one of

us know, and we’ll sort it. Some of the punters can get

a bit arsey, but they aren’t a bad lot. They’re a part of

our little family, Sweetheart.’

The Saturday shift is busy; the Red Lion is tightly
packed with football lads. The waitress is on coffee
duty in the back of the kitchen, where the chefs are
huddled, waiting for the orders to come in. The staff
at the Red Lion are like one big happy family; they look
out for each other, and in the summer months, they
play rounders and cricket on the village green.

The waitress presses the latte button on the coffee
machine, her family’s eyes on her back, waist, and
arse. She’s a new family member, so they monitor her
closely. >>
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        Frigid had a habit of biting her lip when she

started working; she was nervous standing in front

of all those strangers. The punters waited a few

weeks before they told Sweetheart that it ‘turned

them on no end’ and offered her something else to

suck on. She stopped biting her lip and clenched

her teeth instead, an anodyne shift that made her

jaw hard to manoeuvre.

>> Jailbait stirs the coffee with a long latte spoon and

sucks the foam from the top of her hand; her burnt

fingers are as bright red and shiny as the lipstick the

family told her to wear on Sundays. Because, as they

keep reminding her, “the Red Lion is a family business,

so everyone has to pull their own weight, one way or

another.”

Sweetheart hums to herself as the Manager walks into

the kitchen. The chefs tut disapprovingly; they didn’t

appreciate Management hanging in their kitchen.

Management joins the chefs staring avidly through the

milky steam at Frigid’s arse. They can see the game

from where they are, the big screen just visible through

the doorway. Their eyes move in unison from screen to

arse, arse to screen, until they see Newcastle take a

shot from Sweetheart’s waistband and Brighton

intercept at her taint, then dribble it back up the field.

Smart Arse continues filling the tray with coffees

around the sugar bowl in the centre field—a steamy

arrangement of mugs. The last few minutes before

half-time, the whole pub is transfixed, a moment of

magic in the making before the free-kick flies, and the

fans rise out of their seats to witness the trick. Then it’s

fluffed. Half-time starts, and the commentary begins. >>
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    Steve Bower: ‘Wow! That made me very

uncomfortable. I don’t know about you, Ian, but I’ve

never known players to use pet names for each

other like that! I have to say I was tempted to mute

the match. It was so, erm, so intimate.’

Ian Wright: ‘I think it’s just a bit of fun, but yes, they

certainly coloured in their on-pitch relationships

nicely.’

Steve Bower: ‘Very colourful indeed, my dear.’

Ian Wright: ‘Oh, stop it, you! You’re making me all

gooey. I understand why women like it now.’

Sweetheart picks up her tray of coffee and walks to

the back. Before she arrives, she trips. She nearly

falls, her breath coming out in a long rush. She

catches herself on the steel counter. The family all

spurt over to ‘help’ as a china-cup-falling fountain

of scalding coffee cascades downwards over

Jailbait’s thigh, tingeing her black jeans grey.

‘You dozy cow!’ says Management, scolding her

and mopping the floor with a tea cloth under his

shoe. He turns on the power spray tap and douses

her to minimise the damage, chuckling as she

squirms. 

Her fingers clasp the steel countertop as sugar mixed

with milk runs down her tributaries, soaking into her

socks. One family member brushes the sugar from her

thigh, not noticing that it’s already gone.

A rally of shouting from the bar ensues; the punters are

demanding their Pint-of-Stella.

‘Better step to and clean that up,’ says Management,

ushering Pint-of-Stella towards the cleaning cupboard,

where he supplies her with a dustpan and brush.

Management begins a new tray of coffee. He jabs at

the latte button. His jaw clenched in frustration.

‘If you do that again, Sweetheart,’ he says, ‘I will have

to bend you over the counter and...’

Management stares at the coffee machine, the words

half out of his mouth, his expression crestfallen. The

chefs make awkward noises behind him, and the end of

the sentence rings in everyone's ears like angry wasps,

shooting back and forth till one lands on Management’s

shoulder, and he twitches. The fat fryer sizzles, the

coffee machine drips milk into its tray, and the chefs

look nervously at each other, eyes wide with something

like awed apprehension. 

>>

>>

book
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TITLE Sex & Death Stories 
AUTHOR Edited by Sarah Hall and Peter
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        Management continues like he never hesitated

for a moment,

‘I’ll hit you with a stick,’ he said to Sweetheart, his

eyes still fixed on the coffee machine—another

anodyne shift.

‘Jeeeeez,’ said the head chef, ‘I was worried for a

minute. I thought we were going to have a sexual

harassment case on our hands.’

Sweetheart locks her jaw together as everyone

laughs; she sways where she stands. The chefs

congratulate Management on his narrow escape.

Sweetheart tries to project herself and focuses on

the football commentary.

Steve Bower: ‘Ooof, that wasn’t pretty. That could

have easily been a red card.’ 

Ian Wright: ‘She’s just too sexy. It was bound to

happen at some point.’ 

Ian Wright: ‘Yes, but even so, that was deliberate

and dangerous. Luckily no one seems to have been

hurt. ”

Steve Bower: ‘I don’t know about that, Ian. I saw

one of the players shaking like a bloody leaf out

there.’

Ian Wright: ‘Hmmm, I didn’t see any blood, though,

and they aren’t showing any signs of injury. 

Steve Bower: ‘Yeah, maybe it was nothing.’

The last words of the football commentators
ring in Sweetheart’s ears. 
“Maybe it was nothing.” 
She feels sick, and a horridly tight pain is
swelling in her chest. But she knows where she
can find safety in her mind. Her safe haven. 

>> A coffee shop where her favourite seat sits half in
shadow, half in the sunshine, looking out along the
busy street, just where she had left it the day
before. People move around her like ghosts on a
carousel in her safe place. Here her space is
utterly her own. Happy with her safe surroundings,
she waits in line to order a coffee.

Steve Bower: ‘Look! A smile, yes, I do believe that was a

smile! I really admire the determination-’

Ian Wright: ‘Shhh! You’re ruining the moment.’ 

She orders a flat white and returns to her seat.
When the coffee arrives, she nearly jumps out of
her skin. The waiter didn’t mean to sneak up on her,
but he brushed past too quickly, and she got
frightened. Suddenly, her seat feels flimsy and
easily mistaken for an allusion. She senses eyes
flickering towards her back. The cafe thrum
becomes a drum-drum-drum of raucous chanting.
The waiter stops and peers down into her eyes,
and says,

‘I’m sorry, miss, are you alright? Would you like
something else?’

She looks up at him holding her injured arm close
to her. She shakes her head. She checks to see if
anyone’s looking her way; it’s all clear. It was a
tremor from a memory past. She smiles at the
hovering waiter.

‘This place is so wonderful. It makes me feel....’

She looks at her arm where he touched her,
laughing and crying, 

‘Like I’m nearly untouchable.’ >>
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       The waiter tries to apologise, but he
doesn’t know what for, and he leaves her. She
inspects her arm as if expecting to find an old
wound that is now exposed and bleeding.

Steve Bower: ‘A simulation if I ever saw one! He

barely brushed her, and she just keeled over.’

Ian Wright: ‘It’s hard to tell who made the first

contact, though, if it was intentional, and who’s the

worse off for it. Steve, you would probably say that

there’s a line or something definitive.’

Steve Bower: ‘I wouldn’t say a line specifically, but

there is definitely a method to the ruling. There has

to be. If something like that is seen as a foul, it

could ruin the game for a lot of people.’

Ian Wright: ‘It’s definitely hard to call.’

The waitress glances over her shoulder. She
wishes her wounds were already healed and
the memories were repressed into a remote
corner of her mind. The café looks innocent
enough in the sunshine, apart from that back
wall where there seems to be a war between
exposed brick and satin wallpaper, an
uncomfortable meeting between two textures.
She shrugs and rests her elbows on the table –
half-dreaming through her fingertips – she tries
to let go. She lights up a cigarette, but the
smoke isn’t behaving how it ought to; the
clouds aren’t forming naturally. She looks at the
sky to see what time of day it is. No sign of the
moon yet, but the sun is high. As she looks, the
shade in the street starts disappearing, and the
shoppers slink away into shadowy doorways.
One man is left staring at her from across the
street—his silhouette shivers under the now-
familiar strips of light.

‘You did it again, didn’t you? You dozy cow.’ says
the man.

He unbuttons his jacket slowly, his static-ridden
fingers sticking to the cloth like hooks in fish flesh.
His hands move to his belt, and he seems to be a
part of the smoke around her now. 

>>

>>

meet the
writer

Tilly began writing short stories to
help her process trauma at the
University of Southampton, where she
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courses in creative writing, and
working as a journalist. Tilly wants to
create awareness through her writing
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‘I told you to clear this up five minutes ago?’ says

Management, waving his hand in front of Frigid’s face. 

The waitress looks at the brush in her hand and the

china scattered all over the lino floor. The pieces are

sharp. She nods, still looking at the prickly lino. She

kneels as Management leaves. The waitress paints a

picture with the brush, spreading the china around the

kitchen floor. Jailbait finishes making a new tray of

coffee; Sweetheart serves the waiting customers.

Frigid rolls another cigarette, and Smart Arse ensures

she has recorded the entire conversation on her smart-

arse-phone.
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      Ian Wright: ‘Steve, you mentioned that you

could predict the next half, so we don’t get

cancelled. Can we just have a few hints? Mind you,

no giving the game away!’

Steve Bower: ‘I have just spoken to the big boys up

top, and they would rather I didn’t say too much.

But if I were to give the second half a pet name, it

would be ‘that bitch’ if you get my meaning Ian.’

Ian Wright: ‘Nicely put! I am sure everyone back

home is excited to see how this one pans out. Let’s

get back to the game.’

The coffee shop swirls around her; her safe
place is disappearing— there is a shout from

above.

‘Oi! Sweetheart, get your head out of the clouds.’

‘Can you even hear me?’

>>

INSPIRATION

‘The Anodyne Shift’ was inspired by Tilly’s experiences working within the hospitality
industry. Tilly wrote the story after receiving therapy for complex post-traumatic stress
disorder (CPTSD). Tilly has used her journey to recovery to inform her craft; the
movement between the waitress in the present crisis and her safe space within herself
reflects Tilly’s experience of dissociation. Tilly wrote this short story better to
understand her own freeze response to sexual harassment and highlight the sexist and
sadomasochistic working environments she encountered.
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I'm a sunflower in the garden of roses
my lover a daisy
we not scented but sweet
we different but unique. 
we not loved but in love. 
we bothering but unbothered. 
May be, if planted in the right spots, 
we would have been welcomed and not othered. 
our love, celebrated and not covered.
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