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In our capitalistic, profit-driven and competitive 

culture, our reward system is upside down. 

Those who benefit from our current set-up are 

the people who exploit and extort the most 

from their fellow human beings for as much 

profit as possible. Take Denise Coates CBE 

for example (founder of BET 365 and Britain’s 

wealthiest woman) – someone who is celebrated 

and rewarded with great wealth, great respect, 

an honorary title – everything we are told are 

markers of success.

My mum is a single mother to three kids who has 

worked in the care industry for 15 years, earning 

nothing more than minimum wage and met with 

derision, disrespect and misogyny. She wasn’t 

even deemed worthy of having the appropriate 

safety equipment during COVID to keep her 

and the people she cared for safe. The council 

installed an ‘energy efficient’ central heating 

system which broke and my mum couldn’t afford 

to fix it – she went 10 years without central 

heating. Three Christmases were spent in hospital, 

where my mum suffered from pneumonia 

because she has asthma. She is 63 and she works 

night shifts – she hasn’t ‘worked’ long 

enough in her life to be eligible for a 

full state pension. Our reward system is 

upside down.

Care is the hidden, knotty and essential 

work that makes the world go round. 

It happens behind closed doors.

Those early mornings, late nights, 

meals made, lifts given, medication 

reminders, bus timetables translated, 

forms filled, money lent, washing up, 

bums wiped. It’s the hardest fucking 

work you will ever do. 

It is underfunded. It is often performed 

for free or under the guise of ‘love’. 

Like the lumpenproletariat, care 

has been condemned in the Left as 

unorganisable. It does not fit into 

boxes or frameworks. It is difficult 

to theorise. It is disproportionately 

conducted by migrant, racialised, 

and feminised bodies. Sometimes, 

it is poorly, performatively, and 

Amy Todd

EDITORIAL



7

CARE IS THE HIDDEN, 
KNOTTY AND ESSENTIAL 
WORK THAT MAKES THE 
WORLD GO ROUND. IT 
HAPPENS BEHIND CLOSED 
DOORS.THOSE EARLY 
MORNINGS, LATE NIGHTS, 
MEALS MADE, LIFTS GIVEN, 
MEDICATION REMINDERS, 
BUS TIMETABLES 
TRANSLATED, FORMS FILLED, 
MONEY LENT, WASHING 
UP, BUMS WIPED. IT’S THE 
HARDEST FUCKING WORK 
YOU WILL EVER DO. 
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paternalistically delivered by the state. Sometimes 

it’s incarceration disguised as care. Sometimes it’s 

co-opted by the state, ‘professionalised’ and spat 

back out as ‘client-centred’. But, it is the work 

necessary for people to survive.

This is especially important for people living with 

disabilities, for elderly people, for young children 

– all of whom rely on care, not as charity, but as 

a right -  a condition of dignity and dependence. 

But in the current system, care is fragmented, 

commodified, and inconsistent. Accessing care 

can mean endless bureaucratic hurdles, decisions 

made without your consent, and dehumanising 

conditions. Many people are forced to learn 

that in our current society, care is conditional, 

contractual, and time-limited. Care for children 

in state custody is a class issue. It’s the result of 

austerity, generational trauma, and a government 

that punishes poverty instead of addressing it.

And the people paid to provide that care? They 
are asked to do it all – cook, clean, counsel, 
comfort – for poverty wages, no job security, 
and little respect. These are jobs with immense 
responsibility and emotional labour, yet care 
workers are treated as disposable. The work 
is demanding, relentless, intimate – and it 
is constantly devalued. Paid care is not just 
underpaid; it is chronically exploited. 
In the UK, Carer’s Allowance – the paltry £81.90 
a week offered to unpaid carers – comes with 
punishing conditions: you can’t earn more than 
a certain amount, you can’t study full-time, you 
can’t claim it if you’re elderly. And recently, over 
140,000 unpaid carers were hit with demands to 
repay thousands in overpayments, often for tiny 
unintentional errors. Many of them weren’t even 

aware they’d done anything wrong. 

People who gave up their lives to 

look after disabled children, partners, 

parents, were treated like frauds.

What does a world look like if we 

instead reward care? What does a 

world which fosters radical care look 

like? One where we are supported not 

through charity, but through robust, 

dignified, fully-funded care systems 

designed with and by the people who 

use them. One where care for children 

is not separated from families through 

punishment, but supported with 

resources, housing, and community. 

What does it look like if mothers 

became the vanguard for a world in 

crisis? What if we (in the words of Alan 

Holdsworth) Piss on Pity?

This edition of Lumpen is devoted to 

class and care. We want to hear from 

you: how care intersects with your 

class experience. Paid, unpaid. Forced, 

given. Love, work. •

Amy Todd is a co-director of The Class Work 
Project.
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THE SCARCITY OF CARE
Georgia Patience

I have a lil mini top that I think is 

from some teen clothing brand and 

on it says in old school computer 

font: ‘spoiler alert: IDC’. I love 

wearing this top because it throws 

people off, they don’t know how to 

respond, and I do seem to enjoy that 

confusion. I’m like ‘it’s funny ‘cos 

of course I care’, I’m thirty eight, 

socialised as a woman and I have 

a baby. But it’s a sort of hilarious 

childish, snotty teenage thing to say, 

‘I don’t care!’, with an eye roll and 

maybe even a stamped foot. The 

t-shirt perhaps protests too much. 

Everyone cares about something or 

some things. Some one, or some 

ones. I’ve been struggling with 

the fact that ‘care’ (at least for me) 

conceptually seems to have taken on 

an essential quality of being akin to 

a resource that can be depleted. That 

it is a finite, material quantity that 

is had or not had. In childhood, in 

relationships, at work. Did they ‘take 

care’ of you? Did you feel ‘cared for’? The act 
of caring for, does suggest that because it is 
time and energy there is a finite amount of it 
you can do. Maybe what this is is a materialist 
or even Marxist analysis of care, but I haven’t 
read Marx so…let’s go! 

I recently had a baby, and the midwives that 
saw me for my antenatal appointments often 
didn’t look me in the eyes when I entered the 
room to have my blood pressure taken and to 
hand over my pee in a pot. They didn’t ask me 
how I was and they didn’t explain what was 
happening or what I could expect to happen. 
They quite literally couldn’t have cared (less). 
Their role seemed to be purely administrative, 
and any emotional needs I might have had 
(and I did), were not going to be pandered to 
in these appointments because it seemed like 
there just wasn’t enough time or energy (= 
money) available to those weary NHS workers. 
I didn’t blame them but I did feel a way about 
it. I soon realised I needed to care for myself, 
do the emotional work of reassuring myself, 
educating myself, being kind to myself and so 
on basically to fend for myself. I told myself 
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that these workers simply had to gatekeep their 

emotional resources, their caring energy, 

gentle tones and sympathetic, humanising 

eye contact, for when they really needed 

to use their otherwise finite care resources. 

Say a patient has a miscarriage, or they are 

extremely distressed, or…well, I don’t know, 

feel slightly nervous about having a baby. No, 

those ones can be dismissed with an eye roll, 

you’ll be fine, everything will be fine. NEXT! 

I have had friends who report that even when 

you miscarry the cold administrative hand of 

the NHS is anything but caring for emotional 

needs you might have. A leaflet might be 
nice, some signposting to another department. 
Out of the door of the maternity ward and 
psychiatric care is down the corridor. But you 
will need to be suicidal to be admitted there 
so, in the mean time, best fend for yourself. 

The public at large is becoming more aware of 
the complexity that caring for people whose 
lives are impacted by of ADHD, autism, 
depression, anxiety, OCD and PTSD. The 
diagnosis of these disorders are on the rise 
due to the pressures of contemporary social, 
material and cultural life and made infinitely 
worse by years of erosion of the infrastructures 
of care. People are tired, and people simply 
cannot care like they should be able to.

So the lack of resources for care, the need for 

care when everything appears to be fine and 

whether you are ‘fine’ in the eyes of the state 

means being judged by a paid care worker 

be it medical, social or educational. The lines 

between state policing of individuals through 

school, ‘Prevent’ programme 

surveillance and in the NHS 

requesting ID to discern whether 

you are a citizen are becoming 

blurrier by the minute. It means 

that people entering into what they 

hope to be is a caring exchange 

(like in hospitals) have to adjust 

their expectations to navigate the 

threshold of care that can be offered 

by the individuals that work in 

caring roles. 

I am white, dress a bit scruffy but 

i’m told appear generally ‘compus 

mentus’, and I am middle class coded 

(hairy armpits/legs?), so they estimate 
that I probably have access to enough 
care (and largely, that is true, though 
what is enough?). Apparently doulas 
(at approximately £3,000 to have 
one work with you throughout your 
pregnancy and at the birth) are the 
done thing now if you are middle 
class. I realised too late that doulas 
support you emotionally throughout 
your pregnancy, in the absence of 
the NHS resources to offer emotional 
needs in ante/post natal care. It 
is a specially trained doula who 
can allay your fears and anxieties 
and offer homeopathic remedies 
and acupuncture. This is obviously 
not available to those who cannot 
afford such luxury. But I digress, 
if I had been a pregnant teenager, 
for example, I would hope that the 
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midwives would have extended a lot 
more care, some eye contact at least, 
to reach out to a child entering into a 
life changing decision. The judgement 
of who deserves care, and when, 
surely rests upon visual signifiers 
such as age, how someone is dressed, 
their race, visible disabilities, gender 
presentation. There is now a growing 
national response to the fact that 
some (a lot?) of disabilities are 
invisible, such as deafness, autism, 
depression, epilepsy and so on, and 
there is even a badge and a sunflower 
lanyard that reminds people to try 
and exercise a little more care when 
they encounter a stranger with 
additional needs. To extend a little 
more patience or awareness to people 
who might need a more sensitivity 
and kindness. Do we reserve our 
patience, sensitivity and kindness 
for just these scenarios? I think it’s 
polarising people, especially those 
who grapple with the notion of 
fending for themselves as imperative, 

when asking for a bit of care or support could 
really make a difference. Maybe we are 
experiencing a cultural paradigm shift towards 
both broadening public awareness of disability 
and the nuances of individual needs with regard 
to the care that someone might need. At the 
same time, the state institutions that provide 
care; the NHS, schools, children’s services, and 
social services, we know are rarely caring, but 
policing and sorting, judging through worthy 
of care, as it is a finite resource. Sure, budgets 
have limits but there are individuals working 
and constituting these institutions, and so 
on some level, a human level, they are also 
having to manage their own subjective levels 
of capacity, judging when to extend a caring, 
empathetic hand and when to pull that hand 
back and avert their eyes to a need. We know 
this is a result of years of privatisation of public 
infrastructure driven by neoliberal economic 
policy, and a former better subsidised, well 
intentioned state infrastructure is now a dried 
up husk of its former self. Or a once bloated 
balloon that has shrivelled. Or..a bone that has 
been picked dry. Or. 

‘The judgement of who deserves 
care, and when, surely rests 
upon visual signifiers such as 
age, how someone is dressed, 
their race, visible disabilities, 
gender presentation.’
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Georgia Patience is living in London on a 
boat with her partner, baby and cat. She is 
interested in feminism, work, history and 
accessibility and really likes to write from a 
stream of consciousness.

The morning after my emergency caesarean, 

whilst our baby was all trussed up in the 

Neonatal Intensive Care Unit, me and my 

partner went, frazzled to the hospital cafe to try 

and eat something. ‘I’ve had a baby’ I said sort 

of happily and pleadingly to the woman serving 

over the hot plates. ‘You should have some 

porridge for your milk, and some jam for your 

energy’. My partner had a fry up for his soul. 

And it was the most caring thing I could think of 
having happened for us in that moment. When 
my labour went into emergency, I felt very 
cared for. People reassured me that things were 
going to be ok and I trusted them. I was lucky, 
things were ok. But if these workers are having 
to save up that care for emergencies only, then 
what happens when they are not be able to find 
the resource within themselves because spoiler 
alert, they can no longer care? •
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A TALE OF TWO CITIES
Sonny Khan

I moved to Gorton in Manchester in July of 
2017. The housing officer told me that the 
person who had lived in the flat before me had 
died a few months previously due to a drug 
overdose, and so now the flat had fallen to me. 
He was the same age as me, and the flat was a 
mess. Some of his stickers were still stuck to the 
bedroom window. I studied them, to understand 
his mind, to connect with him. It felt like he had 
never matured beyond his teenage years, that 
he had been trapped there, unable to grow, due 
to some trauma, which claimed him later in life.

One of the first things I remember about 
Gorton is the rubbish dump outside my flat, 
on a wasteland that was previously a primary 
school. The second thing I recall is seeing a 
local headline about a young baby being found 
dead in a rubbish bin. I stared at the headline 
for some time, trying to come to terms with 
what it meant. When I had gone to the city 
council ten months earlier to tell them I was 
homeless, the officer had grimaced at me, with 
a twisted smile like the Joker from Batman as 
he told me he would not house me, as I wasn’t 
pregnant or considered vulnerable. (Aren’t we 
all vulnerable?) The couple at the next desk 

were Syrian refugees, who had spent 
six months sleeping on a church floor. 
The officer refused to speak to them, 
and just called security. She had a 
really ugly look on her face, full of 
malice. The husband was asking to 
be heard, and getting frustrated, and 
that’s when the security guards came 
and escorted them out.

I left, really saddened, and went to 
the library and booked myself onto a 
computer there. I looked up Shelter 
and then walked to their address, 
thankfully only 15 minutes away. I 
waited until someone saw me, and 
told him my story. They were great. 
They didn’t grimace at me or look 
down on me like I was dirt, and 
they didn’t kick me out without a 
thought. Lots of people were there, 
poor people, immigrant people, hard 
up people, people who had nowhere 
else to go, no-one else to help them. I 
was there for hours and people were 
coming and going. No-one got angry, 
everyone was calm, really grateful, 
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and all of the staff looked like they 
really cared, and showed genuine 
concern. They gave you free phone 
calls, cups of tea, let you use the 
internet. People have a lot of respect 
for Shelter, I think, but almost none 
for the council.

I eventually saw a volunteer, who 
was amazing. He said he would get 
me legal aid and launch an appeal, 
and in the meantime they would 
have to house me. 

I have lived in rough housing estates all over 
the country. I have been homeless twice as 
an adult, and lived in squats and hostels. 
As a teenager I was brought up in juvenile 
detention and secure care units in London 
from the age of 14 until I was 19. It’s fair to say 
I have been brutalised by this system. One of 
my earliest memories is of hospital, about 6 
years old, having stitches in my head after an 
adult had violently struck my head. I grew up 
on a housing estate with trauma and physical 
and sexual abuse, and in an environment of 
terror and fear.

Image: Sonny Khan
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After the appeal was granted I spent 10 months 
living in emergency housing.  This was like a 
prison sentence. It was as bad as any of the 
grim and violent places I have ever lived. It was 
a shadow world, places that society shuts out, 
where human rights don’t apply, where your life 
doesn’t matter to anyone. Violence, hard drugs, 
thievery. A single microwave as a kitchen for the 
use of about 50 people. A man in his 30’s just 
released after being in prison since a teenager, 
living there and shoplifting for food because 
he has no money, telling me of his despair. 
Someone out of his face on drugs trying to steal 
my plate of microwaved  food from my hands. 
People who would come in late at night and 
then try and rob you or terrorise you. People 
lying outside with needles hanging out of their 
arms, all the life drained out of their body as 
they stare emptily into space.

I thought I was different. I was vegan, I practised 
yoga daily. I cleaned, smudged and meditated 
every day.  I didn’t drink or take drugs, I didn’t 
smoke or even eat sugar. I spent my time in 
Manchester Central Library studying and was 
heavily involved in multiple strands of activism, 
desperately trying to learn about why the world 
was like this, desperately trying to fight it and 
find support and solidarity (I never found any).
I was determined not to be broken, to protect 
and fight for the part of me that still cared about 
the world, the part of me that was still capable 
of loving others, the part of me that devoted 
myself every day to the human project and to 
life on earth, the part of me that was going to 
win this fight to the death.

But I was dying in these places, alone, without 
love or support, with no-one to care or stand 

witness to my struggle. The hate, the 
anger, the venom, the outrage, I was 
struggling to contain it all... I was 
fighting, hard, but I didn’t know if I 
could win. Eventually I broke down, 
for the (I’ve lost count) time in the 
past ten years. I fought it every day, 
but I wasn’t strong enough, and I had 
a severe nervous breakdown a few 
weeks before arriving in Gorton. Part 
of me died, and the darkness in me 
grew stronger.

Gorton is one of the poorest areas 
in the UK. The people here have 
had hard lives. The place is badly 
neglected, people are in pain, 
misery, angry, hateful. Their lives 
have been broken, and they know 
it’s not going to be fixed. Nobody 
cares about them, it’s obvious when 
you look around. There is despair, 
it seeped into this estate, its in the 
bricks, its in the air, its everywhere. 
I am just one of these people, with 
my own story about how I came to 
be here. I wish I could stand witness 
to them all, but I can’t.  All I can 
do is tell my own short story in the 
hope that somehow it matters, that 
it sends at least one small sliver of 
light to shine down upon a dark and 
nebulous world that people do their 
best to avoid looking at.•

Originally from Watford, Sonny now lives 
in Swansea.  Currently unemployed he 
spends his time volunteering with organic 
vegetable farms and has a passion for social 
and environmental activism - https://social-
change.org.uk/.
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CARE IN TIMES OF 
CONFLICT: NOTES FROM A 
BOOKSHOP
Marin Scarlett

Content warning: graphic descriptions of self-harm and suicide.
 
This essay is a personal account of conflict, care, and harm within a community space. It reflects the 

author’s lived experience during a period of profound personal, organisational, and emotional difficulty.

Before publication, we conducted substantial fact-checking.. The group referenced in the text was contacted 

in advance and offered an opportunity to respond to specific claims. No statement suitable for publication 

was received by the time of printing. We publish this piece in the belief that honest reflections on conflict 

and community care are essential to understanding how movements navigate accountability, support, and 

harm. (eds)

The true measure of a society is 
how it treats its most vulnerable, 
or so goes the paraphrased quote 
from Mahatma Ghandi. In the same 
vein, I’d wager that the true test of 
community care is how we manage 
it in times of conflict.

The left talks a big game about 
community and care, but we are 
renowned for how poorly we handle 
conflict. While the right looks for 
alliances to build, we look for traitors 
to expel. We scour for scraps of 
evidence that might betray someone 

in our midst who does not meet our exacting 
standards. We rake each other over proverbial 
coals for one mistake or one poorly expressed 
turn of phrase. We take one misstep as the thing 
by which an individual should be judged above 
all their better deeds.

I’ve thought about this a lot over the last few 
months. In June, a toxic dispute erupted at 
The Scarlett Letters bookshop in London, and I 
found myself at the centre.

Ironically, care itself was at the heart of things 
really kicking off. In April 2025, following 
months of working six to seven days a week, 
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my mother tried to kill herself. I had been 
her primary carer for most of my life, and my 
enormous workload had severely limited my 
ability to be present for her in the ways that 
I had usually been. She took a cocktail of 
drugs and cut herself from palm to elbow in 
my bathroom. I spent the twenty-five minutes 
waiting for the ambulance trying to stem the 
bleeding with novelty tea towels while she 
screamed at me to let her die.

I didn’t sleep for five days. Two of those I spent 
getting the blood out of the carpet, scrubbing at 
every spot down the carpeted stairs of my flat 
like Lady Macbeth.

There is never a good time for your mother to 
violently self-harm, but this was particularly 
dire. Her health had deteriorated so badly that 
I’d brought her to stay with me, to try to keep 
her safe through what was obviously a severe 
depressive episode. It was two days later that 
I received the first letter from the trade union 
United Voices of the World to me, the Director 
of The Scarlett Letters.

I founded the CIC - a non-profit company 
aimed at benefitting the wider community - in 
March 2024, and finally opened the bookshop 
itself at the end of that year. The intention 
was to provide a community space and 
redistribution scheme, offering paid roles to 
marginalised people who would benefit from 
consistent weekly work, and help them build 
up their CVs to take on more conventional work 
if they so chose. Bookshops don’t make a lot of 
money and most rely heavily on volunteers, but 

- after securing the funding - I’d made 
sure the only person taking on any 
unpaid labour was me.

We had a rocky start. Two premises 
we had lined up fell through. When 
we finally secured a unit in October, 
we spent one month and thousands 
of pounds renovating before learning 
that there were enormous structural 
issues. We switched into the unit 
next door and scrambled to open in 
time for the Christmas period, before 
closing for two weeks in January 
to finish renovations in the unit. 
I’d hoped the festive period would 
help us build up a financial buffer 
to weather the drier months, but we 
were afloat by the skin of our teeth.

Gradually, things improved. More 
people learned about the bookshop. 
We began to establish ourselves. 
We started receiving requests to host 
launches and other events, as well 
as invites to sell books at external 
events. I was working six to seven 
days a week to hold down the fort, 
but I hoped this would level out as 
we hit our stride.

Truthfully it was a ton of work, and 
my own health had been suffering. 
I have Type 1 diabetes, and stress-
driven insomnia and creeping 
burnout was fucking with my blood 
sugar. I let myself run a little high 
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most days, which meant angry 
eczema flare-ups in the crook of my 
arms and legs, my glasses prescription 
increasing twice within a year, and 
a hospital trip for a foot ulcer. But 
I probably would have kept going, 
and forfeited my own wellbeing, if it 
hadn’t been for the wake-up call of 
how it was also affecting my mother.

Then, a trade union United Voices 
of the World reached out to me, 
highlighting some issues brought to 
it by Scarlett Letter’s workers. I was 
gutted, but engaged immediately - 
replying to the email in less than an 
hour - and we set up a meeting. I 
felt confident of a resolution. How 
could I not be? The facts spoke for 
themselves: I was paying every 
bookshop worker £15/hr, the highest 
entry-level bookseller salary in the 
country, and more than three times 
what I made per hour. When I met 
with the Union, I agreed to trial 
an occupational sick pay scheme, 
learn more about the feasibility 
of transitioning into a co-op, plus 
UVW offered help with drafting 
new contracts. We still had only six 
weeks of running costs in the bank, 
but this was very slowly growing. I 
had set a goal of reaching 12 weeks 
for good governance, and to feel 
more confident in the stability and 
resilience of the project.

Unions, as I saw it, were a vital force to take on 
big capital, but this was clearly not the situation 
in front of them. I was just one person (queer, 
disabled, with lived experience of sex work and 
the care system), paying themselves fuck all, 
who had put their head above the parapet to try 
to create a community space and redistribute 
wealth by offering work to marginalised people. 
And, after initially trying to keep a brave face 
and stick purely to discussing the bookshop, 
I did break down and disclose what had 
happened with my mother, and tried to be frank 
about how much I was struggling. The response 
from the union rep was not unkind.

That was our one and only meeting. 
After sharing a financial overview and 
communications with a donor - for financial 
transparency, one of the workers’ key requests 
- I received zero response for over a week, 
and then an email in which the tone had 
switched to a baffling level of hostility. I was 
dumbfounded. I tried to address their concerns 
and suggested a second meeting for the third 
time, and received a reply refusing to meet 
unless I simply agreed to every demand, 
including things that I had explained were 
not legally and financially possible. I replied, 
repeating our invitation to be part of drafting 
new contracts, and suggesting yet again that we 
have a second meeting to discuss implementing 
cooperative principles. I did also explain that 
I could no longer keep working myself into 
the ground, and needed to hire a manager to 
support the running of the bookshop.
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I was still confident that we would reach a 
resolution. No one could fail to recognise 
that I could not, and should not, continue 
to work every day for the rest of my life. It 
was unreasonable and unsustainable. I rarely 
centre my own needs and I struggle to show 
vulnerability; even my closest friends have not 
seen me cry. But I did cry when I disclosed my 
mother’s suicide attempt to the UVW rep and 
a few workers at our one and only meeting. 
And having shared one of the most devastating 
personal tragedies of my life, and my own 
caring responsibilities, I had no doubt that I 
would be given compassion, and the time and 
space needed to process and heal. Anything 
else was unthinkable.

“TSL Director threatened to fire staff,” read 
UVW’s social media posts. “Booksellers have 
simple demands…fair pay for fair work!” 
They earned the highest entry-level bookseller 
wage in the country. “Sick pay!” They had 
three fully paid days of occupational sick 
pay. “Financial transparency!” I had shared 
the budget overview with them just over two 
weeks earlier, and asked when we could meet. 
“Cooperative principles!” I had written to them 
just days before to say that sounded positive, 
and suggested sitting down to discuss further. 

My feelings about the response to the dispute 
are complicated. On the one hand, I felt 
gutted that people swallowed such a distorted 
and misleading narrative. On the other, I can 
understand it to some extent. No one else could 
have known what my circumstances were at the 
time. And no reasonable person would imagine 

that any union would meet once, 
ignore all attempts to meet again 
with someone clearly attempting to 
engage with them, and jump straight 
to stirring up outrage online.

I’ve wondered a lot about what on 
earth UVW were playing at. They 
have a chequered history with sex 
workers; just two years earlier, the 
Sex Workers’ Union had left to 
join the Bakers, Food, and Allied 
Workers Union instead. We’d also 
had an awkward start to opening 
our premises where, after a massive 
structural issue in our first unit, we’d 
swapped into the unit that had been 
promised to UVW. Regardless, it was 
surreal; a throwback to the all-male 
1970s era of trade union bargaining, 
with zero recognition of the gendered 
labour of caring responsibilities - or 
seemingly any of the lessons from the 
past 50+ years of feminist practice, 
intervention and theory.

It’s not that I thought the working 
conditions at The Scarlett Letters 
were perfect – they weren’t. But 
the bookshop had been open for 
less than six months. We were still 
finding our feet, and aimed to keep 
improving as we became more 
financially stable. In the meantime, 
we already offered considerably 
better than fellow community 
organisations I had worked for 
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in the past, where I was typically 
freelance self-employed. Those 
jobs had no national insurance 
contributions, no sick pay, no 
holiday pay, and no notice pay. I 
sent a monthly invoice and that 
was it. A couple of these very same 
organisations piled on to criticise 
me without any apparent irony. 

Among the more bizarre shaming 
I experienced was from other sex 
workers for having funnelled money 
that I earned selling sex into the 
project, as though there is not a 
long and proud tradition of sex 
workers doing exactly that. How 
does anyone think Marsha P Johnson 
and Sylvia Rivera funded STAR, 
exactly? Did these people imagine 
the donations to their own projects 
and crowdfunders are “pure” in some 
way, and never the money that other 
sex workers earned from their clients? 
(Obviously not, so let’s just call out 
the rank hypocrisy for what it is.)

*
I won’t disclose the exact 
circumstances in which it transpired 
that my mother was going to die, 
because it was so fucking awful, and 
I want to spare both myself from 
writing it and you from reading it. 
Amidst the grief and the horror, I 
think there was this tiny sliver of 
relief, that the news would mean I 
would at last be left alone.

“My mother is dying,” I told a former colleague 
and friend, who still worked at the organisation 
which did not offer national insurance 
contributions, sick pay, holiday pay, notice pay, 
or even so much as a formal contract. “Please 
let me be.”

“Sorry about your mother,” they said, and then, 
without missing a beat, “but the workers…”
Jesus Christ.

*
What can I take from all of this, and how can 
I advise others to proceed when they feel that 
a community member has done something 
wrong, and must be held to account?

First things first. I believe that most things are 
solvable, but that a public pile-on via social 
media is not the way. Social media has little 
place for nuance, and when people who do 
not have the facts are invited to weigh in, 
or fan the flames, there is a much greater 
likelihood of an issue spiralling beyond the 
point of repair. Each of us in times of conflict 
has a duty to take care and responsibility to 
manage conflict internally, and not initiate 
such a pile-on. I suggested a second meeting 
with UVW and their members on four separate 
occasions, believing that through dialogue we 
would reach the best resolution possible. These 
were refused and ignored in favour of posting 
distorted claims online.

And for the onlookers, when you see such a 
pile-on taking place, take a beat. Many people 
who subsequently changed their minds told me 
of the peer pressure they felt in the moment, 
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to show their support for a cause. This was 
particularly acute for individuals who were 
publicly and privately targeted with messages 
attacking them if they didn’t post. Of course I 
understand that anxiety, to not be out of step 
with the community. But we have all borne 
witness to the deaths of Caroline Flack, Mikayla 
Raines, Nathalia Urban, Amanda Todd, Peter 
Krykant, and god knows how many others. It is 
not enough to wring our hands and pledge to 
#BeKind after the fact. We all know better.

If you can, reach out. There were people who 
got in touch with me immediately. Some of 
them instantly gave me the benefit of the 
doubt. Others simply said they couldn’t 
possibly know the full facts, but that this 
should never be the way to do things. Both 
positions were deeply welcome.

It was fascinating to see who did what; a kind 
of sorting hat moment, if you will. Some people 
who reached out I had been close to for years, 
but there were many more than I did not know 

well, or really at all. I cannot convey 
the depth of my gratitude to them for 
their kindness. Their messages were 
like fireflies in the black, flashes of 
the community care I had held so 
dear. I felt I gained a profound insight 
into the people around me, even if I 
would never have hoped to do so in 
such circumstances.

I had friends who checked in on me 
every single day for weeks, terrified 
that I would be pushed past the 
point of no return. I don’t blame 
them. I believe that someone else in 
my position would have taken their 
own life. I sometimes felt, in darker 
moments, that that was what people 
wanted. The left can be so exacting 
in its demand for perfection, that they 
do not give you any route back. I 
wondered if people needed me to die, 
to prove I was sorry, and to atone.

‘I can’t offer a comprehensive 
overview of what community care 
should be, but I hope it includes 
leaving people in peace so that they 
can be with their dying mother. That 
seems like the bare fucking minimum 
that we can all aspire to.’
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Here’s the thing: I have nothing to 
be sorry for, and I am not interested 
in pretending otherwise. I invited 
UVW to help draft new fixed hour 
contracts, trialled better sick pay, 
shared a budget overview and donor 
communications, was open to a more 
co-operative structure, and repeatedly 
chased meetings. Explaining that you 
need to hire a manager so that you 
can step back from working every 
single day to care for your severely 
ill mother, is not a threat, abuse, or 
mistreatment. The people who chose 
to attack me online knew what my 
circumstances were. Their behaviour 
repulses me beyond measure, but I 
would never call for people to abuse 
and harass them. And no matter 
anything else, I hope that they never 
have to go through what I did.

Because here is the reality: eventually, 
my mother got her wish.

And I did not get to hold her hand in 
peace when she died.
I did not get to be fully present with 
her in those last moments.

I spent my final days with her in 
the hospital while also dealing with 
bizarre, distorted and awful claims 
being thrown about online.

I will never get to have that time 
back.

My mother was a hurricane. “Unfit”, or so said 
the state. They probably weren’t wrong. But I 
could have called her at any time of the day or 
night and asked her to tell me that she thought 
I was great, and that she loved me. And she 
would have talked for hours. She could have 
filled entire notebooks and cassette tapes with 
soliloquies about how fucking brilliant I am, 
and how much she loved me. I couldn’t rely on 
her for much, but in the days and weeks after 
she died, I felt more alone walking through 
the world without that unconditional, rabid, 
senseless love than I have ever felt in my life.

I can’t offer a comprehensive overview of 
what community care should be, but I hope it 
includes leaving people in peace so that they 
can be with their dying mother. That seems 
like the bare fucking minimum that we can all 
aspire to. •

Marin Scarlett is a human being. (In case you forgot.)
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THE BROKEN CHAIN
OF CARE
Anna Zekthi

There has always been the narrative 
of the chain of care. A parent births a 
child, the child grows up, the parents 
grow old, and the child, now old, 
takes care of their elderly parents, 
who have become just as helpless as 
their child once was. I once believed 
this to be the norm, with my parents’ 
constant reminders that I would 
one day care for them the way they 
once cared for me, igniting the 
chain of care. But something they 
spoke about less was that theirs was 
broken. As a consequence of their 
migration, they both lived away from 
their own parents, only united by a 
flight or a very long car ride. This, 
obviously, was an inconvenience, 
but for most of my adolescence it 
never appeared to be catastrophic. 
That was until my maternal 
grandmother was diagnosed with 
dementia. 

Her story is not a joyous one, riddled with the 
misfortunes and constraints of being a young 
woman in the 60s in a post-WWII communist 
state. There was little food available, very 
minimal freedom and general tyranny. She 
was due to be wed to my mother’s father, 
mutually knowing very little of each other. 
This, again, did not work in her favour, and 
misfortune struck again. He proved himself 
to be a gambling addict and a general sleaze, 
which I say with mercy. Minimal stories of my 
grandfather’s endeavours and his relationship 
with my grandmother have been explained to 
me, but I know it’s likely to have been much 
worse. He was abusive and neglectful to 
both his children, and it is very likely his wife 
experienced the worst of all. He was often 
found to be gambling away the entire family 
fortune, leaving them further impoverished in 
a then impoverished land. I think very little 
of my maternal grandfather, with my mother 
intentionally making him have minimal 
presence in my childhood and even less in 
adulthood. But he is relevant to this story, as 
my grandmother divorced him, something 
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unheard of during the era she did. From my 
attempt at comprehending her life, I believe 
this liberation also fuelled her loneliness. 
Leaving an abusive situation is so rarely a 
happy ever after and can be followed by more 
torment and suffering. A microcosm of the 
fall of communism, with many of the Balkan 
states resulting in a brief liberation, then more 
bloodshed and terror. On the democratic 
side of history, my grandmother lived alone, 
not with her ex-husband nor with her family, 
as all her children relocated abroad. There 
is likely to be so much unknown, silent 
suffering resulting from her solitude. We 
knew she suffered from depressive symptoms. 
But regardless of this, she always had her 
cheeky sense of humour. A spark that could 
never be extinguished, even when her illness 
consumed her.

The year was 2018, and my mum received 
a call from the neighbour. I remember my 
mother’s face slowly twisting, the initial 
expression of gratitude slowly turning 
into concern. She sat herself down, 
unflinching. My grandmother had been out 
all day, unusual but nothing concerning. My 
grandmother’s neighbour spotted her, greeting 
her for a chat. Her neighbour’s innocent 

assumptions of believing that she 
just went out for an extended walk 
subsided when her confusion was 
so apparent and my grandmother 
could barely articulate a word. She 
was chaperoned back home; my 
mother flew to her that night. My 
grandmother was diagnosed with 
dementia. 

Earlier in the year, my grandmother 
suffered from a few mini-strokes, but 
no further checkups on her health 
were insisted on by the doctors. This 
haunted my mother, chronically 
guilted by the thought that she 
should’ve persisted with getting her 
mother’s health rigorously checked, 
for only a few more scans to be 
completed, anything to have avoided 
such a late diagnosis. Initially, her 
cognitive decline was interpreted to 
be a symptom of her depression. This 
misinterpretation is also something 
that haunts my mother, despite our 
family comforts. My grandmother was 
so good at masking her symptoms. It 
was difficult to notice something was 
so gravely wrong. 

‘There was a hole in the safety 
net of their chain of care, and 
my grandmother slipped right 
through it.’
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THE GUILT OF NOT BEING 
PRESENT, THE PAIN OF 
SEEING MY GRANDMOTHER 
IN SUCH A FRAIL STATE, 
THE PAIN OF KNOWING 
THAT MY GRANDMOTHER 
WANTED NOTHING MORE 
THAN DEATH, AND THE 
INHUMANITY OF BEING 
KEPT IN HER DYING 
BODY. HER PRAYERS WERE 
ANSWERED, AND SHE 
PASSED A WEEK LATER, 
AS IF SOMEONE LISTENED 
AND TOOK MERCY. AS IF 
THEY KNEW THAT FOR THIS 
MOMENT, WE COULD BE 
UNITED AS A FAMILY FOR 
ONE LAST TIME. 
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My mother eventually needed to return to 
the UK, despite wanting to care for her own 
mother for longer, to fulfil her duty. There was 
a hole in the safety net of their chain of care, 
and my grandmother slipped right through 
it. Fortunately, my mother found a part-time 
caretaker for my grandmother, which gave 
her some temporary peace. But the physical 
distance was still of great difficulty to navigate. 
She would call several times per day to check 
up on my grandmother, making sure she had 
taken her medication, that there were no 
new symptoms and simply to have a brief 
conversation to check in on her mental state. I 
could tell that my mother wished nothing more 
than to just be close to Grandma, in whatever 
way was possible. At first, it seemed my mother 
felt secure in the constant communication, but 
this slowly started to deteriorate parallel with 
my grandmother’s mental state. Again, I found 
myself observing her on the phone, seeing my 
mother recoil, the swelling underneath her 
eyes, hunched over the kitchen counter, trying 
to sound as composed as possible on the phone 
to my grandmother, not to let her know how 
much she herself is suffering too. Sometimes, 
I couldn’t bear to watch my mother wanting 
to be as present as possible but not physically 
and financially being able to. The calls could 
last from a few minutes to several hours a day. 
I knew to stay quiet and not be a burden to 
my mother during these calls, occasionally 
chipping in and greeting my grandmother 
but our conversations were restricted by the 
language barrier. When my grandmother’s state 
deteriorated terribly, she was bedbound and 
completely unable to care for herself. This then 

became too much of a task for her 
carer. My family flew to her, and my 
mother had already begun looking 
for suitable care homes. The problem 
being, these are not so common in 
Albanian or in Balkan societies as 
in the UK. With the breakdown of 
multigenerational households being 
a more recent occurrence than 
elsewhere, these changes in care for 
the elderly are novel and only just 
being accommodated for. Again, my 
mother fortuitously found a place 
that could accommodate and care for 
my bed-bound grandmother. This is 
when I could see the weight of this 
all on my mother. The guilt of not 
being present, the pain of seeing my 
grandmother in such a frail state, the 
pain of knowing that my grandmother 
wanted nothing more than death, 
and the inhumanity of being kept 
in her dying body. Her prayers were 
answered, and she passed a week 
later, as if someone listened and took 
mercy. As if they knew that for this 
moment, we could be united as a 
family for one last time. 

This experience is not exclusive to 
my family; with more people moving 
abroad and relocating, this previous 
notion of the structural chain of 
care is being broken, and the way 
we care for the elderly is changing 
globally. With family dispersion on 
the rise, many elderly people may 
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feel the lash of loneliness more 
heavily than what is common for their 
age group. Simultaneously, multi-
generational households are also 
on the rise, with young people like 
myself being unable to afford to rent 
or buy property. I see how much my 
young adulthood life differs from my 
parents, and how much more present 
we both are in each other’s lives. I 
also see how interdependent we are 
as a consequence of our proximity. I 
have always perceived this as a bad 
thing, that my self-sufficiency has 
no opportunity to flourish. But there 
were always the other components I 
had missed: witnessing my parents’ 
hair grey, their wrinkles deepen and 
their wisdom blossom. I get to see 
them age and develop in ways they 
didn’t have the opportunity to see 
their own parents. There is a beauty to 
that. Perhaps my parents were right; I 
will fulfil my duty in the chain of care 
in ways that weren’t possible for my 
mother. I can only hope that it will be 
easier for us. •
 

Anna Zekthi is a psychologist and essayist who 
specialises in empirical aesthetics and human creativity. 
Her writing focuses on science, culture and the human 
experience. Find more work here:  https://substack.
com/@annazekthi
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WORKPLACE INJURY:
A PHOTOESSAY
Megan Lawrence

“You have too much of a social justice 
perspective to do this work.” - My (ex) 
Boss on my last day of work before 
mental health leave.

After 6 years in State-sponsored care 
work, I imploded. From April to May 
of 2024, I brought my camera out to 
figure out why.
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The wall adjacent to the drop-in centre.

Outside of the homeless drop-in centre, one of my first jobs, two supervisors lay down the law.
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I responded to my first overdose here. There have been countless others since then.

New business intown. No more climbing up the privately-owned building for some privacy.
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Outside of a local encampment.
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This is my first non-profit employer. Soft-policing, economic aims, and performativity being reflected in 
their window seemed to sum it all up for me.

Megan Lawrence is a care worker living 
on Vancouver Island, B.C., Canada. She is 
interested in interrogating the narratives 
behind professionalized “care” and whom 
they serve. She hopes to do more of that on 
Substack @meglaw95. 
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A DOMESTIC PARADOX
Fritz Niemand

Paradox: “seemingly absurd 
or contradictory statement or 
proposition which when investigated 
may prove to be well founded or 
true.”

Through the ages the South African 
nation has been known by a variety 
of epithets. More recently we’ve 
been called : “The Rainbow Nation” 
to describe the process by which 
the country transitioned from the 
Apartheid-era into the so-called 
“Democratic, or Constitutional” era. 
None of the epithets that have been 
applied have however quite managed 
to capture one of the most prominent 
features of life at the Southern end of 
the African continent. 

South Africa is a country replete with 
paradoxes.

In this article we’ll explore just one 
of them, which to fit the theme of 
this edition of Lumpen, we’ve called 

the “Domestic Paradox” which has a unique 
significance in the South African context.

From its very beginning with the arrival of 
the Dutch Settlers led by Jan Van Riebeeck, 
whose initial mission was purely to establish 
a company “garden” at which the ships 
chartered by the VOC (whose full name was the 
Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compaigne, which 
translated into English as the Dutch East-Indie 
Company) could replenish their supplies on 
the journey from Europe to the “spice lands” 
situated in the Far East, right until the present 
time, there was been a class of work which the 
more affluent people in the society have been 
reluctant to do.

We are sure that this edition of Lumpen will 
highlight that the South African experience 
in this regard is not an isolated one, although 
the South African context  has created its own 
unique fabric! 

Household chores like cleaning the interior 
of the residence, washing and “ironing” 
clothes, even preparing the food for the meals 
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consumed by the family have been allocated 
to, almost exclusively reserved for, the “house 
boy” or “house girl” as domestic workers were 
called in common parlance.

Don’t for a minute be fooled into thinking 
that the “boy” and “girl” indicated the age of 
the worker. Even an domestic worker in their 
sixties was still called a “boy” or a “girl”. And 
even the workers themselves, when requested 
to establish their identity, would refer to 
themselves as : “I’m farmer Terblanche’s boy” 
– meaning purely that the particular person 
was employed to work on the farm owned by 
Terblanche.

The 1950s and 1960s (when I was growing 
up in a working to lower middle-class suburb 
in the southern areas of Johannesburg) were a 
particularly trying period for domestic workers 
in South Africa.

The Nationalist Party, which had gained 
political control among the white electorate, 
proceeded to embark on imposing its stringent 
apartheid policy, a major component of which 
was restricting the movement of “Black, 
Coloured and Asian” people (as these grouping 
were defined in local legislation) within the 
urban areas. The systematic segregation of the 
population along racial lines (in addition to the 
exisitng class distinctions) meant that everyone 
other the white people were regarded as having 
only “temporary rights” to be in, never mind 
reside in, demarcated white group areas.

“Townships” like Soweto (for Black 
people), Riverlea (for People of 
Colour) and Lenasia (for Asian 
people) were dormitory areas 
located on the outskirts of the city 
of Johannesburg to which labourers 
retreated daily after working in 
the urban area. The exercise was 
repeated in virtually every other town 
in South Africa. Domestic workers, 
because they were an essential 
feature of the lifestyle of the white 
population received a special “pass” 
(the notorious “dompasi”) to reside 
in one-roomed “khayas” (derived 
from the Zulu word for a “house” 
though this accommodation would 
hardly qualify as a “house” by most 
definitions of the term), usually 
attached to the house, or somewhere 
else on the residential property.

Accommodation formed a major 
portion of the pay for cleaning the 
house, doing the laundry, and often 
also doing the cooking. The more 
fortunate received a portion of the 
evening meal - the less fortunate a 
half loaf of bread and some mixed 
fruit jam (which many locals referred 
to as “maid’s jam”). The worker’s 
meals were always eaten “outside” 
(during the day) or in their khaya. 
None were ever invited to join 
the family table; and there was 
absolutely no social interaction 
between the master or mistress of 
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the household with the domestic 
workers. Homeowners knew scant 
details of the family lives, such as 
they were, of the domestic workers, 
who in the main only saw there own 
families when they returned to the 
rural areas on their annual vacations. 
The children of domestic workers in 
the cities were raised by grandparents 
and other extended family members 
who were not working in the the 
urban centres. 

Domestic workers who received no 
food from the household invariably 
prepared “pap” (a maize meal dish) 
on small “primus” paraffin-fueled 
stoves in their khayas.

The greatest paradox of the 
entire situation was found in the 
circumstance that many domestic 
workers also acted as “nannies” for 
the children of the household. White 
employers therefore entrusted their 
most precious of all possessions to 
a person who were for the most part 
of their interactions considered to 
be “beneath their dignity”. This was 
never more evident than when the 
husband and wife of the household 
had to attend some important social 
function and the children of the 
household were left in the care of 
their maid as their “babysitter”. In 
families where the mother of the 
household herself had external 

employment, the domestic worker was often 
responsible for walking the children to and 
from school, surpervising homework (though 
few themselves had been fortunate enough to 
attend school) and even controlling bath-time 
before the parents arrived home from their 
own daily work.

In an ironical (or paradoxical) twist, many of 
the affluent and socially mobile Black families 
that have arisen since the democratization 
of the South African economy following the 
abandonment of the apartheid system, now 
employ young white students as “au pairs” 
to fetch and carry their own off-spring on 
weekday afternoons as they forge their careers 
in the city centres.

But all is not doom and gloom for “domestic 
workers” in the South African context as my 
own subjective selection of the following three 
“brights spots” will illustrate (and hopefully 
readers will soon be adding tales of their own!).

Our first “bright spot” is the gradual recognition, 
commencing in 2002 and culminating in 2022, 
that ‘domestic workers” needed the protection 
afforded by the Minimum Wages Act. There is 
of course a huge debate regarding the utility 
or otherwise of protecting the earning-capacity 
of any form of labour by imposing a minimum 
wage to be paid for a particular class of work. 
One of the major problems in the South African 
labour market is that, especially in respect of 
work which is perceived as requiring lower 
skills levels (which therefore includes domestic 
workers), is that there is an over-supply of 
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labour, with about 34% of the economically 
employable population being unemployed. The 
position is exacerbated by the large numbers 
of migrants (legally and illegally within the 
country) who are willing and able, indeed 
desparate, to work for almost any price!

So the announcement in 2022 that finally 
domestic workers would be entitled to receive 
the minimum amount per hour as any other 
workers has generally been welcomed. As at 
the time of writing this article the minimum 
wage is ZAR 28,79  per hour (or given that the 
exchange rate between GBP Sterling and the 
ZAR is £1 = ZAR 24,00, a little over than GBP 
Sterling £1 per hour or around £9 per day.

A second watershed moment for domestic 
workers in South Africa came in 2020, when 
the Constitutional Court was required to 
pronounce on the constitutionality of the 
exclusion of “domestic workers” from the cover 
provided to employees by the Compensation 
for Occupational Injuries and Diseases Act 
(otherwise known as “COIDA” in the matter 
of Mahlangu & Another v Minister of Labour & 
Others [2020].

The opening remarks by Victor AJ who delivered 
the majority judgment painted a telling picture: 

“Domestic workers are the unsung heroines in 
this country and globally.  They are a powerful 
group of women whose profession enables 
all economically active members of society 
to prosper and pursue their careers.  Given 
the nature of their work, their relationships 

with their own children and family 
members are compromised, while we 
pursue our career goals with peace 
of mind, knowing that our children, 
our elderly family members and our 
households are well taken care of.

Many domestic workers are 
breadwinners in their families who 
put children through school and 
food on the table through their 
hard work.  In some cases, they are 
responsible for the upbringing of 
children in multiple families and 
may be the only loving figure in 
the lives of a number of children.  
Their salaries are often too low to 
maintain a decent living standard but 
by exceptional, if not inexplicable 
effort, they succeed.  Sadly, despite 
these herculean efforts, domestic 
work as a profession is undervalued 
and unrecognised; even though they 
play a central role in our society.

At issue here is social security for 
domestic workers.  The cornerstone 
of any young democracy is a 
comprehensive social security 
system, particularly for the most 
vulnerable members of society.  
Although passed before the advent 
of our constitutional democracy, 
the Compensation for Occupational 
Injuries and Diseases Act (COIDA) 
partially contributes to our country’s 
social security system.  Unfortunately, 
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26 years into our democracy and 
despite the constitutional promise 
and aspirational expectations, in the 
event of injury, disablement, or death 
at the workplace, domestic workers 
do not enjoy the protection under 
COIDA. By stark contrast, all other 
employees are”.

And the learned Judge continued :

“Arising from the founding values, 
one of the aims of the Constitution 
is to heal the divisions of the past, 
improve the quality of life of all 
citizens and free the potential 
of each person.  Unfortunately 
domestic workers have not 
basked in the fulfilment of this 
constitutional promise.  Instead, 
their fate has been blighted as 
a result of being excluded from 
statutory protections”.

Simply stated the facts in the 
Mahlangu case were that Ms 
Mahlangu was employed as a 
domestic worker in a private home 
at the time of her death.  She was 
employed by the same family for 
22 years in Faerie Glen, Pretoria.  
On the morning of 31 March 2012, 
Ms Mahlangu drowned in her 
employer’s pool in the course of 
executing her duties.  

Following Ms Mahlangu’s death, her 
daughter, the first applicant, who was 
financially dependent on her mother at the 
time, approached the Department of Labour 
(Department) to enquire about compensation 
for her mother’s death.  She was informed that 
she could neither get compensation under 
COIDA, nor could she get unemployment 
insurance benefits for her loss which would 
ordinarily be covered by COIDA.

Space does permit a detailed exposition of the 
entire judgment of the Constitutional Court but 
it suffices for present purposes to record that the 
Court did find that the exclusion of “domestic 
workers” from the definition of “employees” 
and consequently coverage by the provisions of 
COIDA was unconstitutional.

The significance of the judgment was expressed 
by Pink Mashiane who is the President  of 
the United Domestic Workers of South Africa 
(UDWSA) in the following words:

“I knew it from the start that the exclusion 
of domestic workers from COIDA was 
unconstitutional, that is why I persisted with this 
case and never lost hope. This justice which has 
been denied domestic workers for years. It was 
long overdue. Now domestic workers who have 
been bitten by dogs, hurt themselves by falling 
from step ladders, and all workers who have 
been injured can claim for compensation as far 
back as 27 April 1994. We at United Domestic 
Workers of South Africa are looking forward to 
engaging the Department of Employment and 
Labour about the next steps.”
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By all accounts thousands of claims were 
lodged within the time-frame allocated by the 
Department of labour for past injuries and of 
course domestic workers now enjoy the same 
protection under COIDA for injuries sustained 
in the course of their employment as all 
workers do.

And our final “bright spot” relates to the manner 
in which a white fruit farmer and his family 
from Ceres have decided to “look after those 
who looked after us.”

By his own admission, Rossouw Cillie (now 
in his early seventies) has memories of a 
childhood that was always safe and secure 
and surrounded by a great team of farm 
labourers that looked after him like part of 
their own family.

“I was as happy being on any one of their 
laps as on my own mother’s. Being fed, told 
stories and being hushed to sleep by them. And 
a generation on, they did the same with my 
children. They showed us the ropes, teaching 
us to drive a tractor, making life special with 
great memories. Take Ouma Slyn Wessels for 
example. She basically raised me, my brother 
and sister, and when I got married, my mom 
said , ‘Ouma Slyn will go and work for you 
now, and help raise your children’.

She’s a very special person and 79 years old 
now, still with us and bakes the best rusks 
in the world. Although she’s never learnt to 
read or write, she never forgets a birthday and 
remember’s each one’s favourite bredie, which 
she would make on that special day.”

With the long-term wellbeing and 
security of all these people in mind, 
Rossouw started an empowerment 
project in 2002, after he purchased 
the 90ha farm Morceaux just outside 
Ceres. Today its fully developed with 
70ha of productive land, growing 
apples, pears and nectarines. The 
farm is now owned 60% by a 
Trust established for the benefit of 
the employees working on both 
Morceaux and Laastedrft, and 40% by 
Laastedrift which is Rossouw Cillie’s 
own family farm.

But apart from the exchange of 
profits, knowledge and mentoring 
that takes place across both farming 
operations, the bigger plan is also 
to establish a “retirement village”/ 
housing estate for the employees and 
their families, the thinking being that 
provision should be made for the 
employees to have a secure home 
when the time comes (as it inevitably 
must) for them to retire from active 
participation in the daily work 
activities on the farms.

Daniel Rossouw, Cillie’s son and 
successor to the family business 
has also committed himself to the 
project.

“My dad’s ultimate dream is to have 
secure housing with a clinic and 
all the required infrastructure for an 
outstanding retirement village for the 



41

‘old timers’ that gave their lives to the 
farms.

Maybe this won’t be realised fully in 
his time, but I am 100% behind that 
dream and hope to see it come to 
fruition within my lifetime. 

It is only fair to reward and care for 
those who sacrificed their younger 
and stronger years with an enriching 
retirement. These farms are their 
home too”.

I can conclude then by stating 
with some degree of optimism that 
although the “domestic paradox” has 
not been completely unravelled in 
South Africa today, there are definite 
signs that significant change is on the 
way!•

Fritz Niemand is a pseudonym. The author 
prefers to remain anonymous. 
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DIARY OF A NIGHTSHIFT IN 
A CARE HOME (7PM–7AM)
S. Todd

The myth that many people have is “there 
is very little to do on a night shift because 
everyone is in bed.”

The shift starts at 7pm so not everyone is in 
bed at this time. Residents like to stay up for 
a while to watch TV which is understandable, 
as it is their home and they have choices, the 
same as everyone.

The role of the caregiver during the night time 
is one of support and comfort as many of the 
residents find it difficult to sleep through the 
night as we look after and support people with 
various illnesses. Dementia being the main 
one. This is very diverse and can affect people 
in many different ways as there are many 
different types of this illness. We also have 
residents that have come from hospital and 
can be quite ill and bedridden, needing careful 
monitoring and care.
The night shift starts with a walk round 
everyone’s bedroom to check if everything 
with them is alright, if they are in bed or are 
bedridden, this is important to do at the start 
of shift so that we know where everyone is, 

bedroom or still sat in the lounge & 
they are safe and happy.

Supper is then served to anyone that 
requests it. They have a choice of 
what they would like to eat and drink.

While everyone is eating supper 
there are a few domestic duties 
to carry out: wash any pots in the 
kitchen & wipe surfaces, sweep the 
floor. Take washing from the daytime 
to the laundry.

The people in the lounge steadily 
request to retire to bed, where they 
are supported to wash, change into 
nightwear & are assisted into bed. The 
people who have problems with their 
mobility may need wheelchairs and 
some need mechanical hoists to aid 
them into the wheelchair & into bed.

All of this is quite a lengthy process 
and takes staff until around 11pm 
before everyone is settled.
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This is then followed by doing our walk around 
again, checking on people to make sure they 
are clean and dry & rolling them to a different 
position if they cannot do this themselves. This is 
to stop them becoming sore & to help with skin 
integrity, as being laid in one position can cause 
the skin to break & this becomes painful. People 
are monitored very closely for this.

By the time we have checked on everyone & 
done what the person needs, maybe just a chat 
or reassurance, the time is creeping on toward 
midnight or after.

This is the time staff hoover the carpets, mop the 
floors, clean the tables & chairs & any equipment 
used.

All through the shift people have call buzzers to 
alert the staff if they need anything, or in some 
cases, someone has tried to get out of bed and 
fallen. There is an alert mat near to their bed so 
that staff can go to them quickly.

Our next walk round is what we call a “welfare 
check.” We try not to disturb residents at this 
time so they can sleep & get their rest. This is 
around 1am.

The staff have an electronic device; 
each & every recording/check we 
have with a resident must be logged 
onto this machine which clarifies 
how we have looked after the 
resident during the night and we 
record if the resident has been ill, 
upset, had a good night etc. We have 
a nurse on every shift to support 
us & the residents & to deal with 
medication & needs.

By the time 1:30am has arrived the 
staff can have a well-earned break, 
drink & a little something to eat to 
keep us going.

“Buzzers” are answered throughout 
this time and until around 3am when 
we set off again to check everyone. 
We “turn” anyone that stays in bed 
day & night or has a tendency to 
become sore if left in one position.
This check can take up to 4am–4:30am 
depending on what the needs of the 
residents are.

‘By the time we have checked 
on everyone & done what the 
person needs, maybe just a chat or 
reassurance, the time is creeping 
on toward midnight or after.’
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The next thing to do is check 
everywhere is tidy and clean and all 
residents have toiletries etc. they need 
in their rooms. The kitchen needs to 
be tidy & ready for the day ahead.

Our final walkround is around 5am, 
again some residents will need 
turning over and cleaning.

At this time some residents like a 
wash to freshen up, particularly if 
they spend their day & night in bed, 
and these residents appreciate the 
night staff to do this as it is quieter as 
everyone is still in bed. It can become 
a little noisy and busy later on in the 
morning and some residents find this a 
difficult time.
By the time 7am arrives we have: 
cleaned, washed anyone that 
requests this, emptied bins, cleaned 
& tidied, supported residents & their 
needs particularly as some get up 
during the night, supported residents 
to the toilet, given reassurance, and 
much more. We are all now ready to 
hand over. 

All ready for the next shift. •

S. Todd is an experienced care worker in her 60s and 
has worked in a variety of roles in elderly care in and 
around the Lincolnshire area since 2011.
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THE WING THAT WASN’T 
MEANT TO BE LIVED IN
Rebecca Rijsdijk

After the UK voted for Brexit, I packed my 
things and left.

It wasn’t a dramatic departure. But it felt like 
closing a door. I had worked in a London 
hospital, one of thousands of so-called 
“immigrants” who kept the system breathing. 
After the vote, I didn’t want to fight to belong. 
Not in a place where I’d been giving my 
energy, my language, my care—and still felt 
like a guest.

So I came home. Home in the broader sense. 
The Netherlands. The care home where I’d 
once worked in the kitchen as a teenager, 
before I ever knew what I wanted to do. I 
messaged an HR employee I remembered 
fondly, someone who had once believed in 
me. And to my surprise, the door opened. They 
offered me a path: study care, learn, grow. 
Come home, for real.

I came back from England with just one suitcase 
and moved in with my sister until I sorted 
myself out. After that, I lived on a small sailing 
boat while working my shifts in the care home. 
It sounded romantic—it even felt romantic, in 

the first months of light. But winter 
has a way of turning dreams into 
damp, and damp into mould. The 
boat grew colder, the world darker. 
Then one of the staff members 
offered me something extraordinary: 
a studio apartment in an unused 
wing of the care home. It had been 
empty for some time—the building 
was set to be demolished and rebuilt 
to modern standards. But for now, it 
stood, sturdy enough to hold me.

And so, in a 1970s-built wing that 
once echoed with the soft sounds of 
slippers and meal carts, I lived.

Then the pandemic arrived.

What began as temporary shelter 
became something else entirely. 
I became part of the walls, the 

heartbeat of the building. I lived 

where I worked. I worked where 

people were most vulnerable. And 

the world outside became quiet.



47

Those days were strange and sacred. 

I remember a birthday—mine—

where one of the grandmothers 

spotted me, wheeled her walker to 

my door, and pulled out a bottle of 

cherry liquor from the undercarriage. 

We toasted behind closed doors, 

quarantined together, laughing at the 

absurdity of celebration in a time of 

masks and fear.

I remember the banners families 
hung on the fences—We miss you, 
Oma, written in shaky children’s 
handwriting. I remember the phone 
we installed at the window, so 
loved ones could talk while seeing 
each other’s eyes through glass. I 

remember the puppy I adopted, who slept 
curled up beside residents living with dementia, 
his soft belly rising and falling against hands 
that hadn’t held softness in weeks. How it gave 
some of the residents a voice again.
I remember wandering through the other empty 
apartments in the quiet hours, drawn by a need 
I couldn’t name. I opened cupboards slowly, 
looked at the wallpaper, the curtains still faintly 
holding the scent of old lives. It felt like walking 
through a memory that didn’t belong to me, 
yet somehow did. I was looking for traces of 
the past—evidence that this place had held 
laughter, routine, grief. That it had mattered.
I remember feeling like I belonged.

There’s something about living inside the 
same walls as your work that reshapes your 
understanding of what care means. It’s no 

Image: Rebecca Rijsdijk
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THERE’S SOMETHING 
ABOUT LIVING INSIDE 
THE SAME WALLS AS YOUR 
WORK THAT RESHAPES 
YOUR UNDERSTANDING 
OF WHAT CARE MEANS. 
IT’S NO LONGER A SHIFT 
YOU START OR END. IT 
BECOMES THE AIR YOU 
BREATHE. YOU START 
TO NOTICE THINGS 
MORE—WHAT TIME THE 
LIGHT FALLS ACROSS 
THE CORRIDOR, WHICH 
CHAIRS GET USED THE 
MOST, WHO LIKES THEIR 
TEA JUST BEFORE BED.
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longer a shift you start or end. 
It becomes the air you breathe. 
You start to notice things more—
what time the light falls across the 
corridor, which chairs get used the 
most, who likes their tea just before 
bed.

That wing, long emptied of its 
original purpose, became something 
like a lighthouse. A forgotten place 
that turned into a sanctuary. It held 
not just me, but the stories of many. 
It gave me shelter, and in return I 
gave everything I had. My time. My 
hands. My quiet, sleepless nights. 
My hope.

The building’s gone now. 
Demolished, rebuilt. The puppy is 
grown. Life has changed.

But I carry it with me—those days, 
that year and some months, that 
version of myself. The part of me that 
learned care is not a task, but a way 
of seeing the world. Of staying when 
things get hard. Of choosing to love 
even when love is heavy.

And when people talk about 
burnout, or staffing shortages, or 
how hard it is to keep people in 
care—I think about the other side 
too. The warmth. The family we 
made out of strangers. The wing that 
wasn’t meant to be lived in.

Sometimes, we find home in the places that 
were meant to be temporary.

Sometimes, those are the places that teach us 
how to stay. •

Rebecca Calles Rijsdijk writes about care, resistance, 
and survival. She runs the indie poetry press Sunday 
Mornings at the River and works in elderly care in the 
Netherlands. Her writing moves between poetry and 
protest, tracing what it means to stay human inside 
broken systems.
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ALL HANDS ON DECK: 
CLIMATE ACTIVISM AND THE 
WAY AHEAD
Jan Goodey

This piece is an extract from Jan’s book, ‘All Hands 

on Deck: Climate Activism and the way ahead’ 

published by Active Distribution: 

https://www.activedistributionshop.org/product/all-

hands-on-deck-a6/

We are at a fork in the road and we can go 
down a collective, kind, supportive road of 
mutual aid, local circular economics, energy 
saving/conservation and renewable energy or 
an increasingly fascistic route of police state 
politics, fossil fuels/big oil, extractive industries, 
business as usual, and disposable culture.

Recently I watched Ocean, David 
Attenborough’s 2024/5 documentary depicting 
the horrific industrialization of fisheries. Huge 
factory ships, bottom trawlers with metal chain 
nets ripping through sea beds killing everything 
in their path. If the aim of the particular trawler 
is to catch, say, scallops, then everything else 
that gets caught, including fish, dolphins, 
sharks, porpoises are called by-catch which is a 
euphemism for beings killed unnecessarily.

On the flipside we learn of marine 
reserves where when left unfished 
for years the seabeds regenerate 
exponentially so that not just the 
reserve area but an area above 
and beyond that flourishes. And 
remember the seas hold a significant 
amount of carbon sequestered, but 
the warmer the sea temperatures 
get the more carbon dioxide gets 
released into the atmosphere.

So to care effectively for the planet we 
need a global ban on bottom trawling 
so these huge killing machines are 
dismantled and the metals recycled 
for offshore wind turbines.

Yes it is common sense but we are 
up against an industrial construct 
that will not entertain systemic 
change. The mafia of governments, 
giant corporations and multinational 
organisations has a stranglehold 
on power through control of 



51

monetization and the capitalist 
philosophy of infinite growth and 
profit over people. The UN has given 
us two years to make the drastic 
changes we need to avoid societal 
collapse, economic meltdown, 
rationing, and millions dying from a 
heat-related matrix of catastrophe. Of 
course societal collapse has already 
begun, if you look at the war machine 
running Middle eastern conflicts and 
those in Asia.

In this passage I look at ways  
in which we can combat the 
existing structures and bring about 
effective change to a fairer, more 
environmentally friendly way of 
being. Coming from an anarchist 
background founded on saving trees 
in the 1990s when protest camps 
successfully shelved a national roads 
programme under Tory PM John 
Major; I believe that joining with 
the mainstream liberal left, green 
movement and building coalitions 
where principles of mutualism are 
fundamental, will work. Everything 
depends on scaleability. A community 
which is self-sustaining can function 
with up to around 150 people, 
after this cracks begin to show. So a 
federal approach will be need to be 
considered,with a national assembly 
of governing principles which are 
agreed by the democratic input of 
ordinary, working people.
Many anarchists may baulk at the 
idea of aligning themselves with a 

mainstream, liberal movement, but I believe 
the sheer scale of the threat we are facing today 
means it’s time for ideology to take a backseat 
to practical necessity – or else risk becoming 
an irrelevancy. Climate change is a blunt 
instrument: its effects won’t discriminate, and 
neither should we.

Anarchists, like many activists in the 
mainstream movement, cherish freedom, 
mutualism, wildness -while the prevailing 
capitalist governments desecrate our wild lands 
and seas and our human and animal ecologies; 
taking us into a world of social licence built 
on AI and technocracy, steel and glass and 
a virtual, chipped existence, which is no 
existence at all.

The existential threat, itself, is real when you are 
relying on food supplies from countries that can 
no longer reliably feed themselves as weather 
patterns continue to spiral out of control and 
tipping points are crossed irreversibly. The 
populist brand of neo-liberalism and nascent 
fascism leading us to total chaos has climate 
denial as one of its badges of honour, alongside 
rabid nationalism and warmongery.

This final chapter in the industrial capitalist 
venture evolved from the 1980s and 90s when 
black bloc anarchists took to the streets of 
Seattle, US, and Genoa, Italy in resistance to 
it. Now as we move forward,the idea of closer 
cooperation between nation states is perilous 
and fraught with security issues and fear and 
danger. Bear in mind guided drone military 
technology, can now be used to explode an 
armoured personnel carrier (APC) by flying into 
manned gun turrets.
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How to beat this insidious form of populism? 
It is through, pro-social, well organised, 
strategically sound, revolutionary politics based 
upon cooperation, love and kindness.

The fight is for an end to new oil, gas and 
coal globally, an immediate, wide scale shift 
to renewable energy, energy conservation, 
zero waste, free public transport. We naturally 
veer towards circular, steady state economies, 
localised economies managed by organised, 
friendly, grassroots communities. Mainstream 
liberals are not going to be the class that lights 
the touchpaper.

But it’s their support, whether you like it or 
not, which can provide the tipping point for 
systemic change.
With the luxury of debate fast disappearing in 
the sands of time, we need to act now: it’s time 
to draw together with other elements of dissent 
already out there and wrest power away from 
those who, in the words of George Harrison, 
‘Gain the world, but/ lose their soul.’

And this is what’s happening: 
different campaigns are finding 
common purpose. Palestine Action 
and Just Stop Oil have campaigners in 
prison with the same value systems. 
People in resistance to a state that 
silently supports genocide in Palestine 
and ecocide throughout the world.

This is an example of groups flung 
together through a police state 
opposed to any form of protest but 
there are other examples of groups on 
different sides of the divide coming 
together out of a deeper care of 
humanity.

Here is a later passage in the booklet 
looking at just such an example:

“UK-based group Vegans Support 
the Farmers (VSF) is campaigning 
to change the UK food system in a 
way that makes it fairer – not only 
for hard-pressed punters, but also for 
farmers.

‘... we are in the last chance 
saloon and real care for 
the planet requires big 
picture strategies and solid 
organisational structures that are 
already out there.’
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The campaigners behind VSF mainly 
come out of Animal Rising, the 
campaign group that succeeded 
in closing down a UK McDonalds 
distribution centre in an infamous 
weekend’s work, as well as grabbing 
headlines in 2023 by rushing the 
course at the UK’s most famous 
horse-racing event, the Grand 
National, and delaying the start of 
the race.

VSF represents a major shift in 
approach – by calling for a transition 
into a fully plant-based food system 
that is both just and sustainable for 
farmers, they are showing that 
even historically opposed groups 
can collaborate to advance shared 
interests.

Crucially, Vegans Support the 
Farmers is addressing issues that 
affect farming communities. For 
example, one of the group’s aims is 
to help farmers with their fight for 
fairer treatment against a cabal of 
rich, profiteering, supermarkets. Up 
to 40% of the UK’s vegetable crop 
is being spurned by supermarkets 
due to aesthetics, directly impacting 
farmers’ livelihoods.

Similarly, with the suicide rate for 
farmers being three times the national 
average, Vegans Support the Farmers 
is raising £10,000 to help support the 
families, friends, and communities of 

some of the British farmers who have tragically 
taken their own lives.

“Standing up to an unfair system is the right 
thing to do, no matter who is being treated 
unfairly,” explains Kerri Waters, co-founder 
of VSF. “The state of the food system affects 
everyone. Farmers’ issues are our issues, and we 
need a strong farming sector to build on. We 
launched Vegans Support the Farmers to help 
address these key issues as part of our work 
for a safe, just and kind food system. In this 
campaign we will set aside any differences and 
work on the many farming issues we align on.”

There are other examples closer to home of 
climate justice, namely climate sceptics who 
point to the fact that we will continue out of 
necessity to use the extractive technologies out 
there to power economies. Their argument is 
that no matter the non fossil fuel initiative be it 
EVs or wind turbines they are carbon heavy in 
production. This is an argument for what both 
the anarchists the left and the climate sceptic 
can agree upon – we need to move to smaller 
scale. Less is more. The energy we waste is far 
more than we can afford, economically, socially 
and most definitely ecologically.  

So in conclusion, we are in the last chance 
saloon and real care for the planet requires 
big picture strategies and solid organisational 
structures that are already out there. Groups 
like Rev 21 (Revolution in the 21st century), 
Assemble (people’s assemblies building up 
to a national House of the People to replace 
the House of Lords), can be both effective 
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and timely. Your Party in its younger audience 
has some new anti-political ideas which bear 
scrutiny.

Looking to the immediate future planetary care 
starts with major change – energy conservation, 
renewables, so rather than net zero con it is 
zero max now. We have to move on the cabals 
of the rich and invested and insinuate ourselves 
as protectors of the environment.

Notable figures in the environmental movement 
need to bring more and more citizens into the 
movement for a liveable, sustainable future.

There is all reason that a campaign for a global 
ban on bottom trawling can be spearheaded 
by respected  individuals. We all have a role or 
we simply curl up and die, put our head in the 
sand and give up. 

I’ll leave you with this final passage looking at 
this prospect of positive social tipping points. 
Do what you can then do more…

As movements evolve you have to break the 
chain, move to new iterations to keep up 
momentum. This requires old hands and new. 
So you see in the UK, for example, XR makes 
way for Insulate Britain which morphs into Just 
Stop Oil, then Assemble and revolutionary times 
ahead: circular economics, energy efficiency, 
zero waste, free public transport, re-wilding 
(land and sea), plant-based food systems where 
required. These form an ecology of common 
sense systems which work in concert  with the 
natural world rather than blindly depleting its 

resources. The automotive industry 
producing smaller, more energy 
efficient cars is an example of this as 
would be the retrofitting of solar and 
insulation to our housing stock. 

We go again with the same message 
and big picture, the same strength: 
building co-operative coalitions, 
reaching wider communities and 
acting on our universal, existential 
threat of a warming planet. •

Environmentalist and author Jan Goodey 
works on community orchard schemes, 
allotment projects and charitable initiatives 
in Sussex. 

‘For more than 30 years, I’ve been on the 
front lines of direct-action environmentalism 
and anti-capitalism in the UK. I’ve helped 
shut down offensive companies for the day 
and been part of successful protest camps 
to save Britain’s ancient woodlands. But it’s 
not enough. Climate breakdown continues 
unabated; the gap between haves and 
have-nots is growing’.
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LIFE ON HOLD
A music lesson in eight parts courtesy of the UK’s 
public services.
Holly James

Content warning: mentions of suicide.

Silence
When I get the text it’s 2am on 

Saturday night, or rather Sunday 

morning, and I don’t answer 

because I have fallen asleep fully 

clothed, with the light on and the 

curtains open. Nowadays you have 

to have something wrong with you 

to sleep with text message alerts on, 

and I’m an anxious person, so my 

phone is on silent throughout the 

day too. I tell myself: If it’s urgent, 

they’ll leave a message. 

In the days of the Nokia 3310, text 

messages came through with a tone 

consisting of three short beeps, 

followed by two long, followed by 

three short. This is morse code for 

“SMS.” Not to be confused with the 

signal for “SOS.”

Minor key
The next morning, I read the text three times 

to make sure I’ve understood. It ends with the 

words: Please don’t try to call anyone,but what 

else to do in a situation like this? Panicked, I 

dial the number for the local hospital. When 

I first type in the name on Google, I have to 

scroll past several news reports before I get to 

the contact details: the hospital has recently 

been the subject of a serious enquiry following 

an unusually high number of infant deaths.

In my state of anxiety I have the vague sense 

that someone is about to yell about me. I 

haven’t had to call a hospital before and I’m 

afraid I’m wasting their time: blocking the 

phone line, calling the wrong number, doing 

the wrong thing. The mind goes to curious 

places in a time of crisis or tragedy; I don’t 

know yet which it’s going to be. 

I hold the line while they try to connect me. My 

call is important to them.
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I open up my computer and frantically start 
typing what I’m going to say in a new Word 
document in case I forget how to talk. I try to 
concentrate on the task at hand but all I can 
think is: Why the hell did they write the tune 
for the hold music in a minor key? Don’t they 
realise it’s going to make people sad?

I hold the line while they try to connect me. 
My call is important to them.

I sit down at the keyboard in my room and 
start absent-mindedly playing along to the tune 
to distract myself while I wait. C minor, Ab 
major, Bb major. Ha! I knew it was in a minor 
key. I feel triumphant, then I remember why 
I’m calling.

I hold the line while they try to 
connect me. My call is important to 
them.
The tonic minor or “home” chord (C 
minor) in the Aeolian or modal scale 
serves to establish a melancholy 
mood. This is an exceptionally odd 
choice for hospital hold music. The 
submediant major (Ab major) creates 
a slightly more uplifting, emotional 
contrast. Is there anyone we can 
contact to suggest using a different 
key altogether, G major for instance?

I hold the line while they try to 
connect me. My call is important to 
them. 

Perhaps they could just use Bach 
like everyone else. Surely someone 
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with a GCSE in music would be able 
to come up with an alternative? The 
subtonic Bb major builds tension 
leading back to—

I am through to Jess in A&E, how can 
she help me? Ah. Right. She is afraid 
she can only provide this information 
to next of kin. I am kin I say, we 
share a last name, but then again 
that’s precisely what any ill-wisher 
would say. She puts me through to 
switchboard who put me through to 
patient enquiries who send me back 
to A&E.

I hold the line while they try to 
connect me. My call is important to 
them.

I am through to Jess in A&E, how 
can she help me? What? Have they 
still not managed to put me through? 
She will put me through to the duty 
nurse directly.

I hold the line while they try to 
connect me. My call is important to 
them.

I am through to Rob, how can he 
help me? There’s a pause after I 
explain why I’m calling. The person 
in question was indeed admitted to 
A&E last night. A suicide attempt. Yes, 
that’s right, a suicide attempt.

Unfortunately all he can tell me is that 
once the person in question was in a stable 
condition, she got up and left the hospital. 
Yes, that’s right. She’d been waiting for a 
psychological evaluation but it seems… it 
seems she didn’t want to wait any longer. He’s 
afraid he isn’t really sure what to advise. 

Maybe check if the person in question is at 
home or get in touch with the police? I hang 
up the phone without asking who to write to 
about the hold music.

Perfect unison
On the bus, I try calling the local police 
constabulary. I call two, three, four times but 
nobody picks up. The tone you hear before 
being cut off consists of six beeps in the same 
note, same pitch. In music this is known as 
“perfect unison.” Another good example is a 
heart rate monitor beeping before it flatlines. It 
sends a clear, authoritative message, which, I 
think to myself, is perfectly fitting for the police: 
“Case closed! Case closed! Case closed!”

Intervals
When I arrive at her house, I ring the doorbell 
(perfect fourth: “Wel-come!”) but there’s no 
answer. I’m able to get in through the back door 
and I run up the stairs, calling her name. There’s 
no sign of her, but the bedroom door is locked, 
the light shining out from underneath.

When I call 999 the man on the end of the 
phone asks for her year of birth. Why can I not 
remember the year she was born? Roughly, he 
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says. 2003. Alright. Is she breathing? I don’t 
know, I can’t see her. Does she appear to be in 
a comatose state? I don’t know, I can’t even be 
sure she’s in, but yes, yes I think something’s 
happened, they just need to come, I need them 
to come right now. OK, just stay calm. They 
will send an ambulance and the fire services to 
break down the door.

The interval you hear when a fire engine 
approaches is a major second. In music theory, 
“interval” simply means the space between 
notes and in this case they are two semitones 
apart. The major second is one of the easiest 
intervals to recognise because emergencies 
happen around us every day. We don’t bat an 
eyelid because usually, they are not happening 
to us. The two notes in a siren are played 
alternately in stepwise motion, which creates 
an even sound, immediately grabbing our 
attention without causing too much alarm. 
It builds a sense of movement and tension 
without the full dissonance of, say, a minor 
second. That would put people in a panic.

This, of course, is an “interval” in 
the musical sense. If you Google 
“ambulance interval NHS” you will 
be given the waiting times, which are 
as follows: “8 minutes for a category 
one call, 18 minutes for a category 
two call, and over two hours for a 
category three call.” This information, 
like the minor second, creates a 
strong sense of alarm. Mercifully, 
either our call is category one or it’s a 
slow day for emergencies. I hear the 

sirens within minutes.

Percussive entry
The door is broken down. What 
the…? Says the person in question. 
Why didn’t you open the door? 
I scream. She was sleeping with 
earplugs, it’s been a long night, she 
supposes I must have been filled in by 
now. I dash over to hug her while the 
paramedics ask the usual questions. 
Does she know her name? Who is the 
prime minister? What is the name of 
the medicine she took that landed her 

‘The hold music for the social 
services sounds like Billy 
Ocean’s When the Going Gets 
Tough. It’s painting a vibrant 
picture that feels absurd to me in 
my sleepless delirium...’
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in hospital last night? Is there any left 
in the house? Her pulse is high but 
that’s normal after a shock. She does 
not need to go back to A&E but we 
are given a list of around a dozen 
phone numbers to call, including 
the social services, a suicide hotline, 
and something called the crisis line.

I thank them for their help, and after 
the person in question and I are both 
over the initial shock, we order a 
Dominoes. For some reason I suggest 
putting on the Twilight trilogy; it’s 
funny the things you find yourself 
doing in a crisis. We don’t talk about 
the incident. Not yet. Instead we 
make stupid comments about the 
contact lenses, cringe at the CGI, 

and laugh out loud when Edward says “You 
better hold on, spider monkey.” It’s a relief to 
hear her laughing. Eventually she falls asleep 
and I try to do the same.

We don’t get around to calling the phone 
numbers the paramedics left because by the 
next morning, she has made another suicide 
attempt and I have to call them out again.

Chromatic ascent 
Less than 24 hours later, the person in question 
has been discharged a second time due to a 
lack of beds. The psychiatric nurse strongly 
advises me to contact the social services to raise 
an “adult safeguarding issue.” It is now 3 am, 
but I say I will do so first thing in the morning. 
In the taxi home the person in question asks if 
I’m planning on staying long because she wants 
to be alone.
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The hold music for the social services sounds 
like Billy Ocean’s When the Going Gets Tough. 
It’s painting a vibrant picture that feels absurd 
to me in my sleepless delirium: Walking down 
the street after the rain, the sun comes out, 
things are getting brighter! Bluesy bass, lively 
brass, uplifting snare drum: ta ta ta! The bridge 
features what is known as a chromatic ascent: F, 
G, G#, A#. Come on everyone, get on your feet! 
Things are going up and up.

After 42 minutes, Tracey answers, and I tell 
her I am calling to enquire about a Mental 
Health Act Assessment. She tells me it’s a tricky 
situation indeed. If the person in question does 
not provide their consent to receive treatment 
but they are at risk of putting their life in 
danger, sometimes the only option is to have 
them sectioned. Does that mean…? Yes, that 
means having them admitted to a psychiatric 
ward without their consent. She tells me to 
think about whether I believe such action is 
warranted in our situation. In the meantime, I 
should encourage the person in question to see 
their doctor.

Ostinato
The hold music for the local medical 
centre is highly repetitive. It features three 
separate instances of what is known as 
ostinato (Italian for stubborn): a motif or 
phrase that persistently repeats in the same 
musical voice. One well-known example 
is the string composition in the Verve’s 
Bittersweet Symphony. According to American 
musicologist Edward Lowinsky, “if cadence is 
the cradle of tonality, the ostinato patterns are 
the playground in which it grew strong and 

self-confident.” But it doesn’t sound 
strong and confident. It sounds 
stubborn. Stubborn as in refuses to 
get help. Stubborn as in a persistent 
emptiness that won’t go away.

Karen at the clinic tells me that 
unfortunately I cannot book an 
appointment without the person in 
question’s consent. I understand that, 
I say, but we are in a tricky situation. 
The person in question does not want 
to seek help but I’m afraid of what 
she might do if she doesn’t receive 
treatment. Karen is afraid there’s 
nothing she can do. She advises me 
to call the crisis line.

Imperfect cadence
After 52 minutes on hold, I wonder 
what kind of crisis this line was 
designed for if it can wait this long. 
Luckily the person in question is still 
sound asleep.

What is interesting about the 
crisis line hold music is its use of 
imperfect cadence at the end of 
each verse. Cadence, from the Latin 
“falling” is the ending of a song 
or section, and depending on the 
type, we can determine whether 
there is any resolution to the story. 
Perfect cadence, for example a G to 
a C in the key of C major, provides 
a satisfying conclusion, like a full 
stop: The end! Imperfect cadence, 
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THE HOLD MUSIC FOR THE 
SOCIAL SERVICES SOUNDS 
LIKE BILLY OCEAN’S WHEN 
THE GOING GETS TOUGH. IT’S 
PAINTING A VIBRANT PICTURE 
THAT FEELS ABSURD TO ME 
IN MY SLEEPLESS DELIRIUM: 
WALKING DOWN THE STREET 
AFTER THE RAIN, THE SUN 
COMES OUT, THINGS ARE 
GETTING BRIGHTER! BLUESY 
BASS, LIVELY BRASS, UPLIFTING 
SNARE DRUM: TA TA TA! THE 
BRIDGE FEATURES WHAT IS 
KNOWN AS A CHROMATIC 
ASCENT: F, G, G#, A#. COME ON 
EVERYONE, GET ON YOUR FEET! 
THINGS ARE GOING UP AND 
UP.
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on the other hand (in this case a C to G in 
C major), is nothing more than a comma, a 
pause in the narrative. It is the sound of being 
suspended in limbo.

When I finally get through, I tell Linda the 
dilemma. The person in question is not 
accepting any help and I don’t think the 
services available are equipped to deal 
with her issue. It doesn’t seem right to leave 
her, but it doesn’t seem right to have her 
sectioned against her will, either. We’ve 
been going round in circles and I’m starting 
to worry about my own sanity. “I’ve taken to 
obsessively analysing hold music,” I tell her.
It’s a tricky situation, says Linda, but it isn’t my 
responsibility if somebody makes the decision 
to end their life. Whose responsibility is it, I 
wonder? She tells me I also have to think about 
myself. After discussing the options, we both 
agree that there’s nothing left to do now but 
to go home, and to let the person in question 
know I’m there if she needs me. 
Go home and do what? I hear myself asking, 
sitting down on a park bench in anticipation 
of a solution. But I already know what the 
answer will be. Wait. •

Holly James is a translator from Daventry, 
currently living in France. After over a 
decade of translating and editing other 
people’s words, she has tentatively begun 
writing her own.

Images by Chloe Sallit.
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WATCH YOUR CLOSE 
FRIEND BABY
Carlo Rey Lacsamana

To hear of someone we love is gone 
is scandalous, offensive, unfair; 
because the word gone has no image 
in the memory that corresponds to 
the loved one. Perhaps the only truth 
that could convince us of the loved 
one’s absence is the experience of 
grief. What is grief? Absence without 
(our) permission.

Aunt Maureen is gone, my sister 
uttered tearfully over the phone. 
Aunt Maureen was a naturally 
happy person. By happy, I mean she 
confronted life with a light heart 
despite the constant cruelties and 
heartbreaks it caused her. The death 
of a new born baby, a car accident  
that must have given her concussion, 
the incessant financial difficulties, 
and a decade-long battle with kidney 
problems which eventually claimed 
her life. Many times she was driven 
to the brink of despair, but she 
endured it with a lightheartedness 

that appeared always to triumph. She delighted 
in simple pleasures. The company of her sisters 
who were also her best friends comforted her. 
She prized her family–her husband and three 
sons, but she gave her heart to the youngest, 
the apple of her eyes. She always wanted to 
look good, knowing that her illness was slowly 
ravaging her body. She dyed her hair, painted 
her nails, and when the occasion demanded 
she wore make-up. She enjoyed good jokes. 
There was not a joke I told that she didn’t laugh 
at. She loved to laugh. Laughter transcended 
her misfortunes. Humor filled her spirit; it saved 
her heart from her deteriorating body.

A few years before, she was confined in the 
hospital for weeks. I was at that time in the 
Philippines (the few times we met since I 
moved to Italy were a good deal of her going 
in and out of hospitals). We went to visit her. 
We took turns in a small hospital room where 
only a certain number of visitors is allowed. 
While waiting for my turn I took a walk in one 
of the grim corridors observing the posters and 
bulletins on the walls. At the far side I found 
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THE SORROW OF HAVING 
TO SPEAK TO SOMEONE 
CLOSE TO YOU WHO IS 
POWERLESS TO RESPOND 
YET CAN HEAR YOU. I 
COULD ONLY HOPE THAT 
MY WORDS HAD REACHED 
HER BEFORE DARKNESS 
HAD OBLITERATED HER 
MEMORY. IT DIDN’T 
FEEL LIKE TALKING IN A 
VACUUM. RATHER IT FELT 
LIKE TALKING TO ONE’S 
OWN PAIN LOOKING AT 
YOU IN SILENCE. ANYONE 
WHO HAS LOST A LOVED 
ONE KNOWS THIS 
LONELINESS.
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a reproduction of Van Gogh’s Vase 
with Twelve Sunflowers (1888). Part 
of the mystery of art is its peculiar 
capacity to make itself at home 
anywhere; even–above all–in the 
most desperate places. It is indeed 
mysterious that art is most lucid, 
most urgent in places like hospitals 
or prisons than say in museums and 
galleries. Maybe because, by its very 
nature, art is inseparable from hope 
and endurance, and in a similar way 
a place like a hospital or a prison 
where survival fluctuates between 
hope and endurance makes art a 
living witness to this survival. Art 
cannot cure diseases. But it carries 
a promise something akin to a cure. 
That is hope.

I take a picture book of Van Gogh and 
turn the page to his Vase with Twelve 
Sunflowers. Vincent painted as though 
the sunflowers were the center of 
his existence. And they were. Each 
brushstroke was an affirmation of 
every drop of rain, every ray of light, 
every speck of earth that nourished 
the sunflowers. By force of his love 
for his subject, it is no longer possible 
for us to look at sunflowers anywhere 
without remembering his name. It 
is difficult to believe that during his 
lifetime he was largely unknown and 
sold not a single painting of his. But 
to be able to paint like that!

The day before my aunt’s passing, my mother 
called from the Philippines asking me to talk 
to aunt Maureen, her sister, over the phone 
despite aunt Maureen’s vegetable state which 
deprived her of speech. How? I’ll put the 
phone right in her ear and she will hear you, 
just say something, my mother said. The 
sorrow of having to speak to someone close 
to you who is powerless to respond yet can 
hear you. I could only hope that my words had 
reached her before darkness had obliterated 
her memory. It didn’t feel like talking in a 
vacuum. Rather it felt like talking to one’s own 
pain looking at you in silence. Anyone who 
has lost a loved one knows this loneliness.

That same day, my mother sent me a 
photograph of aunt Maureen laid on the 
hospital bed. There is a tube attached to her 
mouth. Thick nerves seem to burst out in her 
forehead. Her skin is dried up and wrinkled 
like a sapped river baked in the heat. Her 
eyes closed like a tired old woman taking 
a nap after a long day’s work. She has aged 
unrecognizably. Every cruel mark of the illness 
she had long endured is visible in the picture. 
Looking closely: her hand cushioned on her 
belly... her nails, yes her nails, are polished 
pink–fuchsia. Even in
her last days she was celebrating life despite 
the darkness that was to come! She died the 
following day.

        Didn’t nobody seem to know me
        everybody pass me by
        Man, the sun goin’ down, boy
        dark gon’ catch me here
        boy, dark gon’ catch me here,
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Sings the quintessential Blues musician Robert 
Johnson. The darkness is everywhere around 
us: our personal losses and sufferings, the 
disgusting condition of inequality around 
the world, the destruction of the natural 
environment, the rise of populist fascist leaders 
around the world, the on-going genocide in 
Palestine… In such darkness we find ourselves 
doubting the worthwhileness of life. Robert 
Johnson’s blues is telling. The imperative of 
the Blues is to make us aware of the darkness 
around us; and the imperative requires that 
we watch each other in the dark. Again listen 
to Robert Johnson sing When You Got A Good 
Friend:

        When you got a good friend
        that will stay by your side
        Give her all of your spare time
        love and treat her right

        Watch your close friend baby
        then your enemies
        can’t do you no harm.

No other musical form evokes loneliness and 
its attendant craving for togetherness than the 
Blues. Acquiring a blues sensibility has become 
a prerequisite for hope in a time, such as ours, 
of darkness.

You may ask what I said to aunt Maureen 
over the phone. I know you know. But I will 
say it again. I love you. If I receive no answer 
I’ll have to repeat it many times, over and 
over, against the deafness and indifference of 
the world. To speak of love, to call for love, 

patiently, enduringly, despite the 
lack of assurance that somebody is 
going to hear us. To act, always, with 
hope against the despairing absence 
of evidence that things are getting 
better. Perhaps this is what hope is: 
To fight for the worthiness of life with 
words, with acts, with sunflowers, 
with a song, with nail polish!

Sunflowers are best planted in the 
spring, although they only last 
a season, they grow rapidly and 
become ravishingly beautiful in the 
summer.•

Carlo Rey Lacsamana is a Filipino writer, 
poet, and artist living in the Tuscan town 
of Lucca, Italy. His works have appeared in 
Esquire Magazine, The Citron Review, Paris 
Lit Up, Mediterranean Poetry (Stockholm), 
Amsterdam Quarterly, Thought Magicians 
(Eindhoven), The Berlin Literary Review, 
Literary Shanghai and in other numerous 
magazines. His short story Toulouse has 
been recorded as a podcast story in the 
narrative podcast Pillow Talking (Australia). 
Follow him on Instagram: @carlo_rey_
lacsamana
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