Tea and Brandy
Last night, he walked to the graveyard,
with a cup of tea and no saucer.
The walk was short and the night was cool, 
and the Earl Grey was a pleasant temperature 
by the time he arrived. He sipped it 
as he pushed on the rusted hinges of the gate.
He leant hard on his cane as he climbed the hill,
wincing under the strain of old memories. 

There was something romantic about that night; 
the all-consuming darkness and the soft breeze,
and the way his heart seemed to float, 
untethered, in his chest. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Jacques Derrida posits that language relies on a hierarchy of binaries, a topic that is central to structuralists, and he criticises these binary oppositions (man/woman, day/night, presence/absence) for always prioritizing one side in his work Of Grammatology (Derrida, 1967). He calls for the deconstruction of these hierarchies by revealing the contradictions and assumptions within texts through reversing and complicating these binaries. I have sought to do this in my work, firstly by my association of night and emotionality with a man rather than a women – In Speculum of the Other Woman Luce Irigaray critiques how Western philosophy constructs woman as the "dark" or "mirror" of man, not a subject in her own right and shows how binary oppositions like day/night, reason/emotion, often translate to man/woman to keep men central and women marginal (Irigary,1974). ] 


Last night, he sat upon the bench,
as his mind filled with stories. 
His back rested against an old stone wall,
and the church stood before him, resplendent
in the darkness of a moonless night, only gas lamps
to light the cracks in the stone like rivers of gold.
He idly turned the signet ring on his little finger, 
watching the lamp’s flames bounce off the silver.

There was something poetic about that light.
He breathed in the steam from his teacup, 
tried to lose himself in imagination, in far-off worlds 
of fairies, myth and magic men.

Last night, he took off his hat with gentle hands,
so that he might rest his head on that old stone wall 
and look up into the sky full of diamonds. 
A gasp caught in this throat, beating its wings wildly,
 he loosened his tie to let it free, but it sat, stubborn
as he tried to breathe around it.
He stretched out his leg and leant into the melancholy,
his blue eyes searching the glistening darkness above him.

There was something tragic about that sight;
He was small in the face of it, and his musings 
meant nothing to the universe as it turned.
The stars were beautiful, and he cried.[footnoteRef:2] [2: In Julia Kristeva’s ‘Revolution in Poetic Language’ she identifies rhythmic, pre-symbolic, poetic language as a feminine force; a challenge to the fixed, rational, masculine symbolic order. (Kristeva, 1974) Understanding this, I have endeavoured to manipulate the gender expectations of my protagonists, by associating my male protagonist with this ‘femininity’ of poetic language, and my female protagonist with straight-forward, logical (associated with masculinity) prose.] 


“It’s very improper for a young lady such as yourself to be prancing around town unchaperoned,” Lady Haverford said, lowering her embroidery and looking appraisingly over the rim of her round spectacles at Louie, her green eyes sharp. The light that shone through the French windows cast a warm glow upon her dour face and it felt entirely wrong to Louie that someone so unpleasant be so elegant. 
“I do not care much for what is proper. I have a life to live, and I shan’t be slowing my pace for anyone,” said Louie, her tone firm and her stare unwavering as it hardened on her companion. 
“Yes, well perhaps you should consider what this frivolous lifestyle might bring upon your name.” Lady Eva Haverford had maintained a godmother-like status in Louie’s life since she was small enough to remember and had redoubled her ‘motherly teachings’ since the death of Louie’s real mother three years ago. [footnoteRef:3] [3:  It is important to note here, that conformity is pushed upon Louie by a motherly figure in her life. This is an intentional incorporation of the family as a force of repression: As Juilet Mitchell claims in her work Psychoanalysis and Feminism, family is a central structure in the formation of gender identity and patriarchy. She claims that the gendering of a child occurs partly through their observations and absorbing of their ‘mother’ and ‘father’ roles in the family structure (Mitchell, 1974). Sociologist Louis Althusser coined the concept of the ‘Ideological State Apparatus’ to encompass any institutions that propagate ideology and maintain the power of the ruling class, such as family, religion, education etc (Althusser, 1970).] 

“That is my concern, not yours. Now,” Louie stood, flattening her hands along her silk taffeta skirts, “I have a prior engagement in town, so I will take my leave. I trust you can find your way home safely.”
Lady Haverford gave her an admonishing scoff and set about finishing her embroidery. She would take her time leaving, Louie was certain, so that she might enjoy the view from the morning room and pour herself another cup of insipid tea. The early afternoon sun was rather stunning when seen bouncing off the fountain in the centre of the carriage sweep, but Louie had little interest in idly watching summer pass from her window. She swept from the room in a flurry of willow green and cream and when she stuffed the banknotes into the bodice of her dress, she knew exactly where she would be spending her afternoon. 
She knew exactly how Lady Haverford would clutch her pearls if she found out, and it brought her great glee.
Louie walked with a cane of ivory and perfect posture; a newspaper tucked under her arm. She revelled in the sunlight on her skin and the glances she received from strangers, unaccompanied as she was. The tap of her calfskin boots on the pavement alerted the ticket-clerk as she arrived at Richmond Station, he recognised her and a smile spread across his boyish face, as it so often did. Before she could even step under the porte-cochère[footnoteRef:4] he was smoothing out his shirt and straightening his cuffs. Her lips thinned and her amber eyes narrowed, she suspected he had taken a fancy to her.  [4:  Covered section of a train station under which carriages would often wait to deliver/pick up passengers] 

“Ah, Miss Sinclair, first class return ticket into London,” he said, consulting his accounts ledger and handed over a ticket in practiced fashion. She nodded curtly and his cheeks pinked when she met his gaze. 
With little desire to further fan the flames of his fancy, Louie stepped toward the waiting steam-engine, waving away the clerk’s attempt to assist her. Once she was sat in the plush velvet seats of the first-class smoking carriage, left leg stretched out to alleviate the ache in her knee, she took the briar pipe from her reticule[footnoteRef:5] and opened her newspaper. She was well aware of the scandalous scene she presented, but she simply smiled to herself and lit her pipe with the blasé air she found suited her. [footnoteRef:6] [5:  Small handbag made with soft material with a drawstring closure]  [6:  Judith Butler in her critical work, ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory’ proposed a definition of gender as what one does rather than what one is, proposing that identities are not expressions of some inner truth but are produced through social and cultural practice (Butler, 1988). In this way, Louie’s behaviour is that of a Victorian Gentleman, subverting both society’s expectations of her, and the reader’s, and implying there is more to her identity than simply the woman she appears to be.] 

She watched the countryside slip away in shades of sage and forget-me-not on the other side of the glass, catching a glimpse of him in the reflection. She flicked her eyes back to the paper and blew a cloud of smoke at the window pane, distorting the image of his sad smile.
The rest of the journey proceeded as it often did: Louie arrived at London, hailed a hansom cab to Clerkenwell, refusing the proffered hand of the driver when climbing in, and paid him a little extra to ‘forget’ her. Women like Lady Haverford could think what they wished of her, but she could not afford to bring the law down on those she affiliated with, those with more at stake than she. The cab deposited her just beyond St John’s gate and Louie thanked him, her tone clipped. With a crack of the whip, the cab took off, and so did Louie, navigating her way through the maze of side streets until she found the door she was searching for, buried in a brick wall with no windows.
The bustle of the city was muffled by the high brick walls that surrounded her; the city seemed to understand that whispers were dangerous here, even her breeze was soft and silent as it passed through the alley. 
Louis knocked thrice upon the wood, casting her gaze to either end of the street, to be sure. She waited, listening attentively to the approaching footsteps. The door was opened by a gentleman in a sharp pinstripe waistcoat with a green carnation[footnoteRef:7] tucked into its left pocket, and no morning coat upon his slim shoulders. Upon seeing Louie on the step, unpinning the hat from her hair and letting her golden hair tumble down, his perfectly quaffed moustache turned up at the corners. [7: Flower often associated with the queer movement, especially with Oscar Wilde] 

“Louie,” he said, extending a hand to her, and this time she took it with a smile mirroring his own and let him guide her through the doorway. “It is good to see you my dear, Jack has been asking after you.”
“I am hardly surprised,” she said as she hung her hat upon a peg in the hallway, alongside a number of frockcoats and top hats. There was a scarlet parasol resting neatly against the wall at the far end that Louie suspected belonged to Jack’s wife; the two rarely attended without one-another. 
“I should reckon he will want a chance to get his money back,” Stewart said as he took her pale redingote[footnoteRef:8] and gestured to the stairs at the back of the hall.  [8:  Type of coat popular in the late Victorian era, inspired by men’s riding coats] 

“Well, I’ll certainly give him a chance,” Louie chuckled, tossing Steward a knowing look before she turned. She ran her fingers along the dado-rail as she walked, remembering the first day she had come here, the first day she had felt like she belonged somewhere. Her hand on the banister, signet ring shining against dark, polished wood, her shoes on the parquet steps, her breath catching in her throat as she swung open the door at the top. The dance of the newly fitted electric lights on her freckled face.
Now it was second nature, and she strolled into the parlour with her head high, scanning for familiar faces amongst the leather sofas and dark wood tables. It smelled like cigars and brandy, she unbuttoned the top few pearl buttons of her collar feeling as though she could breathe for the first time in days. As she made her way through the space, admiring the new portrait hung against the mahogany panelled walls and carefully dancing her eyes over the two men caught in an embrace by the fire, her gaze alighted on Jack. He was sitting, unsurprisingly, at a card’s cards table with two other men and a young woman in a navy frock-coat.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Monique Wittig, in ‘The Straight Mind and Other Essays’ discussing how the binary of man/woman and heterosexuality is naturalised as the default through the dominant heterosexual framework of society, making alternatives invisible or deviant (Wittig, 1992). In conversation with this, here Louie finds comfort and safety in queer spaces as they do not follow the same heteronormative framework that wider society does, and she is able to break typical gender-binaries without being seen as ‘deviant’.] 

“Louie!” he called, his round face splitting into a grin as he caught sight of her. Jack was a handsome man, stout and soft with dark hair to his shoulders, a snub nose and dark, inquisitive eyes. He pulled out the chair beside his own at the table and gestured for Louie to join them, which of course she did, having money to burn and an afternoon to while away. They were four games of whist through the afternoon when Sally emerged from one of the backrooms with a red-faced young woman, adjusting the laces on her bodice and sweeping over to Jack as her companion took a seat elsewhere. 
“Ah, My good lady wife,” Jack exalted, kissing the pale hand she offered him as she laughed, “I am just about to win back my 50 shillings!”
Louie noticed the red detailing on Sally’s bodice matched that on Jack’s waistcoat and they both wore scarlet cravats. She smiled to herself, catching Sally’s eye over her cards. She was a fierce woman, unyielding and unabashed, but she had a soft-spot for her husband and his nonsense. Louie often thought that should she ever marry, which she had no intention of doing, she would want what Jack and Sally had: companionship without ownership.
“Of course you are my darling,” she grinned, flashing sharp white teeth, knowing full well that Louie was about to rout her husband thoroughly. She leant over Jack to both inspect his cards and press a kiss to his bearded cheek, her inky hair cascading over his shoulder. “Good luck.”
“He’s going to need it,” Louie said with an undignified snort and the smug grin of someone who knew their victory was imminent. 
The afternoon passed in a pleasant, brandy-addled haze wherein Louie continued to win at Whist, lost a few shillings at poker and then won it all back playing billiards against a few unfortunate new members of the club who had not yet seen her play. She once again gently turned both Jack and Sally down, insisting she was here for nothing other than friendly company and when the grandfather clock declared it to be 6pm Louie headed to the stairs, making sure the curious eyes of her friends did not follow her. She caught the tail end of a debate about the morality of beauty between two men sitting by the bookshelves with whisky eyes and bashful smiles. She skirted carefully around the familiar frock-coated woman as she whispered caresses across the skin of an elegantly dressed red-head. This place was everything the city outside could not be, it was safety and peace and she had found no better place to spend her days while women like Lady Haverford spent hers fretting and drinking tea. 
She took the stairs slower on the descent, dragging out the minutes.
She collected her hat and coat quietly, hoping that Stewart would not emerge from his office. 
She shut the found the door she was searching for, slipped inside and locked it with the brass key that now sat heavy in her hand.	Comment by Peter Mitchell: grammar
The room was small and dimly lit, she knew it well with its well-worn rug and brass bedstead, its plush sofa upholstered in heavy green damask, the pattern catching the lamplight in silken flashes. There was a 3-panel divider in the corner, embroidered with a forest scene and behind that, the floor length mirror that sat like a quiet sentinel; the reason Louie always chose this room. She held her breath as she approached, setting her signet ring and banknotes on the dresser with the room key. 
And there in the glass, was her reflection, looking at her from behind blue eyes, his smile tinged with a sadness she did not possess. Louie chewed the inside of her cheek as she watched him tug on his shirt cuffs and straighten his deep purple cravat, preparing for the night she would not have. His clean-shaven, angled face, his dark hair neatly parted and gelled, his ebony cane resting against his good leg. She bit back her envy, straightened her posture and swept up her ivory cane as though she might smash the mirror with it. Instead, she reached her hand through the glass to clasp his. It was cold and so was the mirror as she submerged herself, dragging Leslie out of the darkness and into the light. [footnoteRef:10] [10:  The psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan wrote the theory of the ‘Mirror Stage’ in a child’s development, wherein (between 6 and 18 months old) the child sees itself for the first time and, while it recognises the reflection is its “self” the image appears whole and unified, which is a contrast to the internal feeling of fragmentation and incoordination. According to Lacan, this moment causes both joy and alienation, because the external representation is not the child’s inner experience (the image will never be THEM but a reflection). He goes on to claim that identity is never unified, and that we are always alienated from ourselves through our identifications (Lacan, 1949). In my own work I’ve sought to bring a magical aspect to this moment of misrecognition in the child’s life: Louie/Leslie saw a reflection that truly was different to their internal experience, as it was another version of their “self” which in this case inverted their own reality of gender. I aim to insinuate that both Louie and Leslie inhabit both spheres of sex, as they are both fragments of ‘human kind’ and as such possess all possibilities of gender, and cannot be unified as the society they live in will not allow them to exist outside of this binary.] 


The world was blinding.
The mirror rippled and became, once again, glass.
Her gaze was hard and cold and guilt struck him down the spine like lightning.
He collected their belongings, placed one shaky foot in front of the other, and did not look over his shoulder.

When the evening grew dark outside, and the music began to play
Leslie took his seat by the fire, a cup of tea in one hand,
a book in the other. 
There were glistening eyes in the heady smoke of the boudoir,
eyes that followed him, watched him move, hungrily, 
he didn’t much mind.

When the music began to play, and men stood to dance
Leslie folded one leg over the other and turned the page,
setting his drink aside.
There was a hum in the air, a comfortable warmth to the sway
of men and a few daring women in the dimness,
smiling at one another.

When the men stood to dance, offering hands and whispers,
Leslie caught the gaze of a predator, blood splattered bodice,
sinched at her curves.
There was a soft breath of air that escaped him as she stood, 
detaching from her husband to stalk her prey across the room,
heels tapping on the wood.

When his predator offered a hand and a whisper, eyes alight,
Leslie took it and let her drag him into the thrum of dancers,
her grip firm. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Bruno Blois Nunes and Maitê Peres de Carvalho elaborate upon the conventions of ballroom dancing (being that the man leads and woman follows) in their paper ‘Lady/Woman, Gentleman/Man: gender roles and relations in ballroom dancing’ and conclude that these traditions reinforce gender binaries and the oppression of women as they are seen as passive (Nunes/De Carvalho, 2022). Moreover, in Victorian society, there was strict social etiquette dictating that the man was to ask the woman to dance; In this stanza, I invert this expectation, having Lelsie lead by both a woman and another man, manipulating gender through the implication that he is, in this scene, the ‘passive’ one.] 

There was an ease with which she let him across the floor, 
a solidness with which she held him close, hand at his back,
she was fierce.

“You must have passed Louie on your way in, she always scurries away, 
without a goodbye. Why not take the train home together?”
The devil-woman spoke.
“She likes to be alone, and I do not like to impose upon that. Besides,
I prefer the late nights, they are magical, are they not?”
Leslie replied.

When the evening fell, they danced and whispered their stories, 
her familiar smile easing the ache in his chest. Her hold around his waist
grounding him to the now.
There was a laugh in his chest as she handed him over to her husband, 
and his hands were certain as he spun Leslie out of his head
and into his heart.

“You look nothing like our Louie, and yet you share the same beauty, 
how is that, my dear? What strange magic do you possess?”
The fool spoke.
“You are a flatterer, Jack, but it will not work, I am steadfast. As is Louie,
though she maybe be my opposite in sight she is my mirror in soul.”
Leslie replied. 

When the music died and goodbyes were made, the tea now cold,
Leslie’s tired limbs dragged him to the station, his cane carrying the ache,
his chest just a little empty. 
There was a cool bite in the air, made colder from the absence of a dance partner,
he sat alone on the plush seats, watching the moon through the glass, watching 
a reflection of her.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  In ‘The Second Sex’ Simone de Beauvoir criticises the idea that there is a timeless “feminine nature” and argues that this is a myth used to romanticize women’s subordination by painting them as naturally passive and emotional and thus justifying their marginalization. She claims that men have historically positioned themselves as the default, while women are cast as the “other”, meaning that they are defined only in relation to man and denied full subjectivity (De Beauvoir, 1949). In my work, I wanted to flip this concept on its head by bringing Louie into the “essential subject” position, and having Leslie defined by his relation to her instead. He is, I suppose, her conscious, her emotion, while she gets to be the ‘main character’, she socialises without relation to him, while he exists as an extension of her, those around him always wondering where she is.] 
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This creative written piece shows interesting, theoretically informed decisions. These creative choices are indicated in the footnotes which demonstrate thoughtfulness about creativity in relation to theory, but they do not consistently demonstrate a deeper engagement with the theory itself. The first, poetic piece appears to express only one theoretical point about gender and binary oppositions. Thinking in terms of deconstructing binaries, it is not irrelevant to observe that not only poetry, but prose also has rhythm. There could have been more theoretical complexity and debate perhaps through creating more conflict in the narrative.
Mostly, the writing, especially the prose, is assured, using period-specific vocabulary, and evocative of the places in which events take place in the story. Some passages of description, for example the poetic ‘only gas lamps / to light the cracks in the stone like rivers of gold’, are obscure as visual images – is the source of light external or internal to the building? How is the light shining – through or into the cracks? Are the cracks large enough, like those formed by subsidence, to seem like rivers of gold?
Overall, the submission is good but could have improved if your engagement with the complexity of theory had more systematically informed the creative writing and if the footnotes had more expansively detailed this process of making theoretically informed creative choices to explore.
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