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White 

Good evening.  One of the side effects of being visually-impaired is that you’re often not 

aware of how the people around you are reacting to your disability – their body language, 

how they’re looking, what gestures they’re making.  Maybe it’s a blessing you don’t know, 

maybe it’s a curse.  And we don’t know, of course, because we can’t see it.  But a sighted 

partner can and sometimes they don’t like it.  Here’s Jacky: 

 

Jacky 
Early on in the relationship we went into a department store, I went in to help him get some 

new clothes.  We always walk hand in hand, I was guiding him but I was holding his hand.  

And I took him to the changing rooms and a female assistant sort of led him to this very wide 

changing room, clearly meant for people in wheelchairs and she said to me – Do you want to 

go in with him?  And I was a bit stunned at the time but it was only after when I became 

angry.  She was treating me as if I was his carer and not his lover. 

 

White 
So how typical is that experience and how common is this confusion between being a lover or 

a carer?  And does it matter? 

 

Well I invited two visually-impaired people into the studio to discuss it – Red Szell and 

Kirsten Hearn.  And you’ll also be hearing other contributions along the way. 

 

Kirsten and Red started by telling me a bit more about their personal situations. 



 

Szell 
I’ve been married for 20 years this month to Kate and when I first met her I had my diagnosis 

of Retinitis Pigmentosa and used a white stick at night but you wouldn’t have known that I 

was visually-impaired as I got round during the day.  I suppose Kate has lived with my sight 

loss for those 20 years and as I’ve needed more help she’s taken on the in sickness and in 

health aspect of the wedding vows and she’s just given me more help as and when I’ve asked 

for it. 

 

White 
And Kirsten what about you? 

 

Hearn 
Well I’m a lesbian about town, as I say, I’m not currently could be described as in a 

traditional relationship but I have had quite a few serial monogamous relationships in the past 

with sighted and visually-impaired and other disabled partners. 

 

White 
So from your point of view Kirsten, starting with you, what’s your reaction to this and this 

confusion that our listener discovered between being a lover or a girlfriend or a boyfriend and 

being a carer? 

 

Hearn 
Well you know we really shouldn’t be let out alone and therefore there’s always going to be 

someone in charge of us and the fact that we shouldn’t really be having relationships anyway 

because we’re poor benighted things means that that is quite often the reaction.  It’s a little 

more interesting when the partner is themselves obviously disabled in some way because 

there’s this confusion about who is helping who.  And the one who appears to be less 

disabled often gets labelled as the carer. 

 

White 
But the fact is you recognise this as a fairly regular thing that happens to you? 

 

Hearn 
Yes, in all kinds of circumstances.  I might be at a concert with a friend and it’s assumed that 

they are my carer.  I might be down the pub getting drunk with a friend, they still assume that 

they are my carer and clearly leading me astray.  So there doesn’t seem to be this recognition 

that the person with us might actually be with us for the purpose of friendship, love, or 

whatever it might be, it seems to be that they’re just with us because they’re helping us.  In 

my misguided youth, when I consorted with the other side, I had a particularly hairy 

boyfriend and we were in the pub and somebody came up to him and said – Are you her 

social worker, do you think she should be drinking that pint of gin – or whatever I was 

drinking – he was aghast, I was aghast, in fact he was more aghast because actually he was 

younger than me, and was very affronted to be thought to be my elderly social worker.  I was 

astonished because I’d never be seen dead with one. 

 

White 
So this has been happening for quite a long time, I think that’s what we can assume.  Now 

Red, what about you, because in a sense with the way you introduced yourself there could be 



a confusion in the sense that because you have come new to some things and Kate has come 

new to some things I suppose there could be confusion couldn’t there? 

 

Szell 
I hate to say it, we make it up as we go along and whether I’m with Kate or a friend there is a 

degree of care that that person who is leading you from the tube station to Broadcasting 

House, for instance, they actually assume that carer mantle.  But I suppose in the same way 

that I’ve learnt that I have to ask for help in certain situations otherwise I’ll get hit by a 

Number 9 bus I’ve just got used to swallowing my pride and going – yeah fine, other 

people’s ignorance is just one of those day to day things that you have to put up with. 

 

White 
I suppose I should say, just so I can join in this, because I’m in a slightly different situation to 

both of you.  Until last year, when she died, I was married to a sighted person who would 

have had quite a lot to say about this, were she still here, and we were married for 44 years.  

So there were quite a lot of views about it.  What I’d really like to know is how you deal with 

the situation.  Kirsten. 

 

Hearn 
In socialising it’s quite necessary to give degrees of assistance if I don’t have a support 

worker/PA/carer with me and anybody who goes out with me will get used quite quickly to 

help me find the toilet, for example, or finding the bar or whatever or the bus stop, all those 

kinds of things.  So that’s kind of there anyway.  And the last relationship I had was actually 

with a partially sighted person and she said to me that she felt really visible, that she could as 

a partially sighted person to some extent pass, except she would occasionally look confused 

because she couldn’t read something like the bus number or whatever it was, but she could on 

the whole walk down the road and not be noticed whereas she said when she’s with me we’re 

both being starred at.  And it was interesting because her impairment didn’t become obvious 

unless associated by me.  And no one but no one realised that she was actually my partner 

because we don’t exist. 

 

White 
And the problem I think is what this implies about the balance in a relationship between you, 

you know that somehow it’s not mutual.  Now it maybe, the example we were told about at 

the beginning, that was a situation where maybe you could assume that somebody needed 

help but they were obviously making a situation that it wasn’t – it’s not mutual attraction, it’s 

not mutual effort, it’s not a balance of contribution.  Red, do you sense that – that people are 

actually judging the relationship in a way? 

 

Szell 
To an extent yes I mean it’s that old does he take sugar thing where it gets my goat and 

Kate’s goat whenever people ask – what’s he going to have for supper.  And I think that’s 

where it really cuts in.  However, I’m also made very aware that it is quite a responsibility for 

Kate, she probably does get sick and tired of it from time to time, so I just make sure that 

actually if we have been out and she does come home and want to put her feet up I’ll go and 

make the tea, I’ll go and empty the bins, I’ll do all the bits and pieces that I can do to repay 

her kindness?  I don’t know if that sounds too wishy washy or repay her love actually.  It is a 

balance, certainly when we go out as a bigger family I’ll not always take Kate’s hand, I might 

take one of the kid’s hands or my mother-in-law’s hand or whatever to… 

 



White 
Kids can come in useful can’t they from time to time. 

 

Szell 
Very useful, that’s why we have them.  

 

White 
Of course but that’s an assumption as well that’s made, I mean I have to say the number of 

times that people will say when my kids were little they would say isn’t it good of you to 

guide your daddy around like that.  The assumption being they almost, what you said Red, 

that that’s why we had them and how useful and that gives rise to some of this mawkish stuff 

you get about child carers.  Kirsten, what about you? 

 

Hearn 
I’m fairly assertive about what I need and what I don’t need with friends and lovers and I 

quite often will say, if we’re going to go somewhere and I’m just going to go with a partner 

or friend, haven’t got a PA with me or support worker or whatever it is, I might say I will 

need some assistance, is that okay?  And I do tend to say – I don’t assume that they’re going 

to assist – I say, I’m with one person, so would you mind giving me a hand to do this and 

they’re perfectly happy to do it really because they’re enjoying being with me.  If I’m in a 

group I kind of rotate my favours of asking, really, and I think oh I asked so and so before, let 

me ask this next person if they can give me a hand.  It’s very strange though because I do 

think that lovers and partners do get into this kind of like wanting to support and care and 

whatever it might be because they love you. 

 

White 
But the problem is the assumption that the support isn’t even, isn’t it, I think?  Geoff Long is 

a fairly regular contributor to this programme, he talked about this, this whole business of the 

balance, and in a way how you try and keep the balance equal. 

 

Long 
I just go from event to event.  When I think I need help I ask for it, I don’t philosophise about 

it.  For instance, I had a fully sighted wife and she used to drive me to music gigs where I 

used to play.  Now obviously I couldn’t have got there without her.  It wasn’t an 

independence issue.  But what I used to try to do was to make sure that there were things I 

could do to even up the balance.  I’ve never done a DIY job in my life and I’ve never ironed a 

shirt in my life, so in those two areas I am absolutely not independent.  But I’ve made enough 

money through my own efforts to be able to pay someone to do those jobs for me, so I don’t 

need to be independent for those particular jobs. 

 

White 
That was Geoff Long.  I get the sense Red that in a way that this feels slightly different for 

you because of the fact that you’ve been in a situation of deteriorating sight, so that perhaps 

the things you do and the things you need help with are changing all the time. 

 

Szell 
I think the fact that we’ve had two decades to make it up as we go along allows you to adapt, 

it allows you to discuss these things, it’s not a sudden change.  Also coming back to the sort 

of sharing the burden – I stayed at home and looked after the kids, I carried on cooking and 

sort of taking them backwards and forwards to school.  And I suppose I showed myself still 



to be capable of contributing something to the relationship which changes people’s 

perceptions of what you do. 

 

White 
But you’re still sounding quite tolerant about it, as if almost – as if almost they might be 

right. 

 

Szell 
I’m a lot less angry in my late 40s than I was in my 20s. 

 

White 
Let’s not forget how this was raised by a partner and by a sighted partner.  What do you think 

the appropriate way for that sighted partner to react actually is because my – my late wife 

could be quite rude about it, I mean her basic phrase was – why don’t you ask him, he’s 

standing there – which sounds rude but sometimes you just felt you had to do it. 

 

Hearn 
And I think that’s right.  It’s very difficult really because you don’t want people to fight the 

battles for you, that’s the thing really.  And there’s something about over indignant anger by 

partners and friends who witness discrimination being faced by the individual disabled person 

and I think that can be slightly irritating because excuse me but I want to be indignant, thank 

you very much, so get over it.  But actually what I say to people who are going with me 

anywhere, doing something with me, is I say – you may find people talk to you and not me 

and my best advice to you is simply drop eye contact.  If that doesn’t work then you might 

need to point it out to them.  So actually body language is quite good because they do literally 

look in the other direction and it’s very hard, I think, to talk to somebody who’s not looking 

at you deliberately in that kind of way.  So that’s quite good, that’s subtle and not – not 

passive aggressive or even very aggressive.  But if that doesn’t work they will quite often say 

– ask her, I don’t know. 

 

White 
I think that’s a very, very good point.  Red, Kirsten makes an interesting point which is 

actually you don’t necessarily want your partner to react at all in a way and I’ve met Kate and 

I know she’s not backward in coming forward.  I just wondered what happened in your 

situation. 

 

Szell 
We try and short circuit the assumption type of thing that you get in shops and restaurants by 

– if I’m going clothes shopping – she will take me to an assistant, hand me to that assistant 

and say – right, he’s looking for men’s clothes, I’m off to look for some women’s clothes.  At 

which point I am the sales assistant’s responsibility and usually it works, every so often I’ll 

come out wearing clothes which Kate will look at me going – well, they clearly aren’t 

married to you.  But you know she always will come into the changing room just to check 

that I’m not wearing anything that really looks undignified.  I think actually we’re just quite 

up front about it. 

 

White 
I think you’ve highlighted the problem with clothes shopping of course which is that it falls 

between two stalls in a way, it’s quite nice to go with someone who has a reasonably good 

record of finding stuff that you don’t look a twerp in.  On the other hand I can understand 



why she’s keen to not do it all the time and also of course you can be in the situation where 

you don’t actually – you’ve been told that what your partner is choosing for you isn’t actually 

suiting you particularly well.  So I’m a bit torn on that issue.   

 

Just want to change tack slightly, can there be a tendency for all we’re being quite – we’re 

talking about indignant about this – to use our sighted partners as carers albeit maybe 

subconsciously, I mean there are so many issues aren’t there where sighted partners can be 

handy – driving, sorting out clothes, doing more share of the housework maybe.  I mean I just 

wonder whether we’re blaming the public for their perception, I wonder if sometimes there is 

some confusion about whether people are carers are not. 

 

Hearn 
Well there might be actually and I think also that it’s quite dangerous and rather injurious to 

relationships quite often because partners feel they’ve got to be there to help you, that’s not 

part of the thing they signed up for really in that kind of way.  And I think there has to be a 

balance struck, it’s quite difficult really.  But I mean it’s jolly handy to have a sighted person 

around, I actually live alone and I do save up everything I need for the next person who walks 

through the door, whoever that is, and I don’t always know who’s going to open some 

personal piece of post, so they’re very handy.  And I think actually in circumstances where 

you might have gone on holiday with a partner it’s extremely handy actually, especially 

somewhere where the attitudes towards disabled people might be a bit different, to actually 

have somebody who’s ready and willing and able to assist.  But I still think it has some issues 

and problems in that when do you get space from each other and that’s been a very important 

thing for me in my friendships and relationships, is to actually make sure I can maintain a 

level of autonomous space really and non-dependency on somebody because I haven’t had 

this great long relationship you’ve had Red actually, so I don’t like to get too dependent in 

case they bugger off somewhere.  Then what will I do about my matching socks? 

 

White 
That’s right.  And we have to admit the reality of the situation, it’s quite common for me to 

yell out in the office – can I have a pair of eyes over here please – because often all you want 

is something really quick, in 10 seconds flat.  But the problem for a partner, of course, is that 

in a way they’re always there and therefore they can always be called upon. 

 

Szell 
I think it all comes down to communication, at the end of the day, I mean I suppose I’m lucky 

that I’ve always managed to keep a level of independence that means that I like my own 

company and I realise that Kate and my kids and my friends don’t need me weighing them 

down all the time, to be perfectly honest.  And I think we’ve got to be open to that and realise 

that it can be burdensome to other people. 

 

Hearn 
Just teasing out this burdensome weighing you down – that’s an interesting – I know what 

you mean actually but I always feel uncomfortable when I think about that for myself – am I 

being a burden to somebody. 

 

Szell 
Well it’s a burden to us, I mean blindness is a burden to us and I think people who care and 

help you are sharing that burden. 

 



White 
But I think Red there’s a difference perhaps between what’s happened to you in a way and 

perhaps what’s happened to Kirsten and I, in that we’ve been blind for longer.  And I think 

we’ve grown up thinking actually we do play our part in a relationship and this is what 

irritates me about it, it’s the assumption that the relationship is somebody needing help and 

somebody giving it.  Now that certainly wasn’t true in my relationship with Jo, I don’t think, 

I don’t think I’m being arrogant in saying I did my part in that relationship.  And I guess 

when people take this attitude of regarding your partner as a carer what they’re actually doing 

is chipping away at what that relationship really is or making an irritating assumption about 

what that relationship really is.  And isn’t that – as you say – isn’t that true in your case, Red, 

in the sense that you are a house husband, you do do your bit? 

 

Szell 
Oh yes certainly I mean don’t get me wrong, I think that blindness adds a degree of difficulty 

to everyday life that just makes things take longer, apart from anything else and can be 

depressing to all of us. 

 

White 
And the tendency to say well just do it because it’s quicker and we need to be at the theatre in 

15 minutes time. 

 

Szell 
Exactly and I don’t see my wife as my carer, I just see her as the person who cares most. 

 

White 
Thanks to Kirsten, Kirsten Hearn and Red Szell.  And to everyone else who took part today. 

 

We’re really keen to hear about your experiences, you can email us on intouch@bbc.co.uk or 

you can call our action line for 24 hours after the programme, that’s 0800 044 044.  For 

tonight though, from me, Peter White, producer Cheryl Gabriel and the team, goodbye. 
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