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ABSTRACT

THE GENDER EPIDEMIC:
INTERSECTING DISEASE, GENDER, AND SEXUALITY IN A GRAPHIC NOVEL

By
Autumn Cejer

For my thesis, | wrote a graphic novel set in a world where certain people possess powers
that society tries to suppress by viewing them as a disease. The story focuses on two super-
powered individuals on opposite sides of the law who handle this oppression very differently.
Although these characters would easily be able to overpower the non-powered people in charge,
they are too afraid to do so. Internalized guilt from possessing abilities they did not ask for adds
an additional layer of conflict, just as women and disabled persons are constantly made to feel
like they should apologize for who they are. Women in comic books, whether hero or villain, are
often disappointingly one-dimensional, and I sought to help correct this narrative gap. Writing in
the style of a comic book will further pay homage to the themes and stylizations | am studying.
Although I did not craft a completed graphic novel filled with finished panels, | outlined how
panels would be organized and provided a few examples of panels and the scenes. Drawing out
the images during the editing process enabled me to visualize the characters and their actions in a
different format. I included some of them at the end of my script to supplement my descriptions

and allow the reader to more fully enter this world with me.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis follows the format prescribed by the MLA Style Manual and the Department
of English.

Thor

| was beyond excited when | bought the first issue of the Marvel Comics miniseries The
Mighty Thor, in which Jane Foster becomes worthy of the hammer and takes over as Thor. The
character herself was fun and the writing and art was fantastic. When | explained the premise to
another comic book fan, his initial intrigue quickly faded.

“But Thor’s a guy,” he protested. “That’s stupid.” Why? All he could think to say was:
“We already have a Thor.”

Only a person accustomed to everything would question why another craves what they
have never had.

The comic series, which ran from 2015-2018, is clear to distinguish between Thor the
man, now going by Odinson, who had been stripped of his godly power before the events of this
series, and Thor the god, who was now Jane. Long blonde hair flows out of her helmet as she
soars through the air, holding tight to the hammer Mjolnir with her impressive muscles on
display.

Even though having a female Thor is a step toward diversifying the lineup of prominent
Marvel superheroes, this version also has a tragic time limit. She is dying of cancer, and every
time she wields the hammer, the magic expunges her chemotherapy treatments from her body. In

other words, the very thing that gives her strength is also killing her.



The narrative establishes from the very beginning that Jane’s true self is a weakened,
dying husk. On the second page of the comic, the captions read, “I’m Dr. Jane Foster. And
believe it or not, I’'m also the mighty Thor. Though right now I’'m not feeling particularly
mighty. Right now I’m just trying not to die” (Aaron 2). For eleven pages, we suffer with a Jane
who is frail, withered away to almost nothing, as she receives chemotherapy. It is not until the
twelfth page (which, for a comic book, is significantly far into the story) that we see Jane as her
super-powered alter ego. Psychotherapist Phyllis Chesler argues in Women and Madness that a
“discontented, complaining, ‘weak’ woman, although disliked, is far more acceptable than a
contented and/or powerful woman” (295), which this story seems painfully eager to affirm.

Women have rarely been primary figures in fictional works. Men tend to hold all the
power, while women act as emotional support and eye candy for a presumed male audience.
Their sex appeal is especially prevalent in comics. As a visual medium with a traditionally male
readership, comic book heroes are often male with female heroes remaining in supporting roles.
In this way, gender itself acts as an illness that limits a character’s potential, on top of actual
illnesses that introduce an additional hurdle for female superheroes to overcome.

Interestingly, or perhaps not, the type of illness Jane is diagnosed with is often associated
with femininity: breast cancer. More than perhaps any other qualifier, a woman’s breasts
determine her attractiveness and value. Their potential loss, therefore, is devastating. Poet and
feminist Audre Lorde wrote extensively of her experiences with breast cancer, remarking how
confused and upset people became when she chose not to hide her mastectomy: “This emphasis
upon the cosmetic after surgery reinforces this society’s stereotype of women, that we are only
what we look or appear, so this is the only aspect of our existence we need to address. . . . With

quick cosmetic reassurance, we are told that our feelings are not important, our appearance is all,



the sum total of self” (49-50). In other words, even after undergoing such a traumatizing and
painful experience to save her life, a woman’s concern should still be with others’ feelings, not
her own. Even in death she must sacrifice for others.

Why would Jane not pursue surgery as an option in The Mighty Thor? Of course, her
privilege at being educated, straight, and white guarantees a better healthcare experience than
many would receive, but when it became clear chemotherapy was not working, why did she
never seek alternative treatment methods? Perhaps the comic book writers did not think any male
readers could handle her losing the most defining aspect of her sexual appeal. So the audience
gets to watch her waste away to nothing instead.

Journalist Evan Narcisse points out that although the original Thor’s secret identity was
as a disabled physician, the “linkage between frailty and super-strength is more charged here,”
because the original’s “limited mobility wasn’t the same as the ticking clock™ that this new Thor
faces (Narcisse). This creative decision implies that the female Thor cannot handle, or is not
meant to handle, such power for long, and everything (including her health) is only made right
again after she relinquishes the Thor title.

Jane was painfully aware throughout the narrative that she would not wield the hammer
for long before her illness got the best of her and its rightful owner reclaimed it. Yet in a twisted
way, by losing his power to a woman, Odinson could be playing on deep-rooted fears some men
share. Feminists who argue women deserve rights are not seeking to “take” anything from the
men already in power, but some fear that anyway. Perhaps that is what the male comic book fan
was actually upset about when he learned of The Mighty Thor comic series. If a woman could

take such godly power from Odinson, then no man was safe.



The best way to protect men’s power appears to be teaching women to be quiet,
submissive, and selfless. In The Mighty Thor, King Odin had become erratic and unpredictable,
making many public mistakes, including falsely arresting his own wife. Although the queen
could very easily free herself, she chooses not to. She would rather quietly suffer than potentially
upset anyone else. Her reaction, or lack thereof, is depressingly “feminine.”

In “The Yellow Wallpaper,” Charlotte Perkins Gilman draws attention to misdiagnoses of
hysteria in female patients in the nineteenth century. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar analyze
how doctors considered this mental illness a female one because it, “like many other nervous
disorders, was thought to be caused by the female reproductive system, as if to elaborate upon
Aristotle’s notion that femaleness was in and of itself a deformity” (1848). Women were, and
still are, surrounded “by images of disease, traditions of disease, and invitations both to disease
and to dis-ease” (Gilbert and Gubar 1851). Society dictates that they must reduce themselves
both mentally and physically to be accepted. Indeed, Gilbert and Gubar ask the question:
“Implying ruthless self-suppression, does the ‘eternal feminine’ necessarily imply illness?”
(1849). According to the messages in media, the answer is yes.

Repeatedly, gender itself acts as much like an illness as Jane’s cancer. Femininity in any
form is exhausting to maintain in an intolerant world. The constant battles with others, and with
one’s self, are bound to chip away at even the strongest person’s resolve. In a superhero comic, it
might as well be a disease.

Scarlet Witch

Although some female superheroes, like Jane Foster, have a physical illness, the majority

suffer from a mental one. Comic book writers often do not know how to write female

superheroes, especially powerful ones. As a result, these characters frequently suffer from mental



illnesses or worry more about personal relationships than saving the world. In the case of reality-
altering Wanda Maximoff, also known as Scarlet Witch, writers assign her with both. Scholar
Victoria Ingalls notes, “Although she is prepared to fight, the typical female hero is not a warrior
or militaristic; she does not carry a sword or other crafted weapon. She lacks superhuman
strength, but she has a family, and her family relationships are important” (219). Even while
assisting the Avengers with worldwide threats, Scarlet Witch dealt with romantic problems with
her various lovers throughout decades of comics. Her most frequent, and well-known, partner is
the synthezoid Vision.

Wanda endures much emotional turmoil due to drama with her family—mainly her
father, Magneto’s, abuse towards her and her twin brother Quicksilver—and the inhuman nature
of her hushand and children. Vision is an artificial person, meaning he and Wanda cannot
procreate naturally. Instead, Wanda creates children using her powers, but never fully comes to
terms with their fabricated status, choosing instead to ignore any unpleasant truths.
Psychoanalyst Dr. Clarissa Pinkola Estés explains that the more quickly one deals with
psychological trauma, the less its effects can spread or worsen (353). By never addressing her
trauma, Wanda allows it to chip away at her mental wellbeing until she cannot handle it
anymore. After facing the truth of her children’s fake nature, she suffers a complete mental
breakdown.

Phyllis Chesler argues that “women, by definition, are viewed as psychiatrically
impaired—whether they accept or reject the female role—simply because they are women”
(173). Therefore, any portrayal of women possessing power transforms into something despised
and feared (Chesler 137). Wanda’s mental illness manifests in an inability to control her powers,

transforming her from a pitied victim of repeated trauma to the most dangerous person in the



Marvel universe. One of her most famous storylines, House of M, opens with members of the
Avengers and the X-Men debating what to do because they can no longer control her. This
wording—a desire to “control” her—Is not a new one. Strong female characters often are
represented as incapable of being controlled, or indeed controlling themselves, which frequently
ends in tragedy. In the opening sequence, Emma Frost votes for Wanda to be “put down” (19),
equating her with an animal. Wanda has become less than human.

In House of M, Wanda alters reality to fulfill everyone’s greatest desires. Her father
finally gains the power he wished, free from Xavier, who has gone missing. Peter Parker gains
the domestic life he craved. And Wanda recreates her children, living in familial bliss with them,
her brother, and her father as the happy family they never really got to be. When ramifications
from her actions start to catch up to Wanda, and some of the characters go to confront her, an
enraged Magneto Kills Quicksilver, who had suggested an alternate reality to Wanda in the first
place.

The narrative repeatedly and consistently portrays Wanda as unstable as her magic and
separates her from her own actions. Magneto does not hold Wanda accountable and blames
Quicksilver for the altered reality. Yet Wanda does not appear crazy or unstable; when other
heroes finally track her down, she is completely calm. She explains to Dr. Strange, “the purpose
of all of this was that there would be no more fighting . . . But no matter what I do . . . there’s
always fighting. I don’t understand people, I really don’t” (Bendis 158). Hawkeye later confronts
her in an almost unhinged rant about everything she has done, but she is the picture of calm
beside him (Bendis 167). The sharp contrast between the two begs the question: Who is actually

insane?



One of Wanda’s sons, who had been playing quietly during Hawkeye’s rant, yells for him
to shut up and erases him from existence. Afterwards, Dr. Strange looks at Wanda, not the son.
Since her children are mere fabrications of her power, Wanda acts through them, yet her defense
for erasing Hawkeye is a need to protect her children. Finally, her calm facade breaks and tears
stream down her face as she says, “I-I can’t control any of it” (Bendis 168).

Although she directs a lot of her pent-up anger at her father after he attacks Quicksilver,
her wording at the end of House of M seems to also imply anger at herself by calling all mutants
freaks (Bendis 173). Wanda utters the infamous words, “No more mutants” (Bendis 174), and
the world changes again, removing the powers of all but a few hundred mutants on the entire
planet.

Interestingly, in House of M, Wanda does not bring Vision back to life, despite reviving
many other Avengers and mutants. The MCU’s 2021 miniseries WandaVision rectifies this plot
hole with a Wanda that seems just as concerned with living a normal life raising her twin boys.
She remains just as determined to maintain her domestic bliss at any cost. Her power, and
implied mental illness, make her a danger to everyone living in the altered town of Westview.
Just like in the comics, Wanda’s mental health depletes once she has the spotlight, as if it is too
much for her to bear. No matter the medium, Wanda evidently cannot wield such strength for
long.

Harley Quinn

Harley Quinn is famous for her insanity. The “Mad Love” one-shot portrays her
backstory rather unfavorably; she only receives her PhD by sleeping with her professors, and
seeks fame by writing about the most infamous of Gotham’s criminals. Her plans go awry when

she falls in love with the Joker instead, but the narrative clearly establishes her amorality before



that point, perhaps to make it easier for readers to understand her fall to villainy. In every version
of Harley’s story, it is always a bit unclear just how “crazy” she is before meeting the Joker, but
no one can doubt her mental state afterwards. Harley is Joker’s prettier sidekick, every bit as
insane as him, just without his level of agency. The Joker clearly calls the shots in their
relationship, while Harley just smiles at him as he does it. Later, more “feminist” takes on the
character follow her after she and the Joker breakup. Harley Quinn’s 2013 solo series (the only
comic on my list with a female co-author), not only explores Harley’s life away from the Joker,
but also queer-codes the character and places her in an open, romantic relationship with fellow
villain Poison Ivy.

Out of the three female comic book characters analyzed here, Harley is the only
villain/antihero, and also the only queer character. Her sexuality and moral ambiguity are most
likely connected. Only very recently have prominent comic book characters been both queer and
heroic. Harley breaks gender norms twice, by enthusiastically engaging in foul-mouthed
violence, and again by being openly bisexual. The 2019 animated series, Harley Quinn, provides
one of the best representations of Harley’s sexuality by not demonizing it. The show does not
portray her bisexuality as being in any way shaped by her villainy or a mental illness.

Of course, Harley’s violent, sometimes downright psychotic nature suggests a mental
illness, but much of her perceived insanity may be less of an actual illness, and more society’s
response to a woman with power. Before Harley met the Joker, she was a successful psychiatrist,
but comic writers often imply that she was at best content conforming to society’s unspoken
rules, and, at worst, unhappy. Estés claims, “The most destructive cultural conditions for a
woman to be born into and to live under are those that insist on obedience” (174). Just as the

world expected Scarlet Witch to silently bear each new traumatic experience until she broke



completely, Harley also suffered by not living as her authentic self. She acted the way she
thought the world wanted her to act. Chesler suggests that the term ‘madness’ might actually
describe “acting out of the devalued female role or the total or partial rejection of one’s sex-role
stereotype” (116). Batman comics regularly dehumanize its female characters, especially the
villainous ones, by reducing them to sexualized caricatures of real people. In the essay
“Batman’s Female Foes,” Shannon Austin writes, “Because they fight for their power and defy
the rules set out for them, these female villains are portrayed as dangerous, monstrous, and
almost inhuman” (287). Harley’s 2013 series sexualizes her to a disturbing degree; in some
panels, her waist is so small she looks more like a corpse than a real, living person.

Is Harley actually mentally unwell, or does the world just want us to think so? Many of
the women throughout history who have been diagnosed with some form of hysteria had simply
been questioning the status quo. They sought to live outside society’s accepted gender norms of
the time and were punished for it. In the introduction to Hysteria Today, Anouchka Grose
suggests that illness may have offered “a form of resistance” (xxix). Just as the protagonist’s
husband in “The Yellow Wallpaper” punishes her for not conforming to an ableist and sexist
society, Harley faces persecution simply for being herself. Such examples repeatedly blur the
line between a perceived illness and a real one, emphasizing the importance in breaking away
from such limited portrayals of illness. The goal of any disabled person should never be to hide
unsavory parts of themselves and return to their identities pre-diagnosis. They should not feel
such pressure to “fit in.” Poet Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha says it best:

They will tell you the best you can hope for is

being just like them

but we are waiting for you,



and we will be what will save your life. (15-18)
Writing Process

| wrote a graphic novel set in a world where certain people possess powers that society
tries to suppress by viewing them as a disease. The story focuses on two super-powered
individuals on opposite sides of the law who handle this oppression very differently. Although
these characters would easily be able to overpower the non-powered people in charge, they are
too afraid to do so. Internalized guilt from possessing abilities they did not ask for adds an
additional layer of conflict, just as women and disabled persons are constantly made to feel like
they should apologize for who they are.

At the same time, | did not want to write a story where characters with a fictionalized
illness or disability suffer no consequences from this disease, and so I tried to honestly portray
the struggles of living with a disability in a very ableist world. Treatments opens its third chapter
by lamenting how stories about illness often focus on the recovery or the happy ending. In other
words, these narratives often portray illnesses as things that can be cured all the time. In
Tonguebreaker, Piepzna-Samarasinha writes about friends who are confused when a disability
never actually goes away. In a country, and, indeed, a world focused on health and success, |
wanted to write a story without a cure, where characters carve lives out of a pain that will never
fully ease.

For the most part, there is a clear correlation between supernatural powers and
femininity. Just as a “professional woman” has to balance an appropriate amount of femininity to
gain respect in the workplace (i.e. too much makeup, pairing a suit with heels), here society
penalizes anyone teetering too far outside gender norms in either direction. Yet the character

Sam proves that their fixation on gender has no real foundation. He also possesses powers, but
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authority figures ignore him because he is a man. With Sam, | seek to show how the arbitrary
gender rules society has crafted do not have any real basis behind them.

Unfortunately, my analysis does not touch on race as Harley Quinn, Scarlet Witch, and
Thor are all white. The lack of racial diversity reflects a persistent gap within comic books as a
whole. Any feminist analysis cannot be truly inclusive without taking race into account. In her
essay “A Cyborg Manifesto,” Donna Haraway writes, “There was no structural room for race (or
for much else) in theory claiming to reveal the construction of the category woman and social
group women as a unified or totalizable whole” (158). She argues against the reality of a
universal female experience, for identities serve to exclude rather than include; ‘woman’ as a
category excludes all non-white women, just as ‘black’ does not include black women (154).
Activists choose to focus only on one identity at a time, isolating those who do not fully fit.
Haraway states,

There is nothing about being ‘female’ that naturally binds women. There is not even such

a state as ‘being’ female, itself a highly complex category constructed in contested sexual

scientific discourses and other social practices. Gender, race, or class consciousness is an

achievement forced on us by the terrible historica experience of the contradictory social

realities of patriarchy, colonialism, and capitalism. (154)
A universal female experience does not exist, for although society tries to categorize people in
various, sometimes contradictory ways, every individual is so much more complex, which I try
to show with the character Sam.

In addition to the comics Harley Quinn, House of M, and The Mighty Thor, I also drew
inspiration from DC’s Harley Quinn animated series, WandaVision, Tonguebreaker, and

Survivor. Harley Quinn addresses the title character’s sexuality in one of the clearest examples in
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existence, and also downplays her mental instability. Although Harley is just as violent as ever,
she is far more lucid and real than she has ever been, and it was important to me that | find a
representation of her that was not demonized, glorified, sexualized, or simplified.
Tonguebreaker, a poetry book about living with a disability in an ableist world, really captures
the tone that | was seeking with my own writing. Finally, Survivor is a collection of short stories
about surviving trauma. It paints an honest picture of the realities of living in a world after it has
been irreparably changed, but every story ends hopefully. As bleak as life can get, | also wanted
to be sure to provide a glimmer of hope for a future where no one has to live in shame or fear.
Lorde’s discussion in The Cancer Journals about isolating women so they cannot bond over their
experiences also influenced my work. As long as we cannot identify with others, we cannot
come together and fight oppressive systems.

Women in comic books, whether hero or villain, are often disappointingly one-
dimensional, and I sought to help correct this narrative gap. | hope that writing in the style of a
comic book will further pay homage to the themes and stylizations | am studying. Although I did
not have the time to craft a completed graphic novel filled with finished panels, | outlined how
panels would be organized and drew a few scenes. By drawing out these images during my
editing process, | was able to literally visualize these characters and their actions. | included
some of them at the end of my script to hopefully supplement my descriptions and allow the

reader to more fully enter this world with me.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

There is no standard method for formatting a graphic novel script. For this work, |
provide a brief description of each panel. If the panel contains any text, it is indented beneath the
panel description. For dialogue, I first provide the speaker’s name, and their dialogue appears
directly below. Captions, which reveal the protagonist’s thoughts, are displayed the same way as
dialogue, just with the word “caption” instead of the character name. The word “setting” is used
to indicate a caption that clarifies something about the setting of the current scene. For sound

effects, | use a similar system but with the words “sound effect.”
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GRAPHIC NOVEL SCRIPT
PAGE 1

PANEL 1: Shows the nighttime skyline of some major city. Most buildings are completely dark,
and the ones with lights still burning are few and far between.

CAPTION
God, I’'m so tired.

PANEL 2: Zoom in on a narrow sidewalk, empty other than Avery (mid-twenties, fit build)

walking with hunched shoulders, hands shoved in pockets of a black hoodie with the hood pulled
over her face. She carries a backpack over her shoulders.

CAPTION
| want nothing more than to be in bed, buried beneath a million blankets.

PANEL 3: Avery looks around her.

PANEL 4: She ducks down a side alley. The alley is a dead-end and contains a dumpster pressed
up against a two-story building.

CAPTION
But sleeping brings dreams.

PANEL 5: She climbs onto the dumpster to reach the roof.

CAPTION
And dreams never end well for me.

PAGE 2

PANEL 1: Avery crouches atop the roof, which contains a patio with several deck chairs and a
fire pit.

PANEL 2: She unzips the backpack while wearing black gloves. Peeking out of it is a bunch of
supplies, including red spray paint and a plastic Halloween mask portraying the face of a broken
doll.

PANEL 3: She pulls down her hood. For the first time, we get a good look at her face and her
close-cropped hair.

PANEL 4: Having covered her hair with a beanie, she ties the Halloween mask over her face.

14



PAGE 3
PANEL 1: Close-up of the paint can, her gloved fingers wrapped around it.
PANEL 2: A black square.

SOUND EFFECT
Ahhhhhhhhhhh

PANEL 3: Same close-up of the paint can with the fingers retreating.
PANEL 4: She leaves the can in the bag and zips it up.

PANEL 5: Leaving the backpack behind, Avery observes unseen from the rooftop as an
altercation takes place a street or two away.

AVERY
Seriously?

PANEL 6: A young woman (thirties, wearing jeans and a stylish coat, clutching a purse tightly in
both hands) has been surrounded by Taskforce agents, who all wear bulletproof vests and shiny
silver helmets that reveal only their mouths.

WOMAN
Please, let me go! I didn’t do anything!

PANEL 7: Zoom in closer to the scene, facing a line of agents from just behind the woman’s
head, as if from her point of view.

AGENT
Witnesses claim you displayed signs of variance. Do you deny it?

PANEL 8: Close-up on the woman’s face. Tears and snot have ruined her makeup.

WOMAN
I didn’t do anything!

AGENT
Do you deny freezing your drink at a bar?

WOMAN
I... No...

PAGE 4

PANEL 1: Close-up of the agent’s face. We clearly see his smirk.
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AGENT
Take her.

PANEL 2: Before anyone can move, Avery appears from above, drop-kicking the speaker.

PANEL 3: She shoots fire out of a small device connected to her wrist. Other agents scramble to
get out of her way.

SOUND EFFECT
Whoosh!

PANEL 4: Avery looks at the woman, back-dropped by flames.

AVERY
Run.

PANEL 5: The woman listens, fleeing down the street as quickly as possible.
PAGE 5

PANEL 1: An agent tries to attack Avery from behind.

PANEL 2: She ducks, and trips them.

CAPTION
| do not have time for this.

PANEL 3: Avery grabs the agent’s arm before they can stand, and breaks it.

SOUND EFFECT
Snap!

PANEL 4: She lets go of them in time to punch another agent, Nora (mid-twenties, dark skin and
hair pulled back in a low ponytail), in the jaw.

PANEL 5: Before anyone else can overcome the dying flames to attack, Avery flees the scene.
PANEL 6: She runs down empty streets.

CAPTION
I’m going to run out of time before I have to get ready for work.

PAGE 6

PANEL 1: Avery returns to the rooftop.
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CAPTION
I should’ve left that woman to her fate.

PANEL 2: She grabs the paint can.

PANEL 3: Close-up of her holding the can. We can’t see her face under the mask, but her body
language is tense.

CAPTION
She’s not my responsibility.

PANEL 4: She drops down onto the dumpster.

CAPTION
No one is anymore.

PANEL 5: Avery ducks in the shadows of an office building, peering out into the street. She still
holds the paint can in her hands.

PANEL 6: She darts out into the open, running as fast as she can to another shadowed alleyway.

CAPTION
Step one to take down a corrupt system:

PANEL 6: Close-up of her hands holding the uncapped paint can, spraying red paint onto an
unseen surface.

CAPTION
Send a message.

PAGE 7

PANEL 1: The side of a building now contains the word “MURDERERS” painted in bright red.
Some of the letters drip a little. The red looks eerily similar to blood. Avery stands in front,
staring at her work. The empty paint can dangles loosely from one hand.

CAPTION
Show the world what the “Taskforce” really is.

PAGE 8

PANEL 1: Peering over the side of Avery’s head, still staring at her artwork, reveals a silhouette
in the distance.

NORA
Hey!
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PANEL 2: Avery turns, facing one of the agents she fought earlier. Nora has removed her helmet
and holds it under one arm, better revealing her long, braided ponytail. Her jaw has already
begun to bruise from where Avery punched her.

NORA
This is public property. You—wait.

PANEL 3: Close-up of Nora’s face, her eyes wide.

NORA
You’re that masked arsonist.

PANEL 4: Avery sets down the paint can.

AVERY
What gave it away?

PANEL 5: She leans on one hip, shooting fire out of the opposite wrist.

AVERY
The mask, or the arson?

PANEL 6: Nora drops her helmet and whips out a gun in one fluid motion.

NORA
Stand down. I’ll shoot.

PANEL 7: Avery raises her hands.

AVERY
Where’s the rest of your dogs? Or did you wander off on your own?

NORA
You’re right outside Headquarters. I could have an entire squad on you in moments.

PANEL 8: Avery indicates the message on the wall.
AVERY
Letting someone else do the dirty work? You know that doesn’t prove me wrong,
right?

PANEL 9: Nora gazes at the spray paint, scowling.

PANEL 10: She returns that scowl to Avery.
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PAGE 9

PANEL 1: It’s a faceoff. Avery stands on one side of the panel, while Nora stands on the
opposite end.

CAPTION
I’m almost out of fuel, so relying on my fire is out of the question. Normally, when
desperate, | use my gun, but like the idiot I am, I forgot it.

PANEL 2: Avery raises her hands.

AVERY
Okay. I surrender or whatever.

PANEL 3: Avery takes a step forward and Nora frowns.

NORA
No funny business.

AVERY
Never.

PANEL 4: Avery takes another step. They’re close enough to be able to reach out and touch the
other. Nora lowers her weapon.

PANEL 5: In one quick motion, Avery grabs a knife from its holster on her leg and lunges
forward with it. Nora tries to duck out of the way, but isn’t quick enough to avoid it entirely.

PANEL 6: The blade grazes Nora’s arm, causing her to drop her weapon.
PANEL 7: Avery rushes past in her moment of distraction.
PANEL 8: Nora places her hand over the cut on her arm.

NORA
Dammit.

PAGE 10

PANEL 1: Avery walks down a dimly lit hallway, her backpack slung over her back and keys
dangling from one hand.

CAPTION
Well, that could’ve gone better.

PANEL 2: She stands in her unlit bedroom and drops her bag on the floor.
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CAPTION
It’s later than I hoped it’d be. Or early, I guess, depending on your perspective. I can
sleep for one hour, maybe two, before | have to get ready for work.

PANEL 3: Close-up of her head lying on a pillow.
PANEL 4: Same close-up, but with closed eyes.
PANEL 5: The color scheme becomes washed out. These faded versions of the typical colors
signify Avery’s dreamscape, giving everything a surreal quality. We see the outside of a small
house. Upstairs is completely dark, but the first-story lights are on.

PAGE 11
PANEL 1: Inside the home’s kitchen, Nora stands in front of her sink. She has stripped down to
a tank top and examines the cut on her arm. A bloodied towel sits on the counter with medical
sutures and a sewing needle lying on top.
PANEL 2: Nora takes the supplies and begins stitching up her wound.

PANEL 3: Her face scrunches in pain, and her free hand grips the edge of the counter.

PANEL 4: When the pain becomes overwhelming, her grip digs into the counter, crunching it
beneath her fingers.

SOUND EFFECT
Crunch!

PANEL 5: Nora backs away from the ruined counter with a horrified expression.

NORA
No no no no. This can’t be happening. Not again.

PANEL 6: Avery opens her eyes, leaving her dreamscape. The colors have returned to normal.

CAPTION
What. The. Hell.

PAGE 12

PANEL 1: Avery sits up, heels of her hands pressed into her eyes. Tears leak out anyway,
dripping down her cheeks.

CAPTION
Sometimes it takes a bit for the pain to set in, and sometimes it starts the instant | open
my eyes.

20



PANEL 2: Close-up of the same image. The words in the caption start within the caption box,
but burst out of it to fill the entire panel, bleeding out a bit into surrounding panels.

CAPTION

It always originates somewhere at the base of my skull, pulsing outward with each beat of
my heart until every cell in my body screams with some unidentifiable pain that | can do
nothing to ease and | have no choice but to lie here in agony until the worst of the wave
passes and I’m able to think—

PANEL 3: She clenches her teeth.
PANEL 4: Tears drip off her jaw.
PANEL 5: A digital clock sits on the dresser across the room.

PANEL 6: Early morning sunlight filters in through the blinds, landing across the clock, which
reveals an hour has passed.

PANEL 7: Close-up of one bloodshot eye with tears still leaking out of it.

CAPTION
It always passes eventually.

PAGE 13

PANEL 1: The sun rises over a local high school. Late students hurry inside before the final bell
rings.

PANEL 2: Avery takes a large sip from a coffee cup. She’s dressed in nice jeans and a blazer,
sitting in the teacher’s lounge before class. The television hooked up in the corner quietly plays
one of the local news stations.

CAPTION
I feel like shit, which I expected. You don’t sacrifice your nights without knowing that
you’ll pay for it in the morning.

PANEL 3: Close-up of Avery’s face holding the coffee cup. The bags under her eyes are dark
and pronounced. She holds several pills in her other hand.

CAPTION
But I didn’t expect to have another Episode.

PANEL 4: She swallows the pills.
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CAPTION
My medication is the only thing allowing me to see straight right now. I really shouldn’t
be at work, but I’ve already used up all of my sick days.

PANEL 5: She sets the cup down on the table in front of her.

CAPTION
I want to be pissed that I’m suffering because of one of those dogs,

PANEL 6: A memory of the broken counter beneath Nora’s hand.

CAPTION
but I can’t help wondering if I stumbled upon a goldmine. Could she really be another
Variant?

PANEL 7: Avery fiddles with the cup. In the background, the television starts its next news
segment. The words filter out of the television and toward Avery.

NEWSCASTER

Another child was reported missing last night. Eleven-year-old Lily Garcia never made it

home from band practice. Parents are reminded not to leave their children unsupervised.
PANEL 8: Close-up of the television. A picture of the missing child is displayed in the upper
right corner as a scrolling headline along the bottom reads: MISSING CHILD CASES ON THE
RISE.

NEWSCASTER

An anonymous source claims the common thread between cases is signs of variance.

Purity Rights groups fear what damage these unaccounted-for Variants could cause.
PANEL 9: Avery glances at the television as the school bell signals the start of the day.

SOUND EFFECT

PAGE 14
PANEL 1: Avery sits at the kitchen table, stirring a bowl of soup with a spoon.

SETTING
That night...

PANEL 2: Close-up of her face staring down at the bowl.
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CAPTION
I’m supposed to actually sleep tonight, to recover from the shitshow that was yesterday,
but...

PANEL 3: A flashback to the news of the missing child.
CAPTION
The number of missing kids keeps rising, and no one’s doing anything about it. Certainly

not the “Taskforce.”

CAPTION
If I could somehow trigger an Episode, would | be able to track them down?

PANEL 4: Avery rinses out her bowl in the sink.
CAPTION
My headache has faded to a dull throb between my eyes, but it’s enough to make me
wary of another Episode so soon.

PANEL 5: In pajamas, she brushes her teeth.
CAPTION
They often depend on what I’m thinking about at the time. So if I focus really hard on the
missing kid, maybe something will happen.

PANEL 6: She lies down in bed.

CAPTION
Maybe.

PANEL 7: Close-up of Avery’s face with her eyes closed.

PAGE 15
PANEL 1: Color scheme changes to indicate the dreamscape. Nora, wearing a fitted suit and
heels, sits in front of a desk completely covered in pictures and missing person reports. One of
the photos is of a painting of a broken bird cage with a bird flying out of it.
PANEL 2: She bends down to slide her foot out of its shoe.

SAM
Hey, Nora?

PANEL 3: She slides it back on.
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NORA
Yeah?

PANEL 4: Nora looks up at the door, where Sam (a middle-aged man wearing a similar suit,
minus the heels) leans against the doorframe.

NORA
Hey.

SAM
Find anything?

NORA
Not really.

PANEL 5: Sam stands on the opposite side of the desk, leaning forward on his hands. He points
at one of the pictures.

SAM
What’s that?

PANEL 6: Nora holds it up.
NORA
Police found it spray-painted on a building near where the Garcia kid supposedly went

missing.

PANEL 7: Close-up of a black and white image of the word LIBERATED painted on a
shopfront. Beneath it is the symbol of the broken bird cage.

PANEL 8: Sam frowns.

SAM
You think the Liberator is behind this?

NORA
Maybe. I don’t know.

SAM
That would bump up the case to #1 priority.

PANEL 9: Nora gathers all the papers close to her.

NORA
Did you need something? I’'m scheduled for a patrol soon.
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PANEL 10: Sam studies her outfit critically.
SAM
Hope you brought a change of clothes. | just came by to get your signature for the
altercation the other day.
PAGE 16
PANEL 1: Close-up of their hands as Nora grabs a paper from him.
PANEL 2: She stares down at the paper.

NORA
With the masked arsonist?

SAM
Yeah.

PANEL 3: She signs her name.

NORA
Here ya go.

SAM
Appreciate it.

PANEL 4: As he leaves, Nora looks down at a small slip of paper at the top of the pile on her
desk. In a messy scrawl, it contains a list of locations.

PANEL 5: Nora walks alone down the sidewalk wearing her Taskforce outfit and holding the list
in her hand.

PANEL 6: She kneels down in front of a handprint burned into the cracked sidewalk.
PANEL 7: She wanders around outside a public library.
PANEL 8: She stares down an empty alleyway, paper crumpled in her fist.

ATTACKER
Hey!

PAGE 17

PANEL 1: Nora turns toward the sound of the voice at the same time that another person steps
out of the shadows and holds a knife to her throat.
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PANEL 2: She freezes as the speaker steps into view.

NORA
Do I know you?

ATTACKER
Nah. But | know plenty of assholes like you.

PANEL 3: Nora slightly raises her hands.

NORA
| think we all need to calm down.

ATTACKER
Oh, we’re very calm. Aren’t we, Stacey?

PANEL 4: The knife-wielder smirks from behind Nora.

PANEL 5: Close-up of the knife against Nora’s neck, which digs in just a little deeper and breaks
the skin. A drop of blood rises to the surface.

PANEL 6: Nora jabs behind her, hitting her elbow into the knife-wielder’s side. The woman
immediately hunches over.

PANEL 7: The other attacker rushes her, but she hits him with an uppercut to the jaw.
PANEL 8: He flies unnaturally high in the air and lands in an unmoving heap.
PANEL 9: Nora stares at her hand, fear plain on her face.

PAGE 18
PANEL 1: Avery’s eyes fly open. The color scheme is back to normal.
PANEL 2: Immediately, Avery groans and rolls out of bed, clutching her head.

PANEL 3: She reaches inside the drawer on the bedside table, which contains an assortment of
pill bottles.

PANEL 4: Grabbing a bottle, she swallows a couple pills and then washes it down with bottled
water.

PANEL 5: Tears still streaming down her face, she leans her head against the side of the bed.

PANEL 6: On the other side of the city, Nora stands in the doorframe to her kitchen, clutching
her arm. Her face twists in pain.

26



PAGE 19

PANEL 1: Avery stands at the head of a lab room. Long tables spaced throughout contain pairs
of high school students poking at dead frogs.

AVERY
Make sure you accurately label all the necessary parts.

STUDENT #1
I can’t find anything!

STUDENT #2
My frog is defective, can | have a new one?

PANEL 2: Close-up of Avery sighing loudly.

CAPTION

I was originally going to be a doctor. I’d received a B.S. in Biology, and was accepted
into a respected medical school.

PANEL 3: Avery hovers near a desk, talking with a student.

CAPTION
| was going to help people. | was going to save them.

PANEL 4: Students hand in their assignments at the end of class. Avery looks down at the
growing pile of papers.

CAPTION
Instead, | just make everything worse.

PAGE 20

PANEL 1: Avery walks down a hallway, clutching a pile of books and papers to her chest.
Behind her, another teacher waves her down.

COWORKER
Hey, Avery! Are you pitching in for pizza?

PANEL 2: Avery pauses.

AVERY (to herself, in a tiny speech bubble)
It is Friday, isn’t it?

AVERY (normal-sized bubble)
Uh, not today, sorry.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Portrayals of female characters in fictional works, especially superhero narratives, are
often poor ones. These women rarely possess the same level of agency or power as their male
counterparts. In the cases of the three superheroes discussed in the introduction, Harley Quinn,
Scarlet Witch, and Thor, illness prevents them from reaching their full potential, and/or
maintaining that power for long. In my graphic novel, | created a world where authorities treat a
woman’s potential for power like a disease. Although men are just as capable of possessing such
powers, only women are under suspicion.

| wanted to tell this story as a graphic novel not only because the stories which inspired it
are in that format, but also because allowing readers to visualize the characters helps highlight
some of the ways in which women in our society have to conform to accepted gender norms in
their appearances as well as actions. My protagonist, Avery, presents much more masculine in
her hair and clothes than Nora, who desperately seeks to fit in by balancing precariously on the
line between appropriate femininity and appearing either too “girly” or not “girly” enough. The
images in media send subtle messages on what is an acceptable kind of woman, and | wanted to
counteract that with a different image.

Sketching some of the scenes from this story emphasized the importance of trusting
visuals to convey the necessary information, while also reminding me of the limitations of
working with still images. | have become used to describing narratives through words only, and |
sometimes did not trust my images to pull the same weight. Sketching the scenes helped me
literally visualize the story in a different medium, which reinforced graphic novels’ validity as a
mode of storytelling. Although I can convey the same idea with words and images, images

convey that idea in a different, sometimes better, way. Yet since each panel only displays a
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single snapshot in time, | had to rework my brain into thinking in terms of individual moments
instead of fluid, continuous scenes. Working on this project has made me much more confident

in my ability to tell a story in the form of a graphic novel in the future.
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