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Ill Treatment
Spring, 1946
 
As she climbed the two dimly lit flights to her flat, Elsa could hear the voices of some of her neighbours. They sounded disgruntled. 
 
When she reached her landing, she saw that a short queue had formed outside her door. Mrs Rosenwasser stepped forward and touched her arm. ‘Ach Fräulein Hirschfeld,’ she said plaintively. ‘We thought you would never come!’

 
Elsa sighed as she juggled her bags and unlocked the door. ‘Come in,’ she said. ‘Please just let me put the food away.’ Throwing a triumphant glance at the others waiting in the hall, Mrs Rosenwasser hurried into the flat, closing the door behind her. 
 
‘Now, what can I do for you?’ Elsa asked the plump little woman, putting away coat, gloves and scarf as she spoke, then washing her hands at the sink. She longed to sit down and close her eyes for a few minutes; usually, she arrived home from work at five, unless she went to the shops. Today it had been nearly six as she let herself into the house. ‘Go on, please. I am listening,’ she said, while putting meat and milk into the tiny larder. 
Mrs Rosenwasser sank into a chair. ‘I have such a population again!’ she said piteously, putting a hand to her chest. ‘Since this morning. And I can hardly breathe. The stairs they are killing me.’
 
‘Perhaps,’ Elsa said, trying to conceal a smile, ‘if you have palpitations again, you should go and see your doctor. He will certainly examine you. And he may wish to do some tests as well.’
 
Her visitor jumped up again alarmed. ‘Dr Weil? No, no. I don't need him. I will have to pay him for nothing. He only tells me I must eat less and stop the coffee.’
 
‘Perhaps he would be right. He is a medical man after all.’

 
‘I don't need doctors. You are better than any doctor. You are the same. Only a few exams they wouldn't let you finish. If it was not for Herr Hitler’ − here she spat on the floor − ‘you would be a doctor too. You understand my body better than anyone.’

 
Elsa took the woman's pulse. Then she went to the bedroom and brought out a small suitcase. Here she rummaged for a moment, watched by her patient. Reading labels, Elsa extracted a tiny brown bottle. Opening it carefully, she shook a few white granules into the lid. These she tapped gently into Mrs Rosenwasser's mouth. 

 
‘Remember, Frau Rosenwasser. No food or drinks for at least an hour,’ she told her, before escorting her back into the hall. Here three other ladies were patiently waiting.
 
Ushering in the first, Elsa had a moment of despondency. ‘What will happen when I have used all my supplies?’ she asked herself. ‘When I can no longer help people? Then I will have nothing left except my sewing.’
 
When the group had dispersed, disappearing into their own rooms, she briefly examined the offerings left on her windowsill. She had refused, from the beginning, to accept any money. But her patients invariably showed their gratitude for her services − which were sometimes no more than sound advice − in other ways.
 
Here was a tin of tomato soup, bought with precious food points from a ration book, there a bar of Sunlight soap. Even half of someone's cheese ration lay wrapped in its greaseproof paper. And two slices of Gugelhupf, yeast and sultana cake, made with dried eggs but doubtless none the less delicious for that. Yes, the war may have been over for a year, but there was no knowing when rationing would end.
 
Elsa was touched as always. It was a close community. All the ex-refugee tenants of number 79 Goldhurst Terrace shared news and hardships but nevertheless remained on a formal footing. European style, they rarely addressed one another by first names. She was always Fräulein Hirschfeld, never Elsa.
 
Clutching her hot water bottle in bed that night, Elsa offered up her usual prayers to a God she still felt existed, in spite of what had happened to her family. Her last thoughts were, as always, of her beloved friend and mentor, Dr Hermann. How indebted she was to this man who had so helped and encouraged her, from whom she had gained so much knowledge. And whom she had loved almost as much as the father who had stayed behind and perished. In her dreams she sometimes confused the two. Both had called her mein Kind, both had cared for her. Now she reached for the photo of the old doctor, holding it against her heart before she lay down.
 
But tonight she was unable to sleep for a long time. Memories of her arrival in England haunted her. It seemed like only a short time ago that she had landed, a terrified refugee, in this foreign country, one battered suitcase holding all the possessions she had been allowed to take. In her handbag was her passport with the giant J stamped on it. And the Domestic Service permit and visa which had made possible her flight from Vienna. The bag had been a birthday gift in happier, pre-Nazi days, and bore a gold-lettered label inside. This stated that it was made in Austria and manufactured from the finest leather. Not once had she let go of it throughout the entire, nightmare journey. 
 
Sometimes, when she woke, she imagined finding herself still in the narrow bed, with its inadequate covering, in the Carters' household. It had been a child's bed that her English employers had given her, one that the children had outgrown. Elsa was not exceptionally tall, but her feet hung over the end, and the sheets and blankets were all too short. On waking, she would start up to look at her clock to make sure she had not overslept. She had the fires to make up and the breakfast to prepare.
 
Had they never realised, she had often wondered since, that she was not much more than a child herself? She would not have even tried to tell them that her own parents had had a maid and cook; they would never have comprehended that their good fortune in obtaining a maid in 1939 was due to the tragedy that had befallen her.
 
That first night she had been told to ‘come down for tea’ as soon as she had unpacked. Timidly she had joined the family in the cold dining room. Homesick and exhausted she had attempted to eat what was put in front of her. She was very thirsty after her long journey. But when she raised her cup with its brown liquid to her lips, she gagged. 
 
In spite of the vile taste, she remembered what she had been told at home: ‘Be polite, eat and drink whatever is given to you. Some of the food may be strange at first.’
 
‘More tea?’ Mrs Carter asked in surprise, seeing the empty cup. ‘No thank you,’ Elsa had managed to say. So, that was tea then! With milk in it, she noted.
 
It was now Saturday and Elsa had no need for her alarm clock. Weekends always seemed a long time in coming. She stretched luxuriously then put one foot tentatively on the lino floor and shuddered. It was freezing. She moved quickly across the room to put a shilling from the little pile of coins on the mantelpiece into the meter. The gas fire burst into life.
 
Max was coming for tea today. Since she had first met him two months ago, at the Austrian Centre in Swiss Cottage, he had become a regular visitor. Was she glad or apprehensive? He could be good company but had lately become too serious. Was he going to pursue his theory about the benefit of two people sharing a home?
‘It makes economic sense,’ he had told her in the dry voice of the lawyer he hoped eventually to become. ‘One could soon save enough money to be able to improve one's standard of living.’ He made it sound not like a proposal, but a Communist manifesto. Not personal or even vaguely romantic. Nothing that she could turn down, as yet.
 
She longed for Max to suggest something frivolous like going to a tea dance. Where she could wear her new John Barnes pleated skirt that had cost more than she had planned to spend. Then he would have to put his arm round her waist and she could see how it felt to be touched by him.
 
A ring on her door, before she had even had time to wash and dress. Throwing her old flannel dressing gown round her shoulders, Elsa, still barefoot, opened her door a crack.
 
Little Freda stood outside, shivering. ‘Please Miss Hirschfeld, Mama asked if you could come up. She has been sick all night. She said you would know what to do.’
 
‘Come in, my child, sit there − I will dress quickly and come and look at Mama,’ she told her visitor. All thought of hot, fragrant coffee to start her day had fled.
 
Up in the Rosenwassers’ flat, Elsa examined the groaning woman. The room smelt acrid. ‘Please give me something for the sickness!’ the woman pleaded. 
 

Elsa gently pressed the plump stomach and her patient jumped. ‘Does this hurt, Grete?’ she asked, using the name for the first time. She was aware that she was dealing with someone prone to hypochondria and must put her at ease. Grete Rosenwasser's face was ashen.
 
‘I cannot give you anything until you have been seen by the doctor,’ Elsa said firmly. ‘Please rest until I am back.’ 
 
A knot of concerned neighbours had gathered in the hall as she passed. ‘Frau Bauer,’ she said to the nearest, ‘would you please go to the phone and call Dr Weil or whoever is in the surgery today. Tell them it is urgent. I must get your friend ready in case she has to go into the hospital.’
 
Frau Bauer nodded and hurried to the communal telephone on the lower landing. Several people handed her coins as she went. 
 
In her own flat, Elsa gathered up cloths, bowl and the bottle of 4711 Eau de Cologne that had come from Vienna with her. She had used it sparingly but today the last drops of it might have to be sacrificed to mask the sour smell of the upstairs flat for the doctor's visit.
 
She worked quickly; the sheets in the upstairs bed and the night clothes of its occupant were changed with Frau Bauer's help, the window opened. Still, the young man who was led in by Freda took a step back as he entered the room.
 
None of them had met Dr Weil’s locum before. Dr Jordan looked alarmingly young and English, unlike Dr Weil, the old German physician. He was very businesslike too, not stopping to chat or apologising for his cold hands when he examined the patient. ‘When did you last eat?’ he asked her. ‘And have you taken any medication during the last few days?’
 
Grete stopped her soft moaning to answer him, concentrating on this last question. ‘I think,’ she said, trying to recollect, ‘it was Thursday evening. Miss Hirschfeld gave me some pills. I am sure they did nothing to hurt me. They usually make me feel better. It was only during this night that I started being sick.’ And here the moaning resumed.
 
Dr Jordan looked round at the small gathering to identify Miss Hirschfeld. ‘Are you a doctor?’ he asked her courteously.
 
Elsa flushed. ‘No. I am not.’
 
‘So, how is it that you gave Mrs Rosenwasser tablets? Were they bought in a chemist's shop? Recommended by the pharmacist perhaps?’
 
Mrs Bauer appeared to be holding her breath. The patient was suddenly still. Elsa’s voice, when it came was very soft.

‘No,’ she replied. ‘I was a medical student in Vienna. I had to leave in my second year. Because I was Jewish. I have been unable to resume my studies.’
 
The young doctor cleared his throat. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Then perhaps you would tell me what kind of tablets you have been giving this lady. And’ − he looked about him −‘perhaps to some of your other neighbours?’
 
‘I have been dispensing homeopathic medication. I was trained by Dr Hugo Hermann. Perhaps you know of him?’ She turned to him hopefully. 
 
‘I know little about this kind of so-called medicine, Miss Hirschfeld,’ Dr Jordan replied. ‘If Dr Hermann has a medical degree then he and not you should have been dispensing pills to those who believe in homeopathy.’ He said the word disdainfully
.
‘But he has been dead for two years,’ Elsa said helplessly. ‘And he bequeathed his supplies to me, with full instructions, when he became ill. He had confidence that I understood how to use them.’
 
‘And may I see these … medicines?’
 
‘Of course,’ Elsa replied. ‘But should we not first arrange transport for this lady to be taken to the hospital?’
 
‘ I think you may safely trust me to look after my patient. She does not require such urgent attention. A few more minutes will not make any difference.’ He made a sign to Mrs Bauer. ‘Her friend will stay with her while I accompany you to your room.’
 
A defeated Elsa led the doctor out of the flat and down to her own. Once again she felt as if she were in the hands of the Gestapo. She could neither disobey nor escape. The injustice of the situation made her fight to hold back the tears.
 
Dr Jordan remained standing while Elsa went to the bedroom. She came out with the brown case and held it out silently. He lowered it onto the table and opened it. He examined a few of the bottles, shaking some of the granules onto his open palm, wrinkling his nose at an imaginary smell. 
Then he pronounced: ‘These contents are probably highly toxic. They must not be used again, therefore it is my duty to confiscate them all. I should report this, and may discuss it with the other doctors with whom I work.’ He paused. ‘I will now go back to my patient and decide whether she needs to go to hospital or not. If she does I will take her in my car. You need trouble yourself no further.’
 
He asked her for a paper bag, into which he emptied her precious collection of medicines, gave her a nod and left. As he did, a distraught Elsa collapsed onto a chair and buried her face in her hands.
 

Max
 
Two weeks had passed and Elsa had heard nothing. She was still fearful of every letter, started each time the telephone on the landing rang. Once, as she opened the front door to leave for work, the sight of a policeman across the road made her scuttle back inside, heart thumping. She was sure he was coming to arrest her. She waited, trembling, but no one came and she had missed her bus. Late for work she nevertheless felt this only as another reprieve.
 
Meanwhile Grete, now her old self but six shillings poorer because of the doctor's fee, still asked Elsa's advice. The others also knocked at her door, though less frequently. Life resumed a pattern and Max visited every week. 
 
He rarely suggested taking her out, but they went for walks along the Finchley Road, or, more adventurously to Golders Hill or Regents Park. They might sit for an hour over a cup of coffee, sometimes ordering a slice of cake. Max invariably accepted Elsa's timid offer of sharing the bill for these treats. On the few occasions that they went to the cinema he let her pay for her own ticket. In the darkened auditorium Elsa sat stiffly in her seat, acutely aware of his body next to hers, waiting to see if he would take her hand or put an arm round her. He never did.
 
In her flat they would sit companionably on either side of the gas fire, listening to the old German radio that she had inherited together with the homeopathic supplies. The fact that along with these Dr Hermann had also left her his modest savings was a secret she hugged to herself
. 
She was a good listener. Max liked to talk about his expectations of a career in law, his evening studies, and his job as a clerk. He was confident of reaching his goals eventually. When Elsa attempted to tell him of her own plans for the future, the medical studies she hoped sometime to be able to resume, he was patronizingly dismissive.
 
‘My dear girl,’ he said, ‘you must be realistic. It is almost impossible as it is, for a woman to get a place in medical school. You must be aware of the quotas. And as for a foreign girl with a limited knowledge of English − well!’ He held up his hands and smiled to show how ludicrous he thought the very idea was.
 
Elsa was surprised at the strength of her indignation. How could he be so unfair and unsympathetic? Unused to contradicting him, she responded with some spirit:
 
‘I have enrolled in evening classes to improve my English. I am going to work very hard. I will try and pass the exams. It may take some time I know – I am not as clever as you. But I shall read only English now.’ She pointed to the library books next to the radio.
Attempting to hide his annoyance at this outburst, Max rose from his chair, went over to the window and looked out. Then he moved over to Elsa’s chair. He put a hand briefly over her head as if to stroke her hair while she held her breath. But he sat down again without touching her.
 
‘I congratulate you, my dear. That’s a good beginning. But of course this will all take time. It is no bad thing to learn a language, but you should forget about studying medicine in England. That is an impossible dream, my dear Elsa!’
 
She felt tears prick her eyes and tried hard to stop herself from crying. What a weak character he would think her. 
 
He went on, sounding more kindly. ‘As a good friend, let me give you some advice. You have neither the time nor the means to pursue another career at this period of your life. You are good at dressmaking.’ He glanced at the old German treadle machine in the corner. ‘That is something you can do from home, as well as keeping your job.’
 
She remained silent and he was encouraged to continue: ‘You will get married and have children – isn’t that what you hope to do? So you can go on sewing at home instead of at work without neglecting your family. And you will be able to save money.’ 
 
He sat back, looking pleased with himself at having thus organized her life, and possibly planning a future in which he, too, would figure. Elsa was suddenly aware of this, and the thought frightened her.
 
They spoke no more on the subject. She lay awake for two nights reliving the conversations they had had. He was right, of course, about medical school. It had been an impossible dream. But she clung obstinately to the hope of being, in some way, able to help people, even if not as a doctor or homeopath. Elsa never mentioned it to Max again, but began enquiries, at the library and through Dr Weil.
 
She had altered some dresses for Mrs Weil, who was a kind and approachable woman and invited her to their house for coffee one Sunday. Elsa was aware that the doctor must have been privy to the Rosenwasser episode. Perhaps it was he who had dissuaded Dr Jordan from taking the matter any further.
 
‘Do you think I could become a nurse, Herr Doctor?’ Elsa asked him deferentially. She waited almost breathlessly for his answer.
 
‘How old are you, my dear?’ he asked gently.
 
‘I am almost twenty-eight,’ she replied sadly, wishing she could give him a more satisfactory answer.
 
‘Ah, that is still young. The question is would it be young enough for you to endure the harsh training this would involve?’ He drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. ‘I know your great love is medicine, and I believe you would have made an excellent doctor under different circumstances.’ He sighed. ‘We all know how fortunate we are to be in this country, but we must face facts.’
 
He took her hand for a moment and it was like the touch of a loving parent. ‘You want to know about nursing. I am sure you would succeed if you are not afraid of hard work. Would you be content as a nurse, Elsa?’
 
And so Elsa began making her future plans without telling anyone. Soon enough Max would have to know, but she could not yet face his disapproval.
 
She was surprised on his next visit when he suggested taking her out for a meal. ‘Let us go to Cosmo’s for dinner on Friday night,’ he told her, rather grandly. Obviously he took it for granted that she would be free. And so she was, of course. It was an opportunity to wear the pleated skirt, with a crisp white blouse that she had just finished making on the sewing machine.
 
Cosmo’s, in Swiss Cottage, was frequented almost exclusively by the local Jewish ex-refugee population. It was exciting to be there and Elsa scanned the room for faces she might recognize. She saw some admiring glances cast at her and was aware of the fact that she must be looking her best. 
 
Max was expansive in his unusual role of host. ‘Eat, my dear,’ he told her in avuncular fashion and ‘would you like another roll perhaps?’ She had never seen him in such good humour. The schnitzel and red cabbage on their plates filled her with nostalgia. She closed her eyes and imagined herself in a Kaffeehaus in Vienna and that her companion was her father. Sipping her Apfelsaft Elsa felt slightly giddy as if it were wine. Leaning back she looked forward to perfectly brewed coffee and, perhaps, a pastry.
 
But Max had thrown down his napkin and was asking for the bill. ‘We will go back to my room for coffee,’ he said, ‘ and we can listen to the Schubert record I bought yesterday.’ 
 
Meekly she allowed him to help her into her coat and lead her out.
 
Elsa had never seen Max’s bed-sitting room and looked around with interest. Books, books everywhere. Old copies of the Daily Worker were neatly folded on a low table. Strange paintings in a style new to her adorned the walls. She must ask him what they represented and whether he knew the artist. 
 
He unbuttoned her coat for her, lightly touching her throat as he did so. Then he indicated the couch, over which was flung a multi-coloured cover. She perched gingerly on it, and he disappeared behind a curtain which she guessed hid the kitchen area. Soon the smell of real coffee wafted into the room, and presently Max came out with a tray which he placed next to the newspapers. He put the Schubert on the gramophone. 
 
He waited until the coffee cups were empty and moved the table away. Then, without warning, he turned to her and began to unfasten her blouse. Elsa froze in utter astonishment, then attempted to move away. He grabbed her and threw her down. Imprisoning both her hands in one of his he began feverishly to tear off her clothes, pulling her skirt down over her knees, tearing the zip. So eager was he to remove the blouse that he ripped the delicate material. In her hysterical half-fainting state she found herself wondering whether she would ever be able to repair it. Indignation almost overcame fear as she fought him with all her strength. She wanted to scream but had no voice – her worst nightmare come true. 
 
He overcame her resistance easily. The worst thing was that he raped her in silence, grunting but never speaking to her. All the pent-up sexual energy of this man who had never before touched her, was now loosened. Finding her voice Elsa pleaded with him to stop. When he entered her she heard a thin scream, which she must have uttered. At this he gave a sigh of satisfaction. Perhaps he had been afraid she was no longer a virgin. 
 
When he finally let her go she lay still, unable at first to move or hide her nakedness. She was in such shock that he became alarmed. For the first time he offered a gesture of tenderness. He bent and kissed her forehead but she shrank from him. This seemed to reassure him; she wasn’t dead!
 
He pulled the bright rug over her. Then he said, ‘Well, my dear, I think now we can consider ourselves engaged. We can make plans for the future. You may be assured I will be a good husband. I have a ring that belonged to my mother. You shall have it next week.’ And he smiled down at her benignly and got up to turn over the record.
 
Holding the rug around her, Elsa collected her clothes, and escaped into the kitchenette to try and dress. She longed for a bathroom, but knew this to be a shared one, on the landing. She badly needed a towel to wipe herself between the legs but nothing could have induced her to ask him for one. Spotting a dishcloth on a hook by the gas ring she tore it down and used it to wipe away some of the blood, throwing it into the bucket that held the waste afterwards. She washed her hands and patted them dry on her skirt.
 
Picking up her coat she managed with trembling fingers to button herself into it. Her stockings were so torn she could not put them on, so she stuffed her suspender belt into her pocket. Shuffling towards the door in her shoes, she caught his attention – he had been looking at the paper, studiously avoiding the embarrassing cleaning-up operation.
 
‘But where are you going, my dear Elsa? We must celebrate the engagement with a drink! I have schnapps and a little cherry brandy, if you prefer. I will take you home later.’
 
Elsa did not deign to reply, but cast him one glance only. It was enough to prevent him from following her.
 
‘Well, well, women are strange creatures. If you prefer to go by yourself, I will indulge you, my dear. Tomorrow, then. I will phone you!’
 

But Elsa, sitting on the number 13 bus without having any dea of how she had got on it, was determined that she would never, ever see Max again.
 

Education
 
Elsa usually sat in the same place at the evening classes. It was now almost an extension of her home, the home she would soon have to give up. For now she was determined to get her Certificate of Proficiency in English. Even though the matron at University College Hospital had said it was not strictly a requirement.
 
Max had long since given up trying to see her. Her Goldhurst Terrace neighbours had been instructed to say that Miss Hirschfeld was not in, when he phoned. He had sent her a note. It was not an apology. He genuinely seemed hurt and puzzled at being rejected when he had assumed that they were engaged. Elsa’s reply was unequivocal: she was very busy and no longer able to see him. Once, from her bedroom window, she spotted him walking slowly past the house. He appeared sunk in gloom. He looked up at the windows and shook his head in a perplexed manner. Elsa felt neither sympathy nor regret, only relief when he disappeared round the corner without ringing the bell.
 
Grete Rosenwasser planned a little celebration for Elsa when she had passed her exam. The group had been on more intimate, and first name, terms since Elsa had announced that she would be giving up her little flat. ‘Would you like to invite any other friends, dear Elsa?’ Grete asked with much clearing of throat. ‘Perhaps Herr Metzger?’ The residents had wondered, but never asked, about what had happened between her and her formerly regular visitor. Elsa assured her that she wanted no one else.
 
The day after she collected her certificate, with its Passed With Distinction stamp, Elsa changed into her best outfit. The damaged skirt and blouse had been mended and given away. She could no longer bear to see the items of clothing which reminded her of that disastrous evening. 
 
Grete’s rooms looked festive for the party. All surfaces were covered with hand-embroidered cloths which gave the place a Continental look. Everyone had contributed something to the evening. Platters of small open sandwiches, Brötchen, arranged on best china jostled with baskets of Vanillienkipferl, small crescent-shaped almond biscuits, and other sweet delicacies.
 
Her friends all gathered round Elsa as if she were a celebrity, to admire the Diploma. Herr Bauer offered to frame it so that she could display it on the wall. He was newly back from his months in Australia and one of only two men living at number 79. Always eager to regale anyone who would listen with tales of his months of internment as an ‘enemy alien’, he had found Elsa to be his most sympathetic listener.  
 
Finally it seemed that Elsa was expected to say a few words to her hosts. ‘My very dear friends,’ she began, ‘I want to thank you for all your kindness and help. You have been like a family to me − ’ and here she faltered, saying with tears – ‘and I shall miss you all!’
 
And now a new phase of Elsa’s life began. If she had hoped to start her training under a kindly matron she was disappointed. Matron was formidable; she seemed to want to make life as difficult as possible for staff and patients alike. Sister Jones, under whom Elsa was to start her training, was not only a strict disciplinarian; she was also unfair and almost impossible to please. She took an instant dislike to the new student nurse’s name. ‘We don’t have time here to bother with foreign names,’ she told her severely. ‘You’ll be known as Field.’
 
Elsa’s only consolation was that Sylvie, her roommate at the Nurses’ Home, was friendly and helpful. They sat and studied together in the cramped room, taking it in turns to write at the table. Having to do all the most unpleasant tasks on the ward without complaint, the girls covered for each other where necessary. Elsa remembered some of the stories she had heard from returning concentration camp survivors after the war. They had said that joining forces with another starving inmate had given them the strength to go on.
 
Elsa was no stranger to hardship. But sometimes during the months that followed she wondered whether it was wise to continue. There was no time for recreation. The only pleasures she had were the snatched conversations with fellow students over meals or cups of tea, and the reading of books which offered brief escapes to other worlds. 
 
She longed to be alone sometimes, and on her days off she would take a bus or train out of London and walk in a park or wood. From time to time her fellow nurses tried to persuade her to go to a cinema or restaurant with them, but she felt she would rather be alone than chattering and giggling. 
 
Coming back she felt refreshed and able to work and study with renewed vigour.
 
In December 1949, there was the exciting prospect of a New Year’s Eve Dance at the Hospital. As well as the doctors, both the nursing and student staff were able to apply for tickets. After the years of war and austerity everyone welcomed the idea of such an event. 
 
Sylvie sought her out during their lunch hour and they managed to sit in the canteen together. The young probationer was bubbling over with plans for the occasion.
 
‘I shall wear my blue taffeta dress with the sweetheart neckline,’ she told Elsa, squeezing her arm. ‘With Mummy’s pearls. What about you?’        
 
‘I hadn’t thought of going,’ Elsa said. ‘It’s so many years since I danced.’
 
‘Oh, but you must!’ Sylvie cried. ‘I shan’t enjoy it unless you come too.’
 
Elsa was moved by her friend’s attachment. Sylvie was so much younger than she was and still untouched by life.
 
On a weekend off she accepted Grete Rosenwasser’s invitation to stay with her.
 
‘Freda will sleep on a mattress and you shall have her room. You can sleep next to your sewing machine – that’s where I keep it. No one else has used it since you left us.’ 
 
And so Elsa, with fingers no longer used to stitching, made herself a long skirt from the black moiré taffeta material she had saved for the special occasion that had never come. The wide waistband enhanced her small waist and she found herself feeling girlish again. She would go to John Barnes and buy some white satin for a low-cut blouse fit for a formal dance. Grete and various excited neighbours popped in and out to chat while she sat at the whirring treadle machine come to life again. She felt as nearly happy as she had been for a long time.  
 
‘You must wear a necklace,’ Grete advised. ‘To set off the outfit.’ She put a hand hesitantly to her own neck as if she might offer to lend hers.
 
Elsa smiled. ‘My dear friend, I have already thought of what I shall do. Look, I have bought a black velvet ribbon which I shall fasten round my neck, here,’ she pointed to her throat. ‘And I have a red silk rose which my mother made for me when I was sixteen – so many years ago! That will go on the neckline of the blouse. I must not show too much décolleté in the hospital, must I?’ She smiled again, a mischievous smile, as she wondered what Matron would think of that.       
 
There were more thanks and tears before her departure. Elsa almost felt as if she had been on holiday while she was at No. 79. Concerns about going back to the hospital and hard work had receded. Now she felt strengthened again. 
 

OEBPS/item_021.jpeg





OEBPS/cover.jpg
brain:

1 }Huttrcr
J :

e





