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Her story is one I’ll never forget.  Elaine Clemens was her name and ever since I laid eyes on her she fascinated me.  Being the “new girl” and fifteen, she tried to remain inconspicuous and, as expected with us, it wasn’t difficult.  Our school was tiny and located in a rural part of Scotland.  All of us kept within our small groups, or at least the girls did.  Amazing as it sounds, I was the only one to come to her aide.


Over in London, air raids forced children to be evacuated from the area away from their home, family, and friends.  Because Elaine was one of the few sent to our school in 1939, she didn’t have many people to relate to and she portrayed herself as lonesome.  There were three other strange girls who looked as if they knew each other and two boys who were constantly loud and obnoxious.  None of them seemed like very good company.  The more I watched Elaine, though, the more I wanted to know her and where she came from.


When I first saw her in the cafeteria, wearing the same navy blue uniform as the rest of us, I noticed her strikingly beautiful hair.  It was very blonde, almost white, and fell in perfect waves down her back.  Jealousy hit me at first , for my short brown hair was unhappy and bland in comparison and my face wasn’t nearly as sculpted as hers.  As well, I yearned for her captivating green eyes instead of my boring mud-like ones.  She seemed to be the kind of girl the boys would immediately be interested in but they kept their distance like the rest of the school.  


After I got past her appearance, I noticed that the other five evacuees were paying no attention to her as she silently ate at the edge of the group with a grim expression on her face.  They were sitting by the window, the coldest part of the cafeteria, and the group of girls that usually sat there before the evacuee’s appearance had relocated themselves.


Understanding them was easy, for I was an outcast as well, with only one companion, Peter.  He was a short, gap-toothed boy, with untidy brownish-blonde hair.  Just as I broke by gaze from the girl by the window, Peter sat next to me.  “What’s your opinion on all of these evacuees, Rose?” Peter questioned me.  Despite his appearance he was quite intellectual and often looked forward to having important conversations with me.  Sometimes I found myself aggravated by it.

“I’m not sure,” I answered plainly.  “They seem nice.”


Peter laughed.  “The boys act like animals while the girls seem to be very uneducated in how to comb their hair,” he scoffed.  “Though, the attractive blonde may be an exception.”


Days passed since the first time I saw the perplexing children and nothing changed with them.  Continually they sat by the window, ignored and even avoided by the rest of us.  Sometimes it seemed as if they were aliens from another planet.  Eventually my curiosity encouraged me over to them. Perhaps she would be more interested in Peter and me rather than the other evacuees, I thought.


I stood to my feet and walked toward them. “Rose!” Peter called after me, a bit taken aback when I left in the middle of his theory on horses. I’m sure he thought that I was being slightly rude.


Tentatively, I sat down next to the girl, feeling a multitude of eyes on me from other students. At first, she looked alarmed at my gesture but then continued to eat.


“Hello,” I stated, simply, but she refused to make eye contact with me. “My name is Rose.”


It was like talking with a plant. Merely nodding at me but doing nothing more, I considered that she may have been mute. Not wanting to frighten her I began to retreat back to Peter by standing up but then she spoke, in a soft, songlike voice. “I’m Elaine.”


Only a few inches out of my chair, I quickly sat back down. However, she didn’t look at me or say anything more.  We ate in silence for the rest of lunch, but for some reason, I felt as though I had broken one of her barriers.


For the next few days I continued to eat next to Elaine; it was the only time of the day we had together.  Even Peter decided to join us, but trying to get Elaine to talk was like trying to teach a turtle to fly.  Finally, I considered it hopeless and did all the talking myself.  It was difficult to tell if she found my babbling appealing or irritating.  Soon we began to share food and some of my stories of home would make her smile, but she was persistent in not speaking.


There is a day I will remember for the rest of my life: Thursday.  Peter was home, sick, and I was telling Elaine a story about my cat.  When I mentioned the animal she looked and spoke quietly.  “I had a cat back in London.”


My surprise was obvious for I gaped at her momentarily.  Stumbling over my words, I finished the story and she held eye contact while I spoke.


Weeks began to melt away and Elaine would comment more on what I said.  Both of the boys and one of the girls who were evacuated went back to London, so the table at lunch was even more empty.  Before and after classes became a time for Elaine and I to talk, when she would tell me bits about herself, though the story of how she came to Scotland never came up.

One of her interests was art.  There was a journal of hers that she let me view which was filled with breathtaking sketches of landscapes from London and animals on the farm she now lived on.  Talented as she was, she never revealed these to anyone but myself.


Months passed and soon the other two evacuees returned home.  After this, she began to talk more freely of herself and her current life situation.


“I was taken in on a wealthy farm,” she started one morning.  “I don’t think they want me, though.  Mostly, I’m ignored, however, I’m impressed by the expanse of land they own and I’m able to read out in a large field whenever I please.”


Every time I heard her speak I was sucked into her words and could not break my gaze from her face.  Neither could Peter.


That same day we sat in the halls after school, when the majority of the students had gone home.  Still I was inquisitive about the war so, nosily, I asked, “What was London like just before you came here?”


Elaine sighed and stared down at her petite hands.  “I lived with only my mother; Father had gone off to war, you see.”  Paying close attention, I nodded.  “We owned a large house with a lovely garden outside.  Besides my family, that is what I miss the most.  When the war began and just before I was evacuated there were loud crashes and bangs at night and we had to cover all of our windows.  These are called ‘blackouts’.  When bombs were particularly threatening we would hide in our cellar.”


I thought as if she were about to cry, though she never did.  Since this event I felt distinctly close to her and I’m sure she felt the same about me.  


Almost two years passed and Elaine became more comfortable with her surroundings and on her farm she was being treated more fairly.  She was the closest friend I ever had.  Just a little before the new school year was to start and my 17th birthday, she had to go back to London.  For a while after she left I cried at night, not finding it fair.  Things were finally right.  Peter, who had gained muscle and height, comforted me.  Both of us had even become more popular, but that didn’t matter anymore.  Trading it all would have been okay, if I could have Elaine back.


Painful as it was to lose her, I’m delighted that we became friends.  Her talent, care, and ability to listen was something I will always cherish and hold close to my heart.  Relationships come in all shapes and forms and the only thing it took for me to start a brilliant one was to make a simple gesture with my voice.  Never will I regret the choice I made to sit next to her in the cafeteria.

