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The Red Dress 

Jo St Leon 

 

The red dress hangs on my wardrobe door: beautiful, old, elegant. A keeper of secrets. I 

wish it could talk. It was Grandy’s once - she wore it for her first solo performance with an 

orchestra, in Berlin. It was 1939, and she played Sibelius. Now she wants me to wear it for 

the same occasion.  

 I love the dress, but I’m not looking forward to the concert. I’ll have to tell them 

afterwards. My mum’s voice comes floating up the stairs. “You need to get going Bronnie. 

Those scales won’t play themselves.” 

 I hate scales. Hate practice. Hate that nothing is ever good enough. Dragging myself 

out of bed, I pull on jeans and jumper, say goodbye to the dress and pick up the violin. I’m 

playing the Mendelssohn concerto with my youth orchestra tomorrow afternoon. The 

whole family is excited. Except me. Grandy’s coming all the way from Brisbane to hear it. I 

just want it to be over. 

 Mechanically, I play E minor— over and over—looking for that elusive perfection. 

Mum’s voice floats up the stairs again. “OK, you can stop now. Time to go and get Grandy.”  

Grandy is Mum’s grandmother and I love her dearly. I put the violin away with relief and 

run down to the car. As we drive out to the airport, Mum says, “I can’t believe she’s coming 

all this way. At her age! It means such a lot to her.” I wish she’d stop. I don’t want to hear 

how much my violin means to everyone. I feel like a traitor. 

 I watch the passengers coming off the plane and pick out Grandy’s proud, upright 

form, holding the rail for support as she comes down the stairs. Ninety-six, and still no 

stick. I hug her tight. “Bronwyn,” she says, “I’m so excited. Does the dress fit?” 

“Grandy, it’s perfect. And no moth holes despite all that time in the attic.” 
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 “They don’t make suitcases like they used to. No moth could’ve got in there. Nearly 

80 years it sat in that attic. And now it’s come back to me. Just in time for your debut.” 

 I wish she wouldn’t call it that. It’s not a debut - it’ll be my one and only. I’ve got to 

tell them. Not today, though. Mum has a rehearsal this afternoon. She has a job in the local 

symphony orchestra. My Gran, Mum’s mum, lives out in the country and will be teaching 

little violinists all day, so I have Grandy all to myself. Hot chocolate and cake at the 

patisserie, I think. 

 Sitting there with our cakes, Grandy starts to reminisce. “I packed up that case with 

all my precious things just before they came for us,” she says. “If you look carefully, you 

can see where I’ve unpicked the Jewish star from the dress. A few weeks after my concert 

we were on that train. We had no idea what was to come. I was just glad my treasures were 

safe in the Schmidt’s attic.” 

 Grandy doesn’t talk much about the war. I know she led the women’s orchestra at 

Auschwitz. It’s what saved her life. Her sister Amelie didn’t play anything, and she was sent 

to the gas chambers. Grandy used to watch the smoke from the chimneys as they 

rehearsed. The violin has become a family tradition—handed down through four 

generations as the family gives thanks, through their music, for Grandy. I fall silent. 

Breaking the tradition seems unthinkable. 

 While Grandy sleeps, I read on my bed until I too fall asleep. In my dream, the dress 

starts to talk. “You know, you’re not like your Grandy. You don’t have the passion. Eva 

practised six, seven hours every day leading up to her debut. She lived and breathed that 

Sibelius. And you! You lie here napping, listening to the ramblings of a dress.  

 “The world has changed while I’ve been in that attic. There’s more knowledge, more 

opportunity. Ancestral trauma is just beginning to be understood, and your whole family 

has been affected by what your Grandy went through. There are other ways of healing 

family wounds, though, without following in their footsteps. Your plan is good. Now you 

just need courage.” 
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 Next morning I’m up early. Dutifully, I play my scales, pack my gig bag and head off 

to the dress rehearsal. I put my bow on the string for my first entry and feel my fingers 

tremble. I do care about this concert. I want them to be proud of me, before I tell them it’s 

not the life for me. Rehearsal over, I retreat to my dressing room. The dress is hanging 

there silently. Waiting. 

 As I take it off its hanger it rustles, whispering to me, “I’ll take care of the concert. 

You concentrate on breaking the news.” As I slip the beautiful dress over my head, the silk 

effortlessly  moulding to my shape,  I feel it can indeed lend me the magic I need. Looking 

in the mirror I realize I look like Grandy on her big day back in 1939. Momentarily, the 

resemblance takes my breath away. The dress keeps its promise: I play like I have never 

played before. My violin sings and cries, and laughs through its tears. It tells of love and 

loss, pain and pleasure. I play the final note, and realise I have tears pouring down my face. 

The applause is overwhelming. My first and last solo concert; I couldn’t have asked for 

more. 

 Afterwards, we have a family dinner at our favourite Chinese restaurant. Mum and 

Gran are busily making plans: who I should study with, when I should start auditioning for 

orchestras. Mum wants me to apply for casual work in her orchestra while I study, but 

orchestral life is my idea of a living death. I open my mouth to try and tell them this is not 

what I want, but Grandy gets in first. 

 “This is not the life for Bronwyn,” she says. “She has other plans. Tell them, 

Bronwyn.” 

 I look at Grandy in astonishment. She winks at me. “Go on, tell them.” 

 “I love the violin,” I say, “but I don’t want it to be my career. You’ve all done it so 

well. You’ve carried on the tradition that allowed our Grandy to escape with her life. But I 

can’t devote my whole life to saying ‘thank-you’ with my violin”. I look at Grandy, sitting so 

upright in her chair, the only visible mark of her history the tattoo on her forearm. 
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 “Even though she doesn’t often mention it, there are scars. Inner scars, not just her 

tattoo. She grieves for Amelie, and sometimes at night she still sees the smoke rising from 

the chimneys. That pain has been passed on to us all. I feel it, and I’m sure you do too.  

 

 

 “I want to follow a different path to healing. I want to go to uni and become a 

psychotherapist. I want to study how trauma is handed down through generations. I want 

to reach out to others and help. I can’t just sit in an orchestra trying to play away the pain.” 

 Mum looks devastated. I look at Grandy. “How did you know?” I ask.  “I thought I’d 

kept so quiet about it.” 

 “It was the scales,” Grandy replied. “I listened to you practising them this morning. 

Such resentment, I heard in them! Nobody loves scales, but this was beyond mere dislike; 

this was hatred.” 

 I nodded ruefully. She was right, as she so often was. A true musician would play 

her scales willingly; a means to an end that she truly cared about. Not me though. 

 “And then there was your performance,” Grandy continued. “It was so beautiful, so 

heartfelt; it felt like a swansong. I heard a ‘good-bye’ in every phrase. I know you well 

enough to know you would have a plan, although I had no idea what it was.” 

 “And what do you think of it?” I held my breath, waiting for her answer. 

 “It’s a great plan, my child. I am proud of you. But don’t ever sell that violin. You’ll 

want it one day.” 

 

 

 

 


