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Sample creative response: The Golden Age
Recovery

She still half-hoped to see him here at the last minute, at the train 
station. Elsa was leaving for Adelaide. She was going to study 
medicine, learn to overcome the diseases that had taken children like 
her from their homes all over the world, twisted and distorted their 
bodies, then handed them back to families who didn’t know what to 
do with them. 

When Elsa had been sent home from the Golden Age, she knew she 
was no longer the girl who fitted neatly into her own life. A year after 
her onset, it was as if no time at all had passed in the house. She had 
left Jane and Sally and her parents, a straight-legged ordinary girl, and 
while she was gone, they carried on, the same people they’d always 
been, while Elsa grew and lost her youth and her straight-limbed 
simplicity. Now she was someone they didn’t understand, someone 
who would be pitied in the street. Someone who had been in love, been 
loved. The polio had taken her freedom, but it had given her Frank.

How peculiar, she thought, when the illness brought such pain, that in 
that place where polio was ever-present, there was sanctuary. And within 
it, he and she had found each other. First love. The beginnings of a life 
that would only exist within those walls of convalescence and healing. 

Elsa had invited Frank to meet her, the week before leaving for 
Adelaide. She longed to see his face again, hear his half-formed 
poetry. But she knew he wouldn’t come, just as she knew she would 
not go to his house to say goodbye. Because their goodbye had 
already been said: on that day, years ago, in her parents’ backyard.

* * *
She had ached and dreamed for the day. Waiting for it took her 
breath and left her motionless, standing in hallways and doorways. 
Forgetting what she had come for. Uncertain of where she belonged. 

And so it was as much a surprise to Elsa as to Frank that in that 
moment – their first and last embrace outside the Golden Age – what 
came was not a completion or a wholeness or a solace or any of the 
things they might have imagined. What came was a farewell. She 
felt the warmth of him, the familiarity, his breath in her ear. It was 
everything she had been desperate for. And yet, from somewhere 
beyond her understanding came the knowledge that she was about 
to give him back to himself, close the parentheses around their 
love. It felt strange and sad and strong: the certainty that their time 
together was only in the past and not in the present or the future. 
Frank, too, with the sudden confidence of a young poet, knew that 
although all his poems in a lifetime of poetry would be messages to 
her, he and Elsa would not grow together into that lifetime. 

Elsa took Frank by the hand in the grey-gold light following the 
storm, following their embrace, and led him back up the lawn.

‘It was real, you know,’ she said quietly to him.
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‘What was?’ Frank drank up the damp clean air, outside the play-
house: swallowing a life he thought he would lead, exhaling his 
regret, his newfound certainty at his future of solitude. But he knew 
what. He was only asking because it was something to say, it was a 
reason to keep holding her hand before he would have to let go.

Elsa knew too, and she knew he understood, but she needed to say 
it anyway. To remind herself, to solidify something. She knew that in 
minutes they would walk back inside with their families: families who 
didn’t understand that their children had become adults. Teenagers, 
perhaps, and crippled with a childhood disease, but with the wisdom 
that can only come from loving and releasing. Elsa’s family had yet to 
learn this, she understood. Sally had yet to forgive, Margaret yet to 
allow her eldest daughter to grow up. And the Golds, she thought, 
were the same. She wished she could tell them all. Tell them that she 
had left them behind and that none of them knew what love was. 

* * *
It was real, you know, she said quietly to herself as she boarded the 
train at Leederville Station, glancing back one last time across the 
dusk towards the lights of the Netting Factory. It was real.

WRITTEN EXPLANATION
This ‘missing chapter’ fits between ‘The Visit’ and ‘New York’, filling a 
gap in Elsa’s story and addressing an unanswered question: what did 
the last embrace (p.213), a turning point in The Golden Age, mean to 
Elsa and how does it impact on her later life? Elsa’s memories of the 
embrace enable the piece to analyse some of the novel’s central ideas: 
the strength of love, and the transition from childhood to adulthood. 
Narrative techniques echo the style of the novel. Examples include:

• poetic tone and rhythms (including repetition of words  
or ideas to create mood)

• use of descriptive imagery (such as ‘grey-gold light’) and 
symbolism (the train representing Elsa’s transition to a new 
period of her life)

• limited third-person perspective, aligning readers with Elsa

• structure – like the novel, this piece compiles short subsections 
(shifting between different time periods) to create a longer narrative.

The chapter explores a central relationship in the text: one where 
much of the emotion and connection remains unspoken. This 
expansion, rather like a piece of fanfic, is for readers of the original 
text, delving into this intriguing relationship to imagine a point 
between the climax (when they are reunited after their forced 
separation) and the novel’s final chapter. From the final chapter it is 
clear that Frank and Elsa do not end up together, yet there is enduring 
love between them; the new chapter explores this tension and offers 
one interpretation of why a conventional ‘happy ending’ is not how 
London concludes the novel.

Expressive, poetic 
language; stylistically 
appropriate for the 
form.

Refers to a location 
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novel.
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the novel through 
the idea of naive 
certainties of youth 
on the cusp of 
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echoing earlier 
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a sense of closure.
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