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The First Day

TAMAR HODES

HELENA LOOKED OVER to the tiny figure sitting next to
her in the car. Betsy barely took up half the seat. Her little
face was tight with anzisty.

“You'll be fine, said Helena, reassuringly. Everyons
foels nervous on their first day.”

She moved her hand off the stesring wheel to touch
and comfort Betsy. She squeszed her tiny hand for an
instant; then returned it to the whesl. She nseded to
concentrate. Here in the New Forsst, thras horses wars
heaving their suede bodies slowly at the side of the
road. One walked nonchalantly in front of the car and
seemed in no hurry. Helena braked. She had heard of
accidents caused by wandaring animals here and she
didn’t want an unfortunate incident, today of all days.
Betsy needed her to be calm.

‘Look at the horses. Aren't they lovely?”

Betsy noddsd.

They waited a minute and the animal edged slowly
away.

They drove on. Batsy was very quiet. Helena glanced
over at her lttle face, tight with tarror. She wanted fo
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stop the car and just hug her, hold her tiny body closs
to her own and kiss her. But she knew that they both
had to be brave and move on.

The horses were bshind them now and they were
surroundad by green bushes and tress. A few rabbits
nibbled the grass on the verge.

‘Look, bunny rabbits. You like rabbits.

Mo response.

“You know, yours going to bs fine. It will feel a bit
strange at the beginning but yowll soon settle.
Everyons thers is very nice.

But what happens if they don't like me?

Of course theyll like you.’ Helena laughed to show
how ridiculous that idea was. Everyons is new at the
beginning. And then they settle”

T7ill T have any friends?

Helena felt tears prick her eyes. Vould she ever stop
feeling protective ofher?

Of course you will. Wherever you go, people ke you.
Youre so friendly”

That will we do thers? Batsy’s voics was small and
slightly squeaky.

Oh, all sorts of lovely things. Maybe some painting or
drawing. Baking. Singing. Al things you enjoy and
you're good at.”

Outsids, Helena saw the first signs of early blossom
Sprigging the tress. Maybe they were a good omen. 'as
that even a bit of blue in the otherwise granite sky?

T7ill T have lunch thers?

“Yes. You'll enjoy that. I've told them that you don't
have a huge appatits.

ill Thave to eat all of it?”
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No. Just lsave what you don’t want. Olay™

Betsy noddsd.

“and then Il pick you up at thres and see how you've
goton.

Helena sighed. She was pleased that there were no
other cars on the forest road today. She needed as
much calm as she could gat. 1Thy was lifs so hard? 1y
did she find lsaving Betsy so difficult? Hould she settle?
Would it improve as time went on?

She had to admit that her devotion to Bstsy had
probably destroyed her relationship with Milss. Hs had
falt excludad from the tight bond that the two of them
had and he could not break in. He had pleadsd with
Helena to let Batsy make her own decisions, to stop
mollycoddling her.

She has to look after hersslf; he would say. ‘Think for
hersalf. She’s too reliant on you.

She needs me, would be Helena's respons and then
she would storm out. Except that on one occasion Miles
did the storming out and he hadn’t returnsd.

A ray of sunlight broke through the trees now. More
blossom. The tress wers bushier here, as if they were
bursting with lifs and freshness. The foliage was the
green of hope and new baginnings.

They left the forest now and entered the outskirts of
Lyndhurst. Betsy was playing with the togeles of her
coat, twiddling them in her tiny hands.

Td like to stay at home with you.’

Tlmow, said Helena, but I have to go work and yowd
be lonsly and bored all day on your own.’

Betsy shook her head in disagraement. She could be
stubborn although a times she seemed rather dsfeated.
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Helena thought now of Betsy’s belongings, pink with
prattiness everywhere: whits linen hearts; floral bags;
trays and boxes full of shiny broochss and tinny
trinksts. How they belied this vulnerability.

They drove up to the gate which was open onto the
drive.

Here we are, said Helena as chesrfully as she could.

The rd brick building was solid and smart. Thers was
an attractive garden in the front with picnic benches
where lunch could be saten on sunny days. A neat
pattern of gravel paths and trimmed bushes sdging
them; a buddleia attracting butterflies; feeders fllsd
with nuts for the birds.

Helena got out of the car and wnt round to help
Betsy undo her ssatbelt. She came tentatively out. They
walked together, hand in hand, to the front door, Betsy
clutching her pratty floral bag.

Thers wasa sign, letters engraved into a gold plaque:
Lyndhurst Cars Home for the Elderly.

She rang the ball and a pstite Chiness lady in a pals
blue uniform answered.

“Hello, she said warmly, ‘you must be Batsy.’

Betsy didn't answer. She looked to Helema for
reassurance.

“Yes, said Helena for her, ‘my mother has come for
her trial day”

She let go of Betsy's hand and passed it to the lady.
‘Come with me, then,’ said the woman to Batsy. Tlllook
after you. 1e'llsee youat thres, she said to Helena.

Se2 you later, Mum, said Halena, as she left them,
and went back to her car. Have alovaly day.”

Shelooked up.
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The door was firmly closd.




