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                      The Do Gooder . . ..
                                    A short story by Veronica Heley
Friday evening. 
The speaker was all sweetness and light. She twinkled at her audience, she opened her eyes wide and said, ‘You know me as an influencer, but I’ve been inspired to change direction. I am dedicating my life in future to bring a little sunshine into the lives of those around me, and I challenge you to do the same.’ 
She paused to smile into the camera operated by the lanky young man she’d brought with her.
Amy and Jo sat at the back so that they could get out to the kitchen quickly when it was time for refreshments. Jo leaned towards her friend and muttered,  ‘Who is this woman? I thought influencers went around with their own ring light and a camera on a stick. What’s with the cameraman?’
Amy whispered to her friend, ‘The influencer’s called Lucetta, and she’s our chairwoman’s granddaughter. She’s decided to do a good deed a day. Like the Scouts. They say her blog is followed by hundreds of young people, and that she’ll soon be counting her followers by the million. I suppose she has to use a cameraman for public appearances.’ 
Jo wasn’t sure how the finances of these influencers worked out but she assumed they were paid for everything they talked about, which explained why Lucetta was wearing a very expensive suit, dangerously high stiletto heels and had already mentioned her special diet. Twice. 
	The speaker held out her arms as if to embrace her audience. ‘This week, my friends, I set myself a target. I decided to spend just twenty pounds to brighten the lives of twenty deserving people. My dearest friends told me that this was impossible, but I managed it and here’s how I did it.
‘I bought twenty bunches of daffodils at one pound each. I wrapped them in some pretty paper saved from bouquets which had been given me by my lovely followers . . . there’s no waste in my place, you know . . . think of the planet . . .and then I set out to find people to give them to. I didn’t want to give my beautiful bouquets away to just anyone. No, they had to go to people who deserved it. So I went into the local community hall, and I gave a bunch to each of the wonderful women who look after the small children in the playgroup . . .’
Jo said, softly, ‘I wonder if she had the cameraman standing by to record her with an appealing small child?’
	Amy stifled a giggle. ‘Hush! It was a lovely thing to do.’ 
Lucetta went on, ‘Then I invited myself to the coffee morning at the church nearby and I gave all the helpers there a bouquet, too. They thanked me with tears in their eyes.  Now I challenge you all to do the same. Take a twenty pound note and spend it carefully to brighten the lives of as many people as possible. I don’t suppose you’ll manage to reach twenty people as I did but I want you to try for as many as you can.’
Someone at the back of the room raised a hand. ‘Would it be all right to buy a big cake and give slices out at a coffee morning?’
Lucetta waved her hands, laughing. ‘Oh but that’s cheating, don’t you think? You who live in this pleasant part of town are so well off compared to the people I’m thinking of. . . . the single parents, the immigrants, the poor people who are homeless through no fault of their own. When I’m on my knees in prayer tonight, I want to be able to say to my Maker that I have done my bit to bring a little joy into the lives of the poor . . .’
Jo  knew several people in the meeting who were beaten down by grief or struggling with ill health. All were worried about rising costs. Would their lives be brightened for a while by a gift of flowers? Perhaps they would.  
Lucette concluded, ‘You, too, can sprinkle a little sunshine around. And then you’ll discover, as I did, what a joy it is to do a good deed a day.’
	Applause. Much applause. Lucetta bowed and smiled. And no, she wouldn’t partake of any tea or cake, her diet you know, and she was so sorry she must leave but she had another engagement. Still smiling, she collected her  cameraman and left the room. 
Jo and Amy followed them out to the foyer only to hear Lucetta ranting at her cameraman. ‘What do you mean, you forgot to book a taxi for half past? Do you think I’m going to walk to the tube station? In these heels?’ 
And, as the cameraman followed her out of the door, his words floated back.  ‘What about my fee, eh? You owe me. And you still owe me for the taxi to bring you here.’ The door swung to behind them. 
Jo and Amy looked at one another and fell apart, laughing. 
Jo gasped, ‘She did so much good, but she didn’t pay the cameraman or the taxi!’
Amy checked that the urn was chuntering away nicely. ‘You have to admire her, in a way. Do you think she really did that with the daffodils? I mean, that’s a good thing to do, isn’t it?’
	Jo said, ‘If I tried to give away bunches of daffodils I’d be had up for begging or enticement or something. It’s the presence of the cameraman that lets her get away with it.’
	‘For which she didn’t pay.’ They both laughed again. 
	The chairwoman swept in to ask if the tea was up yet. She enthused, ‘Isn’t the dear girl wonderful? So inspirational! What an example to us all! I’m going to see what I can do with twenty pounds tomorrow! You two will be taking up the challenge as well, won’t you?’
	Jo and Amy nodded, avoided one another’s eye and rolled the tea trolley out into the meeting room. 
Jo could see that Amy’s knee was hurting her – Amy had been on the waiting list for a knee replacement for months – so Jo told her to go and sit down, and she’d finish up. So Amy sat down with the club bore, who was on the lookout for someone, anyone, to moan to. 
Jo smiled and served and listened to what people said with half an ear. She had hoped someone would offer to help her serve and then wash up but that didn’t happen, so she soldiered on by herself. She had hoped to be back home by the time her youngest got back from his football practice. Every now and then he brought a couple of friends back with him, and if they had the run of the house they’d turn it upside down.  He was the last of her brood still at home and more trouble than the other three put together. 
She told herself she was well off compared to some. Her husband had died early – cancer  –  and it had been a struggle to bring up the children and keep the house going but the kids were all, roughly, now going in the right direction. 
	She wiped her forearm across her forehead. She was not going down with a cold, or flu, or anything. She was just tired after a week in the office . . . and here came the chairwoman, wanting her to sell raffle tickets. Someone had forgotten to give them out and it was for a good cause, so if Jo could possibly take some . . .?

Amy  was given a lift home, much to her relief. Her knee was hurting. She’d downsized to this quiet corner of the town after her husband left her for someone half her age and their only daughter emigrated. She really appreciated having a ground floor flat in a small close near the shops. Everybody knew everybody and took in parcels and the occasional straying child for their neighbours. 
Amy planned to have a quiet half hour with something mindless on the telly before going to bed but to her dismay, Mia, a neighbour, followed her up the path to the front door, saying, ‘There you are! I’ve been watching out for you for ever. I’ve run out of milk. There should have been enough but my youngest hasn’t the sense she was born with and drank a whole pint and I daren’t leave them in the house alone while I run out to the shops . . .’
Mia was a darling, but not a good organiser. She’d three children so far and her husband was on nights, so Amy often found herself landed with baby-sitting or fetching something for the shops that Mia had forgotten. 
Now Amy poured enough milk for her own breakfast into a mug and gave the rest of the bottle to Mia with a smile, and ‘There you go. I’ll get some more tomorrow.’ 
Mia would have stayed for a chat – she was a great gossip – but Amy was too tired to give the expected invite, so shut the front door and limped up to bed before anything else could happen.  

Jo was tired, too. She thought of listening to the ten o’clock news but decided it would be too depressing to hear before going to bed. She could hear her youngest was in his room, playing something on his computer. She couldn’t face an argument tonight  about him watching something he shouldn’t. Fortunately he was watching an old film so that was all right. 
Jo felt depressed. That influencer had given her cause to think how little she did for those in need. They lived in a decent neighbourhood with little crime. Their church operated a Night Shelter for those in need, but Jo couldn’t leave her youngest at home alone because he was at the stage where he  experimented with all sorts, some of which were illegal. And she worked full time so couldn’t volunteer for the Food Bank. After work she seemed to be endlessly responding to calls on her time from her family and friends. But Lucetta had been right to point out that in this area, most people had a cushion against financial hardship.
Jo felt ashamed. Tomorrow she would take up the challenge and do something for those who had fallen on hard times. And yes, she’d thought of someone she could help. She closed her bedroom door on the outside world and went to bed.

Saturday morning
Amy had retired from work. Well, sort of. A couple of days a week she volunteered in the charity shop in the Lane. Mostly she worked the till because that meant she could sit down. The shop was quietly busy. Occasionally someone would walk off with something they hadn’t paid for, but there wasn’t anything much anyone could do about that, and when it did happen, Amy told herself that perhaps the shoplifter’s need was greater than the customers. 
	This morning a youngish woman hovered by the till.  She had a toddler in an ancient buggy and a youngster who was fast outgrowing the clothes she was wearing. The child was glued to the show case on the counter and Amy could understand why, for inside was the prettiest miniature dolls’ house she’d ever seen. It was in pristine condition. It had been somebody’s pride and joy and never been played with. 
	The mother had picked out some warm clothing for the child, who was in desperate need of them, but actually yearned after the doll’s house. She pleaded with her mother. ‘Couldn’t we . . .?’
	The mother shook her head. ‘No,  dear. Not this week. Look, lovely new clothes for you.’ She looked at Amy. ‘I wish I could afford it, but I can’t. I disremember when she ever wanted something so bad. Every day this week she’s popped in here to look at it. I told her, someday we’ll have money and she can have a little house just like that. Today I’ve only enough for these clothes for her. She’s growing so fast, and she needs shoes, too.’
	Amy looked at the price of the miniature house. Twenty five pounds. And worth it. The volunteers at the shop were not allowed to set or to reduce prices.   Amy’s fridge at home was pretty empty, containing as it did a scraping of butter, some bread and a leftover chunk of cheese. And there was no milk left. She’d planned to shop for the weekend on the way home. Her debit card was maxed out, her pension came in on Monday, and she had twenty-seven pounds and eighteen pence to last her till then.  
She gave the woman change for a tenner for the child’s clothes and put them in a bag. Then she took twenty five pounds out of her own purse and put it in the cash register, saying, ‘I think we have a nice box in the back which will take the little house for your daughter.’ 
The child’s face! She had lost two milk teeth, but her smile lit up the  shop.  
	The mother said, ‘What?!’ Then tears came. ‘Oh, thank you!’
	The manageress was at Amy’s shoulder. She’d seen and understood  everything. She said nothing but nodded and helped pack up the miniature house. Amy told herself it was twenty five quid well spent and dismissed visions of roast chicken and fresh fruit . . . 

Saturday afternoon 
Jo did the weekly shop online, but there were always one or two things she liked to buy locally. The local fruit and veg shop, for instance, was pricier than the supermarket but the produce was tastier and what was more, you could buy as little as one tomato if you so fancied. 
	There was also a largish supermarket at the end of the road. Today Jo looked for a man who usually sat on a couple of discarded newspapers outside that shop. Yes, he was there as usual. Unkempt, dusty rather than dirty, and poorly clad for this windy weather. As usual, he intoned, ‘Got any loose change?’
	She went into the shop and bought him a couple of packs of sandwiches and a carton of hot coffee. When she gave them to him, she expected she’d have to brush off his thanks but instead she got a mouthful of abuse. 
‘What you do that for? It’s money I need, not your something charity!’
	He dived into the store with the sandwiches, taking them straight to the checkout . . . to ask for a refund.
	Jo followed him only to hear him ranting away about a stupid woman who’d given him a coffee for which he couldn’t get anything back. 
	The manager appeared at Jo’s side. ‘You shouldn’t have given him anything, missus. A van brings him and some others here every morning to sit outside and beg for money. In the evening the van comes round to collect them. They don’t keep what they get by begging. There’s some people that are down and out and you can help, but there’s others you can’t. Understand?’
	Jo understood. She took a basket, filled it with tins of fruit and veg and deposited them in the Food Bank trolley. 
	The man was sitting outside when she left, still intoning, ‘Got any change?’   

Saturday evening
Jo won an argument with her youngest about his girlfriend wanting to stay the night and, before she started cooking supper, she switched on her laptop to see what Lucetta might have posted that day. 
Oh, oh! Jo watched the clip, then  rang Amy to check that she’d seen it, too.  
This time Lucetta was at home on her selfie. She was full of the joys of spring.
‘My dear friends, what a pleasure it is to be able to tell you of my latest good deed. I was asked to meet the most delightful bunch of older women who are so sweetly good at keeping in touch with one another.  They were so anxious to hear about my little efforts to make life better for other people, and they’d prepared the most delicious little eats, which quite made my mouth water. But no, you know how strict I am with myself. I didn’t allow a single crumb of sugar to pass my lips. Instead, when the meeting was over I got out my Marigolds . . .’
And here she held up a pair of kitchen gloves.
‘. . . I shooed the ladies out of their kitchen, and I did the washing up for them. All their dinky little mugs and the big tea urn which I could hardly lift. I left them shining, and ready to put away. And didn’t that bring a smile to the face of those wonderful women! That was my good deed for the day! So now I’m asking, what did you do today and what will you do tomorrow? Remember to spread a little sunshine, wherever you go. Until next time . . .!’
Amy shrieked with laughter down the phone. ‘Lucetta said she did the washing up! I can’t believe it!’
Jo wasn’t laughing. ‘You know something? I’m almost sorry for her. She’s living in some sort of alternative world.’
Amy sobered up. ‘What about Madam chair? She thinks Lucetta is the genuine thing. How can we tell her that her granddaughter’s a liar and a cheat?’
	‘I can’t make up my mind. I suppose what she’s doing is harmless and perhaps does some good here and there. Let’s think about it. There’s a special anniversary lunch after church. You’ve signed up for it, haven’t you?’ 
Amy had completely forgotten about the lunch, though she’d signed up to help serve and wash up afterwards. There was always plenty left over after a church lunch. Wowee! She hadn’t begrudged her bread and cheese lunch that day, but she hadn’t been looking forward to the same on the morrow. At the lunch there’d be plenty to eat; some sausage rolls and maybe a slice of quiche to eat, perhaps even an egg sandwich or two. Amy had almost been regretting the money she’d spent on the miniature house but now, Wowee! Praise be! 
‘I’ll be there.’ 

Sunday afternoon
There was indeed a good spread at the church lunch, but the mood was somewhat dampened by the news that Madam Chair would not be joining them. It seemed she was looking after her granddaughter who’d had a scuffle about money with her cameraman and was nursing a black eye.  It was rumoured that the cameraman had come off even worse, with a split upper lip and some damage to his shins from Lucetta’s spiky heels. 
	‘Tut-tut!’ And ‘What a shame!’ Not to mention, ‘Shock, horror!’ There were nicely calculated expressions of regret but nobody, Jo noticed, was really cut up about it. 
	As usual, Amy and Jo stayed behind to clear up. 
	Jo said, ‘I heard that Lucetta landed the first blow, so even if the cameraman retaliated he can’t be done for assault.’
	Amy sighed. ‘She relies on her looks, so I suppose she won’t be able to post anything for a while. I don’t know what to think. She was trying to do good . . .’
	‘But she didn’t pay her debts. Doesn’t that knock out the good she did? If the matter came to court, who would get the most sympathy? The girl who’d tried to do good, or the man who’d been cheated out of his money? Does one good deed outweigh one bad? 
Jo said, ‘Because of her prompting, I gave money to a conman and a mountain of tinned food to the Food Bank.’
Amy smiled. ‘Because of her, I gave a child something she’ll treasure for ever and a day. I don’t regret it.’ 
‘Neither do I. Perhaps we need reminding every now and then to look out for opportunities to help others.’
‘Perhaps we do.’
	They set about clearing up and getting on with life as they always had done. 
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