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                         AM I MY BROTHER’S KEEPER?
                                  a short story by Vernoica Heley
Claire went to church because she always had done. She found the regularity of attendance reassuring and tried to follow Jesus as best she could. When she became a childless widow, she believed it was only right to spend the rest of her life doing good for others. 
When her elderly neighbour hurt his knee in a fall in the bathroom, it was Claire who went with him to the hospital for X-rays and subsequent treatment. When Joan’s Labradoodle slipped his lead in the park, it was Claire who dropped everything to search for the naughty puppy and it was Claire who took him to the vets for a check-up. 
	She had held down a part-time job until her husband started to complain of a pain in his back. She’d loved him dearly and had left her job without regret to become his carer. Nursing him had taken it out of her, but now, a year after his death, she started to look to the future again.

Getting dressed one fine summer’s morning, Claire planned what she would do that day. First she would pop along to the shops for a neighbour who was housebound and had phoned her last night in a tizzy because she’d run out of tea-bags and milk. Claire would get those and drop them in to her neighbour on her way to the hairdressers. 
She smiled into the mirror as she brushed her hair. It was a slightly anxious smile as she hadn’t been to a hairdresser since her husband had been taken ill. Her hair was just beginning to look a little lifeless, to lose its original honey colour. Going to the hairdressers today was going to mark the beginning of a new chapter in her life. A decent hair cut first, and then . . . daringly, a tint? 
She tried on the top she’d bought at the charity shop. It was green; a colour she hadn’t worn or years. Perhaps it fitted rather too well? She’d wear her old denim skirt even though it didn’t have any pockets. It helped her to look, well, not quite so rounded. 
After the hairdressers she planned to have a snack in the coffee shop and then report for duty to the Tea Club at church. She’d taken her husband there every Thursday afternoon in the last year of his life. She didn’t have to go nowadays but they’d been short-handed and she’d volunteered to serve refreshments and clear up afterwards. In some ways that would be the nicest bit of the day because the other helpers were kind and thoughtful people.
In particular, Gordon. His wife had got lost down Memory Lane some years ago. She’d been difficult to live with, but Gordon had been so kind and patient; he’d been an example to them all. His wife had left them for good six months ago, and last week Gordon had asked Claire if she fancied an outing to the Garden Centre. 
She’d not expected it. Or not yet, anyway. She’d no known what to say but had busied herself stacking chairs. . .until she saw that Flirtatious Fanny – as they all called her behind her back – was making eyes at Gordon. Claire realised then that it was not too soon to be asked out. Perhaps today she’d have a chance to say so. 
Then her phone rang and her life changed course.

Claire had left school when her sister Helen was born, and for many years they only met on formal occasions such as weddings and funerals. Then Helen and her high-flying business husband moved to West London with their daughter and they did meet more often.
The sisters didn’t have much in common. Claire’s dear husband had worked hard and left her a semi-d in Ealing but Helen’s husband thought in terms of bitcoins and transatlantic travel. Helen herself was climbing the corporate ladder in some international corporation. Their only child was reputed to be out-of-this-world clever, but possibly a little difficult? 
	On the phone today Helen’s high-pitched voice signalled distress. ‘Claire, thank God you’re there! I couldn’t think who to ask. I need someone to sit with Ruby today! My cleaner’s chickened out and the agency hasn’t anyone else to send at short notice. I can’t leave the child alone. The Lord alone knows what she’d do! But I’ve got to go to this conference, I need this job and that husband of mine’s off in the Med chasing oil contracts, wouldn’t you know! 
‘The key’s under the flower pot in the porch. I have a car coming to pick me up for the airport in a minute. Just see to it that she doesn’t do anything silly, right? There’s the taxi now. See you in two, no, three days’ time.’
Claire said, ‘But . . .!’ The phone went dead.

Claire tried to think straight. Helen’s daughter was called Ruby, right? How old would she be now? Doing her A levels? A difficult time for any child. Perhaps she hadn’t liked being uprooted from her old school and friends, and dumped in a high-pressure academy? 
The few times Claire had met the girl, she’d thought her sullen and rude. Claire imagined this was normal for a teenager. She’d been more concerned about the sniping she witnessed between Helen and her husband Mark. 
	
The phone call changed Claire’s plans for the day. She ordered a taxi to take her to Helen’s. Once there, she found the key where she’d been told it would be, and let herself into the big house. 
She called out, ‘Hello! Ruby? Your mother asked me to drop by.’ 
	The house seemed rather dark. Claire switched some lights on. That was better.
	She found Ruby slumped into a recliner in the sitting-room. She looked as if she’d just got out of her bed and hadn’t got round to washing or brushing her long, dark hair. She was wearing pyjamas under a black, long-sleeved jumper which she’d pulled down over her hands. There was a kitchen knife on the floor at her feet, and she was crying her eyes out. 
Claire would have hugged a young child, but Ruby was taller than she and had never seemed to welcome a cuddle. ‘My dear, whatever’s the matter?’
	Ruby sobbed. ‘I told them I’d do it if they left me. I’ll kill myself! I will, I will!’
	Claire picked up the knife. It was clean and dry. It hadn’t been used recently. She set it aside on the mantelpiece under the portrait of Helen and Mark all dressed up to attend a Buckingham Palace Garden party.  
	Claire pulled up one sleeve of Ruby’s not-very-clean jumper to show a series of healed cuts all up her arm. The other arm was the same. The child must have been cutting herself for some time. Why hadn’t Helen done something about it? How could she swan off into the blue and leave the child alone in this big, silent house? Had the bad relations between Helen and Mark affected the girl’s behaviour?
 Claire wondered if she ought to call for an ambulance. No. No damage done this time. Ask the girl’s doctor for advice? Yes. ‘Ruby, who’s your doctor?’
	The girl’s sobs ceased as if by magic. She drew the back of her arms across her face, and snivelled. She said something unintelligible, and curled herself into a ball, like a hedgehog.
Claire’s smartphone rang. It was Helen, ringing from the airport. ‘Are you there? Is Ruby OK? Don’t be alarmed if she talks wildly. It’s her Anxiety Syndrome, you know? She tries it on. I call it blackmail. The school haven’t handled her well. Just give her a couple of pills, the ones in the top cupboard above the kitchen sink. She’ll soon calm down. My flight’s due to board in a minute, I’ll be back at the weekend and if you need any help, the essential phone numbers are by the computer in the study.’
Claire said, ‘You didn’t tell me that. . .’
The phone went dead. Claire was going to have to deal with this herself. 
	 Ruby sniffled. ‘They’re getting divorced and don’t care about me! I could fall under a bus and they’d laugh. I said I’d kill myself and I will, I will!’
	Claire clung on to the fact that the child hadn’t actually carried out her threat to kill herself. Perhaps all this was a cry for help? Ah, but what of those healed cuts up her arms? She’d tried this before, hadn’t she? 
Claire saw her own plans for the next few days disappearing. She said, ‘They’ll be back at the weekend, Ruby, and you’ll have time then to talk through what’s upsetting you. Now, let’s make you comfortable. Strip, shower, wash hair, clean clothes. Have you had anything to eat today? What would you like? It’s a school day, isn’t it? I’ll ring them to say you’re unwell.’
	‘They’re all horrible and I’m not going back there, I’m not! They don’t understand anything about how I feel. They talk about me behind my back and I have to leave the classroom and go somewhere I can breathe and they say I have Anxiety and all sorts of other letters after my name and I can’t go to uni and it’s not my fault and I might as well be dead for all they care!’
	The girl threw back her hair and almost spat at her aunt. ‘You’re just like the rest! You’re going to walk away and leave me here all alone and wanting to die!’
	Claire said, ‘No, no! I won’t leave you!’ Could she manage to get to the hairdressers still? No, she couldn’t. Oh dear. A memory of Gordon’s kind, concerned face also receded into the distance. She told herself she’d ring him and explain, and perhaps they could arrange to go to the garden centre another day. Oh, and her neighbour would be wanting her groceries! Claire decided to ring someone at church and see if they could step in. 
	Gordon would understand, when she saw him next week.
	She only had to take care of the girl till the weekend. 

While Ruby cleaned herself up, Claire rang the surgery Helen had signed with, and was referred to this clinic and that . . . but as the weekend was approaching, they didn’t hold out much hope for . . . unless the child were really suicidal, in which case Claire should ring another number. Claire did understand that Social Services were stretched to the limit, didn’t she? And had Ruby taken the recommended medication? 
Claire found the pills where Helen had said they’d be, and coaxed the child to take some . . . and then had to deal with an almost comatose Ruby, who slumped into her chair and refused to move.
So where those the right pills? The surgery, when contacted, said that they were and they were very busy so . . .
Claire’s housebound neighbour rang to ask where her milk was, and Claire’s explanation didn’t go down well because her neighbour had asked for help before this business of Ruby had come up and who was going to look after her . . .?
And the new green top somehow got stained with this or that. And when dear Gordon rang, Claire almost burst into tears, knowing that would do no good. He’d sounded so hurt that she’d let them all down at the Tea Club and . . .
She found her brother-in-law Mark’s phone number and called him. Voicemail only. 
She tried the surgery again. It was after hours so please phone one one one.
Claire woke up and demanded food. There was nothing in the house to eat. Claire sorted this and sorted that. She never got home that night. Nor the next. She dealt with phone messages asking her to do this or that from the church and her neighbours and Joan who wanted her to walk the dog. And slept on the settee downstairs because Ruby woke up and demanded food and attention at all hours of the night.

Helen returned at the weekend but Mark didn’t. Helen confirmed that she was divorcing Mark and the house was to be sold. 
Claire went home, worn out, to restock her own fridge and relish the peace and quiet. On Monday morning she would ring the hairdresser’s and make another appointment.
	On Monday morning her doorbell rang at seven o’clock and there was Ruby on the doorstep, surrounded by luggage with a taxi driver bobbing up and down behind her, wanting payment. 
Ruby had left home. She was so distressed by her parents’ splitting up that she couldn’t listen to reason. She’d cut herself again. When rung, Helen said she couldn’t cope. Mark had moved out to a hotel and wanted no more to do with his wife or his daughter.  
So Claire took Ruby in. Of course she did. She prayed about it. It was the right thing to do. The burden of loving and caring for this difficult child had been laid on her shoulders, and she’d cope. Of course she would. She couldn’t bear to think of a child feeling so lost and homeless. 
Claire learned to live with the noise of television and radio and whatever Ruby was playing on her laptop. 

Then began to cycle of hospital visits and talks with the school and applications for some kind of living allowance for Ruby now she was living with her aunt. There was only a trickle of money from Helen who’d landed her very important job and had no time or patience to spare for her daughter.  And nothing from Mark who had set his sights on another youngish woman.
	With many tears, and support from everyone in sight, Ruby returned to school and actually managed to complete some A-levels. 
Social Services came up with the name of a therapist but Ruby did not take to her, and demanded someone who understood her. Claire arranged someone privately. It was very expensive, but it was right for Claire to do what she could to help the child, wasn’t it? Claire began to worry about money. 
Incredibly, with enormous effort from medics and teachers and Social Services and therapists, Ruby managed to get an offer for a starter year at a university. With deep thankfulness, Caire cashed in her one and only ISA to finance Ruby’s new start in life. 
The day Ruby departed for university, Claire sighed with relief. She was exhausted but she was thankful that she’d been able to see through such a difficult time. And now she could get on with her life.
That Friday she’d spotted Gordon at Tesco’s, no Fanny in sight. They’d sat and had a coffee together, and Claire discovered she hadn’t forgotten how to laugh. They exchanged news about people they knew and what they were enjoying on television. He asked her how she was getting on with Ruby and she tried to describe the cycle of hope and despair that was life with the girl.
Gordon said, ‘You don’t have to do this alone, you know.’
Claire wasn’t sure what he meant, exactly. And couldn’t ask because it would have sounded as if she expected him to help her. Which she would have loved but . . . he couldn’t have meant that, could he?
He said, ‘Perhaps I’ll see you here again next week? It’s convenient for me to do the weekly shop on a Friday.’
 Claire now had something to look forward to. She would definitely make an appointment at the hairdresser’s and perhaps buy another top. 

Then the phone calls started. Ruby wasn’t coping. Ruby hadn’t yet made one of her lectures, and she hadn’t connected with her new therapist, and she was short of money. She needed constant reassurance. Claire kept her phone with her all the time because Ruby might ring at two in the morning or six in the evening. It was wearing, very. 
The term finished and Ruby returned to Claire’s house, trailing bad
reports. She’d missed lectures almost completely. She’d failed to make the appointments Claire had set up with this therapist here and that doctor there. She hadn’t completed any of her assignments, which she was supposed to finish in the holidays. She’d cut herself again but hadn’t gone to any of the appointments the hospital made for her because, she said, she had no one to take her. Ruby said it was all wrong because they were trying to force her to work when she was feeling most unwell and nobody cared if she lived or died. And she was short of cash again.
Claire tried to help the girl study just a few minutes every day, but Ruby could never drag herself out of bed till mid-day and even then couldn’t concentrate on whatever it was she was supposed to be doing. 
	Gordon rang one day when Claire was out and spoke to Ruby instead. Ruby told Claire that Gordon said he was going away on an extended holiday and not to phone him. It was a lie, but Claire believed her, and began to lose hope in the future. She prayed ceaselessly for guidance but couldn’t seem to understand what she must do because of the contradictory advice people kept giving her.  
	
One day Claire came across a cache of empty bottles hidden in the garden. This explained Ruby’s refusal to stir out of bed in the mornings. And then Claire missed her debit card, only to discover it three days later tucked under the landline phone . . . maxed out. 
	The therapist had talked of setting boundaries, but how could Claire impose boundaries when Ruby had learned from experience that someone else would always clear up her messes for her?  
	Ruby knew how to press buttons such as, ‘My life’s not worth living. My parents never loved me! None of this is My Fault!’ 
Alternatively, there was ‘Can’t you see I’m worth more than a life on the fringes? How can you blame me for not turning up for classes/being unable to complete my assignments/taking a little time out?’

Claire took more advice from all and sundry. She learned that an alcoholic would only have a good chance of recovery if they really, really wanted to. She talked this over with Ruby and though the girl had first said she couldn’t manage to be at meetings, she did eventually agree to try AA. Otherwise, said an exhausted Claire, she would no longer welcome the girl into her home.
	‘You wouldn’t turn me out!’ said Ruby. ‘You couldn’t!’
	‘I hope it won’t come to that,’ said Claire. Hoping against hope that it wouldn’t. For Ruby must be right. She couldn’t turn the girl out. Could she?
There had followed one quiet week when the new arrangement seemed to be working. Ruby had gone off to the AA meetings and had even commented on a man she’d met there who’d admired her. She’d even talked of trying for a job in a pub nearby. Claire hadn’t thought a job in a pub a good idea for an alcoholic, but was encouraged that Ruby had even thought about it.
Six days later, there was a relapse. Tears of anger and repentance. Ruby promised to try again. Claire reiterated her threat, but perhaps with less force than before. 
A week later, the cycle started again. The house was quiet. No wireless, no telly. Ruby’s door was still firmly shut at mid-day. 
	Claire said, ‘Oh, no! Please, God! No!’  She went to look in the hydrangea bush under Ruby’s window. She found yet another empty bottle, smelling of booze. As per usual.
It was too much. Ruby seemed bent on self-destruction, and doing it was wrecking Claire’s health – as well as draining her bank accountant. 
	Claire waited till the girl was up and dressed and told her to leave. That day. Now! 
	Ruby wept. Ruby screamed. Ruby threw things.
	What did Claire do? 
	WHAT WOULD YOU DO?                             
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