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Bennie Barrier’s Big City Adventures

The Tale Of Antagonus Ant
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The first ray of summer sunshine on a bright Sunday morning sliced through the gap in Lewis Ladder’s curtains like a golden knife, landing square on his nose. For a moment, he lay still, enjoying the warm tickle on his face, then his eyes snapped open as a far less pleasant sensation took hold.

An itch. Right between his eyebrows.

He reached up to scratch, but the moment his fingers touched his skin, another itch flared to life on his left earlobe. Then his chin. Then all of his rungs at once. Within seconds, Lewis Ladder was sitting bolt upright in bed, scratching from head to toe in a frantic dance that sent his pyjama sleeves rolling up and his socks sliding down.

“Help!” he yelled, his voice muffled as he rubbed at his upper lip with the back of his hand. “Bennie! Carlton! Harry! Anyone! Something’s wrong! I’m covered in itches!”

Mrs Fry appeared in the doorway, a tea towel draped over her shoulder and flour dusting her apron, she’d been up early baking scones for the Maintenance Team’s weekly Sunday cleanup. Her eyes widened as she took in Lewis Ladder’s crimson, blotchy skin and the way he was hopping from foot to foot, trying to reach an itch on his heel without putting his weight down.

“What on Earth has happened to you, Lewis,” she said, hurrying over to feel his forehead. “You’re not running a fever, but you look like you’ve rolled around in a patch of stinging nettles. Did you go anywhere unusual yesterday after work with the team?”

Lewis stopped scratching long enough to think. The day before had been a busy one, the team had been clearing out old pallets from the back corner of the city Maintenance Yard, preparing space for new recycling bins. He’d crawled into a narrow gap between two wooden stacks to retrieve a stray broom and he’d noticed a faint, sweet smell in the air, like honey mixed with damp earth. But there hadn’t been any plants, let alone stinging nettles, back there.

“I don’t think so,” he said, wiggling his toes inside his pyjama bottoms as another itch erupted on the sole of his foot. “Just the yard. Overlooking the gate and reading the newspaper. But I didn’t see anything that could have done this.”

Mrs Fry tutted, pulling out her phone. “I’m going to call Rupert, The Recycler, he’ll know what to do. And I’ll send a message to Harry letting him know you’re out of action for a while and he’ll have to get the gate duty covered.”

But Lewis was already shaking his head. “No way, we’ve been planning this cleanup for weeks. The whole yard needs to be spotless before the council inspection next Friday. I’ll just... wear long sleeves and trousers. And gloves. Lots of gloves.”

Mrs Fry looked doubtful, but she knew better than to argue with Lewis when he’d set his mind on something. The Maintenance Team wasn’t just a job to him, it was family. And at the heart of that family was their leader, Bennie Barrier.

“We’ll keep out of my kitchen, whatever it is, I don’t want it spreading through the whole team,” she said before heading back towards the food hall.

Twenty minutes later, Lewis was sitting in the passenger seat of the maintenance truck alongside Stanley who had become Highway Harry’s right hand man, wearing a long-sleeved shirt, thick trousers and a pair of gardening gloves he’d found in his shed. The itching had calmed a little after Rupert had prescribed an antihistamine cream over the phone, but every so often, a new hotspot would flare up and he’d have to resist the urge to scratch.

The City Maintenance Yard stood on the edge of the city near the Itchen River and the local football stadium alongside a sprawling collection of corrugated metal buildings, tool sheds and open storage areas that had been serving the city for over fifty years. As they pulled back into the maintenance yard, Lewis could see Bennie already there, his bright orange and yellow high visibility belt standing out against the grey morning sky. He was talking to Carlos Cone and Penelope Pipe, the team’s plumbing expert, who was gesturing animatedly towards the main entrance.
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