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Snowflakes fell softly on the country roads leading to Hythe Village from Southampton City Centre as Bennie Barrier alongside Bryony Barrier headed towards the recycling plant.

“Careful out there, it’s a little slippy underfoot,” Bruno Bus said as he lowered his step down for Bryony Barrier to wheel herself on to the path.

“How many winters have we worked through together Bruno?” Bennie Barrier laughed.

“I know but not with...”

“I am still a very capable barrier despite my wheels!” Bryony Barrier snapped.

“I know, I was just saying...”

“Remember Caterina Coach’s misadventure last year,” Bryony Barrier interrupted.

“Oh her, yeah, I remember.”

“Are you two still not getting on too well?” Bennie Barrier asked.

“No, she blamed me for her crashing into the advertising board at the bottom of Civic Centre Hill in the city,” Bruno Bus explained.

“And was it your fault?”

“No, it was black ice. All of us buses are aware of it but she thought she could still take the corner fast. We all get marked up on the board in the office if we have any accidents and when the inspector comes along we get in trouble if we have too many.”

“What was marked up on the board?” Bryony Barrier asked.

“A Christmas pudding I think,” Bruno Bus replied.

“Not the advertising board...” Bennie Barrier laughed.

Bryony Barrier placed her hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go Bennie before we confuse him any more.”

“Safe travels and don’t forget the Christmas Crackers!” Bruno Bus said as he drove away.

Bennie Barrier looked across at the golf course, the open fields and the church in the distance as they carefully walked together towards The Recycling Plant.

“You miss this old village don’t you?” Bryony Barrier said.

“I spent two years of my life here working alongside Cornelius Cone,” Bennie Barrier sighed.

“And now you’ve got us lot.”

Bennie Barrier smiled. “You said that like it’s a bad thing.”

“Not many barriers get a second chance in a wheelchair. As soon as one of us gets damaged we’re often sent away for spare parts or scrap. Our whole personality and reason for existing spread across several pieces and we end up in a body that’s not our own.”

Bennie Barrier nodded thoughtfully.

“Why did you save me from being scrapped?” Bryony Barrier asked.

“The same reason why I was saved from scrap in Leicester. I saw something in you that meant more than just being a barrier. I saw the real you behind it all.”

“You mean that?”

“Of course I do. I used to work in the crisp factory alongside the rest of my family. The recycling process back then wasn’t as good as it is now and we often ended up in far-flung places. Dad once ended up at Lands End in Cornwall whilst Mum ended up in the Orkney Islands up at the far north of Scotland. I was usually sent to London but being Ready Salted, I wasn’t as popular as the other flavours. Then one day, I was returned to a recycling plant where they made cones, barriers and all wonderful kinds of useful objects and they made me into the barrier I am today. At first, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be here and my first site was by a school where the children kept pushing me around. I hated it and eventually, after they broke some of my parts, I was sent back to the recycling plant and I thought that my chance had gone.”

“Then what happened?” Bryony Barrier asked.

“I was sent here. To Hythe. To work alongside the local maintenance team. I kept my head down and tried to fade into the background thinking that I was worthless and then I met Cornelius Cone. The local cone from the supermarket called Wet Floor had gone missing and we found him and returned him back to his supermarket. He was new to the area too back then and wasn’t sure of his surroundings. Over the years, Cornelius gave me the confidence I needed to do the job and become a leader like him.”

“And now you lead your own Maintenance Team in the big city. You should be proud of yourself Bennie,” Bryony Barrier replied as they approached the entrance to The Recycling Plant.

“I couldn’t have done it without Corny’s help.”

“But Cornelius wasn’t there when you faced off against Carlton Cone and won. He wasn’t there when you fixed the broken toll bridge, helped Courtney Cruise at the docks, helped Tammy Train at the railway station and lots of others. Take some credit for yourself Bennie, you are an amazing barrier.”

“You too,” Bennie Barrier smiled.

At that moment, Rupert, the recycler, opened the door. “Ah, Bryony Barrier, come for your regular check-up?”

Bryony Barrier nodded.

“And Bennie, what are you here for?”

“Just to keep Bryony company,” Bennie Barrier smiled.

“Well stop letting the heat out and come on in. We’ve got work to do.” 

Rupert, the Recycler, ushered Bennie and Bryony Barrier into the warmth of the Hythe Recycling Plant. The cavernous interior hummed with the rhythmic clank of machinery, conveyor belts whirring as they sorted through heaps of materials; plastic, metal and paper all destined for transformation. The air smelled faintly of oil and singed rubber, a familiar scent that reminded Bennie Barrier of his own rebirth years ago. 

Bryony Barrier wheeled herself confidently towards the maintenance bay, her wheelchair gliding smoothly over the polished concrete floor, while Bennie’s gaze wandered to the bustling activity around the plant.

“Right, Bryony, let’s get you sorted,” Rupert said, his voice cheerful but businesslike. “This beauty’s been holding up well, hasn’t it?”

Bryony Barrier nodded, her expression softening. “It’s been a lifesaver, Rupert. Literally. But it’s been making a funny squeak on the left wheel when I turn sharply.”

Rupert knelt beside her, his fingers deftly probing the wheel’s axle. “Squeak, you say? Let’s have a look. Probably just needs a bit of lubrication or a tightened bolt. Won’t take long.”

As Rupert began his inspection, Bennie Barrier drifted toward a nearby conveyor belt, drawn by a pile of brightly coloured packages tumbling into a sorting chute. The vibrant reds, greens, and golds caught his eye, Christmas crackers, their shiny wrapping glinting under the plant’s fluorescent lights. A worker, a squat cone named Percy, was overseeing the process, directing the crackers towards a massive recycling machine labeled “Rebirth Unit.” The machine groaned and churned, its gears grinding as it broke down materials to be reshaped into new cones, barriers, and other useful objects.

Bennie Barrier leaned closer, squinting at the labels on the crackers. “Leicester,” he murmured, spotting the familiar name printed on the packaging. His mind drifted back to his days at the crisp factory, the chaotic bustle of production lines and the bittersweet memory of his family scattered across the country. These crackers, made in his old hometown, felt like a small piece of his past tumbling into his present.

“Oi, Bennie, you gonna stand there daydreaming or give us a hand?” Percy Processor called, his voice muffled by the noise of the machine.

Bennie Barrier snapped out of his moment of contemplation. “Sorry, Percy. These crackers, they’re from Leicester. I used to work there myself, back when I was... well, not a barrier.”

Percy Processor chuckled, his orange cone body wobbling slightly. “Aye, I know the feeling. I was a traffic cone in Edinburgh before I ended up here. Everything’s got a story, hasn’t it? These crackers are headed for the Rebirth Unit. Gonna turn ‘em into some fine new barriers and cones for the spring maintenance crews.”

Bennie Barrier became more curious. “Would you mind if I take a closer look? I’ve never seen crackers turned into barriers before.”

“Be my guest,” Percy Processor said, gesturing to a control panel nearby. “Just don’t press anything unless I tell you. Last thing we need is you jamming the Rebirth Unit.”

Meanwhile, in the maintenance bay, Rupert was finishing his inspection of Bryony’s wheelchair. He spun the left wheel, listening intently. “There’s the culprit,” he said, pointing to a slightly loose bearing. He grabbed a spanner from his toolbelt and tightened it with a few quick turns. “Let’s give it a test. Take a spin, Bryony.”

Bryony Barrier wheeled herself in a tight circle, her movements smooth and silent. She grinned. “Good as new, Rupert. You’re a miracle worker.”

“Just doing my job,” Rupert replied, wiping his hands on a rag. “Anything else bothering you? Frame holding up? Brakes okay?”

Bryony Barrier tested the brakes, her hands gripping the wheels firmly. “Brakes are solid. Frame’s fine, too. I’ve been careful not to take too many knocks, though Bennie’s been dragging me to some rough sites in Southampton.”

Bennie Barrier, overhearing, called out from the conveyor belt, “Oi, I don’t drag you anywhere! You’re the one insisting on coming along!”

Bryony laughed, her earlier sharpness gone. “Fair point. I’m just glad to be out there, doing the job.”

Rupert stood, brushing off his knees. “You’re both doing great work out there. Southampton’s lucky to have you. Now, Bennie, what’s got you so fascinated over there?”

Bennie Barrier was practically leaning over the conveyor belt now, watching as the Christmas crackers were fed into the Rebirth Unit. The machine’s blades shredded the paper and plastic, separating the components into neat piles, cardboard for structural elements, plastic for durable coatings and small metal bits for reinforcement. A digital display above the machine showed the output: “New Barriers: 12% Complete. New Cones: 8% Complete.”

“It’s these crackers,” Bennie Barrier said, his voice tinged with nostalgia. “They’re from Leicester, where I started out. I didn’t expect to see a piece of home here.”

Rupert joined him, peering into the chute. “Leicester, eh? We get all sorts shipped in here. Those crackers are good quality, sturdy cardboard, decent plastic. Perfect for making lightweight barriers for temporary roadworks. Want to see how it works?”

Bennie Barrier nodded eagerly. “Absolutely.”

Rupert led him to the control panel, where Percy was adjusting settings. “The Rebirth Unit’s a marvel,” Rupert explained. “It breaks down the raw materials, sorts them by type and then molds them into whatever we need, cones, barriers, even temporary signs. These crackers’ll be part of a new batch of lightweight barriers for the spring roadworks season.”

“Now we know where Sally Sign came from,” Bryony Barrier said as she joined them.

“Ah yes, Sally was a bit of an odd one,” Percy Processor said.

“What makes you say that?” Bennie Barrier asked.

“She was created from recycled plastic but someone also shredded some old encyclopaedias at the same time.”

“I thought paper was good for our joints.”

“It is but by shredding the encyclopaedias, she managed to get a much higher IQ than the average sign,” Percy Processor confirmed.

“So she’s smarter than she looks,” Bryony Barrier replied.

“Better than looking smarter than you are,” Rupert added.

Bennie Barrier watched as the machine hummed, a fresh barrier emerging from the output chute. It was sleek, with a glossy finish, its reflective bands gleaming under the lights. 

“That’s incredible,” he said. “To think that something as simple as a Christmas cracker can become... well, one of us.”

Percy snorted. “Don’t get too sentimental, Bennie. They’re just materials. It’s what we do with ‘em that counts.”

The new barrier took its first breath and looked over at Percy.

“What’s yer name barrier?” Percy asked.

The barrier ran its hands over its body, looking at its parts in wonder. “I’m... I’m Buster. Where am I?”

“Welcome to Hythe Recycling Plant Buster. Head over to the sorting area where Diagonal Daniel will fit you with your high visibility belt.”

Bennie Barrier couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something special about these crackers. He reached out, picking up one that hadn’t yet been fed into the machine. The label read “Leicester Festive Delights, Handcrafted Crackers.” He turned it over, feeling the weight of it in his hands. 

“Do you ever wonder if there’s a bit of... I don’t know, personality in these things? Like they carry a bit of where they came from?”

Rupert raised an eyebrow. “You’re getting philosophical on me, Bennie. But I get it. Everything that comes through here’s got a story. That’s why I love this job, giving things a second chance, just like you and Bryony.”

Back in the maintenance bay, Bryony Barrier was doing a final test lap, weaving between a stack of old tyres and a pile of scrap metal. She stopped beside Rupert and Bennie, her eyes catching the cracker in Bennie’s hands. “What’s that? Are you planning a Christmas party in the middle of the recycling plant?”

Bennie Barrier laughed, placing the cracker down. “Just reminiscing. These are from Leicester, where I was... well, born, I suppose.”

Bryony Barrier’s expression softened. “You never told me much about Leicester. Just the crisp factory and your family getting scattered.”

Bennie Barrier shrugged, a little embarrassed. “Not much to tell. It was loud, chaotic and I was just a Ready Salted crisp packet, not exactly the star of the show. But seeing these crackers... it’s like a little piece of that life came back to me.”

Rupert placed his hand on Bennie’s shoulder. “That’s the beauty of recycling, mate. Nothing’s ever really gone, it just gets a new purpose. Like you, like Bryony, like these crackers turning into barriers.”

Bryony Barrier wheeled closer, her eyes bright. “Speaking of purpose, Rupert, are you sure my chair’s ready for the winter? Highway Harry has got us scheduled for some icy roadworks next week and I don’t want to be slipping and sliding.”

Rupert nodded confidently. “You’re good to go, Bryony. I’ve lubed the wheels, tightened the bearings and checked the frame. That chair’s as tough as you are.”

“Thanks, Rupert,” Bryony Barrier said. “I owe you one.”

“You owe me nothing,” Rupert replied, waving a hand. “Just keep doing what you do out there. Southampton needs you two.”

Bennie Barrier’s attention drifted back to the Rebirth Unit, where another barrier was emerging, this one slightly smaller, perfect for temporary pedestrian diversions. He imagined it standing proudly on a snowy Southampton street, guiding traffic safely past a construction site. The thought warmed him, despite the chill seeping through the plant’s walls.

“Rupert,” Bennie Barrier said, “can I ask a favour? When these Leicester crackers get turned into barriers, can you make sure one of them gets sent to our crew in Southampton? I’d like to... I don’t know, keep a piece of home with us.”

Rupert grinned. “That’s a new one, but I like it. I’ll mark one of the barriers for your team. Leicester’s finest, reborn as a Southampton hero.”

Percy Processor, overhearing, rolled his eyes but didn’t protest. “Just don’t start renaming the barriers, Bennie. We’ve got enough paperwork as it is.”

Bryony Barrier laughed, nudging Bennie Barrier with her elbow. “You’re such a softie, you know that? Next thing, you’ll be writing poems about traffic cones.”

Bennie Barrier grinned sheepishly. “Maybe I will. Cornelius would probably approve.”

As Rupert finished up some paperwork for Bryony’s check-up, Bennie and Bryony prepared to leave. The snow was falling thicker now, blanketing the country roads outside in a soft white layer. Bennie Barrier glanced back at the Rebirth Unit, where the last of the Leicester crackers were being processed. He felt a strange sense of pride, not just for himself, but for the idea that something as fleeting as a Christmas cracker could become something enduring, something useful.
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