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Bennie Barrier’s Big City Adventures

The Tale Of Highway Harry’s Home Improvements
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The salty breeze from Southampton Docks tickled Bennie Barrier’s nose as he stood with his Maintenance Team, their bright orange vests glowing in the early morning light. He looked around his team feeling proud of the friendships he had built across the city since he moved here from the Hythe Village Maintenance Team two years ago.

Lady Courtney Cruise loomed large against the horizon, her white hull sparkling like a giant wedding cake on water. The team was ready to get to work, but Carlos Cone was still grumbling about his bacon sandwich, now cold and slightly soggy in his lunchbox.

“I don’t know why we had to leave so early Bennie. We’ve missed Mrs Fry’s cooked breakfast and everything. My stomach is rumbling thinking of those eggs and bacon that I’m missing,” Carlos Cone complained.

“Cheer up, Carlos,” Bennie Barrier smiled, placing his hand on his friend’s back. “We’ll get this ramp fixed in no time, and then you can have a cooked breakfast at the dockside café. My treat!”

Carlos Cone’s eyes lit up. “With extra bacon?”

“Double extra,” Bennie promised.

Chester Cone, their new recruit from London, gave a small nod of approval, while Sally Sign, the team’s safety expert, checked her clipboard making sure that everyone was wearing the correct footwear and uniform for the job.

“Right, team,” Bennie Barrier said, standing in front of them. “Lady Courtney’s old luggage ramp is creaking worse than Stanley’s rocking chair. We’ve got to install the new one before the passengers start boarding the ship at lunchtime. Let’s make this quick and smooth!”

The team quickly moved into action. Chester Cone and Carlos Cone moved the shiny new ramp into place, its steel frame shining in the sunlight. Sally Sign directed the cones to keep the area clear, whilst Bennie Barrier supervised the installation, making sure every bolt was tightened just right. 

Freddie Forklift whirred as he moved the luggage around ready for passengers to leave and join the cruise, seagulls squawked and dockworkers shouted instructions as crates of supplies were loaded onto the ship.

“I have to say Bennie, your team is looking much more ship-shape than when Carlton Cone was organising things around here,” Courtney Cruise smiled.

“Carlton Cone is a good organiser and he’s just as capable of leading a team as I am,” Bennie Barrier replied.

“So where is he?”

“He’s working on the motorway today.”

“Dangerous work, I know a lot of cones and barriers who have come back from the motorway with serious injuries. Those cars go so fast.”

“No chance of that over there,” Chester Cone laughed as he walked by.

“What does he mean by that?” Courtney Cruise asked.

“You obviously don’t get out of the water much,” Chester Cone replied.

“Meaning?”

“For the last two years Condor Cone and his team have had cones and barriers stretching from Portsmouth all the way to the M3 interchange keeping the speed limit at fifty whilst they resurface a tiny piece of road and have twenty-five meetings per week to decide on what they do with the rest of it.”

“You seem well informed.”

“I am. It was the talk of our yards in London.”

“Why would cones and barriers in London be interested in roadworks on the south coast?”

“Because the M27 roadworks will soon hold the record for the longest time a Maintenance Team has worked on one project, five years, six months, eight days, seven hours, forty-two minutes and counting.”

“You seem well informed.”

“A cone’s life can depend on a mere scrap of information.”

“If that’s the case then why did you leave London?”

“They closed our yard down in favour of a new bigger facility out near Battersea but my wife and I decided to move down south for a new challenge,” Chester Cone explained.

“Well if Carlton Cone is helping Condor Cone’s team then at least the cars will be going slower.”

“But he’s not, he’s working on the rest of the motorway from the M3 interchange down to The New Forest junction at Lyndhurst junction one.”

“Why would the team be sent to take over the entire motorway? Surely you’d finish one section and move on to the next.”

“That’s what we did in London but the local MP is up for election in a few weeks so they wanted to annoy as many people as possible so they could be voted off and have a summer holiday this year,” Chester Cone laughed before rushing away.

Courtney Cruise watched him leave. “He’s one strange cone,” she sighed.

“It takes all kinds to make a successful team Courtney. Surely you have a large mix of people working for you don’t you?” Bennie Barrier asked.

“I guess so, I had one of my guys put crayons inside the cabins but they stopped him doing it when people started using them.”

“Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do with crayons?”

“That’s what I thought but there wasn’t enough for everyone and he started getting complaints when there were cabins that didn’t have them.”

“Because the people who did have them told the others?”

“No, the ones that didn’t have the crayons couldn’t draw the curtains,” Courtney Cruise laughed.

Bennie Barrier looked at her confused.

“Sorry Bennie, seafarers humour.”

“I guess we can all suffer from miscommunication from time to time,” Bennie Barrier smiled.

By mid-morning, the new ramp was nearly finished. Bennie Barrier was giving it a final test, sliding a heavy suitcase down its smooth surface, when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and saw “Highway Harry” flashing on the screen. He knew that Harry was busy working at his new house this weekend and didn’t want to be disturbed so his call must be urgent.

“Harry?” Bennie Barrier answered, wiping sweat from his forehead. “Is everything okay? Have you settled into that new house of yours?”

“Bennie, it’s a disaster!” Harry’s voice crackled through the phone. “I was trying to fix the bathroom and now there’s water everywhere! It has flooded my garden, the neighbour’s garden, oh, it’s such a mess!”

“Flooded? How’d that happen?”

“I was clearing a blocked pipe and it just... burst!” Harry groaned. “The water company is on their way, but I need your help. Can you and the team come over?”

Bennie Barrier glanced at his team, who were just finishing the ramp. “We’re almost done here. We’ll be there in an hour.”

He ended the call and turned to the team. “Change of plans, Highway Harry’s got himself into a soggy situation. Let’s finish this and head over to his place.”

Carlos Cone groaned. “Does this mean no bacon?”

“Double bacon tomorrow,” Bennie Barrier promised and Carlos Cone smiled briefly.

***
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An hour later, Stanley parked the Maintenance Truck outside Harry’s new home in a quiet cul-de-sac on the edge of the city which had a neat row of houses with tidy gardens and colourful front doors. But Harry’s house stood out and not in a good way. Water gushed from his front garden, turning the lawn into a muddy swamp. The neighbour’s garden next door wasn’t much better, with flowerbeds drowned and a garden gnome floating sadly in a puddle.

Highway Harry stood in the middle of the chaos, his clothes soaked and his face red with embarrassment. “Bennie! Thank goodness you’re here!” he called, waving them over.

The team climbed out of the truck, their boots squelching in the mud. Sally Sign immediately set up warning signs to keep curious neighbours at a safe distance, while Chester Cone and Carlos Cone looked at the damage.

“Oh my word, Harry,” Carlos Cone said, scratching his head. “Did you try to install a swimming pool instead of a bathroom?”

“It’s not funny!” Harry replied. “First the water leak in the kitchen, then the boiler broke, then birds got stuck in the chimney and now this! I just wanted to fix the bathroom!”

“I wonder if his favourite band is Wet Wet Wet?” Chester Cone smiled.

Bennie Barrier glared at him before turning to Harry. “Don’t worry, boss. We’ll sort this out. Let’s find that burst pipe.”

As the team got to work, digging through the muddy garden to locate the damaged pipe, Bennie Barrier noticed the neighbours watching from their windows. Harry had already told him about the locals. There was Mrs. Jenkins, a stern-looking woman with her hair tied up in a tight bun, peering through her curtains. Next door, Mr. Patel, who owned the local newsagents, stood in his porch, arms crossed and frowning. And across the street, young Timmy Trotter, a boy of about ten, watched wide-eyed with his dog, Pickles, barking at his side.
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