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It was Friday, pension and weekly shop day. Barbara’s heart sank when she awoke and realised her pension was now paid directly into her bank account. No longer did she have the pleasure of queueing at the Post Office and entering into chit-chat with the other pensioners, most of whom spent their time complaining about the price of TV stamps.

Secretly Barbara had quite enjoyed the feeling of being only-ever-so-slightly superior to her contemporaries. She had lived in London most of her life and therefore considered herself a cut above everyone else, even if that did mean having to queue for her pension. Barbara dressed conservatively and wore her shoulder-length greying hair loose. She was still an attractive woman with mischievous hazel eyes and a slender figure.

Looking out of her window, she thought to herself that today would have to be an umbrella day. It was supposed to be May but there was no sign of any improvement in the weather. She supposed this was due to being located on the east coast next to the North Sea. 

Moving to Welling-by-the-Sea had seemed like a good idea at the time. She’d sold her flat and moved to be close to her family and achieve her lifelong dream of living next to the sea. Successive governments, package holidays and the general running down of the country meant that what should have been an ideal retirement had turned ever so slowly into a living nightmare. 

The rest of Suffolk was doing very well apart from her little corner. How she hated that horrid little Beeching man who had deprived her and many others of the possibility of easily travelling around the country on a train. There had been talk of some of the lines in her own county reopening and she had rather foolishly based the decision to move on these rumours. Unfortunately, this didn’t happen, and it was instead easier to drive to nearby towns rather than catch infrequent buses. 

Two cups of tea and a chocolate digestive later saw Barbara behind the wheel of her car - and what a car, for it was one of the very last Volvo 340s which she had bought new upon retirement. She’d also had a towbar installed just in case she took up caravanning or needed to tow something. She’d chosen this particular model of car as it had a very noisy automatic gearbox and people generally got out of the way as it sounded like a bus descending on them. In other words, they heard the car before they saw it. She particularly enjoyed the look of panic on the faces of dog walkers. 

She turned the key in the ignition and waited, turned again and Ruby fired into life. She selected reverse and eased out into the road. 

Three minutes later and Barbara arrived at her destination. A shopping centre built to provide services to her local community sixty years ago, now struggling, like many other centres, against competition from the more modern, larger, out-of-town shopping destinations. 

Barbara parked Ruby away from other cars. She couldn’t afford any more dents and Ruby’s ageing gearbox had a habit of lurching forward or backwards whenever moved between drive and reverse. Even neutral was a problem as the engine started revving up. 

Parking further away meant a longer walk but she loved seeing the shopping spoils other people loaded into their cars. Barbara wondered how these people would survive without pizza and ready meals. She cleared her throat in a self-satisfied manner, safe in the knowledge that she, of course, cooked everything from scratch and ensured her meals were delicious, healthy, and balanced. 

“How one feels for the younger generation,” she thought. “Oh well, a problem for someone else to worry about.”

As she approached the supermarket Barbara glanced at the outdoor dining area. Tables and chairs were arranged to allow the customers of several establishments to sit, eat or enjoy a coffee or something stronger. Barbara’s eye was caught by someone new. She was both attracted and intrigued, he looked, dare she say, ever so slightly Hitchcock. 

Her glance did not go unnoticed, 

‘May I be of assistance?’ the man shouted out to her in a very boomy authoritarian voice. 

’I don’t know what you mean’ she replied, ‘I was just about to put my face mask on’ and with that, she hurried into the supermarket to begin the arduous task of finding items in date until the next week.

Safely inside the supermarket, Barbara wondered who this newcomer was. 

She didn’t ponder for long as she noticed her timing was spot on and the yellow labels had just been placed on the fresh vegetables. Well, not so fresh as they were yesterday’s but still plenty of bargains and this type of shopping allowed her to try out different foods and recipes. She noticed a new type of Broccoli that she had seen roasted on the television. 

“I shall give that a try tonight,” she thought, hoping the bits wouldn’t get stuck in her teeth. It wasn’t that she necessarily needed to save money, but, that she had been brought up in an age of frugality and she relished a bargain. 

An hour later and Barbara had filled her trolley, she was now ready to depart the supermarket. She considered buying a lottery ticket for tomorrow night’s draw but decided against it as she didn’t want to start a gambling habit. 

“Ahh”, she thought, “how nice it would be to have a big win and go on a luxury cruise.” 

Her strategy of dropping hints to her nieces and nephews about the P&O Nordic cruises didn’t seem to be working. Instead, they seemed to want help with putting down deposits on houses or buying cars or indeed their own luxury holidays. It completely mystified her as to why they wouldn’t want to take her on a 10-day luxury cruise.  Too busy, was the conclusion she came to. 

Leaving the supermarket, Barbara noticed that the newcomer had left. This was rather opportune as it meant she could now get to her car without any more ridiculous heckling. She packed everything into the boot and returned her trolley. 

Getting back into Ruby she started the engine and engaged reverse. For a short moment, she could have sworn she saw someone in a wheelchair in the rear-view mirror, but they were gone and she must have been mistaken. It was just as well since she was in a hurry and had a blemish-free advanced driver’s licence for the past 50 years. 

Ruby lurched backwards before being forced into drive whereupon she gave a massive jolt forward. Phew, she was now going in the right direction at least and managed to get enough speed up to shoot through the exit and onto the road without stopping. 

Stopping and starting were particularly problematic, due to the slipping gearbox clutch. One either accelerated hard and sometimes Ruby would respond or she would only respond once the revs were high resulting in the car lurching forward. Barbara had to chuckle as she drove past the bus stop, not only was it raining on the poor souls forced into taking public transport, but they seemed to be very angry, shouting at her car and pointing. She supposed they wanted a lift, but it would be impractical and, besides, you can’t give just anyone a lift. 

As she proceeded further up the road, she noticed that the schoolchildren were being particularly rude, laughing and pointing at her car. She blamed people’s lack of manners on the demise of grammar schools. Never in her day would this sort of behaviour be tolerated. She assumed that poor old Ruby must be sounding particularly noisy today. 

Barbara had discovered that playing Radio 3 at three-quarters level drowned out the whine of Ruby’s gearbox. And so it was that with a flourish of Bizet’s March of the Toreadors, Ruby came to a stop in her driveway.  Now the problem was getting the ignition key, which often got stuck, to turn, so that she could switch the engine off. Bizet roared on and the key was still stuck. Barbara noticed two of her neighbours rushing to greet her. Annette Digby had retired from her job as a dinner lady in the local school. She still wore her now greying hair in a bun and instead of her white school apron she insisted on wearing a flowery house apron during the day. It was quite normal to see her with her cordless phone in her hand or, if she was really busy, in her apron. Annette loved nothing better than a good gossip with her neighbours. She’d heard some particularly juicy news about one of the church volunteers and the communion wine.  

Her neighbour Lionel, a recently retired Vicar, was going grey and bald on top. Of medium height he had been piling on the pounds since he retired. The lack of mental stimulation meant that he had started to become forgetful. Since becoming forgetful he’d decided to wear his clerical collar during the day, it was comforting and afforded him certain privileges at the local Women's Institute run café. It also made him feel comfortable whenever he lent the new inexperienced vicar a hand in the running of the church, for which he received very little thanks. Lionel had also heard the news about the communion wine and wanted to assure Barbara that nothing was amiss. Barbara was, after all, a generous benefactor of the Church.  

“How nice of my neighbours to greet me,” she thought, “but totally unnecessary” She was more than capable of unloading her shopping and if she did need help there was always the offer from her fellow churchgoers.

Finally, the key in the barrel turned to the off position and the radio was silenced.  As she opened the door, she hoped that she wouldn’t have to engage in conversation with Annette, she wasn’t really in the mood for gossiping today. 

Barbara became aware, not for the first time today, of a loud boomy voice shouting: 

‘Get me off this bloody car and away from that bloody woman’

As Barbara neared the back of her car, she could not have been more unprepared for the sight that met her. 

There, somehow latched onto her tow bar (the
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