In The Wink Of An Eye

The chill of the morning air made Betty shrug here coat more firmly around her. It was nearly time for the bus and she tried to make her feet hasten in their journey toward the stop. “Autumn already,” she thought. It seemed to her that summer lasted less time each year.

She thought back to the summers of her childhood, why did they always seem to be so long and full of sunshine, and when her children were small how many hours had they spent by the river with picnics. No tears, no fears, no worries.

Her husband Rob had always said how lucky they were to live in the country. The garden of their little house was a picture. Rob spent hours making it just as he wanted it. How she missed that house, but with Rob gone there was no way she could keep it going, and she had sold up and moved to the town. She wondered where Rob was now. Him and that woman that he had left her and the children for. Had he been happy all these years, or did he regret what he had done. Betty wasn’t sure if she had forgiven him or not. Somehow she managed never to think about it.

The bus finaly arrived only two minutes late. The driver didn’t pull right into the kerb and so the high step was made even higher. Betty heaved herself aboard with some difficulty, conscious of the look on the driver’s face. Once aboard she had to fumble in her handbag for the proof that she did not need to pay. “The Square” she stated, even though the driver seemed to have no interest in where she was going. Betty sat down gratefully on a front seat. Looking up she saw a sign saying the seats were for the elderly.

With a jerk the bus started off. Betty looked around and saw that she was not the only passenger who was holding on the stop from sliding of the seat. The journey dragged on and on, stop start, stop start, through the busy streets. By the time the bus pulled up outside the curtain shop in The Square Betty had a headache. She was very pleased to be out in the air again despite the chill. All around people rushed about.  Hurry, hurry,hurry. 

She set off in the direction of the bakers. Whenever she shopped in the town Betty always bought a cream cake treat. Somehow it helped her feel better when she got home. As she crossed the pavement a young boy on a skateboard whizzed close to her, “Watch out, gran”, and he was gone.

Looking in the shop windows Betty was aghast at the prices people paid today. None of the clothes looked worth a quarter of what they were priced at. “Get better in the nearly new for 50p”, Betty thought. Not that she was jealous of all the things they had now. Microwave, tumble driers, and the like. No point in being jealous of things after all. Still it would have helped to have labour saving devices when the children were small. Then again life had been better then. She could walk the streets, even after dark, without listening for footsteps behind her. She could answer the door without spy holes and chains.

Entering the supermarket next door to the home-bake shop Betty was assailed with noise, colour and trollies. Everywhere she looked she saw young woman with trollies. Filling them up seemed to be their preoccupation, as if to have any space left was to fail in some kind of contest. Up and down the aisles she trudged with her basket on her arm, at times almost mown down, at other moments in fear of being squashed. Did no-one ever look where they were going? Her journey was not helped by the shelf fillers, with boxes of items in mid-aisle. “Need a course in how to drive in a supermarket”, one elderly man commented. “Wonder if they ever hold a trolly grand prix” mused another, as baskets akimbo they passed Betty. 

When she did arrive at her chosen goods more often than not she could not reach them. Her “excuse me”, feel on deaf ears and she had to push past. It made her feel undignified. In th ole days the corner shops had not been like this. They never had trollies in Home and Colonial. 

She reached the check-out and was dismayed at home many people were waiting in line. Inching closer to the till of her choice she wondered what these young women shoppers would do if plastic cards were ever barred. At least they would not take so long, as the amount of goods they bought would surely shrink if they had to pay cash. The thought brought back a memory. Betty standing with her mother who was talking to a neighbour. “Do you know”, the conversation ran, “That Mrs Jenks has got a three piece suite on Hire Purchase!” “I never thought she was that kind woman”  Betty’s mother had replied, shocked. “How times have changed” thought Betty, then realised that she was smiling. Quickly she straitened her face. She did not consider it quite proper to smile at strangers.

At last the little plastic sign that said Next Customer meant her. In no time her goods had rushed past the till, and down the shute beyond. Betty tried to pack her purchases away in the two bags she always took with her, she resented being a walking advertisement for the store. Meanwhile the cashier was calling out her total and Betty had to try and open her purse for the money to pay.  “What a performance it always is”, she thought, angry at the store for not having a better system in place. With a final flurry, and managing not to drop the change, she was at last able to leave the store.

By now Betty had finished all her shopping, and she had nearly half-an-hour to wait for the bus home. She looked hopefully at the seats the council had provided when they built The Square, but there didn’t seem to be any space left. “Over ‘er ,love”, called a youngish woman to her left. Betty squeezed herself into what space she could find between the woman who had spoken, and a large lady of indifferent years who looked as if she had taken up residence for the rest of the day. One of the large ladies shopping bags fell against Betty’s foot, and the lady glared at Betty as if she had done untold damage to something precious.

“Get worse, don’t it?”. Asked he new friend, “Don’t know why we do it. Don’t see animals fighting their way through crowds loaded with bags do you. I say to my cats, two I got, don’t know  how lucky you are, I say, nothing to do but eat and sleep all day. Got any?”  “Any?” Betty had lost the thread. “Cats”, the woman replied. “Oh,.no”, Betty told her,”not now”.  !Wouldn’t be without mine. Oh, here’s my bus. Bye love.” And the woman rushed away.

Betty was relieved. She hadn’t wanted to get into a conversation with the woman. A man quiet, elderly, sat down beside Betty and began to read a newspaper. They sat in silence until Betty decided it would be a good idea to move nearer to the bus stop. She didn’t feel that she could rush if she saw the bus coming while she was still sitting down. 

Getting on the bus this time was nightmare. The bags developed minds of their own and caught on the rail, and nearly tripped up the step. The other passengers waiting behind her didn’t try to help her as she struggled. Eventually seated she felt hot and bothered. The journey seemed endless. How she longed to be home with a cup of tea.

When she finely arrived at her destination relief was short lived. One of the bag handles broke, spilling her shopping onto the pavement. Tears of frustration gathered in Betty’s eyes. She shook herself mentally, and began to gather her goods together. Stuffing what she could into the other bag she was left to carry the one with the broken handle in her arms. The rain chose that moment to begin to fall from an ever darkening sky. The sky matched Betty’s mood.

Betty staggered forward on an uneven paving slab, managing somehow to hold onto her shopping. As she straightened herself she found she was eye to eye with a dark haired man who had turned from giving instruction to the pupil in a driving school car. He winked at her! Suddenly Betty felt better. Maybe, just maybe, if a handsome man still found her worth winking at, turning sixty today was not so bad after all.

Walking away, with her head held high, Betty did not see the man take a hanky from his pocket and wipe a piece of grit from his eye.

