‘OldFred.com’ by Peter Fairhurst
PART 1, CHAPTER 2                   

Alicia Arbuthnot’s Naughty Cat
The following morning, Fred was worried; would his van have changed into something else, he wondered?  He went out to the garage and, before opening the door, peeped through the window.  He was relieved, his van was still his van.  Each morning it was the same and, before long, he more or less forgot about the mysterious changing act.

Quite often Alexander and Abigail called in as they passed their grandparents’ house on their way home from school; they sometimes mentioned the fire engine and talked about the adventure.

One afternoon, Fred was in his workshop and Elizabeth went down to the village shop to buy some things; tea, biscuits and a loaf of bread.  As she got back home, Fred said, “What about a cup of tea, Old Thing?”

“Cup of tea, cup of tea, it’s a good job I’ve just bought some more tea bags, I’ve never known anyone drink so much tea.  I’ll put the kettle on, give me a couple of minutes.”

Fred finished what he was doing, left the workshop doors open and went indoors.  While they were drinking their tea in the kitchen, Liz told Fred about the church clock.  The clock had not been working properly for a long time and the Parish Council had been given a lottery grant to have it repaired and renovated.  Liz said that they were taking it away that afternoon.

Fred commented, “That could be interesting, I might go down and have a look, in a minute.”

Fred put his mug into the dishwasher, saying, “Thanks, Old Thing, nice cup of tea.”   He left the house, walked into the village and went into the churchyard.  Nothing was happening; there was a van, not an old one like his, that belonged to the clock restorers, parked by the church, and several men sitting about doing nothing.

The Vicar, Reverend Fontpew, was bustling about when the mobile phone in his cassock pocket began to ring.  Fred couldn’t help smiling, the ringing tone was ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’.  After a brief conversation, the vicar announced that the crane would not be coming today.  The men were not at all happy, they were a long way from home, it was most inconvenient.  The vicar was very apologetic but said that there was nothing he could do.

Meanwhile, Alexander and Abigail had stopped at Granddad’s house on the way home from school.  As they passed the workshop, they became very excited, the van had changed again. The van body was gone, in its place there was a structure that they didn’t recognise.  They didn’t stop to find out what it was, instead, they rushed into the house, shouting, “Granddad, Granddad, what’s happened to the van?”

Grandma wanted to know what all the excitement was about, “Calm down children, calm down; your granddad isn’t here, he’s gone over to watch the men taking down the church clock.  What are you so excited about?”

Alexander told her that the van had changed again and said that he would go and tell his grandfather.  Abbie stayed behind and she and Grandma went into the garage to see what had happened to the van.

“What is it Grandma, what’s it for?”

“I don’t know, dear; it looks like some sort of crane.  One of those things they use for fixing street lights.”

“But why is it here, Grandma?”

“I haven’t a clue.”

“Grandma, last time, William found a map on the lap-top.”

“Lap-top?”

“Yes, Granddad’s portable computer, the one he keeps in the van.  I’m going to have a look.”

At that moment, Alex returned with his granddad.  “Brilliant,” said Old Fred, “just what we need, let’s go and get that clock.”

“Granddad….,” Abbie interrupted.

“Not now, Abbie, we’ve got work to do.”

“But Granddad….”

Fred didn’t reply, he jumped into the van and switched it on.  “Are you two coming,” he said, as he started to move.  Abbie felt a bit put out that her grandfather had ignored her but she didn’t want to miss out on an adventure and, in no time, she was sitting next to her brother as they drove to the church.

The workmen had decided to give up for the day and were ready to leave when Fred drove into the churchyard.  “Good heavens,” one said, “here’s an old bloke with a cherry picker.”

The vicar asked, “What’s a cherry picker?”

“That’s a cherry picker, Reverend, that crane thing with the platform; it’s just what we need.”

“Ah, Mr Lonsdale, Fred, have you come to help us?”

“Yes Vicar, your prayers have been answered, or I hope they have.  I’ve never used this machine before, I hope it works and I hope it reaches up high enough.  Shall we give it a try?”

Fred’s cherry picker was excellent, he stayed on the ground to control the machine; one engineer went into the church to climb the steps up the clock tower and the other climbed into the cradle and fastened the safety straps.  A few minutes later the two men had lifted the clock into the cradle and Fred lowered it, and the workman, gently to the ground.

“Funny old machine you’ve got there governor, a bit ancient but it don’t half work well.  Thanks very much, you’ve saved us a hanging around until tomorrow or making another journey.  Thanks.”

The Vicar was also very grateful, “Fred, I can’t thank you enough, you’ve really saved the day.  I didn’t know that you had one of these machines; what do you normally use it for?”

“Oh, this and that, you know,” he replied as Abbie tugged at his sleeve.  “Yes Abbie, what is it, what do you want to tell me.  I’m sorry I didn’t have time for you back there.”

Abbie told him about looking at the lap-top and said that there was something on it again.

“Oh dear,” he replied, “somebody must need our help and here we are playing with old clocks; we’d better have a look.”

There wasn’t a map on the screen, just a name and address: 

Captain Archibald Arbuthnot, MBE. RN. (Retd.)

The Crowsnest,  Pennyfeather Lane

Lower Bexbourne.

“Good heavens, what does an old, retired naval officer need a cherry picker for?” he mused, “We’d better go and see.”

Lower Bexbourne was only a few miles away and it didn’t take long to get there.  They found Pennyfeather Lane quite easily and, as they drove along it, they kept a look out for the house.  It wasn’t difficult to find, on the front lawn there was a huge flag-pole flying a Royal Navy flag.

“That must be it, ah yes, The Crowsnest, here we are; now what?”

Fred slowed down and turned into the gateway, looking for clues.  They became aware of a feeble voice calling '‘HELP, HELP, please help me.”  It took a moment to see where the call came from.  It was from an elderly lady stuck half way up an enormous tree.

“Good grief, that’s what we’re here for; what IS she up to?”  Fred stopped by the tree and walked over to talk to the lady.  “Good afternoon, madam, do you need some help?”

“Of course I need help, you stupid man” she replied sternly, “Oh, I’m sorry, please get me down from here, just get me down, please.”

“What on earth are you doing up there, madam?”

“Get me down, please,….please.”

It was obvious that the lady could not climb down herself, she was terrified and gripping the tree so tightly that her knuckles were white and her whole body was trembling.

Fred told her not to worry, “Keep calm, we’ll get you down in no time,” he said.

“How will you do it, Granddad?”  Alexander asked.

“How will WE do it?” he replied, “I need to stay on the ground at the controls, you two will have to go up in the cradle and help her into it so that we can get her down.”

Alex and Abbie were nervously excited as they strapped themselves into the cradle.  Fred told them to be very careful and not to take any chances.  “Don’t frighten her any more than she is now, poor old thing’s petrified.”

“That’s what you call Grandma, isn’t it?”

“What, old thing? Yes, but she’s MY Old Thing, that’s different.”

Fred directed the platform towards the tree and carefully placed it as close to the old lady as possible.  Alexander took charge and asked her, very politely, to step into the cradle, please.  She didn’t move, she held on more tightly and kept whimpering ‘HELP’. 

The old lady didn’t seem to be listening to Alex so Abbie told him to move out of the way and let her try.  She was also quite frightened and could not look down but she was determined to rescue the old lady.  She put her arms around the trembling lady and started talking to her.  She told her that her name was Abigail, “but everyone calls me Abbie”, and that her brother was Alexander, that seemed to take her mind off her problem and cheer the old lady up a bit.

“That’s a lovely name, Abbie, my name is Alicia but everyone calls me Alice.  As they chatted, Alice became less distressed and told Abigail that she had climbed the tree to rescue her cat.

Abbie asked, “Where is the cat? I can’t see him, or is he a she?”  

“Oh, the silly animal; Nelson’s a naughty boy, as soon as I got up here he came down and then sat on the drive, watching me; I think he was laughing at me.  I must have been stuck here for at least two hours.”

Abbie said that she was sorry that they had taken so long coming to the rescue but, now that they were here it was time to get down from the tree.

It was not easy getting the old lady into the cradle but Alex was very helpful and, eventually they managed; Fred then lowered them all carefully to the ground.

Alice was very relieved to be back on the ground but she was concerned about what her husband would say.  “Do we have to tell him?” she asked.

“We certainly don’t have to,” Fred answered, “that’s up to you.”

At that moment, they were startled, the cherry picker began to fade away and then disappeared and Fred’s old van was sitting by the tree.

“Good heavens, what’s happened?”  Enquired Alice.

Alexander explained that it was a rather special van, “But we don’t tell people about it, it’s our little secret, they might not understand.”

“My Archibald might not understand why I tried to rescue Nelson; so I’ll keep your secret if you keep mine.”  Alice replied, a bit confused but very relieved.

As Fred and his grandchildren were driving away, an old Rolls Royce pulled into the drive.  Captain Archibald Arbuthnot stopped the car and got out.  “Who was that, dear,” he enquired, “what did they want?”

Alicia did not know what to say and replied, “Oh nothing.”

“Nothing?” the Captain replied, “I bet it was something to do with your blasted cat.”

Nelson moved over, rubbed himself on Alicia’s leg, purring, and gave Captain Archibald a dirty look as she replied, “Yes, dear, something like that.”
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