‘OldFred.com’ by Peter Fairhurst
PART 1, CHAPTER 7

Old Fred, Santa Claus and that CD, 

(Or The Remarkable Roof-top Routine.)
For quite a long time, the van had not changed into anything and Fred was able to get on with his real work.  He was very busy, designing and making things for people all over the country.

Every year, at Christmas, Fred did a very special job.  He put on a Father Christmas outfit and went, in his van, to the nearby hospital to give presents to the children who would not be going home for Christmas.  He always decorated the van with lights and bells, tinsel and streamers.  The children’s ward was on the ground floor and Fred could drive, through the big doors, straight inside.  Fred’s visit was always at tea time on Christmas eve.

For the last few years, Abbie and Alex had gone with him.  They wore costumes to make them look like elves and Fred called them ‘Santa’s little helpers.’  Alex had grown out of his costume, “Not so little any more, Alex, are you,” Grandma said, “you’re getting to be quite a big young man, we’ll have to make you a new one.”

Fred had been working very hard and was looking forward to a long rest over the holiday but he was also looking forward to doing his very special job.  

After lunch on Christmas eve, Fred packed all the decorations and their costumes into the van and drove to the hospital with Abbie and Alex.  They parked, out of sight, behind the kitchens and carefully fitted all the decorations to the van.  The presents were supplied by a group of people called FOTCH, the ‘Friends of the Children’s Hospital’ and they arrived in a modern van.

At about five o’clock, everything was ready, Santa and his helpers got into their seats and drove round the building and into the children’s ward.

The patients were all very excited, even those who were quite poorly.  Abbie and Alex picked up the presents, one by one, and called out the name on the tag.  Those children who were not in their beds, went to Santa for their parcel, when their name was called.  Santa took the presents to those children who could not get out of bed.

There was a happy party atmosphere in the ward and Fred and the children stayed for quite a while.  Eventually, it was bedtime for the patients and time for Santa to leave.  Fred and the children did not bother to change back into their normal clothes, there was no need, it was quite dark outside and nobody would see them.  Granddad was very tired as was yawning as they waved goodbye and drove away from the hospital.

“Oh, I am tired.”  he said.

“Granddad,” Alex asked, after they had been driving for a while, “where are we?”

“On our way home, my boy.”

“I don’t recognise this road, Granddad, are you sure we’re going the right way?”

“Course we are,” he replied, “mind you, I don’t remember a filling station on this road.”

“You must have missed a turning, Granddad.  Look, there’s a signpost up ahead.  That’ll tell us where we are.”

The signpost was on a roundabout but there was only one way to go, straight ahead.  “This is a funny roundabout, no side roads, most odd, we’ll go round it and back the way we came,” Granddad said, “we’ll soon be home.”

Fred turned into the roundabout but the van would not keep turning, it went straight ahead.  “I can’t control it,” he said, “the van has taken over again.  Now, where are we going?”

“What do you mean, ‘again’,”  William asked.

“Oh, nothing.” Granddad replied, he wondered whether he had dreamed about the magic carpet and the angel’s wing and didn’t want to talk about it.

“I’m getting cold, Granddad,” Abbie said, shivering, “I know it’s December but it really is very cold.”  As she spoke, snow started falling.

The van kept moving along the straight road and soon the countryside was covered in a  white blanket of snow.  In the distance, they could see some low buildings with lights at the windows.  Fred said, “I don’t know where we are, we’ll try to stop at those houses to get some directions.”

As they came to the buildings they saw that they were not houses, the place was like a small industrial park.  Fred could not understand why people were working so late on Christmas eve. The van slowed down, all by itself and, at the entrance, turned off the road and up to the biggest of the buildings.  As they approached, the doors swung open and the van passed through them and stopped inside.

They could not believe their eyes.  “What’s going on, Granddad,” Abbie asked, “where are we?”

“It’s a warehouse, Granddad,” Alex suggested, “look at all those parcels.”

“It certainly looks like it, but there’s nobody about.”  He called out, “HELLO, is there anybody there?”

A moment later, a little person, no bigger than Alex, and dressed in a similar outfit, came scurrying towards them.  “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here to welcome you, Santa, so very sorry.”

Fred was confused, he did not understand what was going on.  He was surprised that Alex and Abbie didn’t seem to be bothered.  He needed to blow his nose so he got out his handkerchief and went to pull off his beard.  As he pulled, it began to hurt, it wasn’t a false beard at all, it seemed to be real.  He was even more confused.

A whole crowd of the little people had appeared by now and were standing by the parcels.  The one who greeted them stood on a box and said, “Pay attention everybody, Santa’s here now, we’ve got work to do, I want all these parcels loading into the van quickly.”

“They won’t all fit in my van,” Fred said.

“Of course they will Santa, there’s plenty of room.  We learned, some years ago, from Doctor Who, how to make a Tardis; you know, small on the outside but enormous on the inside.  They’ll all fit in, don’t you worry, they always do.”

Fred wanted to ask what he thought was an obvious question about the sleigh and the reindeer but the elf must have read his mind,  “Times have changed since we used the sleigh,” he said, “Those silly people in Brussels stopped us using the reindeer, it’s not the same without them.  The only consolation is that nobody ever sees you while you are working so they will never know.”

“Me?” Fred asked.

“Yes Santa, you, you can’t tell me that anyone has ever seen you delivering the Christmas presents, now can you?”

“That could be because I’ve never done it.”

The elf laughed uproariously, “Oh, Santa,” he said, “that’s a good joke, ha, ha, ha.”

Abbie and Alex seemed to be quite happy helping the other elves load the van but Fred was getting to be very uncomfortable.  He tugged at his long white beard again, it was still real.

The elf was still laughing but managed to say, “I’ll go and get the disc, it’s nearly time you were off.”  He didn’t seem to hear Fred say, ‘what disc?’

Alex came over and said, “Are you ready, Granddad?”

“ I don’t know.  What’s this disc about, do you know?”

“It’s the route, all the names and addresses, surely you haven’t forgotten?”

“I’ve either lost my memory or I’m dreaming.  What’s going on, Alexander?”

There was no time to answer, the elf returned with the disc and went to put it into the computer in the van.  “Okay, Santa, all fixed, have a good journey.  We’ll see you next year.”

Granddad was totally bemused.  Alex sat in the driver’s seat and said, “Come on you two, time we were off.”

“But, Alex…”

“Get in Santa, I always drive, remember, you’ve got a lot of work to do.”

Fred did as he was told, he gave Abbie a hand into her seat and then sat beside his grandson.  He was very impressed with Alex’s driving but this wasn’t a surprise as the van was really in charge.  Fred put the laptop on his knee and looked at the screen.  Before long they had arrived at the first group of houses.  Alex moved the van from chimney to chimney, Abbie handed Santa the right presents and he delivered them to the stockings hanging ready to receive them.  If there were no stockings, he left the parcels under the Christmas tree.

Some houses, and most blocks of flats, didn’t have chimneys but the laptop gave instructions on how to get in, in most cases it was through ventilation shafts or specially opened windows.

The great pile of parcels slowly got smaller as the trio worked through the night.  Fred brought back some mince pies for the children but he drank all the sherry himself.  “I know why you’re driving, Alexander,” he said, “it’s so that I can have a drink, isn’t it?”

“Yes Santa, I suppose it is; but I don’t think the police would stop you up here.”

“Maybe not, but better safe than sorry, now we must get on.”

It took quite a long time to deliver all the presents but eventually the task was finished.  Fred said to Alex, “I really am very tired now, I think I’ll have a little snooze while you drive us home.”  

The next thing he knew was that he woke up, sitting in the passenger’s seat of the van in his garage.  The grandchildren were nowhere to be seen.  He got out, turned off the lights, locked up the garage and went indoors.  There was a note on the hall table, he rubbed his eyes and yawned as he read it,  

‘Fred, felt tired, have gone to bed, love Liz.’ 

Fred was so tired that he kicked off his boots and went straight upstairs.  He didn’t take his clothes off, he just got into bed, as he was, still in his Santa Claus outfit.  He pulled off his beard, it came off very easily.  He was as quiet as he could be and tried not to waken Liz but failed.  As he slumped down on the bed, she sat up.  “Fred Lonsdale,” she shouted sternly, “whatever are you doing, you can’t come to bed with your clothes on, now get out of this bed and get into your pyjamas.  Sm, sm, sm,” she sniffed, “have you been drinking?”

Fred did not reply; he just snored gently; he was fast asleep.
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