OldFred.com by Peter Fairhurst

PART 1,  CHAPTER 9



The Broken Bridge

The snow soon melted away and village life returned to normal.  In March, Fred and Liz  started planning their summer holiday.  “I’d like to go to the Lake District,” Liz said, “my mother was born there and I went as a child, it was lovely.  We could rent a cottage for a week, it would be peaceful and quiet, I’m sure we would enjoy it.”

Fred agreed, he replied, “That sounds like an excellent idea, I’ve never been but people say that it is beautiful up there; we’d enjoy it, I’m sure, a nice relaxing holiday.”

Liz used the internet to find a suitable cottage and made a booking, for a week in June using her credit card.  “Isn’t this Internet clever, Fred,” she said, “no writing for brochures, no waiting for them to come; no cheques, no postage, very clever.”

“You’re absolutely right dear, very clever, indeed.”

Nothing particularly interesting or unusual happened for several months, and, a few days before 

Fred and Liz were due to go on their holiday, Alex and Abbie were helping Granddad to get the van ready; they cleaned and polished it as they did nearly every weekend, and took out most of the tools, Fred would not be needing them while he was away.  The van had not changed into anything for a long time, in fact not since the snow.  

The garage phone began to ring and the screen on the lap-top displayed the message, ‘Mellow Pasture Farm, Lower Bottleton.’  At the same time, the van began to change, right before their eyes.  The van body seemed to fade away and, quite slowly, the van reappeared as a tanker, as it had done before, when Sir Henry Plumrose needed his pond filling.  This time, however, the tanker wasn’t painted, it was made of bright shiny stainless steel.

“Good heavens,” exclaimed Fred.

“What do you mean Granddad?” Abbie asked.

 “I don’t mean anything, really, but we’ve never seen the van actually changing, have we?” he replied.

Alex then said, “I wonder what we’re needed for, why would a farm need a stainless steel tanker, Granddad?”

“I don’t know, we’d better go and find out.”

At that moment, Grandma came out, she had been indoors when the phone rang and, when she picked it up, there was no-one there.  “Who was on the ….” she stopped when she saw the tanker, and then continued, “what’s going on here, what are you doing?”

“We don’t know, Old Thing, it looks as if there is a problem at Mellow Pasture Farm, we’re going to find out what it is.”

“Well don’t be too long, we’ve got a lot to do before we go away.”

Granddad and the kids climbed into the van, fastened their seat belts and set off for Lower Bottleton.  About twenty minutes later, they turned off the road into the tree lined lane that went to the farm.  Fred drove along steadily not knowing what to expect.  Suddenly, as they drove round a bend they found the road blocked by a really big tanker; Fred stopped immediately.  “Now what?”  He exclaimed.

There was no way that they could pass the tanker so Fred turned off his engine and he, and the children got out to investigate.  As they scrambled past the tanker they saw the farmer walking, with the driver, from up the lane back to the stationary vehicle.  The tanker was on his way to collect the milk from the farm but had stopped just before a bridge over the stream.  The lorry usually drove over the bridge, the only way to get to the farm, but could not anymore, part of the bridge had collapsed and what was left was too narrow for the big tanker.

“Hello Fred,” said Jim Fullchurn, the farmer, “what are you doing here?”

“It’s a long story,” Fred replied, “I think you need our help.”

“I need somebody to repair my bridge, it’s the only way in and out of the farm and I must get my milk to the dairy.”

“I don’t know that I can do anything about the bridge,” Fred replied, “Tom Girderspan might be your man for that, but I can help today, my little tanker should be able to get across the bridge.”

“Who’s Tom Girderspan?” Jim asked.

“He’s the man who builds those big steel framed buildings, he’s done a few bridges too, he will be able to sort this lot out, I’m sure.”

Before Fred could drive over the bridge to the farmyard, the driver had to get his tanker out of the way.  Fred backed through a gateway into a field to clear the lane and the driver reversed all the way back to the road.  When he had gone, Fred drove out of the field and, very carefully, over the broken bridge, Alex and Abbie walked in front of the van, just in case there was a problem.

Once in the farmyard, Fred reversed into the milking parlour and Jim transferred the milk from the refrigerated tank into the tanker.  A few minutes later they were ready to take the milk to the dairy.  Again, Alex and Abbie got out while Granddad drove carefully over the damaged bridge.

Jim Fullchurn was very relieved that his milk was safely on its way to the diary, he thanked Fred for his help, walked back to the farmhouse, phoned Tom Girderspan and asked him if he could repair the bridge.

Safely back home, a couple of hours later, Fred and the children got back to sorting out the van, it had changed back as they left the dairy, and by late afternoon it was ready for the holiday journey.  

Grandma was looking forward to her holiday but was a bit concerned.  She said, “Fred!”

He replied, “Yes, Old Thing, what is it?”

“Fred, what if the van decides to change while we’re away; what will you do?”

“Oh, it won’t do that,” he replied, “it only changes when Abigail and Alexander are here and there is some rescuing to do; no it will be okay.”

“Just because it hasn’t changed without them doesn’t mean it won’t; I hope you’re right.  You see that it doesn’t, I don’t want to go flying in the clouds or sailing out to sea; I think you are all very brave but I’d rather keep my feet on the ground.

