‘OldFred.com’ by Peter Fairhurst

BART  2 – CHAPTER 2



Steam Yacht ‘Lily’.

The following day, Fred and Liz drove away from the hotel to complete their journey to the Lake District.  It was a lovely day and the drive was very pleasant.  They stopped for lunch in Lancashire, not far from Wigan where Fred’s granddad had lived when he built the car.  “Fred…”  Liz said, “we could stop off in Wigan, if you like, on the way home; an extra day wouldn’t matter and we might be able to find out more about your grandfather and the van.”

“That’s a brilliant idea; are you sure, Old Thing, I’d love to but wouldn’t you be bored?”

“No, not at all, it might be quite interesting; you never know what we might find, I might discover something interesting about you and it would be good if we could learn more about the car.”

By early evening, Fred and Liz had almost arrived at their destination, they stopped in Penrith to buy fresh milk, vegetables and things to last them for the first few days of the holiday.  They then drove to Troutbeck and found their cottage, it was lovely.

“Oh Fred, isn’t this nice?” Liz said,”……Have we been here before, it looks familiar to me?”

“We saw the photograph in the brochure.”

.

“I know, but there’s more to it than that, the photo showed the house with the conservatory, we can’t see it from this side; I just feel that I’ve seen this house before, but I can’t have done.”

The weather stayed warm and sunny for the holiday and Fred and Liz spent their time driving leisurely around the area, they stopped at all the beauty spots, parked the van and strolled around in the sunshine.  They sometimes ate out in the evening; on those days, Liz prepared a packed lunch and they had a picnic; other days they bought food and Liz prepared their evening meal in the cottage kitchen.  Fred even helped with the washing up, but he told Liz not to expect him to do it when they got home.

On the fourth day of the holiday, Fred drove them to Windermere.  The road from Troutbeck passes the southern end of Lake Ullswater  and then through the Kirkstone Pass, a narrow road between the rocks that climbs steeply up through the mountains before descending down to Windermere.  Fred told Liz about Colonel Bouton’s comments about the van and said that, if it had been like an ordinary hundred-year-old vehicle it probably wouldn’t have been able to climb such a steep hill and certainly would not have been safe, particularly on the steep twisting downhill parts.  Liz replied, “Yes Fred, but you and I know that this van is very special, it isn’t just any old van.”

They went to the steamboat museum at Bowness, on the banks of Lake Windermere, and were delighted with what they saw.  Liz was particularly pleased to see Beatrix Potter’s rowing boat and the ‘Swallows and Amazons’ exhibition.  They worked their way through the museum, pausing to look at so many interesting things.  Eventually they went into the wet dock and were amazed to see so many magnificent old steamboats.  They were all wonderful, made in varnished hardwood with delicate brass fittings.  The steam engines and boilers were all highly polished brass and copper, some covered in wood, others nestling under elaborate covers.

“What’s that Fred?”  Liz asked, pointing to what looked like an industrial teapot.

“That’s the famous Windermere Steam kettle love, they used steam from the boiler to make their tea, isn’t it lovely?  Perhaps it’s time we had a cup, shall we go to the café?”

“You and your tea pot dot com, wouldn’t it be nice to have a cup of tea on one of the boats, they do trips, don’t they?”

“Yes, love, they do.  Why don’t we have our lunch and book a trip for this afternoon.  Let’s go and sit in the van, have our picnic and then have a cup of tea while we wait for our trip.”

Liz agreed and they walked back to the car park.  Liz opened the picnic basket and took out the lunch she had prepared that morning.  “This pork pie’s quite nice love, but not as good as usual,” Fred said, “what’s different about it?”

“The difference,” she replied, “is that I didn’t make it; I bought it yesterday, while we were shopping.”

“Oh.”

Fred then repeated, “Oh,” and grabbed the handbrake.  It was on properly but the van was moving, it was heading, silently and very slowly towards the slipway down to the water.  Liz began to sense danger, Fred was concerned, he could not understand what was happening.  He checked the handbrake again and pushed hard on the footbrake, the van kept on moving.  Liz wondered if she should jump out but, instead, gripped the seat firmly as the water got nearer and nearer.  The silence was broken by a rumbling, rubbing noise.  Just like it had done on the beach when Geoffrey was in trouble, the van started changing into a boat, but this time it was becoming a very elegant craft, like the steam yachts in the museum.

As the boat entered the water, the space in front of the van was filled by an old-fashioned boiler and steam engine.  Liz was not so frightened now and began to look around her, the van roof had become a beautiful canopy with a very decorative edge; at the back, there was a big flag on a slender mahogany pole.  “Fred,” she said, cautiously, “What’s going on?”

“I’d say WE were going on,” he replied, “going on the water.  You wanted a trip in a steam yacht; the van has decided to give you one.  I don't understand it, the computer isn’t fitted, it isn’t even here, it’s at home, hundreds of miles away.  I hope that this doesn’t mean that there is someone in need of help, because if there is, we don’t know which way to go.”

Fred soon mastered the controls and they settled down to a very pleasant potter around the lake; the mechanical chatter of the engine and the ‘chuff’ ‘chuff’ of the steam mingled with the gentle lapping of the water on the hull of the boat.  Liz was delighted, she said, “So much for your cup of tea, Fred, but isn’t this better?”  She then noticed a small door that had appeared in the van’s bulkhead.  “What’s this?” she asked as she leaned forward to investigate.

Behind the door was a cupboard and in the cupboard there was a beautiful teapot, two elegant china teacups and saucers, two silver teaspoons, a small jug of milk, a beautiful tea caddy and a plate of scones that looked delicious.  “Oh, Fred,” Liz said in amazement, “I spoke too soon; it looks as if you can have your cup of tea after all.”

The boat bobbed gently on the water as Fred looked for, and found, the hot water tap on the boiler.  He warmed the pot and handed it to Liz, she put in three spoons of tea and handed it back to Fred who filled it with scalding water.  A few minutes later, Fred and Liz were enjoying a beautiful cup of tea and eating scones that were absolutely delicious.

Fred was thrilled to bits with the steam engine and all the mechanical bits as he steered the boat up the lake.  After an hour or so he steered towards the opposite bank and began to work his way back towards where they had started.  After another hour they could see the museum across the lake and he steered towards it.  "It’s time we headed back,” he said, “there’s not much fuel left and we don’t want to be stranded out here.  We do the rescuing, I don’t want to have to be rescued.”

As they got nearer to the slipway and Fred was concentrating on his position, the chuff chuffing seemed to get slower and, before long, it stopped completely and the boat slowed down.  “We’ve run out of steam, Old Thing.”

“Oh dear,” Liz replied, “will we be all right?”

“I expect so, we’re still moving, keep your fingers crossed.  This gentle breeze is helping, we’re drifting in the right direction, and we’ve not got far to go.”

As he spoke, the boiler, in front of them began to fade away, the chimney disappeared first and, as the boiler faded, the hull of the boat began to vanish, slowly.  As the hull faded away, the wheels began to re-appear and the van started to sink.

Liz was alarmed, “Oh Fred,” she said, “I think we do need rescuing.”

Fred was not concerned; he could see the concrete slipway below them and knew that, when the wheels came into contact with it, he would be able to drive out of the water.  He started his engine and, a moment later, the van drove up the slipway onto dry land.  Liz patted her armrest and said, “Well done Lily.” 

“Why Lily, Old Thing?”  Fred asked.

“I don’t know, love,” she replied, “It just seems like the right name for a lovely old steam boat; you know, Lily of the Lake.”

At the top of the slipway, Fred had to stop, there was a gate across his path and it was locked.  He stopped by the gate and said, “Now what?”

“You’d better go and find a key, try the ….. oh look, there’s a man coming this way.”  The man was wearing overalls and was not very pleased.  He was polite but Liz didn’t think that he wanted to be, he said, sternly, “You can’t park there, sir, you should be in the car park with all the other cars.”  He unlocked the big padlock and opened the gate.  “I don’t understand this,” he said, “these gates have been closed all day, how did you get to that side?”

Fred decided to play the silly old man, he ignored the question, smiled and .said, “Thank you very much, young man, what a lovely lake, what a lovely museum, we’ve had a splendid day, haven’t we Old Thing?  Thank you very much indeed.”  With that, he drove smartly across the car park and out on the road back to their cottage.”  The man in the overalls closed and locked the gate, muttering to himself.  “Silly old duffer, shouldn’t be allowed on the road.”

While at dinner, that evening, Liz and Fred talked about their day; they had both thoroughly enjoyed it and agreed that it had been the highlight of the holiday.  They then started talking about the van and Fred’s Grandfather.  Fred was, again, embarrassed, his mobile phone began to ring; he hated people using mobiles in restaurants but had forgotten to turn his off.  He answered it quickly with,  “hold on, please”, and rushed out of the room.  The caller was his daughter, Catherine; she asked him if they were having a good holiday.  He told her that they were having a lovely time.  Catherine then said, “You will be home for Sunday, won’t you?”

“Why,” Fred replied, “Is there something special on?”

“Well, Alexander is very excited, we all are, he’s been picked to play cricket by the village junior team; he’s playing on Sunday and wants you to be there.  You will be home, won’t you?”

“Yes, of course love, we’ll be there, wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
Fred returned to the restaurant and said to Liz, “Looks as if Wigan’s off, Old Thing.”

“Why, who was that on the phone?”

Fred told her that it was Catherine and about the cricket match and said that they had no option.  Liz said, thoughtfully, “Not necessarily, I doubt if we would find out much on Saturday anyhow, the useful places would probably be closed.  
We really should set off early tomorrow morning, which would give us all afternoon to see what we could find.  We’ve had a super holiday, if we stayed here, tomorrow would be a bit of an anti-climax; I think we should pack up tonight and go off early in the morning.”

