‘OldFred.com’  by Peter Fairhurst

PART 2,  CHAPTER 5.


Old Fred up North

As they drove away from the leisure centre and up towards the football ground, Fred slowed down.  Alex was confused, “Granddad….”

“Yes I know, it’s different, isn’t it.” Fred answered.

Abbie didn’t know what they were talking about.  “What’s different?” she asked.

Alex tried to explain, “The football ground is different, it has moved, the fence round it is different, the stands are not as big, in fact there is only one, even the road is different.”

By now the car was stationary.  Granddad looked around and said, “You’re quite right, Alex, but it’s more than that.  We’re not in the same place.”  He then noticed the name of the road they were on, “Powell Street, where on earth is Powell Street?”

“Never heard of it, but it’s a bit narrow and bumpy, where are we Granddad?”  he asked.

“Fred did not have an answer to the question, he was rather concerned, “We haven’t got the computer with us, I think that the car has learned to change without it; it did when your Grandmother and I were in Windermere and again for the cricket pitch.”  He then noticed something,  “Is that another road name, Abbie, in front of us, over there on that fence?”

“Yes,” she replied, “I can’t make it out properly, “it’s Green something, o, u, g, h, I think, Greenouge, Greenow, Greenouch, I don’t know how to say it.”

“It’s Greenough, I know where we are, but I don’t know how we got here.”  Granddad was saying and did not notice a man with a beard walking up to them.

Fred became aware of the man standing next to him.  The man raised his hat and said, excitedly, “Good evening, sir; please excuse me.  Forgive my forwardness, I am fascinated by your automobile, I myself am constructing such a vehicle.”

Fred signalled to the children to say nothing.  The man continued, “My automobile is of a similar size to yours, the wheels are less heavy, mine are lightweight, bicycle type wheels.  There are so few automobiles in use at the moment, most people have never seen one; I am an engineer and have made it my business to find out what is happening in this field.  I would dearly like an opportunity to examine your machine, there are details of mine that I am not content with, perhaps you would allow me to examine yours more closely.”

“Of course, you can.”

“Steering and brakes are my major concern, may I?”  With that, he lay down under the front of the car.  Abbie whispered, “Granddad, that’s the man in the photograph.”

“It could well be,” he replied, very quietly, “We’re in Wigan, Wigan as it was a hundred years ago.  This could be my Grandfather.”

“Wicked!  But he’s not as old as you,”  Alex pointed out.
 “I’ll explain later, just watch what you say, kids,” Fred whispered as he got out of the car, “be very careful and whatever you do, don’t mention my surname; we’re in the middle of something we don’t understand.”

As Fred stepped down, the man got up and said, “I do apologise, my name’s Lonsdale, William Lonsdale, my friends call me Bill.  I am intrigued by your braking system, or, should I say, lack of it.  I see no cables, rods nor levers.  How do you slow down?  I do not understand how you change direction either, I have not seen such a steering system before.  And what are those polished shiny things, those metal discs behind the front wheels?”  

“Hold on, Bill, one question at a time,” Fred said, “the shiny things are the front brakes, they’re disc brakes.”

Bill interrupted, “Disc brakes?  Front brakes, I know of no automobiles with brakes on the front wheels, how interesting, but there are neither rods nor levers, how do they work, these disc brakes, and what about the steering?”

Fred answered, “It’s quite complicated, I really need to draw some diagrams, have you got a pencil and a piece of paper?”

“Not with me,” he replied, “But I live not far from here, just across the way, in Upper Morris Street, perhaps you would come to my house, I would be most grateful; I could show you my automobile, my workshop is behind the house.”

Fred agreed and drove slowly, following Bill along Orchard Street and into upper Morris Street.  It was strange, all the houses, long terraces of them, were small and a bit dowdy.  There were several bicycles leaning against the houses and gas streetlights but there were no cars.  There were children, quite a lot of them, all dressed like Abbie and Alex, playing hopscotch in the middle of the road.  Alexander whispered to Abbie, “It’s like that museum we went to last year, but this is for real; wicked.”

Fred parked the car and it was soon surrounded by a crowd of interested people.  The children wanted to climb up to the seat and blow the horn but Bill said that were not to.  The house was tiny, just two rooms on the ground floor, the front door opened straight into the front room.  The house was full of people.  Fred was introduced, first to Elizabeth, Bill’s wife, he said, “pleased to meet you, I’m Fred and these are my grandchildren, Abigail and Alexander,” then to Lillie who was fifteen, Mary who was thirteen, William who was eleven, Harold who was eight and Joseph who was nearly seven.  “Well six and a half, he’ll be seven a couple of days before Christmas.”

Fred felt very strange, Joseph had to be his father, his birthday was the twenty first of December.  Fortunately Abbie and Alex did not realise whom they were meeting, they were just surprised that so many people lived in such a small house.  Fred then sat down with Bill, the younger children were sent out to play because they would have been distracting.  Fred explained that his brakes were operated by hydraulic pressure.  Bill replied, “I understand hydraulics, but no one has used them for this, as far as I know.”

Fred drew diagrams and explained the system; he also drew pictures to show how his steering worked.  They went back outside for a further look at the car and Bill said that he understood how it worked.  It was time to go to the workshop to look at Bill’s car.  Alex said that he would like to see it as well, so he went with them; so did Abbie, she didn’t want to be left behind, she held on tightly to her granddad’s hand.

The workshop was quite big, bigger than Fred expected and had a lot of old engineering machinery in it.  The car looked very much as it had done in the old newspaper picture.  Bill explained how he had made each of the parts, he was rather concerned.  He said, “I feel … I don’t know how to put this, … so many bits of your automobile are the same as mine, … you might think that I copied it, … I didn’t, I’ve never seen a car like yours before, not even in a photograph      

Fred could not tell Bill the truth but he wanted to put his mind at rest, he said,  “Bill, don’t worry; but DO be careful, particularly with people you don’t know.”,

“Oh dear, and I don’t know how to say this either, but I was talking to two brothers from Bolton a few weeks ago, Bill and Joe something, I can’t remember the surname,  they didn’t tell me what their engineering background was but they were very interested in my automobile; I thought nothing of it at the time, but, I wonder, could they…...?”

“I’m sure that they were okay,” Fred reassured him, “but please, DO be careful.   I can assure you that my car has not yet been photographed; so there is no way that you could possibly have copied it.  What I do know, however, is that the man who built my car was very much like you, he served his apprenticeship on the railways, he then took charge of the winding gear at a coal pit before setting up as an engineer, just as you did.  Obviously you both had the same background and training, it’s not surprising you both came up with a similar design.”

Bill replied, he was confused, “Did I tell you about my training, you know, the railway, the colliery? I know I talk a lot but I didn’t realise I had told you, but how else would you have known?”

Fred didn’t answer.  Alex came to the rescue, looked at his watch and said, “Do you know what time it is, Granddad, shouldn’t we be getting back?”

It was a good job that Bill had not seen him looking at the watch, explaining it would have been as difficult as explaining how they knew so much about him.  Bill took his pocket watch from his waistcoat, opened the front and said, “Good heavens, is that the time, I’m so sorry, I’ve taken up too much of your time, do forgive me.”

“Not at all, old chap, it’s been fascinating, most interesting, thank you for letting us see your automobile, it looks good enough to last a hundred years, you’re doing an excellent job.  We really must go though, Grandma will think we have disappeared.”  They went out of the workshop and, as Bill was locking the door, Abbie whispered to Fred, “Granddad, I need to go to the loo.”

Fred replied, “Can you hold on love, it think it would be better?”

“Why?”

“I’ll tell you later, just hold on, we won’t be long.”

Fred then noticed a large object covered by a big canvas sheet, it looked like a boat.  Bill saw him looking at it and said, “That’s my boat, my unfinished steam powered yacht.  We had an outing, some years ago, we went to Lake Windermere, I saw some beautiful steamboats and decided that I would make one, one day. I really must get it finished, the boat got me started on the automobile.  I built a steam engine and fitted it to the boat but I then became interested in internal combustion engines.  I designed and built my own, I patented the design last year but, instead of putting it in the boat as I originally intended, I started building my automobile.  I stopped work on the boat last year, I just HAD to build my experimental automobile, that’s where the future is.  Do you know, I believe that one day, everybody will want to own an automobile.  There are very few at the moment and most are owned by wealthy people, but …. I think that things will be different, I wouldn’t be surprised if, again, one day, and probably quite soon, man will be able to fly, wouldn’t that be something?”

They walked back to the house and as they went through the wooden gate, Alex said, “This is like Coronation Street, Granddad; all the houses have tiny back yards and these little brick sheds, what are they?”

“Sh, that’s the toilet, that’s why you should hang on Abbie,” Fred whispered, “I don’t think you would like it very much.”

In the tiny back room, again like in a working museum, Elizabeth was standing at a scrubbed wooden table.  On the table there were several cups and saucers and a big teapot.  Built into the side wall, there was an old-fashioned cast iron range, a fire was burning in the grate and, hanging from a bracket above it, there was an old, black, cast iron kettle, steaming away gently.  “You will have a cup of tea sir,” Elizabeth said, “before you leave, to warm you up for the journey.”

“That’s very kind,” Fred replied, “but we really don’t have the time, we must be on our way.  Thank you very much indeed, perhaps another time.”

As they walked to the car, Alex said, “Grandma might just believe this unbelievable story but she won’t believe that you refused a cup of tea, Granddad.”

There was an even bigger crowd around the car when Fred and the kids got back, word had spread around that there was a new-fangled automobile in Upper Morris Street and people had flocked to see it.  Bill was intrigued when he saw Fred and the children fastening their seat belts.  “That’s very interesting,” he said, “why are you tying yourselves in, surely, if you are in trouble, it’s best to abandon the machine before it crashes.”

“On the contrary,” Fred replied, “research has shown that seat belts save lives.”

“Really, that’s very interesting.”  Bill answered, deep in thought.

The crowd cleared a path for the car and soon they were driving away with everybody cheering and waving.  They drove to the top of the road and turned left into Scholes; there were metal tram tracks embedded in the cobbled surface of the road and they noticed an old tram driving towards them as they turned left again into Greenough Street.  A little way down the road they saw the football ground and, as they looked at it, they realised that they were back to normal time, driving the wrong way, back into town; Granddad stopped the car, turned it round and headed off, back to their homes in the village. 

“Wow, wicked,” Alex said, “no-one will believe this, will they Granddad?”

“No, Alexander, they won’t,” he replied, “so it’s best we don’t tell anyone, except Grandma and your mum and dad, of course.  Are you all right Abbie?”

“Yes, thank you Granddad, but I really do need the loo.”

“We’ll be home in no time, love.”

Meanwhile, back in Wigan, Bill was telling Elizabeth about his newfound friends.  “I do hope they come back,” he said, “I didn’t think to ask for their address, that machine was wonderful.  It was very much like mine, almost identical in many ways, but I have never seen one like it and he certainly can’t have copied mine.”
“There were other similarities, dear,” she said, “the girl, Abigail, was just like our Lillie and their Alexander could have been taken for our William’s twin.  There’s more to this than meets the eye.”

Bill hadn’t noticed the similarities, he was more interested in the car.  
“Coincidence love, it has to be.  I wish I’d thought of those ideas of his, I could have patented them and made some money.  They were brilliant ideas, he doesn’t mind me copying them so I doubt if they have been patented, but they are not my ideas so it would be wrong of me to do it.”

“You’re too honest, Bill Lonsdale, you’ll never be a rich man.”  She said.

“Funny you should say that, love,” he replied, thoughtfully, ”Fred said to watch out, he said that there are a lot of unscrupulous men about, he warned me that someone might try to cheat me out of my design.  I somehow feel that he knows what’s going to happen; he can’t of course, no one can see into the future, can they?”

Bill didn’t understand her reply, “No, that’s absolutely right, but it is possible to look into the past.”

“What do you mean?”  he asked.
 “I don’t know, I don’t even know why I said that.” she replied, “There was something …I don’t know what, …. something odd, I can’t explain, but, they turned up out of nowhere with an automobile just like yours, we didn’t get their surname, his grandchildren looked very much like two of our children but they were bigger, and, did you see the way that your new friend Fred looked at our Joe, no, something went on this evening that we don’t, and, I’m sure, never will understand.”

