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1. WHAT A WASTE OF HOLIDAYS!

‘I haven’t liked these holidays one bit,’ said Bets dolefully to Pip. ‘No Larry, no Daisy, no Fatty – a real waste of summer holidays!’

‘Well, you’ve had me,’ said Pip. ‘Haven’t I taken you for bike rides and picnics and things?’

‘Yes – but only because Mother said you had to,’ said Bets, still gloomy. ‘I mean – you had to do it because Mother kept saying I’d be lonely. It was nice of you – but I did know you were doing it because it was your duty, or something like that.’

‘I think you’re very ungrateful,’ said Pip, in a huff.

Bets sighed. ‘There you are – in a huff again already, Pip! I do wish the others were here. It’s the first hols that everyone but us have been away.’

‘Well, the other three will be back in a few days’ time,’ said Pip. ‘We will still have two or three weeks left of these hols.’

‘But will there be enough time for a mystery?’ asked Bets, rolling over to find a shadier place on the grass. ‘We nearly always have a mystery to solve in the hols. I haven’t always liked our mysteries – but somehow I miss it when we don’t have one.’

‘Well, find one then,’ said Pip. ‘What I miss most is old Buster.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Bets, thinking of Fatty’s joyful, mad little Scottie dog. ‘I miss him too. The only person I keep seeing that I don’t want to see is Mr Goon.’

Mr Goon was the village policeman, a pompous and ponderous fellow, always at war with the five children. Bets seemed to meet him three or four times a day, cycling heavily here and there, ringing his bell violently round every corner.

‘Look – there’s the postman,’ said Pip. ‘Go and see if he’s got anything for us, Bets. There might be a card from old Fatty.’

Bets got up. It was very hot and although she wore only a sundress of frilly cotton, she still felt as if she was going to melt. She went to meet the postman, who was cycling up the drive.

‘Hello postman!’ she called. ‘I’ll take the letters.’

‘Right, Missy. Two cards – one for you and one for your brother,’ said the postman. ‘That’s all.’

Bets took them. ‘Oh, good!’ she said. ‘One’s from Fatty – and it’s for me!’

She ran back to Pip. ‘A card for you from Larry and Daisy,’ she said, ‘and one for me from Fatty. Let’s see what they say . . .’

Pip read his card out loud at once. ‘Coming back the day after tomorrow, thank goodness. Any mystery turned up? We shan’t have much time for one these hols unless we can dig one up quickly! We’re very suntanned. You won’t know us! Good disguise, of course! See you soon. Love to Bets – Larry and Daisy.’

‘Oh good, good, good!’ said Bets, in delight. ‘They’ll be round here tomorrow, sure as anything. Now listen to my card, Pip.’

She read it out. ‘How’s things, Bets? I hope you’ve got a first class mystery for me to set my brains to work on when I return the day after tomorrow. When do Larry and Daisy come back? It’s time the Five Find-Outers (and Buster, the dog) got their teeth into something. Be nice to see you again, and old Pip too. Fatty.’

Bets rubbed her hands together in glee. Her face shone. ‘All the Find-Outers will be together tomorrow,’ she said. ‘And though there’s not even the smell of a mystery about, I guess Fatty will run straight into one as soon as he comes.’

‘Hope you’re right,’ said Pip, lying back on the grass again. ‘I must say these hols have been pretty boring. I’d like a good thrilling, juicy mystery to end up with.’

‘What do you mean – a juicy mystery?’ said Bets, puzzled.

Pip couldn’t be bothered to explain. He lay and thought of all the mysteries he and Bets, Larry and Daisy, Fatty (and Buster, of course) had solved. There was the burning cottage – and the disappearing cat – and the hidden house – gosh, there were a lot!

He suddenly felt hungry for another mystery. He sat up and looked at Bets. ‘Let’s get the morning paper and see if there’s anything thrilling in it,’ he said. ‘Anything that has happened near us. We could tell Fatty as soon as he comes then, and he might get us all on to it.’

Bets was thrilled. She went to get the paper. She brought it out to Pip and they both studied it carefully. But there didn’t seem to be anything happening at all.

‘It’s nothing but pictures of frightful women and their clothes, and horses racing, and what hot weather it is, and –’

‘Cricket scores, and . . .’ went on Bets, in a voice as disgusted as Pip’s.

‘Oh well – cricket scores are interesting,’ said Pip, at once. ‘Look here – see this bowling analysis here?’

Bets wasn’t in the least interested in cricket. She turned the page.

‘The only thing of real importance in the paper is the cricket – and you don’t even look at it!’ said Pip.

‘Here’s something – look, it’s something about Peterswood, our village,’ said Bets, reading a small paragraph down in a corner. ‘And it mentions Marlow too – that’s quite near.’

‘What is it?’ asked Pip, interested. He read the paragraph and snorted. ‘Huh – that’s not a mystery, or even anything interesting.’

Bets read it out. ‘The weather has been very kind to the school camps on the hills between Peterswood and Marlow. This week two or three interesting visitors have joined the camps. One is little Prince Michael of Tetarua State who amused everyone by bringing a state umbrella with him. Needless to say he only used it once!’

‘Well, if you think that even Fatty can make any mystery or even be interested in a silly thing like that, you’d better think again,’ said Pip. ‘Who cares about Prince Michael?’

‘Where’s Tetarua State, Pip?’ said Bets.

Pip didn’t know and didn’t care. He rolled over on his front. ‘I’m going to sleep,’ he said. ‘I’m too hot for words. We’ve had five weeks of hot sun and I’m tired of it. The worst of our weather is that it never stops when it makes up its mind to do something.’

‘I don’t care about the weather or anything,’ said Bets, happily. ‘It can do what it likes now that Fatty and the others are coming back!’

Larry and Daisy came back first. They arrived home the next morning, helped their mother to unpack, and then went straight round to Pip and Bets.

‘Larry! Daisy!’ shouted Bets joyfully, as they came into the garden. ‘I didn’t think you’d be back so early. Gosh, how tanned you are!’

‘Well, you’re not so bad either,’ said Daisy, giving little Bets a hug. ‘It’s been ages since we saw each other! Such a waste of hols when we can’t go mystery-hunting together!’

‘Hello Bets, hello Pip,’ said Larry. ‘Any news? I must say you’re a bad correspondent. I sent you four postcards and you never wrote once!’

‘You sent them! I like that!’ said Daisy, indignantly. ‘I wrote every single one of them! You never even addressed them.’

‘Well, I bought them,’ said Larry. ‘Hey – any news of old Fatty? Is he back yet?’

‘Coming today,’ said Bets joyfully. ‘I keep listening for his bicycle bell, or old Buster’s bark. Won’t it be lovely for all five of us – and Buster, of course – to be together again!’

Everyone agreed. Bets looked round at the little group, glad to have Larry and Daisy there – but nothing was ever the same without Frederick Algernon Trotteville, or FAT for short. Fatty, with his sly humour and enormous cheek and brilliant brains. Bets’ heart swelled with joy to think he would soon be there too.

‘There’s the telephone,’ said Pip, as a loud, shrilling ring rang out from the house. ‘Hope it’s not for me. I feel I simply cannot get up. I think I’m stuck to the grass.’

Mrs Hilton, Pip’s mother, appeared at a window. ‘That was Frederick on the telephone,’ she called. ‘He’s back home, and will be round to see you very soon. He says, will you please watch out for him, as he’s so tanned you may not know him. He probably won’t know any of you either, you’re so tanned too!’

Everyone sat up straight at this news. ‘Oh, I wish I’d answered the phone,’ said Bets. ‘Fatty has such a nice grinny voice on the phone.’

Everyone knew what she meant. ‘Yes – sort of chortly,’ said Larry. ‘Gosh, I wish I was always as sure of myself as Fatty is. He never turns a hair.’

‘And he always knows what to do, whatever happens,’ said Bets. ‘I say – do you think he’ll come in disguise, just for a joke?’

‘Yes, of course he will,’ said Larry. ‘I bet he’s got a whole lot of new tricks and disguises and things – and he’ll want to practise them on us at once. I know Fatty!’

‘Then we’d better look out for someone peculiar,’ said Daisy, excited. ‘We simply can’t let him take us in the very first minute he comes back!’

Fatty was, of course, simply marvellous at disguising himself. He could make his cheeks even bigger by inserting cheek pads between his gums and his cheek inside his mouth. He had a wonderful array of false teeth that could be fitted neatly over his own. He had shaggy eyebrows to stick over his own modest ones, and any amount of excellent wigs.

In fact, most of his considerable pocket money went on such things, and he was a never-ending source of joy and amusement to the others when he donned one of his many disguises to deceive them or someone else.

‘Now we’ll watch out,’ said Pip. ‘Everyone who comes in at the gate is suspect – man, woman, or child! It might be old Fatty!’

They hadn’t long to wait. Footsteps could be heard dragging up the drive, and then a large, feathered hat appeared bobbing above the hedge that ran along the pathway to the kitchen entrance. A tanned, plump face looked over the hedge at them, with long gold earrings dangling from the ears, and ringlets of black curls bobbing beneath the dreadful hat.

The children stared. The face smiled and spoke. ‘Buy some nice white ’eather? Bring you luck!’

Round the hedge came a large woman, in a long black skirt, a dirty pink blouse, and a red shawl. Her feathered hat nodded and bounced on her black curls.

‘Fatty!’ screamed Bets at once, and ran over at top speed. ‘Oh, you’re Fatty, you are, you are! I recognised your voice – you didn’t disguise it enough!’
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