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1. FATTY’S NEWS

‘I’m going to buy some Easter eggs,’ said Pip, at breakfast-time. ‘Are you coming too, Bets? Then we might go and call on old Fatty.’

‘Oh yes – let’s!’ said Bets. ‘I’ve only seen him once since he came back from school, and then he was with Mrs Trotteville and we couldn’t say much.’

‘We’ll call in and tell Larry and Daisy to come too,’ said Pip. ‘We might go and have buns and coffee at the café. Mummy, do you want anything in the village?’

‘No, unless you’d like to buy yourself an alarm clock,’ said Mrs Hilton, buttering her toast.

Pip stared. ‘What for?’ he said. ‘I’ve got a watch.’

Bets giggled. ‘You mean he might get up in time for breakfast then, Mummy!’ she said.

‘Ha! Funny joke,’ said Pip. ‘Anyway, no alarm clock would wake me if I’m really asleep. Besides, Mummy – I’ve only just come back from a very, very hard term’s work, and as for the exams last week, well I bet you wouldn’t get top marks any more than I shall. I’ve not slept well for weeks, worrying about my marks.’

‘I suppose that means that you’ll be somewhere near the bottom again,’ said Pip’s father, putting down his morning paper for a moment. ‘Well, we shall know the worst in a few days’ time when your report comes.’

Pip changed the subject quickly – a trick which he was very good at. ‘Dad, what do you want for Easter?’ he asked. ‘I did think of getting you a new wallet – and Mummy, I suppose you wouldn’t like a marzipan egg, would you? I know you like marzipan, and . . .’

The trick worked. Both his parents had to smile. His mother tapped him on the hand. ‘All right, all right, we won’t mention reports till after Easter. And yes, I do like marzipan. Now, do you want to finish the toast? – because, if so, I’ll leave you to it. Bets, remember to make your bed and dust your room before you go out. AND – please don’t forget that dinner is at one o’clock sharp.’

The telephone rang as Mrs Hilton left the table. She went into the hall to answer it and called back into the room almost at once.

‘It’s Fatty – he wants to speak to one of you. You go, Bets, you’ve finished your meal.’

Bets flew to the telephone. ‘Hello! Hello, Fatty!’

‘Hello, little Bets!’ said a warm, lively voice on the telephone. ‘What about meeting somewhere this morning? I’ve got a spot of Easter shopping to do.’

‘Oh yes, Fatty!’ said Bets, eagerly. ‘Pip and I were just thinking the same. Let’s meet at the café, shall we – for buns and coffee? Say at quarter to eleven.’

‘Right,’ said Fatty. ‘Will you tell Larry and Daisy, or shall I?’

‘We will,’ said Bets. ‘Have you got any news, Fatty? Anything exciting happening?’

She heard Fatty’s laugh at the other end of the phone. ‘What do you mean? You surely don’t think I’ve got a mystery up my sleeve already? Not a hope! As a matter of fact, I’m rather fed-up about something. Tell you when I see you. So long!’

Bets put down her receiver, and went to tell Pip. He was eating the last piece of toast and was alone in the room. ‘My word!’ said Bets, eyeing the toast, ‘I never in my life saw so much marmalade spread on a small bit of toast.’

‘Oh, be quiet,’ said Pip. ‘You wait till you go to boarding-school – you’ll know how nice it is to get home and not have to share the marmalade with about twenty others at your table. What did Fatty say?’

Bets told him. ‘Fine!’ said Pip. ‘Well, you hurry up and make our beds, and . . .’

‘You jolly well make your own,’ said Bets, indignantly, and went out of the room. She went up the stairs two at a time, feeling happy. Holidays were good – she wasn’t all alone then, the only one going to a day-school. All five of them were together – and Buster, Fatty’s little Scottie too – that made six.

Pip and Bets called for Larry and Daisy at half past ten, and all four made their way to the village and went to their favourite little café. Fatty wasn’t there yet, so they sat down and ordered currant buns with butter, and hot coffee. ‘With plenty of milk,’ said Larry, ‘and you needn’t put in the sugar. We’ll help ourselves.’

Fatty was five minutes late. He arrived on his bicycle, with Buster running beside the pedals. He came in, grinning as usual, and swung Bets out of her chair and up in the air. Then he put her down with a groan.

‘No, I won’t be able to do that much longer, Bets. You’re growing too big!’ Fatty helped himself to a bun. Then he sobered up and looked thoughtful. ‘I’ve sworn to get fit these hols,’ he said. ‘I can smash tennis balls over the net all right, and place them as cunningly as the next man – and I can take a cannon-ball service without blinking an eyelid – but it’s this running about the court that gets me. I puff like an old man.’

‘Well, you’ll just have to practise then, Fatty,’ said Bets, feeling very sympathetic. ‘We’ll all help you.’

‘I’m going to do cross-country running each day – or I might do it at night, when there’s not so much traffic,’ said Fatty. ‘You’ve seen guys tearing along all by themselves in white shorts and singlets, haven’t you? Grim and aloof and determined. Well, I shall be grim and aloof and determined.’

‘Fatty, you said on the telephone this morning that you were fed-up about something,’ said Bets, remembering. ‘What did you mean?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Fatty, absentmindedly helping himself to a lump of sugar from the basin. ‘Well, it’s this – there’s some kind of peculiar conference going to be held here in Peterswood after Easter – next week, I think – and one of the members is going to stay with us – he’s a friend of my father – he went to school with him or something.’

‘Well – but why are you fed-up about that?’ asked Larry. ‘You won’t need to entertain him, surely? He’ll be some old fogey who spends his days at the conference, won’t he?’

‘Oh yes, but he’s bringing his awful daughter,’ said Fatty. ‘At least, I’ve never seen her, but I bet she’ll be awful. Mummy says she’s an only child, and that her mother died when she was two, so she’s been brought up by her father. And I’m supposed to entertain her.’

There was a horrified silence. ‘Gosh!’ said Pip at last. ‘That is bad news. Either we’ve got to do without your company these hols, Fatty – or you’ve got to bring the girl with you wherever we go.’

‘That’s just about it,’ said Fatty, gloomily, and took another bun.

‘When’s this girl coming?’ asked Bets. ‘I do think it’s too bad, Fatty. Why should you have to entertain her? Why can’t your mother?’

‘Well, you know how busy my mother is, with committees and things,’ said Fatty. ‘She rushed off to something or other this morning and said, “Well, Frederick, I know I can depend on you to make Eunice feel at home – and don’t forget to meet her and her father on the eleven-fifty train . . .” ’

‘Eunice!’ said Daisy. ‘Goodness, what an unusual name. But, look at the clock, Fatty – you won’t be in time to meet them – it’s quarter to twelve already!’

‘Oh, my goodness!’ cried Fatty, leaping to his feet. ‘I must go. No, it’s all right. That clock’s fast. What about you all coming with me to the station and seeing what our dear Eunice is like? Come on!’

They paid the bill hurriedly and went out of the little shop, all looking gloomy. Yes, no wonder Fatty felt fed-up. Blow Eunice – she would spoil everything!
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