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Chapter Eight

in which a search is organised and in which a search runs into difficulties

While Fizz was trapped in the Stinkthrottles’ house, life was going on just as normal back at the circus.

It wasn’t until his mum and dad stopped for their afternoon tea-break that they first realised they hadn’t seen him around for a while. (They’d skipped lunch, both being so engrossed with various bits of circus business: rehearsing their routines, obviously, but other important stuff too. His dad, for example, had his moustache trimmed by the circus barber-cum-sword swallower, and his mother did an interview for the local newspaper which ended abruptly when the reporter’s notebook got eaten by Fish, the sea lion.)

At first they didn’t worry too much, assuming Fizz was just in someone’s caravan, but once his dad had looked all over and had come up with nothing, they began to take it more seriously. At that point his mother went straight to her caravan (only tripping over her clown shoes once and impulsively squirting the Ringmaster in the face with water when he came over to say, ‘Isn’t it beautiful weather today, Gloria?’). Once there she got a sponge and wiped her clown face right off.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Let’s go about this logically. We need to find out who last saw Fizz.’

(With her pink human face showing she was organised and sensible and anyone who saw her in action wouldn’t realise how worried she was feeling. (They wouldn’t have realised she was worried about Fizz if she had still been wearing her clown face either, not because she hid her worry so well, but because she looked like a clown.))

‘When did you last see him?’ she asked her husband.

‘Well, I saw him . . .’ he said, pausing to think back through his day. ‘Um . . . at breakfast.’

‘After that?’

‘Well, he went off for his classes, didn’t he?’

‘Of course! Where’s his timetable?’

Fizz’s timetable, which listed who he saw on what day, was stuck to the little fridge door with a magnet. A quick glance at that showed that his first class had been with Dr Surprise, from ten to eleven. At 11.30 he saw Mr Bleaney, the circus’s sawdust wrangler (in the circus sawdust wrangling was a very important job; outside a circus, not generally so important). After lunch he was due to visit Madame Plume de Matant, but his dad had bumped into her while he’d been looking and she’d told him Fizz hadn’t turned up (which had, secretly, been a relief to her, since she still couldn’t speak French).

‘Fine, let’s go see Dr Surprise first and then old Bleaney,’ said his mum (who I shall call Mrs Stump, because it doesn’t seem right to keep saying ‘Fizz’s mum’ or to call her Gloria, which was her real name, or Gloriosus, which was her clown name (‘The Fumbling Gloriosus’ in full)).


When Mr and Mrs Stump reached Dr Surprise’s caravan, they knocked on the door.

‘Hang on a moment,’ a voice warbled from within. ‘I’m just getting out of bed. I wasn’t expecting anyone.’

‘We just wanted to ask you a question,’ Mr Stump said. ‘Did you see Fizz this morning? Did he come for his lesson?’

‘Fizz?’ called the Doctor. ‘Fizz?’

He sounded like he was trying to remember something, as if the name sounded somewhat familiar, but it seemed that whatever bells it was ringing were in a church tower several miles away over rolling countryside and only the faintest of tinkles were rolling into his ears.

‘Fizzlebert,’ Mrs Stump called up to the window through which the conversation was taking place. ‘Our son. You know him.’

Dr Surprise opened the door. He was pulling his braces up over his shirt and he had pink creases all over one side of his face, as if he’d been sleeping on something wrinkly.

‘Fizzlebert?’ he said. ‘Describe him to me.’

‘He’s our boy, Dr Surprise. Don’t be daft. You know him. You’ve known him for years. You were the doctor who delivered him.’

(Amazingly, Dr Surprise had once been a medical doctor, but that, as are so many things, is a different story entirely.)

‘Ah. Now, that sounds familiar,’ he said.

He paused and looked at Mrs Stump, as if trying to place her face. Then his own face suddenly lit up.

‘Short chap?’

‘Well, yes. He’s a boy.’

‘Your son?’

‘Yes.’

‘Called Fizzlebert Stump?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s a coincidence.’

‘What?’

‘I know some Stumps. They live round here somewhere.’

‘Dr Surprise, that’s us,’ Mr Stump said impatiently. He flexed his biceps and tattoos danced across his arms.

‘Oh yes, I see, of course you are. Well, I saw him just this morning, your boy. Little Fizzlebert Stump. It all comes flooding back. I remember it as if it were only yesterday.’

‘It was this morning, Doctor.’

‘He came here, the small gentleman, and we studied the great battles of history, and then he . . .’

Dr Surprise’s face stopped.

He never moved his head much, far too professional to be animated, but up to now he had been smiling and rolling his eyes as if playing a game. The long loop of thin hair that coiled round his head had been flapping in the late afternoon breeze, and his monocle had glinted in the sunshine. But now suddenly that all stopped.

His hair settled.

He looked serious.

‘We had our lesson,’ he said, ‘and then he went to the library. Are you saying that he hasn’t come back yet?’

‘The library? What library?’ asked Mrs Stump.

‘The town library.’ Dr Surprise pointed in the building’s direction, even though half the circus, a park, a duck pond and a row of trees lay in between. ‘Didn’t he tell you?’

Mr and Mrs Stump looked at each other.

‘He didn’t tell me,’ she said. ‘Did he tell you?’

‘No,’ he answered. ‘He didn’t come and find me. I was only over there, lifting a horse in the air.’

‘He was returning a book. I – ’

‘What book?’ Mrs Stump interrupted.

‘It was a library book,’ Dr Surprise continued. He was worried now. ‘I . . . I said he should ask you. You know I would tell him that, don’t you?’

‘Where would Fizz get a library book?’

‘He said a friend had given it to him. Something like that. Let me try to remember.’

He banged the side of his head as if it might knock loose the memory, but other than freeing some sparks which flew out of the opposite ear, it had no effect.

‘A friend?’ asked Mr Stump, sounding a little surprised.

‘Ooh!’ said Mrs Stump. ‘Last night, after the show, he was talking to some local kids. They were having a laugh together. It must’ve belonged to one of them. They must’ve lent it to him.’

‘It was due back tomorrow,’ Dr Surprise added. ‘He was going to do a good deed.’

‘But he’s not come back,’ Mr Stump said, looking Dr Surprise in the eyes with a look that might have been angry if it wasn’t so worried.

‘It’s only five minutes away,’ the Doctor said quietly.


In less than five minutes an expedition was organised. Mr and Mrs Stump, along with a couple of riggers who volunteered, Dr Surprise and Captain Fox-Dingle, who needed to take Charles, the lion, for a walk anyway, started out across the park to visit the library.
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Fish, the sea lion, followed along, keeping out of Charles’s way, but looking hopeful. If so many people were going in one direction, then that might be a place with fish, he thought.

Captain Fox-Dingle had Charles on a lead and he was more obedient than a dog (he was old, lazy and tired), but he did attract some strange stares from people out jogging. And he wasn’t the only one. Although Mrs Stump had washed off her makeup, she (in a break with all the rules of clownery) was otherwise still in costume: a bright pink and yellow bulbous silk shape walking across the park. People stared at her too. And at Mr Stump in his strongman’s leopard skin, with his little neatly oiled moustache. And at Fish, who still had his spangly silver-sequined waistcoat on. (He’d left his top hat behind.)

‘It’s just over here, through the trees,’ Dr Surprise said, pointing the way. ‘I’m a member myself.’

He got his wallet out as they walked, to show the Stumps his collection of library cards. The wallet was the sort that has little compartments for cards that fold up like a concertina and as he held it up they fluttered down to dangle in a leather strip four feet long.

‘Forty-seven different library cards,’ he said, proudly. ‘I join up everywhere we stop. I like to read, you see.’

Mr and Mrs Stump weren’t really paying very much attention to the Doctor’s conversation. They were busy looking around, seeing if they could spot Fizz somewhere. There were families out enjoying late afternoon after-school picnics in the park. Every time a boy ran by Mrs Stump’s heart jumped in her chest like a giddy frog, but, of course, none of them were Fizzlebert.

After a couple of minutes they reached the library. It really wasn’t very far away at all.

But it was closed.

The circus group read the times on the poster in the window. It had only been shut for ten minutes.

‘What do we do now?’ one of the riggers asked. ‘You sure this is where he came?’

‘At eleven o’clock this morning,’ Mrs Stump said, dejectedly.

She didn’t know what to do, what her next move should be.

She could send all her friends off in different directions, wandering the streets looking for Fizz, but would that help? Why would Fizz be on the streets? If he’d wanted to go into the town he would have asked someone to go with him. He wasn’t a stupid boy. She’d brought him up properly, hadn’t she? He knew not to wander off alone. But then . . .

Just as she was thinking these thoughts, trying to puzzle out an idea, Fish made a loud sea lion noise (which sounded a bit like a cross between a dog’s bark and goose’s honk, but smelled more of pilchard) and banged the ground with his flippers. He was pointing towards the library doors with his nose.

‘Look,’ Mr Stump said, ‘there’s someone coming.’

Mrs Stump looked through the door (the one that had opened automatically for Fizz that morning, but which hadn’t opened for his mum or dad or their friends) and she could see a figure, approaching them through the gloom of the darkened library.

It was large and it waddled. And very slowly it came closer. It was Miss Toad. She had turned all the lights off and was about to go home. She opened the door, came through, and locked it up behind her. She seemed surprisingly unsurprised to find a bunch of circus folk on her doorstep.

‘Good afternoon,’ she said in her voice like a burp, as she started to walk past them.
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‘Excuse me,’ Mr Stump said, putting his enormous arm out to block her path, ‘do you work here?’ His arm was like the branch of a tree and she ducked to go under it. Being so short, ducking was very easy for her.

Mr Stump said, ‘Excuse me,’ again, and when she ignored him and walked by, he grabbed her (gently) by the collar and lifted her up. Her fat ankles paddled the air, as if they were still walking. He lifted her higher, with one arm, which was a remarkable feat since she was not the slimmest or slightest of creatures, and turned her so they faced each other.

She was, as you can imagine, a little startled by this, but as a trained librarian she did not let it show. All sorts come into libraries, especially in the winter when it’s snowing outside and the library is the only free and warm building nearby. A woman like Miss Toad has to be able to deal with them, and to kick them all out at closing time. She was unflappable.

But she did stop waggling her feet.

‘Excuse me,’ Mr Stump said again, as politely as he could, given that he was lifting the woman in the air by the scruff of her neck. ‘I just wondered if you, by any chance, work here?’

Miss Toad looked up at him through her thick glasses. Her cheeks puffed out as she chewed what was either a wad of chewing gum or the remains of her last biro.

‘Yes,’ she rumbled. ‘Why do you want to know?’

‘Our son. We’re looking for him.’

‘We think he came here this morning,’ Mrs Stump added. ‘Before lunch.’

Miss Toad thought about it for a moment and while she thought she continued chewing. Her fat round face bulged and moved as she did so and the blue ink marks round her mouth wiggled around like very weird cartoons on an even weirder television made out of skin. She blinked from behind the jam-jar-thick glasses.

‘A boy?’ she said eventually.

‘Yes, his name is Fizzlebert. He’s almost nine. He doesn’t wear glasses.’

‘No,’ she burped. ‘Not seen a boy called Filbert. Sorry.’

‘Fizzlebert,’ corrected Mrs Stump from behind her husband.

‘Only one boy in this morning. Before lunch.’

‘Well, that must have been him. Did you see where he went? Did he say anything?’

Miss Toad waited for Mr Stump to stop talking. She was still dangling at the end of his arm, but the collar of her coat had begun to stretch and her feet were almost touching the pavement.

‘But,’ she grumbled, ‘his name wasn’t Fizzlewart. It was Smith. Just plain John Smith. He told me himself, when he signed up for his library card.’

‘That’s a coincidence,’ one of the riggers chipped in.

Mr Stump looked at him.

‘Well, John,’ he said, ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but your name’s hardly unusual, is it?’

‘That’s why,’ Mrs Stump added, ‘we called Fizzlebert Fizzlebert.’

‘Fizzlebert?’ said Miss Toad, finally pronouncing it right.

‘I mean, because it’s not the same as everyone else. We wanted him to be his own person. To be unique. But now he’s missing. Oh, I hope he’s alright.’

She began to cry big quiet tears.

Dr Surprise produced a handkerchief from his top pocket. And another one. And another one. After a minute he had produced a string of twenty-four hankies, all different
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