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For Emmabean—

joker, writer, speaker, thinker, activist, iconoclast, total blast –
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You are bones, 
my guts 
my liver;

my home, 
my luck, 
my sister.
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HELLO. Dr. G. Edwina Candlestank here. I am a mad scientist, a map enthusiast, and a maker of prize-losing macarons. Turns out “ants” is not a popular macaron flavor! Go figure.

My FRIENDS! It is good to be back with you again. Why do I say “again”? Well, not to make things awkward, but there has been, as it were…another book. Yes, this is in fact the second book that bears the title The Millicent Quibb School of Etiquette for Young Ladies of Blah Blah Blah. The first has already been published. If you did not read it, I bear you absolutely no ill will. That sounds passive-aggressive, but it’s true. Oh boy, now I’ve turned an awkward sandwich into an awkward buffet. Great start, G. Edwina. 

In any case, after the publication of the aforementioned first book, I got a call from my publisher, Mr. Bookman. He said, “G. Edwina, I wanted to—” And I cut him off and I said, “Mr. Bookman, I have written a perfect manuscript. The working title is Dull-Looking Molds of Canada: A Poem.” And he said, “G. Edwina, I am weary just hearing the title. Why don’t you continue your history of mad science for the young?” And I sighed and said, “Well, I suppose I could. I just have to find my eyes.” And he said, “Huh?” and I said, “I took my eyeballs out to try to make them less blurry, and then of course I couldn’t find them.” And he said, “Haven’t you heard of contacts?” And I said, “No,” and hung up.

In any case, I found my eyes, or rather, my cousin found them, thinking they were haunted grapes. She has not visited since.

The point is, mad science is more than brains in jars and lightning rods (though it is VERY MUCH those things as well)—it is a celebration of life, of imagination, of discovery, of infinite possibility! Someone must inspire the next generation of creatives, and that someone, despite having switched my left and right eyes, which makes for very interesting, very circular driving, is me, Dr. G. Edwina Candlestank.

In order to inspire the next generation, I have chosen to chronicle the work of the mad scientist Millicent Quibb of Antiquarium—and of her three pupils, Gertrude, Eugenia, and Dee-Dee Porch, who together battled the nefarious cabal of evil mad scientists known only as the Krenetics Research Association (and also the loneliness of being different, but that is beyond the scope of these books).

This volume is a record of their struggles, struggles that perhaps you, my dearest reader, will one day be courageous enough to take upon yourself, if you’re not too busy picking ants out of your macarons.

[image: ]

—Dr. G. Edwina Candlestank

P.S. The ants taste like french fries, I swear!
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Heed my tale, I tell no fib

You must avoid that Millicent Quibb!

Her heart’s as twisted as her brains

Her house is gone, but her stank remains

Her hair’s a joke, but she’s no clown

She made a worm that can eat a town!

Run if you see her, or you’ll be blue

And run if you see her pupils too—

That’s Gertrude, Eugie, and Dee-Dee Porch—

Yes, join the mob and brandish your torch!

If you ever hope to have a wedding

Go traveling, surfing, or go sledding

Or even witness your first snow,

Millicent Quibb has got to go!

—children’s rhyme, 
Antiquarium and surrounding environs, amended after the Hideous Kyrgalops Debacle of 1911
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THE MYSTERIOUS MATCHBOX appeared on a Wednesday.[1]

It appeared on the sill of a small barred window in the basement prison chamber of three pupils at the Versagenschule, aka the School for Failures, in the frozen Alpine town of Ügottobekiddingme, Austria.

No one saw who might have put the matchbox on the windowsill because at that moment, the pupils were busy in the dining room of the Versagenschule. What were they doing in the dining room? They were dining. Keep up!

Dr. Hundfreund, the headmaster of the school, was turning a crystal champagne flute in his hand.

“We will now begin the final session of everyone’s favorite class, ‘Dining in Silence,’” he mused to the pupils. 

He stood at the head of a long dining table at which sat dozens of dead-eyed children. His hair looked like the wiry coat of an electrocuted sheep. He was flanked by two thin but menacing Doberman pinschers. In fact, most things in the castle were flanked by two thin but menacing Doberman pinschers—every door, every statue, every ashtray. Sometimes even the Doberman pinschers were flanked by Doberman pinschers!

“I thought this afternoon we could all get to know one another better over a relaxed meal. This relaxed meal will also serve as your final exam. Failure will mean indefinite banishment to the basement, where we keep the sauerkraut and corpses. Did I mention that? Anyway, who would like to go first? How about…you three…yes, you…

THE PORCH SISTERS.”

[image: On the left, we have Gertrude, a 13-year-old with a big hairdo, balancing books and a snack for her pet Mantis Bunny, who's peeking out from behind her. In the middle is Dee-Dee, who’s 11 and a quarter years old (or maybe infinity and a quarter?). She's chewing a pick while while seeing the math. On the right, is Eugenia, who's 12 and three-eighths years old. She’s deep in thought, with a pebble in her sole and a rock in her soul]

Now, if you read book one, you’ll remember the heroes of our saga: Dee-Dee, who could build impossible machines; Eugenia, who could wrangle bizarre rocks; and Gertrude, who could care for unnatural creatures.

These three goofy geeks did not deserve to be trapped in a horrible institution of reform like the School for Failures, nor definitely did they deserve to be ejected from the town of Antiquarium simply for trying to help rescue it from a rogue worm, nor certainly did they deserve to be stranded without their professor, the infamous mad scientist Millicent Quibb, who at that moment was presumed “dead”—a word that the Porches could not bear to utter, even within the quiet of their own minds. And yet, plenty of people get things they don’t deserve—for example, when good things happen to bad ­people…or worse, the other way around.

And yet, the Porches had managed to keep their spirits high at the Versagenschule by practicing their respective fields of mad science under cover of night with the help of their beloved textbooks. In Gemistry for Fools, Eugenia had learned how to concoct a particularly aggressive foot powder that could melt the ubiquitous pebbles in her shoe. With Fryzzics Is Fun!, Dee-Dee had built a machine that could transform the incessant barking of Dobermans in the hallway into the sound of cats snoring. With Unnaturalism and You, Gertrude had successfully lured a Praying Mantis Bunny—which builds its warrens beneath the low brush of the Austrian Alps—to the window of their fourth-floor dormitory using the creature’s favorite snack, which is almonds.[2]

[image: Figure 1: Praying Mantis Bunny, with soft bunny ears, oogly bug eyes, a sweet bunny face and fearsome claws.]

Yes, during their days at the Versagenschule, the Porches had been so preoccupied with thoughts of mad science that they had managed to remain perfectly still during the Stillness Seminar, perfectly quiet during the Quiet Quorum, and perfectly listless during the Lectures on Listlessness. Their perpetual daydreaming, which looked from the outside like the distant stares of the downtrodden and the broken, had earned them especially high marks during Dining in Silence. 

 “I have been very impressed with the Porch Sisters’ timid and defeated behavior,” said Dr. Hundfreund to the table of pupils. “But can they survive the Final Exam? Let us observe. The Rules are simple. Rule number one: Don’t speak. Rule number two: Eat what is served. Rule number three: Don’t break the glass.” He held up his champagne flute and examined it in the light. “The glass on my table is from my collection of Emperor Grindeheld’s priceless Prussian crystal. It is the only thing I cherish in this life. Anyway, let us begin. Sisters Porch: Where were you born?”

Gertrude, for her part, would not even know how to answer the question. She and her non-biological-but-still-very-much-forever-and-always sisters had always been told that they were born to three lovely women, all best friends, all professional garlic farmers, all named Pookie. Gertrude had always claimed to remember the garlic farm and told tales of its joys to her little sisters, though in truth, her only real memory from childhood was of a bleak room filled with cribs. But the truth had always seemed too awful to repeat, so she had kept it to herself. 

The Porches remained silent, staring at the napkins in their laps. 

“Very well, then!” said Dr. Hundfreund, adding a check mark on his clipboard next to rule number one: don’t speak. “Shall we dine?”

He snapped his fingers, and three butlers brought out three steaming bowls filled with what looked like some sort of pink root vegetable floating in some sort of clear soup. Gertrude stirred her soup with a spoon and breathed a sigh of relief, confident in her ability to follow rule number two: eat what is served.

That was…until Dr. Hundfreund took a sumptuous whiff of the hot concoction. “Ahh. My favorite delicacy. Duck faces in broth. Enjoy.”

Gertrude’s eyes bugged so far out of her head that they almost hit her bangs. She was of course a secret vegetarian,[3] and so it was not an option to eat the faces of ducks, or of any other creature.

She cast a frightened glance across the table to Eugenia and Dee-Dee, as if to say, “Um, guys…I can’t do this!”

Dee-Dee nodded solemnly, as if to say, “We only can do what we only can do.”

Eugenia glared, as if to say, “YOU WILL EAT THOSE DUCK FACES AND YOU WILL EAT THEM FAST, BECAUSE I AM NOT BEING BANISHED TO THE BASEMENT!”

Gertrude gathered herself. She would not, could not, be the reason that her sisters were banished to the basement…and yet, it was against her personal ethics to eat duck faces. Luckily, she had brought along a secret guest: the Praying Mantis Bunny.

Why bring a Mantis Bunny to a fancy dinner? Because Mantis Bunnies will eat anything, and Gertrude knew that if anything truly heinous was served, she could simply feed it under the table to her secret ravenous guest.[4]

When Dr. Hundfreund turned around to thank the butler, Gertrude quickly reached into her soup bowl and pulled out the duck faces, then fed them to the Mantis Bunny under her petticoat. The creature crunched and munched until it had eaten every floating duck face in the bowl.

Dr. Hundfreund turned back and looked approvingly at the empty bowls of the Porch Sisters. “Very good,” he said, then snapped his fingers. “For dessert, a treat. Marzipan.”

The children sighed with relief, glad that the dessert wasn’t made of, say, bear paws or camel lips. 

The butlers brought over a set of delicate dessert glasses filled with a hard paste that smelled of sugar and something else, something familiar, something nutty…was it walnuts? No…was it pecans? No…was it…ALMONDS?

Suddenly, Gertrude stiffened. She remembered the scientific unit of measurement of the Mantis Bunny’s desire for almonds—one goo-goo—and the anxiety had caused her hand to become instantly sweaty—slimy almost. Yes, in an instant, her hand had become so slick with slime that Emperor Grindeheld’s priceless glass slipped from her fingers and shattered on the floor, with the marzipan ball still in it.

That was when the Mantis Bunny became aware of the presence of almonds in its vicinity. Before Gertrude knew it, the creature had bounded from underneath her skirt and was hopping wildly around the room, hunting for the source of the almonds. The other students screamed and ducked under the table as the Mantis Bunny hopped onto the chandelier, then down onto the wild hair of Dr. Hundfreund, then across the long dining table.  

The Dobermans growled and howled as they chased the Mantis Bunny over the table, shattering every last piece of Emperor Grindeheld’s priceless crystal into a cloud of fine powder.

The Mantis Bunny escaped out the window as Dr. Hundfreund brushed glass dust from his wiry eyebrows.

“Looks to me,” he growled, “like you have neglected to follow…

RULE NUMBER THREE: DON’T BREAK THE GLASS.”
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And that is how the Porch Sisters landed in a cell in the basement of the Versagenschule.

Dr. Hundfreund and his hounds led the children down four flights of stairs into a dank basement corridor of medieval stone, then shoved them into a cold stone cell.

“Enjoy your new accommodations,” said Dr. Hund­freund, “and think about what life is like when you do not follow the social order.”

“Thank you, doctor,” Eugenia said. “You know, now that we’re all here, I’d like to take this time to say that this is the dumbest place in the world, and you are all fools, and years from now, when our descendants laud those who came before, they will not speak about you, because what you are doing here is utterly meaningless and adds nothing to the human experience.”

Dr. Hundfreund failed to think of a decent comeback, opting instead to simply slam the door behind him.

Gertrude looked miserably out a tiny barred window in the corner of the room.

“I’m sorry, guys,” she said. She wanted so badly to talk with her sisters about the questions of life: Why did she not remember the garlic farm? Why was she unavoidably bizarre? Why had her hands become slimy lately whenever she was very nervous? Why was her mind full of weird jokes and funny little voices? What trick of the genes had made her so at odds with the rest of humanity, so unable to conform, so lonely? And of course, the ultimate question: If she did tell all of this to her sisters, would they even be her sisters anymore? The risk was too great—and so she carried her secrets alone. 

Maybe there’s a whole other place where I DO make sense, she thought. Not a garlic farm, like Aunt Desdemona said, but somewhere wonderful where I could go with Dee-Dee and Eugie. And maybe Millicent Quibb would be there! And every kind of creature. Except maybe a Kyrgalops. I wonder how that Kyrgalops is, anyway.…

Gertrude continued staring out the window, not wanting her sisters to see her upset, and that was when she found it…

…the token of mystery…

…the portal to another world…

…the wonderful thing, or was it an awful thing, or oh, who can tell these days?…

THE UNMARKED MATCHBOX.

“Um, guys?” Gertrude cried. “I think I found something!”

Eugenia burst from the corner where she and Dee-Dee were huddling together for warmth. “IS IT DOUGHNUTS?”

“Not exactly…” Gertrude studied the matchbox. It bore no writing—just a drawing of a rose, inked in blue. Inside was a single match with a blue tip.

Gertrude’s hands shook as she struck the match, and the Sisters Porch gathered round to bask in the warmth.

The tiny blue flame glowed, puny at first, then brighter, then bigger, then bluer, then bigger still, then brighter still, until it leaped off the match and scampered about! 

The flame took the form of some kind of rodent, rotund and sweet, with round ears and a sly grin. The creature scurried across the floor and waited at the foot of the old wooden door, which soon enough erupted into blue flame, leaving an opening through which the Porch Sisters could easily escape.

And escape they did, through the dark hallways of the basement, then up the stairs and into the main atrium, which was guarded by dozens of Dobermans.

Gertrude stopped short at the top of the stairs. “Um, what do we do now?”

Suddenly, the rodent flew past the Porches, gleefully taunting the Dobermans as it whipped through the air and swirled up fireplace mantels and flew off rafters. The dogs leaped across the marble floor, trying to take a bite out of the whirling blue flame. The melee was so ­complete, so loud, and so fiery that the Porch Sisters were able to simply march through the front door of the Versagenschule of Ügottobekiddingme, Austria, without fanfare.

They ran from the door into the snowy evening, scarcely believing their good luck, only to find they were being pursued from behind by a shadowy figure. Was it Dr. Hundfreund, come to collect them and send them even farther into the bowels of the basement?

The figure bounded through the snow, gaining on them. Gertrude panted and ran as hard as she could, but she tripped over a fallen branch of pine, and as she struggled to stand in the deep swamp of snow, the figure approached, tall and silhouetted by the blue moon.

The sisters looked up from the snow and trembled as they beheld the visage of the figure standing over them. It was a shadow…

…no, a haunt…

…an avatar of dread…

…a person with a very dirty lab coat…

…the one, the only, the never, the always…

MILLICENT QUIBB!
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MY DEAR READER—my inquisitive and persistent and, dare I say, cool reader—have you ever lost someone you loved?[5]

If you have, you may know that when someone you care for goes away, you might feel as though the world has been put on pause, and that it will remain so until they return, which, if they have died, is unlikely to happen.

Now imagine, if you will, how you'd feel if the lost person in question were to walk into the room right now. You might scream, but after the screaming was done, I suspect you might feel that the world was whirring to life again like a plucky old machine.

That is how the Porch Sisters felt upon seeing Millicent Quibb: Millicent Quibb, who they had previously assumed was gone forever—Millicent Quibb, who had taught them things like “don’t touch a floating jellyfish” and “always feed a fleeing fleet of Fleeing Feet” and other, more general things such as self-actualization and self-worth—Millicent Quibb, whose house had disappeared and her along with it—yes, that Millicent Quibb—was alive!

The moon glowed through the haze of her frizzled hair. Her eyes were wild with weeks of mountain living; her fingernails were filthy with the bark and berries that had sustained her.

“I—I thought…we thought you were…,” Gertrude stuttered, overcome by a sudden loosening of the shoulders and untwisting of the guts—the feeling of being contained within four invisible walls, the feeling of
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