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This book is dedicated to my mom, Kirispina







People love to hate me because I’m lovely. They’re just jealous because I’m beautifully beautiful and fashionably fashionable and…and…and they’re not. Who cares that I used to have a beard? Oh. Did I say that out loud?

Pretty Liddy, the Toast of Pinnimuk City







Contents


Epigraph




Prologue

Millicent didn’t know that the rigid underpants she’d just discovered…




One

Sunday morning after breakfast, Millicent tried as hard as she…




Two

The next morning, Millicent threw her backpack into the sport…




Three

Murmurs rippled through the crowd as a turquoise patent-leather boot…




Four

When Millicent got home from school, she slammed the front…




Five

Aunt Felicity returned to the foot of the bed and…




Six

Millicent decided to go down to the lab, to look…




Seven

By the next morning, most of her conversation with Uncle…




Eight

Millicent counted herself lucky the Pretty Liddys didn’t have the…




Nine

The bell rang, sending Mr. Templeton’s English class into action.




Ten

At lunch, Millicent headed straight for the Wunderkinder’s usual table…




Eleven

The auditorium was filled with students, the walls pinging with…




Twelve

Millicent pulled into her driveway with the din of the…




Thirteen

Millicent stood behind the closed front door, her hand frozen…




Fourteen

The next day at school, before classes started, Millicent sat…




Fifteen

The twelve o’clock bell rang. Millicent went to her locker,…




Sixteen

Millicent waited at the front gate of the Masonville Zoo…




Seventeen

On Monday morning, Millicent left for Paisley’s house to retrieve…




Eighteen

History class hadn’t come fast enough for Millicent. She stood…




Nineteen

After school, Millicent rushed home and went straight to the…




Twenty

Millicent crept up to the attic and opened the door…




Twenty-One

Millicent returned to the lab to assemble what she’d decided…




Twenty-Two

Millicent slumped into Mrs. Alpha’s history class, dragging her feet.




Twenty-Three

Backstage at the second presidential fashion walk-off, Millicent stood in…




Twenty-Four

For several days the following week, Millicent felt as though…




Twenty-Five

It took a second for Millicent’s eyes to adjust to…




Tenty-Six

Saturday morning passed with Millicent spending most of it in…




Twenty-Seven

Monday morning arrived, cold and blustery, blowing leaves against Millicent’s…




Twenty-Eight

Lunchtime came around faster than Millicent would have liked. She…




Twenty-Nine

Millicent sat at the Winifred T. Langley Memorial Fountain with Uncle…




Thirty

Millicent sat at the edge of the Winifred T. Langley Memorial…








About the Author




Other Books by Brian Tacang





Credits





Copyright




About the Publisher








Prologue



Millicent didn’t know that the rigid underpants she’d just discovered in the attic would change her life, even if only for an instant. All she knew at that moment was that they were the strangest, firmest-looking undies she’d ever seen.

Millicent moved a stack of cardboard boxes aside and held the odd undergarment up to the morning light that streamed in through the attic window. She pulled hard on it widthwise and it stretched as much as a big rubber band might.

She assumed the underwear was for ladies since the reinforced panels in the front and back had little flower motifs woven into them. It seemed as if it’d be uncomfortable, especially since it had leg extensions with little straps on the ends. At the ends of the straps were metal loops, as if they were supposed to be attached to something, though Millicent couldn’t imagine what one would clip on the ends of ones’ undies. The straps weren’t long enough to attach the loops to ones’ shoes. Besides, she wondered, why would you fasten your shoes to your underwear?

Millicent had invented a number of things over the past few years, from the Toothbrusher Ball (a motorized rubber ball with bristles that brushed your teeth automatically by rolling around in your mouth) to Bully-Be-Gone (a bully repellant that did exactly the opposite and that she’d like to forget she’d ever created). But her inventions always made sense. The same could not be said of the garment in her hands.

“Who invented this and why would a lady wear it?” she asked herself out loud. Her curiosity demanded that she trace the origins of every interesting thing. All objects, especially functional ones, had their starts with a who, what, where, or why.

“The answer to the second question is: to keep her jiggly parts from doing the rumba when she moves,” Aunt Felicity said.

Millicent hadn’t heard her aunt come into the attic. She gasped and let the underwear snap back to its original shape. “You startled me,” she said.

“It’s called a girdle,” Aunt Felicity said. “Years ago women wore them to maintain shapely figures.” She grabbed her fleshy hips and shook them. “I wore that very one back in my human cannonball days.” She took the girdle from Millicent and admired it as if it were an old family photo.

Millicent regarded the uncomfortable-looking underwear. “You did your act in a girdle?” she asked.

“Come, now, dear,” Aunt Felicity said. “You’ve seen pictures of me from my circus days. I wore a custom-designed polka-dotted leotard.”

“That’s right,” Millicent said.

“I wore the girdle underneath the leotard,” Aunt Felicity continued. “One can’t be zooming through the air with one’s fanny a-flutter. Anyway, my girdle days are gone, as are my leotard days.” She folded the underwear, then turned to Millicent. “Speaking of leotards, have you found the human cannonball outfit?”

Millicent wanted to ask so many questions about the girdle as she watched Aunt Felicity return it to a cardboard box, but she decided not to. “Not yet, Aunt Felicity. I haven’t made much progress cleaning up in here.”

“Distracted by my old personals.”

Millicent blushed.

“Wait—I thought you left your human cannonball outfit behind when…when you had amnesia,” Millicent said a moment later. She didn’t know whether or not her aunt wanted to be reminded of her memory loss. After all, Aunt Felicity had only returned less than two months ago and she’d barely talked about the many years she’d spent away from home, wandering the streets of the nearest metropolis, Pinnimuk City. Perhaps she didn’t want to be reminded of her hard life as a homeless person. “I mean, I guess it’s none of my business.”

Aunt Felicity smiled. Millicent smiled in return, relieved.

“I left my human cannonball outfit at Ed’s Balloonist Dude Ranch, where I lived for a time,” Aunt Felicity said.

A balloonist dude ranch? The notion of her aunt living near hot air balloons—one of the best yet simplest inventions ever—was too thrilling. She scooted a box closer and rested her arm on it. “Really?”

“Really,” Aunt Felicity said.

Much to Millicent’s delight, her aunt launched into her amnesia story, starting with the day she’d been shot from her cannon. Something had gone awry and she’d been catapulted farther than usual. She went so far past her landing net, in fact, that she tore through the circus tent’s top and went sailing high above Pinnimuk City, where the circus had been playing. Fortunately, or unfortunately, as it were, it was the day of Pinnimuk City’s annual Hot Air Balloon Fiesta. Hundreds of balloons jostled for position in the sky. She landed in the basket of one of them, but she hit her head in the process, was knocked unconscious, and lost her memory. The pilot’s name, she later learned, was Ed of Ed’s Balloonist Dude Ranch. As she said earlier, she lived on the ranch for a time. She tended Ed’s small farm and helped him conduct rides and training. Her favorite job was to assist Ed with the inflation process. “I loved being surrounded by color. Fire and color,” she said. As much as she liked her responsibilities, she was restless to find out who she was and where she was from. One day, she had decided to leave to see if she could find and remember home. “There’s nothing like forgetting where you’re from,” Aunt Felicity said. After a long silence she added, “Anyway” I’m home now, thanks to you. What were we talking about a minute ago?”

“Your costume.”

“Ah, yes. A performer always keeps a spare costume or two,” Aunt Felicity said. “The circus sent Phineas my extra costume after I disappeared. He said he put it here somewhere.”

Though she tried to stop it, Millicent’s mind wandered back to the girdle. Having another female in the house was still brand new.

Prior to Felicity’s homecoming, Uncle Phineas had been Millicent’s sole guardian. Her parents, also inventors, had disappeared in a time machine they’d invented when she was much younger, so her exposure to femininities had been nonexistent. To Millicent, her aunt’s behavior was a mystery. Aunt Felicity took a keen interest in “prettifying herself,” as she put it. She wore makeup, and lots of it; she dusted herself with flowery-smelling powder; she painted her nails in shocking colors; and she had an evening facial ritual that included a yellow paste and cucumber slices. Aunt Felicity said that when she was homeless she’d forgotten how glamorous she was as a human cannonball. “Now,” she said with a giggle, “I’m overcompensating.” Millicent watched her go through her cosmetic routines in amazement. The girdle simply added to the enigma that was Aunt Felicity.

They spent the next few hours opening boxes, sorting out the usable from the useless for tomorrow’s garage sale. Besides boxes of old clothes, papers, and toys, there were plenty of prototypes of Uncle Phineas’s old inventions, like the Table Napkin Folder, a programmable device that was supposed to fold napkins into swans, triangles, and flowers. Millicent told Aunt Felicity that Uncle Phineas could never get it to manipulate napkins into anything other than shapes that looked vaguely like pterodactyls.

“I guess the demand for prehistoric terrors on the dining table is rather slim,” Aunt Felicity said. “But you never know—it may sell. There just might be a dinosaur-themed dinner party in someone’s future.” She set the apparatus aside in a pile with some other things and sighed. “We sure could use the extra money.”

Millicent bit her lower lip. Uncle Phineas’s inventions hadn’t been selling well lately. Uncle Phineas, Aunt Felicity, and Millicent did their best to budget themselves, forgoing little pleasures like dining out at Luann’s Edible Chicken Sculpture Café, which served chicken croquettes shaped like famous sculptures. To Millicent, all the entrées looked alike—from the Venus di Milo to the Thinker—but she didn’t mind. She enjoyed going out to dinner.

Aunt Felicity ripped open a dusty cardboard box. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “Here it is!”

Millicent leaned in to see what Aunt Felicity had found. There, lying on a heap of clothes, was a bundle of colors, bits of sparkles, and folds of leather.

“My human cannonball costume!” Aunt Felicity exclaimed. She lifted it from the box and shook it out.

Millicent gasped. The pictures of her aunt hadn’t done it justice. She’d never seen anything so outrageous yet sublime. The costume seemed to be made of both dreams and reality. Whoever wore it, she thought, would be a celebrity.







One



Sunday morning after breakfast, Millicent tried as hard as she could to write her presidential campaign speech, but the words seemed to fall across the sheet of paper like Pick Up sticks: in no particular order and hopelessly stacked.

“What makes me think I can be class president if I can’t even organize my thoughts?” she asked herself.

With a huff, she scrunched up her latest effort and threw it in the wastepaper basket. Then she stood up and stretched. Usually, her best ideas came to her in the basement laboratory, so she’d decided to try to write her speech there; but, so far, the location hadn’t been of any assistance.

“I need help,” she said.

She stuck her pen behind her ear and walked over to the Millennium Travel Cube, the time machine her parents, Adair and Astrid Madding, had invented. As big as a small car and as black as a witch’s cap, it sat in the corner of the lab. It had lights on top and a door in the center. Above the door the words MILLENNIUM TRAVEL CUBE were engraved in silver letters. Standing before the machine, Millicent remembered the day they went into it. “Time travel, the wave of the future,” her mom had said. She’d grinned her famously infectious grin, then turned to go in, her straight brown hair spinning after her. “We’ll be back shortly,” her father had said, bobbing his head, his curly red hair bouncing. Once inside, they had looked back at her, their heads pressed together forming a heart shape. “Bye, sweetie,” they’d said in unison. Then the heavy black door had whooshed shut and they were never seen again. Looking back, Millicent wished she had taken hold of both their arms or had grabbed their white lab coats so tightly her hands would have turned blue and she would never have let go. She would have begged them not to leave. She would have bargained with them. She would have cried. But then, she thought, only a time machine could have predicted it.

Several years ago, she’d taped a picture of her mom and dad to the door. Over time, she’d taken to talking to the picture as if it were really her mother and father, which made her feel as though they hadn’t disappeared in the time machine in the first place.


“Mom and Dad,” she said to their photograph. The picture stared back at her, silent. “I’m having a hard time with my candidacy speech.” She imagined her parents nodding as if to say “Go on.” She continued, almost bashfully, “You see, I’m running for class president.”

“Oh!” she imagined her mother exclaiming. “Splendid.”

“What a leap forward,” she made believe her father said. “I am so proud of you.”

“Thanks, Dad,” she answered. If she turned her head the right way and squinted just so, she could picture her parents moving—as if the photo had come to life.

“I must admit,” her mother said, “I am a tad surprised. It’s so civic. I’ve always thought of you as private.”

“I am, pretty much,” Millicent said. “But the other day during a student assembly, our principal, Mr. Pennystacker, asked who would be interested in running for sixth grade class president. Nobody volunteered. So Leon Finklebaum grabbed me by the elbow and thrust my hand upward.”

“Is this the same Leon Finklebaum who barely stays awake?” her mother asked.

Millicent nodded. Leon Finklebaum was her math-whiz friend and a member of the Wunderkind Club, a group of the smartest and most talented kids at her school. He’d often doze off and dream about numbers.

“Awake at the one time a nap would’ve been handy, I’m guessing,” her father said.

“At first, it bugged me that he’d volunteered me like that,” Millicent agreed, “but afterward he said he did it because he knew I wouldn’t have done it myself.”

“Astute boy,” her father said.

“He also said—” She stopped. She felt her cheeks flush. “He said I had a lot to offer as class president—I’m clever, I’m determined, and I’m persuasive—and that, maybe, all I needed was a position that asked more of me than I thought I could give.” She looked at the ceiling quizzically. “I think I know what he meant.”

Her mother scratched her chin. “Quite a young man,” she said.

“Leon’s okay,” Millicent said. She avoided her parents’ gaze because, for some inexplicable reason, talking about Leon made her forehead sweat. She walked back to the table where her notebook lay. “Anyway, the more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. Now I want it more than anything.”

“Terrific,” her father said. “There’s nothing like desire to fulfill your dreams.”

“Yes, but here I am, running for class president, against no one, with nothing to say. Pretty pathetic, huh?”

“Not at all,” her mother said. “You should treat the election as though you had the toughest opponent around, and I’m sure you have plenty to say for yourself. Besides, someone may enter the fray at the last minute.”

Millicent paused. She hadn’t thought about another person entering the presidential race. Her heart started to thump as if she had a wild rabbit hopping back and forth in her rib cage. Her mind raced from possibility to possibility. What if Dory Splytt, the head cheerleader, decided to run for president? Or what if Jack Spunjnick, the football player, decided to run for president? Or what if Tracy Pheme, Winifred T. Langley Middle School’s best actress, who could cry real tears on command, decided she wanted to be president? Dory or Jack or Tracy or any number of students at school could probably beat Millicent in a presidential race. She suddenly felt sick to her stomach and wished she had fought back harder when Leon had raised her hand for her.

“Remind me—what was the first part of what you said?” Millicent asked her mother.

“You should treat the election as though you had the toughest opponent around,” her mother repeated, her eyebrow arched.

“Uh, oh, yeah,” was all Millicent managed to stutter.


“Let’s get started,” her father said.

For the next hour, the three of them worked on Millicent’s speech, building sentences and knocking them down until they got the words just right. They made sure to play up how her work ethic and problem-solving skills as an inventor lent themselves to the position of class president. They also made mention of some of Millicent’s ideas, like drawing up a student body constitution, modeled after the Masonville City Constitution, which began with, “We the People of Masonville shall leave no brick unturned,” and having a livestock-and-car-wash event as a fund-raiser. The more they focused on her positive traits, the more excited she became. As soon as she put a period at the end of the last sentence, Uncle Phineas walked into the basement, his white lab coat swinging. Millicent’s mother and father went silent. He positioned himself near a table and clasped his hands together excitedly.

“Guess what, dear niece,” he said. He’d always called Millicent dear niece, but with Aunt Felicity’s return from her bout with amnesia, he seemed to emphasize the term of endearment even more—as though she might forget she was dear. Today, he sounded downright tickled. He leaned against the table, cupped his chin in his palm as if he had a secret to tell her, and smiled a broad, sparkling smile. “You’ll never guess, but try. Guess. It’s something that you really need. Guess.” Before Millicent could take a stab at it, he continued, “It’s something that won’t talk and won’t need any of my Maxi-Gloozit Glue.” He beamed at her.

The only thing Millicent could think of that seemed to talk were her old tennis shoes. The soles had come loose and flapped like lips when she walked. She’d used Uncle Phineas’s invention Maxi-Gloozit Glue to stick them back on several times. The adhesive didn’t work all that well, though. The soles eventually came off again. Over time, they’d accumulated lumps of dried epoxy resin, which ended up looking like teeth.

“Guess,” Uncle Phineas urged.

Millicent shrugged.

“We made enough money from the garage sale to be able to afford a number of niceties, including new shoes for you, my dear.”

Millicent gasped. Perhaps the future would turn out okay after all. With the help of her parents, she had completed her candidacy speech and now she was about to get new shoes. She paused for a second and thought about how Uncle Phineas and Aunt Felicity had tightened their purse strings lately. Even though they’d made money from the garage sale, they shouldn’t be spending it on shoes. Millicent sighed and said, “It’s okay, Uncle Phineas. I don’t need them.”

He approached her with a serious squint to his eyes. “Millicent,” he said, “if you are denying yourself the pleasure of new shoes simply because you are trying to be thoughtful, your gesture is appreciated but not necessary.” He sat down next to her on a lab stool. “We Baldernots and Maddings are quite springy—we bounce back from anything. Don’t worry. Things will be looking up soon, yes?” He patted her hand.

Millicent looked at her uncle and, for the first time, noticed he had decals on his shaved head. “What are those?”

“Diffollicle Mohawk Stickers,” Uncle Phineas said. “I told you things will be looking up.”

Uncle Phineas had a couple of hair inventions on the market: Diffollicle Speed Gel, a tonic that completely changed one’s hair color and texture—in a matter of hours—starting at the roots, and Diffollicle Mohawk Tape, an adhesive version of the gel. Though sales had slowed in the past few months, he continued to work on updates. Every day, his hair changed.

“Look,” he said, pointing at his scalp. “It’s a peace sign sticker, yes? Who wouldn’t want a peace sign made of hair on his head?”


“Who, indeed.”

“So, you see once Diffollicle Mohawk Stickers hit the market, everyone will be clamoring for them. But for now, the Shoe Stadium is having a sale.”

New shoes did sound good to Millicent. Even better, she’d have them in time for her speech on Monday. She decided that she’d wear her favorite outfit and whatever new shoes she got today for the occasion. “Okay,” she said to Uncle Phineas, trying not to smile too hard. “If you say so.”

 

Uncle Phineas, Aunt Felicity, and Millicent packed themselves into Uncle Phineas’s car—a shapely old car from the fifties, which Uncle Phineas had painted aqua with yellow racing stripes—and drove off to the Shoe Stadium. When they got there, they discovered that the sale was a “buy one pair, get a third shoe free” special, a detail Aunt Felicity had somehow missed when she’d read about the sale in the newspaper. The salesman told Millicent that she had to pay full price for the fourth shoe, which amounted to half the total price of a pair. Millicent asked Uncle Phineas why the store didn’t just offer the second pair at half off because no one in his or her right mind would buy just a third shoe. Uncle Phineas replied, “Free sounds more enticing than half off, yes?”


Millicent picked out a pair of hiking boots and a pair of sneakers. The salesman showed her another pair of shoes called shandals which, according to him, were “the best part of a shoe and the better part of a sandal.” Millicent knew he was pitching her because, to her, a shandal looked exactly like a sandal with the addition of shoelaces and a tongue. As far as inventions went, shandals weren’t the cleverest. Still, she let the salesman extol the virtues of shandals because they were sort of cute.

“Would you like those, too?” Uncle Phineas asked.

Millicent couldn’t bring herself to spend any more of Uncle Phineas’s money, so she said, “No, I’m happy. I’m especially fond of the sneakers.” She looked at them again. They weren’t the fancy kind with squiggly motifs or punctuations of bright colors. They were rather plain. She thought of them as potatoes for feet; mostly shapeless with some eyes for laces. Still, she liked them because they were new and didn’t need glue to hold the soles on. In their own odd way, they were stylish. She clutched them close to her chest.

“Perhaps you’d like some ice cream at the Mighty Masonville Mall, then,” Uncle Phineas offered.

Millicent pictured herself and Uncle Phineas enjoying their favorite cones at Benton Wren’s 3,100 Flavors as they had so many times before. She’d tried almost all of the flavors there, including Kiwi Surprise (a surprise because it didn’t taste like kiwi the fruit, but kiwi the bird) which she found disgusting. Recently, she’d settled on Mango-Pineapple Wren’s Nest on a French toast cone as her favorite. Uncle Phineas usually got two scoops of Senora Bento-lini’s Lasagna Brittle in a fusilli cup. They’d sit on a bench in the mall and people watch for at least an hour, talking about ideas they had for inventions. Those times they spent together eating ice cream were among Millicent’s favorites. “I second that,” she said. “Sounds like fun.”

Aunt Felicity snuck up behind them. “I third that,” she said.

Millicent was so startled she nearly bit her tongue. “Mmm-hmm,” she mumbled.

Aunt Felicity got in between Uncle Phineas and Millicent and took them both by the crooks of their arms. “Come,” she said. “To Benton Wren’s.” The three of them went to the register and paid for the shoes, then made their way to the mall, across the parking lot from the Shoe Stadium.

While they walked, Aunt Felicity rested her arm across Millicent’s shoulders. It seemed to Millicent she applied just enough pressure to make herself known. Although Aunt Felicity was the one who’d recovered from amnesia, it was Millicent who sometimes forgot that the family that had been her and Uncle Phineas for a long time now consisted of three members.

Aunt Felicity had recovered from her amnesia and returned from Pinnimuk City because of an invention of Millicent’s—a potion called Bully-Be-Gone. As its name suggested, it repelled bullies. It worked by triggering pleasant scent memories in whoever smelled it, which in turn calmed him, or her, down. Unbeknownst to Millicent, Uncle Phineas had tried the fragrance on one morning. He not only spritzed himself with the cologne version but also gave himself a good lathering with the deodorant form. And he applied it all on top of his favorite cologne, Strong Like Bull. The combination of the chemicals in Bully-Be-Gone and Strong Like Bull had turned Uncle Phineas into an exploding volcano of microscopic scent particles that were carried by the breeze to Pinnimuk City many miles away. There they landed on Aunt Felicity’s face as she slept in the city’s central park and woke her with the smells of her former life as a circus entertainer and of her true love, Phineas, healing her amnesia. Having had her long-lost memories returned, she made her way home to Masonville.

Uncle Phineas and Aunt Felicity stopped before the entrance to the Mighty Masonville Mall, which wasn’t big, as its name implied, but moderately sized. It was named after Minnie Mighty, Masonville’s shortest retailer and built on the original site of her boutique: Minnie Mighty’s Mini Muumuu’s. “After you,” both Uncle Phineas and Aunt Felicity said to Millicent. They made their way up the escalator to Benton Wren’s in the food court.

On the second floor, they passed a runway that had been dressed with a silver metallic skirt. Around its perimeter, bright spotlights stood on cranelike tripods. Large speakers anchored the head of the ramp, where a curtained cubicle created a backstage area. People shopping the mall had already started sitting in some of the chairs that flanked the runway.

The three of them stopped. Millicent was fascinated with
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