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For Randall Easton Wickham, and for Isaac, and
for my family




Libby Aimes

[image: ]nce upon a time like now, and in a place like here, there existed a crooked house. The house at 33 Gooch Street was decrepit beyond description. If it could walk, it would limp. If it could talk, it would stutter. If it could smile, it would have rotting teeth. You get the picture.

The back of the house was surrounded by high concrete walls and choked by vines. The front yard had only a picnic bench split in two by lightning, and a row of thorny bushes that never produced a rose.

Insects had fled 33 Gooch, leaving behind their nests’ empty catacombs, their webs’ dusty strands. Only the mosquitoes came each evening, undiscerning bloodsuckers that they are.

People also avoided the house. The postman delivered the mail at a trot. Trick-or-treaters crossed the street, dashing to number 34, the bright yellow house where the man handed out gummy worms.

That man was the only person who knew that inside 33 Gooch lived a family. He knew because he watched the house with great curiosity.

The family was a couple and their only daughter, Liberty, nicknamed Libby, after a brand of canned vegetables.

Libby Aimes was small with two long dark braids and pale skin. She owned only one dress, a gray one, with big pockets to hold her cooking utensils and cleaning supplies.
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Although she was ten, she was not in any grade, like you might be. Her parents had never allowed her to go to school. They told the school officials that she would be “homeschooled.” Usually, that’s a fine thing. For Libby, though, it meant that she was locked up all day, waiting on her parents hand and foot, dodging their insults like a beleaguered catcher.

Some people have names that suit them exactly. Like Lilac, for someone who smells nice. Or Jock, for a boy who’s good at sports. Libby’s real name, Liberty, was kind of a joke. She was a prisoner in her own house. It was good that her parents always called her by her nickname. She had never heard her real name pass their lips.

Libby’s mother, Sal, had grown up at 33 Gooch, but she never talked about that. What she talked about was how, because of Libby, she was now fat, married to a dud, and stuck in her life.

Libby never understood the connection between herself and her mother’s extreme tubbiness. Her mother was fat, Libby knew, because she ate nonstop. Each day Sal consumed thirty-two pieces of fried French toast, seven pounds of fried clams, sixteen fried hot dogs, two fried chickens, twenty fried hamburgers, six platters of French fries, three platters of fried noodles, a pie (not fried), six ice cream sundaes, and a variety of other foods. Libby cooked these meals, so she knew the numbers.

The only thing she didn’t cook for her mother was the buttergoo pudding Sal consumed three times a day. Libby’s father, Mal, cooked it. Mal told Libby that if she dared to taste a drop, he would “teach her a lesson.” It was something he often said, although Libby had yet to figure out what the lesson was.

As unpleasant as Sal was, Liberty’s father was worse. Mal (which means “evil” in French) was thin as a thread, and so tall that he whacked his head walking through doorways. The constant stooping made him look crooked. Unlike Sal, Mal barely ate a morsel; he said that eating was a sign of bad character.

Mal was the only one who ever left the house. During the day, he sold insurance. “People are terrified of disasters,” he said. “I remind them about landslides, tornadoes, hurricanes, earthquakes, tsunamis, fires, termite infestations, carpenter bees, bedbugs, bad guys, and wild goats on rampages. Then I sell them insurance.”

Mal was crooked inside as well as outside. If a disaster really did befall one of his customers, Mal had tricks to avoid paying the claims. Libby had heard him numerous times, shouting into the phone he kept in his pocket. “Read the fine print!”

The fine print was writing at the bottom of contracts, so small you could only see it with a magnifying glass. It said that the insurance company was not responsible for any disasters that occurred between the days of Sunday and Saturday.

This made the policy worthless. Oh, Mal was happy when he got to tell some homeless or injured person, “Read the fine print.”

Have you ever had a ripe apple fresh from the tree? It is delicious: crunchy and sweet. But once in a while, you bite into an apple that is mushy and vile. Parents are much the same as apples. Most of them are perfectly lovely, but occasionally you find one that is rotten. Mal was such a bad apple. He also smelled rotten, since he bathed only during months that had a Z in them. Baths cost too much, he said, but Libby figured he just liked being filthy and gross to match his personality.

In addition to making Libby do all the cooking and cleaning, Mal made her pry up the bricks on the back patio and then lay them again, even in the winter, to teach her a lesson. She had to wax his shoes, cut his toenails, groom his mustache, and brush his teeth; his breath smelled like a warthog’s (at least, that was what she imagined).

“Do you know why you do what I say?” Mal asked Libby ten or twenty times a day.

She was too frightened to answer, but he always answered for her.

“Because I’m a friggin’ genius, and you are a zero.”

Some people, when told they’re a zero, take it to heart and feel like a nothing. But Libby was too smart for that. She knew that a zero was a fine, round thing. Put a zero on any number, she thought, and it becomes more valuable.

Sal also called Mal “the genius.” She’d say, “The genius is stinking up the bathroom again.” Or, “The genius thinks we can pay the mortgage with ideas.” For no matter how many people “the genius” cheated, Libby’s family was always dead broke.

The reason Mal called himself a friggin’ genius was that he invented things; at least, he tried to. Every night, after he came home from work, he went into his basement laboratory to invent.

Libby had been informed that if she ever went down there, she would be poisoned by gases and punished by torture. The house would crumble to the ground, burying her underneath it. Worse, she would be taught a lesson. “Curiosity killed the cat,” Mal told her. “It can do the same to you.”

Luckily for Libby, she didn’t believe him. If she had, there would be no book. You would be holding empty pages in your hands.

She didn’t believe him because he had never said anything truthful or done anything trustworthy. Also, they had never had a cat. How could curiosity have killed it?

Like any child, Libby was curious. She was curious about the names of the trees and the movement of the stars. She was curious about life outside.

She was very curious about what Mal had in the basement. Many times, she had looked for an extra key to that door, but she had never found it. The only one that seemed to exist was on a key chain looped on Mal’s belt. Even when he slept, he wore his clothes (which he rarely changed), the belt firmly attached.

Libby knew from hearing her father talk to Sal that he built contraptions and concocted potions: to grow hair, to peel paint, to alter the weather, to channel lightning, to erase wrinkles.

Each invention, he was convinced, would make him rich. “Know why I want to be rich?” he asked Libby. “So I can put you in boarding school and be rid of you.”

However, none of his inventions worked; at least, he said they didn’t. They always needed to be “perfected.” That never seemed to happen.

Libby wished Mal would get rich. More than anything, she wanted to go to boarding school. Hidden under her mattress she had a collection of school brochures that had come in the mail. Her favorite was for the Sullivan School. That brochure had photos of children riding horses, ice-skating, swimming, and studying on a green lawn. It showed teachers with kind faces and a library with books from ceiling to floor.

One day, Libby promised herself, she would escape, and live up to her real name: Liberty.


Jack Sprat

Aside from curiosity, Libby had hope. Hope is, of course, the belief that if you are patient and trusting, terrible times will pass and the future will be bright. I am quite old, so I know that hope works, especially when combined with effort.

Although Libby didn’t go to school, she had managed to educate herself. From laying the patio bricks, she had learned to count, multiply, divide, and do geometry.

From copying words from food packages onto a shopping list for Mal, she had a clue about reading and writing. She also had a dim memory of Sal teaching her the alphabet and the sound each letter made.

There were no books allowed in the house, or so Libby was told. Even Sal thought Libby should be allowed a book or two, but Mal would say, “I don’t want a kid who’s smarter than me.”

When Libby was six, though, she had made a great discovery.

Like most people who are lazy, Sal watched TV. Her favorite show was Queen for Once. It was about women who went on diets and then got to buy new clothes, wear a little crown, and take a cruise. Each episode, a different woman received this makeover, after which she talked about how her life had changed, and cried.

Libby loved it when Sal watched Queen for Once, because she could do as she liked for an hour.

One cold, dark winter day, while Sal watched TV, Libby tried the basement door, hoping that Mal had, for once, forgotten to lock it. He never did.

Next, she tiptoed upstairs and snuck into her parents’ room. Their window had the best view of the street. Occasionally, she’d see kids walking by. Or she’d look at the yard across the street, at number 34, with its varied trees, flowers, and bushes.

That day, Libby pulled the curtains from the dirty window. But the snow was so heavy that no one was out. The street was as dull as her life. As she tiptoed out of the room, she tripped on the shaggy old rug and fell.

Libby lay there a moment, stunned. Then she noticed something. Just under the bed was a break in the wood floor. She peeled back the rest of the rug. A wide square was cut in the floor, with hinges on one side. What if it led to the basement? She yanked on the door. It opened with a creak. Dust flew into her face. It was just a storage area, a pit in the floor. It didn’t lead anywhere. But when the dust cleared, Libby saw that it was filled with books.

Some of the books were quite thick, with so many words they were like ants running across the page. Some were thin. She picked up a bright green one. The cover showed an old lady with glasses riding a giant bird. “Mot… her.” Libby tried to sound out the first word. The second word was easier. “Goose.” The white bird!

The first page of the goose book had an illustration of a skinny man like Mal and a fat woman like Sal. Slowly, Libby sounded out the words: Jack Sprat could eat no fat. His wife could eat no lean.

Someone, somewhere, shared her experience!

She opened another book. This one was about a silly-looking cat wearing a tall hat. She examined the bigger books, which had fewer pictures and more words.

Her mother had grown up in this house. These must have been her books. And all of them, it seemed, were for children!


There was a
crooked man

For the four years following her discovery, Libby read whenever she could. She hid books in the bathroom, in the heating vent, under her bed, and in the kitchen behind the canned goods, stealing time from her chores to read.

But one fine spring day, two terrible things happened. The first was that she finished reading the last book. It was Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, and it was her favorite.

The second terrible thing was that she overheard a conversation.

It was early morning. As Libby made her way downstairs to fix breakfast, she heard her parents arguing; she stopped on the stairs and listened.

“Nighttime plumbing,” Mal was saying. “While people sleep, I’ll clean out their pipes. Libby will help me.”

“But what will she do?”

“She’s got skinny arms. She’ll stick her hands in the toilets and pull things out. Or if it’s a bad case, I’ll lower her into the sewer.”

“At night?” Sal asked.

“I’ve got the insurance business during the day. It’ll have to be at night.”

“But when will she sleep?”

“We’ll let her have a couple of hours during the day. It’ll teach her a lesson.”

“It’s against the law,” Sal argued. “Ten-year-olds can’t work.”

“Where she’s going to work, no one will see her. I’ve got it all figured out.”

“I don’t know,” Sal said. “I thought somehow that when I had a child, she would have a childhood.”

“What use is a childhood? Did anyone ever make money from having a childhood?” Mal’s voice got low. “Do you know why she’ll do what I say?”

“Because you’re a friggin’ genius?” said Sal.

“That’s right.”

“I don’t like it.”

“Since when do you make decisions around here?”

Libby tiptoed into the kitchen to start Sal’s breakfast. Which would be worse? Sticking her hands into toilets or having to be with Mal?

She sighed and pinned her hair on top of her head. Once, her long braids had fallen into the pot of hot oil and it took weeks to remove the smell of fried clams from her hair.

Libby dragged the French toast from the freezer and opened the package. From the enormous pocket of her dress, she pulled tongs to pick up the frozen pieces and drop them into the hot oil. Sal liked her food fried.

“Don’t forget to eat your pudding.” Mal slammed the door as he left for work.

“Libby!” Sal shouted. “I want clams for breakfast. I’m tired of French toast.”

“But I’ve …” Libby didn’t finish the sentence. Sal wouldn’t care that she was already making French toast. “Okay.”

As Libby pulled the pieces of toast from the oil with her tongs, she tried to shut Mal’s idea out of her mind. Instead, she thought about Alice. What would it be like to fall down a hole and chase a white rabbit? Or go through a mirror into another world and play croquet with a deck of cards?

She thought about all of the wonderful things she’d read: the gingerbread house in the woods, the beanstalk in the sky, the curious monkey, the Munchkins and Emerald City, the talking lion, the dragons, and the magic carpet.

None of those things would happen to her. Her life had always struck her as mean, but now she knew it was even worse: It was boring.

Libby plunged the clams into the pot. Tears dripped down her face, sizzling as they hit the oil.

Nothing ever happened. She had read the last book. There were no more. She could read them again, but there wouldn’t be the surprise, the delight of finding out what happened next.

She dumped the clams onto a platter, tasting a couple. That was how she ate, taking a bit while she was cooking.

“Libby!” Sal shrieked. “I’m starving, you slowpoke.”

“Coming!”

The plumbing predicament popped into her mind again. She had to find a way out of Mal’s terrible plan.

But how?
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