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			[image: ] “Dooley subtly exposes readers to poetic forms that invite engagement, understanding, and expression, while Sasha and her extended family are depicted with a sweetness reminiscent of Cynthia Rylant—a southern soulfulness that is warm even as it reveals the downtrodden struggles of a mining community.”

			—Booklist, starred review
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			“Sarah Dooley mixes poetry and prose to powerful, poignant effect in her novel Free Verse . . . This story brims with hard-won insight into the travails and small joys of life.”

			—The Washington Post

			“Sasha is a natural with words. They bubble out of her, spilling emotions onto paper that she couldn’t otherwise articulate. And as she experiments with different forms, Sasha discovers poetry’s double blessing: The structure stabilizes her, while the creativity sets her free.”

			—The Christian Science Monitor

			“The story mounts a quiet defense of the nobility of broken people . . . who hold on when all seems lost and sacrifice much out of love for their children.”
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			“Dooley winningly combines engaging plot twists and rich character development with the introspective and thematic power of poetry: not to be missed.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Dooley shows readers the richness of small-town life . . . Tween fans of realistic fiction will find depth in this novel.”
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			“This novel is a triumph of art over loss, a story that will make you believe in the capacities of poetry.”

			—Gary D. Schmidt, author of Newbery Honor–winning The Wednesday Wars

			“Free Verse is . . . a startling book, surprising at every turn, and its exploration of poverty, trauma, and loss deserves to be read by as wide an audience as possible.”
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			For Heather and Jennifer, whose heads are flat rocks.

			I would NOT be writing this dedication even if you weren’t here!
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			chapter

			1

			Right before my sister, Zany, steals our dead mother off the mantel, I’m trying to decide which sock to stuff in Haberdashery’s mouth to shut him up. He’s barking every five seconds, yip yip yip, all shrill like a smoke detector with its batteries low. It’s a wonder Mrs. Madison hasn’t come downstairs in her slippery cheetah robe, waving Mr. Madison’s ancient handgun. She keeps the thing in her purse, says a widow as pretty as her needs protection, especially with, what she calls it, her assets. I thought she was talking dirty the first time I heard that, till Mama Shannon explained she meant money.

			Before Zany reaches for the mantel, my biggest problem is whether to sacrifice my left sock, which is blue and belongs to Mama Shannon, or my right sock, which is purple and was Mama Lacy’s. I miss both my mamas. I don’t want to give up either of their socks, but how else am I going to shut this dog up before Mrs. Madison wakes to find that my sister’s broken in?

			I’ve pretty much decided on Mama Shannon’s sock, both because Mama Shannon is alive to wear other socks and because I’m a little bit mad at her, even though I don’t want to be. When Zany reaches for the mantel, I’m still holding the blue sock in my left hand, all foot-shaped and the bottom covered with Haberdashery hair. But I’m not still thinking about the yipping dog, although he’s in a tizzy now that the midnight intruder has proven to be a thief.

			“We’re not supposed to touch that!” My whisper falls in between Haberdashery’s yips, and it’s loud as sandpaper on splintery wood.

			Zany eases Mama Lacy’s curvy brass container down off the mantel and clutches it to her chest. I don’t like the word urn. I can see it rising and falling with her uneven breath. Even in the half dark, I can make out the smile across her lips. Grinning and breathing hard and doing something crazy, that’s why Zany gets called Zany instead of Zoey Grace and that’s why she’s not supposed to drink more than half a Mountain Dew per day. But this might be the craziest thing she’s ever done.

			“Mama Shannon says only followers do what they’re ‘supposed to,’” she whispers, “and Culvert women are born leaders. Come on.” She starts for the door, and I follow her, even though I know Mrs. Madison is going to freak out if she wakes up and Mama Lacy and I are both gone. I follow her, even though Haberdashery panics when he sees the door swing open, and starts tugging on my remaining sock. I wonder whether Madison women are born followers, because the truth is, all I ever do is follow Zany. She always knows the way.

			The night air is a shock to my system. That’s what Mama Lacy would have called it: “a shock to the system.” Mama Shannon would say it was “colder than a witch’s toe.” Or a witch’s something else if she thought we kids weren’t close enough to hear. Mama Lacy and Mama Shannon couldn’t have been more different in how they talked. They were so different, I thought it was a wonder they ever managed to fall in love.

			After living with Mrs. Madison for months, it’s easy for me to understand why Mama Lacy always talked so fancy. There are entire sentences Mrs. Madison says that I don’t understand. Stuff like, “Kindly escort me to the sitting room,” or, “Be a dear and please grant me the pleasure of your company at the breakfast table.” Stuff that would make more sense if she didn’t clutter it up with all that fancy talk.

			The brass jar is glinting in the weak light, and I follow it through the darkness. It’s cold enough to steal your breath. It’s still February for one more day, and Zany didn’t exactly give me time to change when she committed Grand Theft Mother. I’m dressed in a slippery bubblegum-pink robe Mrs. Madison bought me over my flannel PJ pants and a yellow Milk Duds T-shirt that belongs to Mama Shannon. I’m still only wearing one sad purple sock.

			Zany isn’t dressed much warmer, but hers is on purpose. Low-cut tank top, tight-fitting jeans, clunky boots, and a sweater that looks like it’s made to show off the tank top, not to actually keep a body warm. Still, when Zany sees me shiver, she pulls off the sweater and swings it around me, and it’s cozy from her arms. I hold it close and I feel the oddest thing, since Zany is right here in front of me. I feel homesick for her, the same way I feel for Mama Shannon, who I hardly ever get to see, and for Mama Lacy, who I won’t ever see again. My feet stumble to catch up to my sister. I don’t hold her hand, because I’m twelve, but I wish I could.

			At the end of the drive is Mama Shannon’s car, and that’s when I know this isn’t going to be any quick thing. I don’t know how I thought Zany got here. I guess I didn’t think about it. I’m not so good with the details. Mama Lacy was always smoothing my hair and telling me, “You can focus better, Fella. I know you can.” Mama Shannon’s wording was a little less delicate: “If you tripped over a dead body on the floor, you’d say ‘pardon me’ and keep right on walking.” Which might be true—there was that time I said “Excuse me” to the parking meter when I bumped into it with my elbow and I thought it was a person—but I don’t like having it pointed out. It’s not that I don’t try to pay attention. It’s just that there are so many things to pay attention to.

			“Where we going?” I ask.

			“Remember the ice creams, Fella?” Zany changes the subject as she unlocks the car doors. I think it was pretty responsible of her to remember to lock them. I have no idea what she’s babbling about, all I know is that the seats are freezing when I try to sit, and I don’t want to think about ice cream right now.

			“What ice creams?”

			“The ice cream bars at Mack and Morello’s.”

			I lower my butt to the seat, then hitch it back into the air. Still too cold.

			“I remember Mack and Morello’s, but I don’t think I remember ice cream bars.”

			Zany pauses with her hand at the ignition and gazes past me for a minute. I wish she’d turn the key so the heat would come on. I’m getting tired of hovering above the seat. “They had two flavors, Heath bar and strawberry shortcake. I liked strawberry shortcake because it was pink, and you liked Heath bar because it wasn’t.” She turns the key at last. I like how Mama Shannon’s car engine sounds. It’s rough and warm. It’s got a different voice than other cars. I hear it and I hear Mama Shannon’s own voice, talking up in front while I’m dozing in the back. I miss her so much.

			“No, I don’t remember that.” I don’t mean to sound annoyed, but I do anyway. Zany is sixteen, so she’s got four years more memories than me. But even the memories we share, she remembers better. I remember what the purple door sounded like at Mack and Morello’s, the way the bell jingled extra loud if I came in at a run. I remember an orange floor and something about dropping a hot dog.

			“Why are you thinking about Mack and Morello’s?” I ask.

			“You know your seat’s never going to get warm if you don’t put your butt on it.”

			“Yuh-huh, the heat will warm it up.”

			“Yeah, maybe by the time we get there. Nothing in this car works all the way like it’s supposed to.” Zany puts the car in reverse and starts down the driveway. She twists to look over her shoulder and I twist to look at her.

			“Get where?” I latch on to the important part of her words.

			But she ignores the question. “Put on your seat belt.”

			I turn to reach for my seat belt, and I catch a glimpse of something moving in the darkness outside the car. Something fast and familiar and extremely pesky.

			“Wait!” I roll down my window and hear yipping.

			Zany hits the brakes. “How’d that dumb thing get out?”

			“He must have run out when we left. He’s always doing that. Zany, I have to take him back!”

			Zany studies the upstairs windows, still and dark. “You can’t do that. He’s too loud. And anyways it’s always when thieves go back that they get caught.” I’m surprised she owns up to being a thief. Then I realize she’s including me.

			“We can’t steal him, too,” I protest.

			“It’s not stealing. We’ll be back before anyone’s awake.”

			My hopes fall. I guess I sort of thought Zany was here to steal me.

			The view from the front is different from where I usually ride in the back. I slowly lower my rear end to the cold seat, and I open the door and let Haberdashery in. He yips approval and climbs into the back, where he immediately gets to work making the seat comfortable by pawing at the fabric.

			Zany backs down the driveway again, and I feel a little panicky at the thought of doing something as big as running away, and then coming back at dawn and getting caught. What if Mrs. Madison catches me sneaking Mama Lacy’s ashes onto the mantel? Zany is cradling the brass jar in the crook of one elbow while she steers with her free arm. I ought to reach over and take Mama Lacy before she gets dropped, but I can’t make my arms move. I’ve never held my mother’s remains before and I don’t plan to start now.

			Zany puts the car in drive and we start down the darkened street. Even though I’m certain we’re either going to go to jail or get in trouble with Mrs. Madison—and I am not sure which is worse—I feel a thick excitement at passing the MADISON DRIVE sign. Mrs. Madison isn’t the only person who lives on Madison Drive, but hers was the first house here and remains the biggest. As far as I understand it, the city had to name the street after my great-grandfather to convince him to sell his lawn for development. I haven’t been off this block in months, unless it was in a school bus or on our tense visits to church. Even though there’s a shiny gold car in her garage, Mrs. Madison doesn’t drive. Twice a year, a man comes to take the car to the mechanic for a checkup. I don’t see the point, since that man is the only person who ever gets behind the wheel, but Mrs. Madison says a lady must take responsibility for her vehicle. She sounds about a thousand years old when she says it, and Mama Shannon always rolls her eyes if she’s there. If she’s not, that’s when Mrs. Madison starts muttering about “that woman” Mama Lacy took up with, who lets her tires run down to the cable before she ever buys new ones.

			“That woman” is Mrs. Madison’s name for Mama Shannon. And it’s true. Mama Shannon does let the tires run down to the cable. She also forgets to do things like get oil changes until the sticker on the windshield says she’s late by at least a whole month. And her glove box is full of tickets—for parking, for speeding, for forgetting to put the right stickers on the outside of the car. She and I are a lot alike in that way. It used to drive Mama Lacy crazy how forgetful me and Mama Shannon could be.

			Still, I don’t see that it’s Mrs. Madison’s business how Mama Shannon treats her car. So I’m happy to get off Madison Drive, but my stomach is in knots because I also don’t want to get in trouble. I still haven’t gotten in real, huge trouble at the Madison house and I don’t know what will happen. Will I get lectured? Ignored? Sent to bed without supper? Mrs. Madison seems formal enough that she could probably write me a ticket or send me to detention or something. Or maybe she hides what Mama Lacy called “a volatile heart” beneath that slippery cheetah robe and she’ll get mad and yell and scream at me. My stomach feels wilty at the thought.

			“Zany, I don’t think we should be doing this.” My excitement tips back over into panic.

			Zany rolls her eyes. “You always say that about everything. And you’re too late. We’re already doing it.” She spins the wheel at the corner and juggles her armload of urn, at last pushing it toward me. I try not to take it, but Zany lets go. If I don’t catch it, it’ll fall. It sinks into my palms, heavier than I thought it would be. It’s almost as heavy as one of the weights Mama Shannon uses when she’s stair-stepping.

			Zany hits the gas once we get out on the main road. She turns on the radio, cranks the volume, and sings along to a tune that sounds as pink as my robe, all about falling in love. Gross. I clutch my dead mother to my chest, all cold and brass, as we escape through the night.
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			chapter

			2

			There’s a picture on the dashboard of a perfect family: two parents and two kids, all girls. It was taken in 1999, the year we moved back to West Virginia from Asheville. You can’t tell by looking, because our eyes are full of smiles, but already it was the beginning of the end of good things for us. Five years have passed since then, and not a single one has been easy.

			We loved Asheville. I might be the youngest person in the family and have the poorest memory, but our love for our home, I’ll never forget that. It wasn’t just something we felt. It was something we talked about. Mama Shannon was always going on about how back home in West Virginia, she couldn’t do this and back home she couldn’t do that. But in North Carolina, in Asheville, she could do and be and say whatever she wanted, and nobody would get upset with her for it. She wore cargo shorts from the men’s section and got her hair cut at the barbershop and she talked openly with anyone who asked about her love for Mama Lacy and the city they’d chosen.

			Mama Lacy’s love wasn’t as loud. But she used to watch Mama Shannon with a smile on her lips. She used to nod at the right places in Mama Shannon’s stories— “Back home, we couldn’t find a church that accepted us as a lesbian couple.” Nod. “Back home, we didn’t want to send the kids to school knowing they were going to get teased for having two mothers.” Nod.

			Zany used to nod, too, seriously, as though she understood. Maybe she did. Zany was old enough to remember moving to Asheville, not just from. We moved to the city in 1994 when she was a first grader after Mama Lacy and Mama Shannon realized our neighbors in West Virginia weren’t ever going to like us.

			In Asheville, our family was accepted. Though it wasn’t legal there or anywhere else for my parents to be married, there were more gay people in the area and it was more accepted for them to raise kids and have families together. We were able to go to school there without much fuss—I remember a couple of dumb kids picking on me about my moms, but those were the same kids who picked on me about my tangled hair or my oversize rain boots that I’d stolen from Zany. And there were some substitute teachers who had a little trouble understanding. Overall, though, Asheville was kind to us.

			Still, in between figuring out what they wanted to be when they grew up—something neither of my moms ever settled on—and going about their daily lives of squabbling and laughing and mopping floors and fixing dinner, my parents watched the news with hope.

			“It’s coming,” Mama Shannon used to say when something good would happen in the news. When civil unions became legal in Vermont, when a politician would mention gay marriage during a debate, when other countries legalized it, Mama Shannon would get so excited she couldn’t hold still. She would work harder on whatever project held her fancy at the moment—building footstools out of driftwood, sanding old chairs to make them look new again. “Picture it, Lacy! Real marriage is coming!”

			I didn’t like when she brought up those things, because it meant pointing out that the marriage they already had wasn’t a real marriage. It sure looked real, just like the marriages on TV. They hugged and they fought and they danced and they kissed and sometimes Mama Shannon slept on the couch and sometimes Mama Lacy washed the same dish six or seven times while thundering under her breath, “Shannon’s too daggone old to play guitar in a band” or, “Can’t Shannon even see when there’s no toilet paper on the roll? It wouldn’t kill her to change it.”

			Sometimes they even fought about their wedding.

			“I’m not getting married in a church, Lace.”

			“That’s where weddings happen.”

			“Weddings happen all kinds of places.”

			“Well, my wedding will be happening in a church, so if you’d like to be one of the brides, you can waltz your happy butt into the church and act civilized for five minutes.”

			Mama Shannon grimaced. “Bride? I’m a bride?”

			“What would you rather be? You’re not a groom, are you? I never meant to get one of those.” Mama Lacy bit the tip of her tongue the way she did when she was teasing. “I can think of some other names to call you. Which do you prefer?”

			“I don’t know.” Mama Shannon was laughing now, too. “I’m your partner. I’m your . . . your significant other.”

			“‘You may now kiss the significant other’? That lacks the ring of romance, babe.”

			“Fine. Wife. We’re wives. ‘Bride’ just sounds so . . . young.” Mama Shannon leaned in toward Mama Lacy. “I mean, you can be a bride. You’re still young and beautiful. You can pass this old ogre off as your spouse, but you can’t convince me I’m a ‘bride.’”

			They had dozens of conversations like this, and at the end, Mama Lacy would lean in to kiss Mama Shannon’s hand or cheek or lips, and then Zany and I squealed that they were gross and would they please knock it off because there were children in the room. And they would break apart and pillow-fight us or tickle us until we thought we were going to pee, but Mama Shannon would always come back to the way things were finally starting to change.

			“It’s really going to happen,” she would say. “We’re going to be spouses, brides, whatever, in this lifetime.”

			Except you never really know how long a lifetime’s going to be.
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			When Mama Lacy got sick with pancreatic cancer, we stayed in Asheville for a while. But soon, she wasn’t able to work. It was cheaper to live in West Virginia, and Mama Lacy and Mama Shannon both had family here who could help with things like cleaning the house and watching us kids. The family wasn’t perfect. Mostly, Mrs. Madison took me while Mama Shannon’s mama, Granny Culvert, who lived close by back then, watched Zany and helped with the house.

			I remember being happy with Mrs. Madison in those days. Being in a family with a big sister with such a giant personality, it was fun to have all the attention on me for a while. Mrs. Madison taught me how to play games I was too young for, like bridge and poker. She taught me how to make snow angels, and peanut butter sandwiches with Marshmallow Fluff. At the end of each day, she used to wrap me up in one of her robes and plunk me on the sofa with iced tea if it was warm out, hot cocoa if it wasn’t, and we would watch her game shows together. We were so cozy, I called her Grandma once or twice, though it never quite felt as natural as calling her Mrs. Madison the way everybody else did. She always glowed with pride when I could answer the questions on the TV before the contestants. Any time we met any of her friends out at the store, she would brag to them about the most recent thing I’d known that she didn’t think a kid my age would. She was usually wrong—all the kids at school could do the same things I could do, and sometimes, more—but I never corrected her. I liked her to think I was special.

			In the picture on the dashboard, I’m seven years old, and Zany is eleven and trying to lift me. My hair is in my face, but Zany’s is sticking straight up. It’s exactly like Mama Shannon’s, short and white-blond. That’s because Mama Shannon is Zany’s birth mom and that’s why Zany was able to inherit what Mama Lacy calls “the Culvert gene,” which means Zany is as crazy as Mama Shannon and her family.

			Mama Lacy is my birth mom, and she and I are Madisons. We’re both quiet like cats and just as smart, at least that’s what Mama Shannon says. It’s hard to feel smart when you’re always forgetting things, but Mama Shannon says that’s how you can tell a smart person. They’re too busy thinking about Big Ideas to worry about little details like tying their shoes or remembering their homework.

			Mama Lacy says that Mama Shannon only says that because she’s as forgetful as I am. Not Mama Lacy, though. She was really good with the details. She was good at remembering to take the car to the garage at the right time. She was good at signing permission slips and laying out matching school clothes and using up the vegetables before they rotted in the crisper. She was good at asking each person how their day was in a way that was unique to them so everybody knew she’d been paying attention the last time they talked. I will never feel smart the way Mama Lacy was smart, in a way that made her seem good at everything. She was prettier than anybody else, too. I got her stick-straight, dark brown hair, but she was always better at wearing hers, in loops and twists and braids that never seemed to come down no matter what she did in a day. If I braided my own hair, it wouldn’t stay up more than an hour.

			Of course Mama Lacy’s hair fell out eventually, because of the medicine for her cancer. But even then, she wore scarves that matched her shoes and looked nice with the color of her eyes.

			In the picture, Mama Lacy has her arms ready to catch me, if Zany should drop me. That’s what Mama Lacy did, all the time, every day—she tried to catch me. Now that she’s not here anymore, I feel like I’m falling and falling and I’m never going to land.

			Zany’s driving too fast for the one-lane road we’re on and the photo is bouncing and flapping with each bump. I hold Mama Lacy tighter against my chest. I can’t imagine anything worse than spilling my mother’s ashes because of a pothole.

			It isn’t till we get past a sign that says we’re entering a new county that I reach out and turn off the radio. The little dashboard clock says it’s ten to ten, but I don’t feel the least bit sleepy. Mrs. Madison goes to bed so early that, most nights, I lie awake for ages before I follow her to sleep. Though Mama Lacy tried her best, we were never very good at bedtime in the Madison-Culvert household.

			“My feet are cold.”

			Zany glances down and rolls her eyes. “Why didn’t you put on shoes, Light Bulb?” She calls me Light Bulb because she says it’s so rare that I have a practical idea, I ought to have a lightbulb that springs on over my head when I finally do think of something, like in a cartoon.

			“I didn’t know we was running away. Where we going, Zany?”

			“You didn’t know we were running away because we’re not running away. We’re taking a little trip, is all.”

			“You gonna tell me where?” The seat is finally starting to feel warm under me and Zany’s cranked the heat up full blast in the direction of my feet. She’ll tease me to death over something like not wearing shoes
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