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“You’re embarrassing me,” Sal said to her father. Her voice squeaked with emotion.
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Papa had been singing. He stopped. He glanced around the kitchen. “It’s just us,” he said. “How can I be embarrassing you?”

“Well,” said Sal, “then you’re practicing for when you’ll embarrass me later.”

Papa looked right at Sal, then looked away. Sal could tell from his eyes that he was amused. She could tell he was trying not to laugh.

“It’s not funny,” said Sal.

Sal was mad at her sister, Poppy, but she was taking it out on Papa. Sal was six, Poppy was two, and Papa was so old—almost forty—he couldn’t possibly understand. At least that’s how it felt to Sal.

“I thought you liked my singing,” said Papa.

No response.

“How do you feel about humming?”

Sal sighed and stamped her foot.

“Oh, come here,” said Papa, extending his arms. “I’m kidding. Come here and tell me what’s wrong.”

Sal didn’t move. She was irritated. Of course Papa knew what was wrong.

“Sal?”

“I’m not Sal anymore,” said Sal.

“Who are you?” asked Papa.

“I’m somebody whose name doesn’t even matter because she’s been tricked. She was a person who had a room of her own, and I—whoever I am—don’t.”

“You’re still Sal,” said Papa. “Always will be. And you still have a room. You just have to share it with your lovable, adorable, unbelievably charming little sister.” Papa wiggled one eyebrow, which usually made Sal laugh.

It didn’t make her laugh now.

Sal listened to Papa’s explanations for the hundredth time. Poppy was too big for her crib. Poppy was ready to move out of Mama and Papa’s room. Poppy was ready for a big-girl bed.

“And it’s going well, don’t you think?” asked Papa. “You’ve had two nights together.” He paused. “When I was a kid, I shared a room with Uncle Jake, you know. And he snored. Boy, did he snore. So, it could be worse.”

Sal stamped her foot again. “I—” she began as stonily as possible. “I’m—” She was trying to think of the worst, most awful, most hurtful thing to say. “I am—”

Papa had been cleaning up the kitchen, wiping crumbs and drips and little pools of syrup from the table and the counter. He tossed the dishcloth into the sink. He waited for Sal to finish her sentence.

Papa had made pancakes for Sal for breakfast. Pancakes were his specialty. Today the pancakes had been in the shapes of states. Wisconsin, of course, because that’s where they lived. And Florida, California, and Maine, too.
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“I like animals better than states,” Sal had said.

“I agree,” Papa had replied. “If only the states were shaped like animals, we’d be in business.”

Sal was tapping her index finger on her cheek. She was still thinking. She had to be careful. If she said something truly horrible, she’d be in trouble and that was not what she wanted to happen. She was looking for sympathy.

Papa straightened the salt and pepper shakers. He slid the butter dish next to them, everything back to its usual spot. “Hey,” he said suddenly, nodding at the tidied counter. “Don’t forget—”

Sal looked up. “Forget what?”
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“Don’t forget that you and Poppy have the same initials as salt and pepper. S. And P. Salt and Pepper. Sal and Poppy. You belong together.”

Sal frowned. She fiddled with a tangly strand of her hair. “What do you like better—salt or pepper?” she asked.

The light in Papa’s eyes clouded. He smiled gently. “No comment,” he said. “I see where you’re going with this. I love them both the same.”

Sal frowned again.

“Come here, whoever you are,” said Papa. He extended his arms once more.

This time Sal relented. She collapsed into Papa. They didn’t speak, but no words were needed. He kissed her lightly on the top of her head.

“I’m going out to the garage,” said Papa. “I’m going to try to get a little work done before everyone gets home. I think I’m on the verge of something big. A new project. Want to join me?”

Papa was an artist. He made sculptures out of found objects. The garage was his studio.

Sal shook her head. “I’m going to protect my room.”

“Come and get me if you need me,” said Papa.

Sal followed Papa to the back screen door and watched him go to the garage. It was still summer, barely, but the dew-drenched mornings were chilly. The cool air made goose bumps on Sal’s arms.

Mama had taken Poppy for a ride in her stroller. And Sal’s brother, Billy, who was ten, was walking Winker, their neighbor Mrs. Metcalf’s dog. Mrs. Metcalf had had a hip replacement and was not up to her usual walking routine yet. Billy was getting paid for his services, which he bragged about. “I’m an entrepreneur,” he’d say, smiling, counting his money. Sal didn’t know what that meant, but she didn’t like it when he said it.

There was one week left of summer vacation. Sal would be starting first grade, which was exciting. If only she didn’t have the room-sharing business ruining her life.

Sal spun around and headed to her room—her and Poppy’s room. Ugh!

On her way back through the kitchen, she picked up the pepper shaker. She turned it in her hand, thinking. She crossed over to the refrigerator, opened the door, and pushed the pepper shaker into the corner, hiding it behind a gallon of milk and a jar of olives that looked like rotten eyeballs.

The refrigerator closed with a satisfying whoosh, and Sal skipped down the hallway and up the stairs.
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Sal went to her room and closed the door. She was alone in the house. She felt alone in the world.

Can I still call it “my room,” she wondered. She decided she would.

A couple of days ago, after Mama and Papa had rearranged the furniture to make room for Poppy’s bed and her little dresser, they helped Sal put some of her favorite things—her tiny glass animal collection; trinkets from trips; smooth, colorful stones—out of Poppy’s reach. They moved them from Sal’s low bedside table to the top of her tall dresser.

[image: image]

When Sal had complained that it was unfair for Billy to have his own room, Papa pointed out that Sal and Poppy’s room was much bigger than Billy’s. And they had two windows; Billy only had one, and it was small.

“I just don’t think she’ll be a good resident of this room,” Sal had told her parents, trying to be as serious as possible, narrowing her eyes, tilting her head, and pitching her voice to sound important. “I just don’t think she’s responsible enough to be here.”

Twice in the last two days Sal had found one of her personal possessions—her glass bear cub and her piece of petrified wood—on Poppy’s dresser, proving Sal’s point. Now, she had to be vigilant, keeping track of her special things (and re-hiding them as necessary) besides everything else she had to do as a normal person. It was exasperating.

Sal wished that Poppy had special shoes that left marks, invisible to the human eye, and that Sal had a pair of glasses that when worn would reveal exactly where Poppy had been in the room. Her footprints would appear in glowing light, and there would be no doubt about it.

Currently, Sal’s most pressing concern was her school supplies. She was storing them in a box under her bed. She checked the box a few times a day, and so far it was untouched by Poppy.

At the moment, the school supplies were the things in Sal’s life that made her most happy; the things that gave her a little joyful lift just by thinking about them.

The box held brightly colored pencils with glittery stars on them, an eraser shaped like a cupcake for the top of a pencil, and two folders and two notebooks with photographs of baby animals on them—piglets, kittens, puppies, lambs.
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“Remember,” Papa told Sal repeatedly, “you might not be able to take everything to school. Sometimes, teachers have very specific lists of things they’d like their students to use.”

Sal could not imagine a teacher who would not allow her to use her school supplies. They were perfection. They were beyond perfection.

Sal knelt and looked through the box, then closed it and shoved it back under her bed without a moment to spare. Just as she was rising from the floor, the door creaked open and Poppy entered. “I’m here!” she said brightly.

Mama was right behind Poppy.

And Billy was right behind Mama.

“We found Billy,” said Poppy. “He’s here.”

“I am here,” Billy said gleefully. “And so is the money. Mrs. Metcalf paid me in two-dollar bills. Look.”

Sal tried not to look, but she had never seen two-dollar bills before and couldn’t resist.

“Are they worth a lot of money, Mom?” asked Billy. “Are they rare?”

“They’re worth two dollars each,” Mama replied.

“That’s all?” said Billy.

“I think so,” said Mama. “But they are kind of unusual. You don’t see them very often.”

Sal could tell that Billy was disappointed to hear this. But he was still happy about being paid. “I’m getting rich,” he told everyone.

Billy counted and recounted the money. He held the bills in a fan and waved it about. Sal pretended not to care. She idly twirled a piece of her hair around her finger. Sal had had enough. Suddenly, the room—her room—felt overcrowded. There were too many people in it.

As if he’d read her mind, Billy said, “I have to add this to my stash.” He waved the bills once more, behind him this time, in farewell, as he left.

Even with Billy gone, Sal’s room still didn’t feel like her room. Would it ever?

Poppy had climbed up onto Sal’s bed and leaned into her sister. Poppy put her head in Sal’s lap and petted Sal’s knee. In a minute she was asleep.

“She adores you,” said Mama.

Sal shrugged her thin shoulders.

“Want me to move her?” asked Mama.

Sal shrugged again.

“She’s a good sleeper,” said Mama. “And you’re a good sister.”

“She’s got good hair,” Sal said with envy. She blew downward at Poppy’s thin, silky hair.

“You both do,” said Mama. “Same dark reddish brown.”

“Hers is soft,” said Sal.

It was true. Poppy’s hair was so soft. And wispy. Like fluff. Little licks of it shot off in all directions.

On the other hand, Sal’s hair was frizzy and wavy and thick and wiry. It was a chore to comb and often painful to do—or have done. Mama thought Sal should cut it short and keep it that way, but Sal liked it long.

When Mama or Papa combed Sal’s hair, she winced and sometimes cried. That’s how tangled it could be.

Mama had taught Sal a song that Mama’s mother had taught her. Mama sang it when she combed Sal’s hair. Papa did, too. Papa particularly liked to sing it. He used dramatic voices—deep and serious, then high and flutey—to try to make Sal laugh when he was on hair duty.

The song went like this:

Ouch, stop, don’t

you’re hurting me.

Ouch, stop, don’t

you’re hurting me.

Ouch, stop, don’t

you’re hurting me.

Please, don’t comb my hair.
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It was so quiet Sal could hear Poppy’s tiny breaths—and she could feel them on her leg.

“Want me to comb your hair?” asked Mama.

Sal shook her head.

After a few moments, Mama said, “I know it isn’t easy.”

The way Mama said it and the look in her eyes made Sal unsure if she was talking about hair combing or room sharing. Sal nodded, thinking that neither was easy.

Poppy stirred. The rhythm of her breathing changed. She made little sounds and resettled on Sal’s lap. Now Sal felt the weight and heat of her sister, and she wiggled her legs, trying to get comfortable.

Mama picked up Poppy and laid her gently down on her own bed. The bed was just like Sal’s except it had a guardrail, so Poppy wouldn’t roll off.

“Just think,” said Mama, “we both start school next week. And you’ll be a first grader.”

Sal smiled. “And one day, I’ll have you for a teacher,” she said.

“Not for a long time,” Mama replied, before she turned and walked to the door.

Mama taught English at the high school down the street. She stopped at the threshold, turned back, and crossed her arms. She was surrounded by the doorframe and looked like someone posing in a painting. “It will be your first day of first grade,” she said. “That’s special.”

“How many first days of school have you had?” asked Sal.

“Counting both being a student and a teacher?” asked Mama.

Sal nodded.

Mama laughed. “Way too many to count,” she said.

“I hope I like my teacher,” said Sal. “And I hope Griff is in my class.”

“Don’t worry,” said Mama.

That’s what Mama and Papa always said.
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