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Sal was upset—more than upset—and, surprisingly, it didn’t just have to do with the new baby. It also had to do with Uncle Jake, and it had to do with underwear. Uncle Jake had called her “Salamander” again, which she hated, and she couldn’t find her new underpants, her favorite pair.

Sal was mad and sad. Her face was hot and her eyes were glittering. She stomped off to her room and slammed the door. That’s how mad she was. But once she’d gotten the door slamming out of her system, the sadness took over. She collapsed in a puddle at the foot of her bed and cried.

There was too much going on.

First, there was the new baby. The baby had been born on Christmas Eve, and now, on New Year’s Day, she still didn’t have a name. Everyone simply called her “The Baby.”

The baby cried and nursed and slept. She slept and nursed and cried. That was about it.
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When Sal had first seen the baby, it was as if a tiny bell in Sal’s heart had started to ring. That’s how excited she’d been. But now, just a week later, when Sal looked at her and saw a noisy, bunched face with skin the dark pink color of the grapefruit Uncle Jake had brought as a Christmas present, there was no excitement. The tiny bell wasn’t ringing.

When the baby slept, she was boring.

And when the baby nursed, Sal curled her fingers tightly into her palms and narrowed her eyes, staring at the back of the baby’s head. Then she’d blink, blink, blink, as if she could blink the baby away. It never worked.

If Sal hopped onto Mama’s lap and pressed her face against Mama’s neck, shoving the baby, Mama always did her best to make room for two. Even if Mama kissed Sal’s cheek, Sal felt that the baby came first and was Mama’s favorite. During those moments there was definitely no bell ringing.

Then there was Uncle Jake. He’d arrived from California on Christmas Day to see the baby. Sal didn’t remember her uncle. She’d only met him once before, when she was two.

Sal had gone outside with Papa to greet Uncle Jake when he pulled up in his rental car. Within minutes, Sal was crying. Uncle Jake had popped out of the car, smiling. “Snow!” he’d said. “Good old Wisconsin snow.” After he’d hugged Papa, Uncle Jake had scooped up a handful of snow and hit Sal lightly with a snowball.
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Sal shrieked. Mostly because she was surprised.

“I’m sorry, Salamander,” Uncle Jake had said. But he was laughing as he’d said it, and that’s why she’d cried. And snow—cold, wet snow—had gotten inside her jacket, then melted and dripped down her neck.

Also, Sal knew what a salamander was and she didn’t like them and she did not want to be called one.

As they’d walked up the front steps, Uncle Jake said, “You’ve grown so much since I last saw you. What are you, twenty-five? And where’s your brother? He must be about fifty.”

“I’m four,” said Sal, bitterly, barely moving her mouth. “And Billy’s eight. He has a cold.”

The only present Uncle Jake brought was a box of grapefruit, which disappointed Sal terribly. For some reason, she’d convinced herself that he was going to give her something extraordinary, something all the way from California. An incredible toy or a sparkly necklace. “I’m the present,” said Uncle Jake, when Sal asked if there was something for her. “Isn’t that enough?” Then he smiled and raised one eyebrow the way Papa did, which made sense because they were brothers. Sal liked it when Papa did it, not when Uncle Jake did.
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The only good thing about Uncle Jake was his hair. It looked like a bowl of yellow spaghetti had been dumped on his head. Sal had never seen anything like it. She wanted to touch the curly tangle, but she didn’t dare.

“Is there something on my head?” asked Uncle Jake, because Sal had been staring at his hair.
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Sal was so embarrassed she ran to the corner behind the Christmas tree and hid. She tapped a glass ornament shaped like a star three times and made a wish. She wished that Uncle Jake would leave.

Every morning, when she woke up, she hoped that he was gone. A week had passed and he was still there.

And, maybe, worst of all at the moment, was the underwear problem.

The underwear had been Sal’s favorite Christmas present. There were seven pairs of underpants, one for each day of the week. The days of the week were stitched on the back of each pair in shimmery thread: Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday. Each pair was decorated with a different kind of flower. The flower names were also stitched in shimmery thread: Tulip, Daisy, Rose, Poppy, Pansy, Zinnia, Marigold. The flowers were printed in the most bright, cheerful colors.
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Sal always liked having one thing that she loved best. A happy anchor in her life. A prized possession. It used to be her stuffed whales, the Drop Sisters. Then it was the Drip Sisters—her collection of little whale erasers. Now it was her flower underwear. Just the thought of the underwear was a radiant thing and gave her a warm, lovely feeling in her stomach.

Sal had never worn her new underpants all day, but she’d tried them on many times, just for a few minutes. She didn’t want to wear them out and she didn’t want to get them dirty. She was trying to avoid Mama or Papa putting the underpants in the laundry. To wash them would be to risk making the thread lose its shimmer, or to risk having them disappear like socks often seemed to do.

But losing a pair is exactly what happened.

Sal had been keeping the underwear beneath the Christmas tree in the box they’d come in. Every day, several times between breakfast and bedtime, she’d sit in the corner behind the tree, open the box, and admire the underwear, running her fingers over the flowers, shifting the underwear around in the light to make the thread sparkle. She’d whisper the days of the week. She’d whisper the names of the flowers, as if the underpants had personalities and the flower names were their names. Like people. And when she was done, she’d quietly count from one to seven as she put the underpants back into the box.

Sometimes, she’d take a pair to her bedroom and try it on. After a few minutes, she’d tug it off and return it to the box under the tree.

This morning she’d already been up for what seemed like a long time, roaming through the house, upstairs and down, in and out of her room, distracted, doing her usual things, doing nothing. When she’d snuggled into her regular spot behind the tree and opened the box, she discovered that one pair of underpants was missing. The Wednesday pair. The one that said Poppy. Her favorite pair.

“Oh no,” Sal whispered. She clenched her eyes, then checked the box again. And again. “Poppy’s gone,” she murmured into her hand.

She darted to her room and searched everywhere. Nothing.

She looked for her brother, Billy. He was arm wrestling with Uncle Jake at the kitchen table.

“Have you seen my poppy underpants?” Sal asked, staring into Billy’s eyes with burning intensity. She was so close to him, she could smell maple syrup on his breath. “One of my underwear’s gone.”

“Don’t look at me,” said Billy, mortified. “I wouldn’t touch your underwear for a million dollars.”

She believed him.

“Me neither,” said Uncle Jake.

She swallowed hard. “Where’s Papa?” she asked.

“He went to the grocery store,” said Uncle Jake. “He’ll be right back.”

“Where’s Mama?”

“With the screamer,” said Billy. “Where else?” He lifted his eyes to the ceiling.

Sal had been so concerned about and focused on her missing underpants that she hadn’t heard the baby.

She did now.

The baby was crying. Full blast.

Sal followed the noise upstairs to Mama and Papa’s room. The door was cracked open. Sal leaned forward and peered in. Mama was in her new rocking chair, moving back and forth, and bumping the baby up and down. You could barely hear it over the crying, but Mama was singing softly with her eyes closed.

Sal tightened her lips. Then her shoulders dropped and she felt weak. She spun around and went back downstairs to her place behind the Christmas tree. The whole house was full of the sound of the baby. Sal’s head was full of the sound of the baby. Sal hugged her knees and willed herself to vanish.

Just then Uncle Jake crossed the living room, and as he passed the tree, he said in a cheerful voice, without turning his head, “Hey, there’s a Salamander under the Christmas tree. Can you believe it?”

That did it. Sal had had enough. That’s when she fled to her room, slammed the door, and dissolved into a heap on her bed.

Sal cried. She cried. And cried.

Sal cried so hard her throat felt scraped. She was exhausted.

The minutes seemed like hours.

How long had she been miserable in her room? Shouldn’t someone have come to check on her? Did no one in the whole entire world care about her anymore?

Finally, someone noticed. There was a knock on the door.

“Anyone home?” asked a familiar voice. It was Papa’s voice.

Sal nodded.

As if Papa could see Sal’s nod through the closed door, he entered.

Part of Sal wanted to resist, but she couldn’t. She ran to Papa and melted into him.

“Oh, Sal,” said Papa. “What’s wrong?”

“Poppy’s gone,” said Sal. She thought she’d start with her underpants.

“Poppy? Who’s Poppy?” asked Papa.

Who’s Poppy? Did she have to explain everything?

Sal tilted her head and looked up at Papa. She sighed so deeply she thought she might faint. It is so hard to be me, thought Sal.
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