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PLAN B

BY REBECCA STEAD

Wednesday

April 19

Dear ____________,

Because whoever is reading this, I have no idea who you are. I haven’t even figured out where I’m going to stick this thing when I’m done with it, but it’ll be somewhere secret, somewhere hard to find, and it might be a long time before anyone reads it. A year. Ten years. Maybe more.

You can’t write a text or an email and hide it for someone to find someday. You need pen and paper for that. And opposable thumbs. Speaking of which: I probably should have started this letter hours ago, when I heard the key turn on the other side of my bedroom door.

I keep listening for the sound of the lock and squinting to see if maybe the doorknob is turning. But I don’t know if I’m hoping that the door will burst open or stay closed. I don’t even know how much longer I’m going to be able to hold this pen.

Opposable thumbs. Let me tell you something, whoever-you-are: If you have opposable thumbs, you probably take them for granted. If you knew how much you love your thumbs, you would write them a love song, sing it in your underwear, and post it on YouTube. You would be willing to totally humiliate yourself for those thumbs.

And if you don’t have opposable thumbs? Well, that would answer a lot of the questions I have running through my head right now.

Let’s just say I hope you have thumbs.

I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about us. Obviously. But when sixth grade started last year, I finally found a real friend. And I had kept this big secret inside me for such a long time.

Mom says I’ve got “forty-nine good friends,” and yeah, we have the monthly Skypes with the others: Caleb from California, Isaac from Indiana, Toby from Texas, Cody from Colorado, and so on. But the Skypes are so awkward, with all the parents looking nervous in the background. A big part of friendship is just hanging out with nobody watching. Which is hard to do when you know all the grown-ups are scrutinizing (vocab word!) everyone else’s skin.

Evan is different. He moved to New York City last year, and he’s just a good friend, you know? He laughs at everything, even when the joke is on him. And he’s not worried all the time, like me. And one day this winter I just—said it. I told him about us. All I wanted was for someone to know me, to understand me. I hate hiding. And, like, pretending all the time. I’ve been pretending my whole life, pretty much.

I knew Evan wouldn’t flip out on me, and he didn’t. He was real cool about it, all things considered. And I’m so much happier, having someone I can talk to about real stuff. But right now I’m worried about him. He was supposed to come over after school today, after my appointment with the doctors. What if he stops by with a bag of Ms. Pena’s empanadas?

Did I mention I’m missing Foods of Spain Day?

Yeah. While I’m locked in here, Señora Pena is bringing all this amazing food to school to share with our Spanish class.

I mention Foods of Spain Day because I’m kind of hungry. Everyone totally freaked out this morning, and the question of lunch never really came—

Man! I just fell asleep. Second time that’s happened since I got locked in here! Maybe the third time.

I haven’t heard anything through the door in a while.

I wonder if my parents are okay.

I wonder what the doctors are doing right now.

And if Evan shows up with those empanadas, what will they do to him?

Maybe the empanadas are just wishful thinking.

I’m going to tell you what happened now. (Sorry, Mr. Barker, I know that was a terrible transition. I should have said something like, “speaking of thumbs, here’s what happened,” or even better: “speaking of being locked in my room, here’s what happened.” So I hope you aren’t a sixth-grade English teacher, because if you are, this letter will probably annoy—

Shoot, I think I just fell asleep again.

So here’s what happened:

Five days ago, when we got back from our vacation in Florida, Mom said to dump all our stuff on the floor right inside the front door. She was carrying the beach bag, with the sandy plastic buckets and shovels, the Kadima paddles, and the fake sunscreen, and she let the whole thing just drop off her shoulder and spill out all over the floor, which was weird because Mom always pretends to be this perfect person with a perfect husband, a perfect son (that’s me), and a perfect house. (Or in our case, a perfect apartment.) I watched the little rubber Kadima ball bounce a couple of times and then roll under the hall table, where my schoolbooks were neatly stacked, ready for school on Monday. She didn’t even notice. I figured she was still thinking about the fish fry that we never made it to.

When we checked into the hotel in Florida, they told us about the Saturday Night Fish Fry Extravaganza, and how it was free for guests who stay the full week. A big dinner with lots of families is just the kind of thing Mom loves more than anything. It proves she’s doing everything right. I knew she was thinking that the other mothers hadn’t even thought twice about our family: That we were—that Mom had made us—that good. And me most of all. I was perfect. Undetectable.

But apparently not perfect enough.

Because when Mom saw what was happening to me on Saturday morning, we had to rush off even before breakfast. We didn’t say goodbye to any of the other families, except for the one in the next-door cabin, and that was only because they saw us packing up our rental car in a hurry and asked if everything was okay.

Mom told them I had a broken arm. Which made them look at us kind of funny because I was carrying two bags to the car at that very moment. When Mom is flustered she sometimes messes up. She really is very good at what she does, most of the time.

The cats came running as soon as we opened the apartment door, except Toto, who always likes to play it cool, like, “Oh, were you guys gone? I’m so darn busy and independent, I didn’t even notice.”

Dad bent down and shook hands with the cats. Alex first, then Aidan.

“Steven!” Mom yelled. “You have got to stop shaking hands with the cats!”

Dad and I stared at each other for a second. Mom isn’t usually a yeller.

“Want to go through the mail?” Dad asked her, holding out a thick pile of catalogs and envelopes. He was trying to cheer her up. Mom loves mail. Dad says that on the Boat, “mail box” was her favorite game.

But Mom shook her head at him. “Shower,” she said. “Now.”

Like all the parents, Mom showers twice a day, every day. Even that day.

Alex and Aidan, who are only half-grown, started playing with the Kadima ball, batting it down the hall and then running after it like it was a live thing trying to escape them.

“Check the cats’ water dish, Nathan,” Dad said, not looking at me. “Please.” I knew he was struggling to be nice, because what happened in Florida wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t my fault at all.

The kitchen was a mess of eggshells and open tuna cans. There was a dirty frying pan on a hot plate on the floor. “And who’s supposed to clean this up?” I said out loud to myself while I stood at the sink and waited for the cats’ water dish to fill up. “Me, I’m guessing?”

Toto padded up behind me and rubbed against my ankle. Since he doesn’t show a lot of affection, I figured he was saying sorry for the mess. Still, sometimes I wished Dad had never taught the cats to cook in the first place.

I put the water dish on the kitchen floor and sat next to it, letting Toto walk across my lap and then lie down on my legs. Toto’s real name is Bartolomej. Mom says I started calling him “Toto” when I was practically still a baby, because I couldn’t even come close to saying “Bartolomej.”

A few minutes later Mom came in wearing the sundress I knew she’d been saving for the fish fry.

“Sigh,” she said.

Uh-oh.

Mom only said “sigh” when she was at rock bottom.

She started saying it when she was just a kid on the Boat, because she had misunderstood the teacher. She didn’t get that a sigh was a thing you DID, not a thing you SAID. So whenever she wanted to express 1) frustration, 2) deep sadness, 3) transcendent happiness, or 4) sarcasm, she said “sigh.”

Mom is a top-of-the-class sort of person, always studying and practicing, so by the time someone noticed she was mixed up and corrected her, it was hard for her to erase the habit. She did, though. Of course she did.

So now when she’s 1) frustrated, which is sometimes; 2) deeply sad, which is not so much, luckily; 3) transcendently happy, which doesn’t happen so much either as far as I can tell; or 4) sarcastic, which she never is, Mom sighs just like everyone else.

Except every once in a while, when she’s really upset, she slips and says “sigh” instead. When that happens, Dad and I usually start telling her that her skin looks great and volunteering to help with stuff.

“I’ll clean all this up,” I said quickly, waving toward the open tuna cans, the upside-down egg cartons, and the cats’ omelet pan. “How was your shower? Your skin looks good, Mom. Wow. Skin looks great.”

“Oh.” She glanced at her shoulder, then held out one arm and sort of flipped it back and forth. “Yeah. Thanks, honey.”

I looked at my watch. “I guess they’re firing up the fish fry about now, huh?”

Dumb. Why had I said that? Sometimes when something is on my mind, it comes out of my mouth by accident.

Mom slid down next to me on the floor. “Oh, honey. Who cares about a fish fry? I mean, there are more important things than a stupid hotel party. You know?”

I guess I don’t always know what Mom is thinking after all. (And she said “stupid”!)

She started petting Toto, who pretended not to notice, and we just sat there until Toto finally gave up his pride and started purring. And after a little while Mom took a deep breath, opened her mouth, and said, “sigh.”

We were still sitting like that on the floor when Dad came in and said, “I spoke to the doctors. We have an appointment for Wednesday.”

“Wednesday?” Mom said. “But I thought they’d want to see him right away.”

Dad shook his head. “The Boat is on the far side.”

“They’re bringing the Boat? Is that really necessary?” Mom looked at me. “You look sleepy. Are you sleepy? You should go to bed.”

Mom stood next to me while I brushed my teeth, first with regular toothpaste, then with the special kind they send us every month from the Boat. She stared at my reflection in the mirror the whole time, like she thought it might start talking to her.

I didn’t realize until I was getting into bed that it was
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