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“Every child begins the world again.”

—Henry David Thoreau, Walden

“Babies come from BabyStore.com, as everyone knows.”

—Alvin

“It’s the worst thing that’s ever happened to me. He cries all night. He wears a diaper. He smells bad. And my mom and dad pet him like crazy.”

—Scooter

“Babies need kissing.”

—Anibelly

“It makes different cries for hunger, pain, fear, loneliness … and diaper change. And you have to figure out which cry means what, or else.”

—Calvin

“Boys don’t have babies, do they?”

—Nhia

“I​CAN’T​WAIT​FOR​THIS​PREGNANCY​TO​BE​OVER!”

—Alvin
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it was a dark and stormy night.

My name is Alvin Ho. I was born scared and I’m still scared, so a dark and stormy night is a really crummy way to start a book.

C​R​A​A​A​A​A​A​A​A​A​A​C​K!!!!

BOOOM!
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Usually it takes a couple of pages for things to get really creepy. But not this time!

C​R​A​A​A​A​A​A​A​C​K!!!!

Worse, I was already freaking out before the storm even began.

Normally, I’m afraid of many things.

Moldy food.

Hairy ice cream.
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Hairy ears.
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A full moon.

Battlefields.

Cemeteries.

CPR. (Cell phone radiation.)
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Dark and stormy nights.

But this was not normal.

I had only one issue.

And it was DA BOMB.

MY MOM IS GOING TO HAVE A BABY!!!

[image: ]

How this happened, I have no idea. My mom said she told us months ago, but I don’t remember hearing about such a thing. Ever.

And now it’s too late.

“Darling, you know I can’t return it,” my mom said. “It’s not the same as buying a toy and then changing your mind. There are no refunds on babies.”

I knew that. Babies come from BabyStore.com, as everyone knows, and when your mom shops in the clearance bins you’re stuck with whatever she buys. All sales final. No refunds. No returns.

The baby was a Final Sale.

I wiped my eyes on my sleeve.
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It was after dinner and I was helping my mom put our dirty dishes in the dishwasher. Normally, I like helping her or my dad after dinner. It’s our alone-time together. Calvin and Anibelly aren’t good cleaner-uppers, but I am, and so is my dad. But this was not normal. We were not alone.

Little ears were listening.

“Alvin,” said my mom. “Don’t you remember when we took your grandparents out for dim sum and your dad and I gave everyone the news together?”

No.

“Don’t you remember that it was all we talked about at dinner for a while?” asked my mom.

Not really.

I thought we were playing the what-if game. You know, someone asks, “What if … Godzilla came to Concord, where would you go?” Or “What if … Babezilla were born into your family, what would you do?”

“There are pictures of the baby on the refrigerator,” said my mom, pointing to the curling squares stuck to the door with magnets.

Baby?

That’s a baby?

I thought they were satellite pictures of UFO landings!
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I opened my eyes. I looked really hard. I tried to imagine a baby in the white lines and dark spaces. But all I saw were light beams from an alien spacecraft, and maybe an alien or two if I concentrated as hard as I do for a spelling test.

“Alvin,” said my mom. “Haven’t you noticed the baby growing inside me?” She rubbed her tummy.

No.

I thought maybe my mom had gotten chubby, but I wasn’t sure. Who could tell with all the loose clothing she’s been wearing? I was pretty sure that one of the rules of being a gentleman is to not notice when a lady puts on a few extra pounds. But if you break that rule, then you’d better not even think of breaking the next one, which is to not ask her about it or else!

“Darling,” said my mom, “I’m sorry you didn’t know.”

I was sorry too.

All I know is that my troubles began during show-and-tell, when Scooter showed pictures of his new baby brother.
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“It’s the worst thing that’s ever happened to me,” said Scooter. “He cries all night. He wears a diaper. He smells bad. And my mom and dad pet him like crazy.”

He wiped away a tear.

Then someone said that it looked like my mom was going to have a baby too.

It was news to me.

Then someone else asked when the baby was coming.

I had no idea.

“My mom says it looks like it could be any day now,” said Flea, who’s a girl, and who sits next to me. And girls, as everyone knows, are very annoying.
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I wanted to set her straight, but I couldn’t. My voice doesn’t work in school, where I haven’t said a word since kindergarten.

“You should come over to my house and see the baby,” Scooter said. “That way you can see the bomb before it hits you.”

I nodded.

Then Miss P, our second-grade teacher, beamed and said, “Congratulations, Alvin! That’s such wonderful news!”

It freaked me out! She’s never congratulated me for anything, ever. And if it was such wonderful news, why did I suddenly feel so sick?

In fact, I ended up going to the nurse’s office.
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Soon after that, my mom had to come and take me home.

And I’ve been feeling like a ferry tipping to one side and taking on water ever since.

“Why don’t you run along and relax,” said my mom. “I’ll finish in here.”

Relax? How can anyone relax when they’re on the brink of ruindom?

I mean, what if the baby’s a girl?

I already have a girl for a sister, and the problem with a sister, as everyone knows, is that you can’t thump her. With a brother, a good pounding usually settles everything.

Worse, how will I ever keep an eye on things? It’s hard enough already with Anibelly getting into my toys, eating my food and drinking my chocolate milk.

Who can run along and relax?

“Is it a boy … or a girl?” I asked my mom.

My mom smiled her mysterious momsmile and rubbed her tummy. “I don’t know,” she said. “I want to be surprised.”

Surprised???

“But I’m allergic to surprises,” I said. “If a meteorite is heading for me, I’d like to know about it!”

My mom’s smile disappeared.

Her eyes narrowed.

She crossed her arms.
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The look on her face said she was NOT carrying a meteorite in her belly.

I blinked.

I wiped away a tear.

Then I ran into the living room and sat down next to Calvin, who was in front of the TV.

I breathed in.

I breathed out.

In.

Out.

In.

Out.

Extreme breathing is very loud, like my dad’s car, Louise, when she’s going uphill. It’s something I learned to do from my scary psychotherapist. She said to breathe deeply whenever I need to calm down, and to imagine my breath blowing away all my troubles like wind blowing away dust.

Cough. Cough.
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It’s never worked before.

And it wasn’t working now.

I wasn’t calm, or relaxed.

Worse, Calvin ignored me completely!
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“calvin?” i said. “Did you know Mom’s going to have a baby?”

“Of course,” said Calvin, still not looking up from his phone. “Everyone knows.”

“I didn’t,” I said.
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“You’re not so good at paying attention,” said Calvin, his thumbs hopping up and down on his new cell phone which he got for no good reason except he goes to so many activities after school that he needs to call my mom and dad for rides all the time, it isn’t fair. He’s nine, and I’m seven, which also isn’t fair.

“But—” I began.

“Shhh,” said Calvin.

“The recent rash of burglaries in Concord continued today with three break-ins before noon, and police say they may finally have a lead in the case,” said the news announcer on TV.

Gasp!

“Stay tuned for more details.”

I froze.

My dad was on a business trip in Connecticut, which is even harder to spell than Massachusetts. Usually, we don’t miss him too much when he goes away for a few days. But this was not usual. It was a dark and stormy night. And there was a thief on the loose.

“Mommmm!” screamed Calvin, his thumbs hopping like crazy.

“You don’t need to scream in the house,” my mom yelled from the kitchen. “I can hear you just fine.”

“Three more homes were broken into today,” Calvin shouted.
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“Oh dear,” said my mom, hurrying into the living room. She sat down on the couch next to Anibelly, who immediately threw her arms around my mom. If I didn’t mention Anibelly before it’s on account of she’s always hanging around me and Calvin but doing her own thing, like a fungus between two toes. And my dad says it’s not necessary to mention fungus, snot and earwax all the time.

“I’m scared,” squeaked Anibelly, who’s four and who’s hardly ever afraid of anything. Not like me. I’m fearful of everything. Especially of Anibelly being scared.

“There’s no need to be afraid,” said my mom, pulling Anibelly close. “Lucy’s a very good guard dog, aren’t you, Lucy?”

“O​o​o​o​w​w​w​o​o​o​o!” howled Lucy.

“She said yes, right, Mom?” asked Calvin, his thumbs still bobbing like a couple of worms on the tiny keyboard.

“Darling,” my mom said firmly, which doesn’t mean “darling” at all when she says it that way. “You know the rules about the phone.”

“I knnnow …,” said Calvin. His thumbs sped up, then stopped. “Sorry, Mom,” he said.

My mom gave him The Eye. She likes us to be polite, and she’s told Calvin a squillion times to hold his thumbs still while someone is talking to him.

If she only knew.

“Thieves think twice before coming near a house with a dog,” my mom said. “It’s just easier to go where no one’s making so much noise.”

“Did you
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