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 To my nephew Matthew



 Chapter 1

You Have Six Messages
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“Yikes!” Rachel Russell hollered. She turned and called to Andy, “You’re in trouble now. Real trouble. Just wait till Mom sees this mess.”

Andy Russell, his sister, Rachel, and their friend Tamika Anderson had just come home from school. Rachel was standing by the open front door to the house.

“Let me see,” Andy said. He hurried up the front walk to the house and looked in.

The closet door was open. Coats, hats, scarves, gloves, umbrellas, and the morning newspaper were on the floor.
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 “I’m not in trouble. I didn’t make this mess and you know it,” Andy said. “I was in school all day. We got on and off the bus together.”

“Then who did?” Rachel asked.

How would I know? Andy thought, but that’s not what he said. Instead he joked, “Who did? It was my teacher, Ms. Roman. She found out I was the one who spilled the doughnut holes all over her desk and she’s getting even.”

“Spilled doughnut holes on her desk,” Tamika said. “That’s funny.”

Andy bowed.

“Well, this mess isn’t funny,” Rachel said. “Maybe a raccoon came down the chimney. I’ve heard they do that.”

Rachel and Tamika cautiously walked in. They quietly put their book bags down, stood by the front door, and looked around.

Andy wasn’t cautious at all. He walked right past them to the kitchen.

“Hey,” he called. “Look in here.”

The breakfast dishes were still on the table. The milk and juice containers were out. Mr. and Mrs. Russell’s cups still had coffee in them.

 “Mom and Dad rushed off,” Rachel said. “Maybe Mom is having the baby and that’s why the house is a mess.”

“The baby!” Andy shouted. “My brother was born! My brother, Evan, was born!” He threw the newspaper into the air. “Two Russell boys and one Russell girl.” He pointed to Rachel and laughed. “You’re the odd one. It’s a boys’ house now.”

“Maybe,” Rachel said, “and maybe not. Maybe the baby is a girl.”

“No it’s not. I mean no he’s not. The doctor said it’s a boy. Mom took that test.”

“The test might be wrong,” Rachel explained. “We’ll have to wait until the baby is born to be sure. She might be a girl. Then you’ll be the odd one. You’re the odd one, anyway.”

“I am not odd. I’m just exuberant. Dad said so.”

Tamika interrupted them. “Let’s look for a note. Your parents must have left a note.”

“There’s nothing on the counter,” Andy said.

“And nothing on the refrigerator,” Tamika added.

“They were probably in too much of a rush to write a note,” Rachel said. “But maybe they called from the hospital and left a message.” She pushed the PLAY button on the answering machine.

 Hello, the machine said. You have six messages. Then the tape began to rewind.

“This is your first message,” Andy announced. Then he said “Hello” in a pretend baby’s voice. “This is your new brother talking. GET ME OUT OF HERE. GET ME OUT OF THIS HOSPITAL!”

“You think a baby can talk,” Rachel said. “You probably think the baby will go to school with us and help you with your homework.”

“Sure he will. We Russell guys are pretty smart.”

Message one.

“Hello? Hello? Are you there, Anne? This is Jacob Kamen. Are you in the hospital? If I don’t hear from you soon I’ll get a substitute for your classes.”

Mrs. Russell was a high school math teacher. Message two.

“Charles? Charles? This is Bob. Where are you? Please, call and tell me what’s going on.”

“He’s Dad’s boss,” Rachel told Tamika. Mr. Russell was a carpenter.

Message three.


 “Carol? Carol? This is Jake. I know you’re there. Please, pick up the telephone.”

“There’s no Carol here,” Andy told the answering machine. “You have the wrong number.”

Jake said, “Come on, Carol.”

“Didn’t you hear me?” Andy asked. “There’s no Carol here.”

“Poor Jake,” Tamika sighed.

“And poor Carol,” Rachel added. “I bet she’s waiting for his call.”

“I’m sorry you feel like that,” Jake said. “Please, call me if you want to talk.”

Message four.

“Hello. Rachel, Andy, and Tamika. This is Dad. I’m at the hospital. We’re at the hospital. We didn’t tell you, but last night, Mom felt contractions. And this morning, just after you left for school, they were more intense. The baby is coming. I’m so excited. We’re so excited.”

“Yes!” Rachel, Andy, and Tamika shouted.

“We don’t know when, but soon,” Mr. Russell continued. “Real soon. Mom is OK, But I’m not sure I am. I can’t keep still. I have a whole bunch of calls to make now, to Mom’s principal, Mr. Kamen, and to my boss, Bob, and Aunt Janet. She’ll come to help out while Mom is in the hospital. I have to hurry back to Mom. And I have to make those calls. And I have to...I should make a list of everything I have to do. Bye.”

 “Yes, make a list,” Rachel told the answering machine.

“And go back to Mrs. Russell. She needs you,” Tamika said.

“BUT DON’T CALL AUNT JANET!” Andy hollered.

“Why not? What’s so bad about Aunt Janet?” Tamika asked.

Message five.

“Hi. This is Betty. Mr. Kamen just told me why you’re not here. I’m so excited. Good luck.”

“Aunt Janet is a worrier and a complainer,” Andy said.

“Andy’s right,” Rachel agreed. “Whenever we do something, she complains we did it wrong.”

Message six.

“Hello. This is Aunt Janet.”

“No,” Andy groaned and put his hands over his ears. “I’m not listening.”


 “It’s ten minutes after three. Doesn’t your school end at three? Wait, I think it’s ten after three, or maybe it’s ten after four. Maybe I forgot to move my watch back when I left the house. I wish we lived in the same time zone. Oh my! It’s ten after four and you’re still not home! Now I’m worried.”

Rachel leaned forward. “No. It was ten after three when you called,” she told the answering machine. “And we don’t live next door to the school. We take the bus home and that takes time.”

Andy had taken his hands away from his ears. He got even closer to the machine. “Did you ever hear of a bus?” he asked.

“I’ll be at your house in half an hour,” Aunt Janet said. “We have to get the house ready for the baby.”

That was your last message.

“Did you hear that?” Rachel asked. “We got her worried because she didn’t know the time. Suddenly it’s our fault.”

Andy said, “Once, she was here when Mom and Dad went on a vacation. I made my bed and she got all upset. ‘With the bed made,’ she said, ‘I don’t know if you made it this morning or if it’s still made from yesterday because you didn’t go to sleep last night. Now I’m so worried. Children need their sleep.’”

 “That’s strange,” Tamika said. “You made your bed!”

“That’s what I mean. I did something good and Aunt Janet was worried.”

“She always worries,” Rachel said. “The last time she was here, I was thinking about a history test I was having, so I ate my breakfast real slow. Aunt Janet thought I was sick and took my temperature.”

“I saw that, so I ate fast,” Andy added, “and she got all worried that I would choke.”

“And when she worries she gets her beagle look,” Rachel said. “Her eyebrows go up and her lips curl down.”

“Yeah,” Andy said. “THE BEAGLE!”

He raised his eyebrows and pouted.

Rachel said, “When she takes care of us, whatever we do is not good enough. When we wash the dishes, they’re not clean enough. When we straighten our rooms, they’re not neat enough.”

“She’ll be here soon,” Tamika warned. “Let’s clean up before your Aunt Janet sees this mess and complains.”

 I will erase your messages.

“Yeah,” Andy said to the answering machine. “And be sure to erase the one from Aunt Janet.”


 Chapter 2

It’s Aunt Janet
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Rachel emptied the coffee cups and washed them. Andy put away the milk and juice containers. He carried the dirty dishes to the sink.

“You must be exaggerating about your aunt,” Tamika said.

“Exaggerating!” Andy cried and waved a dirty dish. “She’s a worrier, a complainer, and I forgot to tell you something else she is. She’s bossy. She’s got a sign in the bathroom of her apartment that says, ‘Flush and check. If you must, flush again.’ Now that’s bossy and gross.”

 Rachel dialed the telephone. “You’ve got to hear this,” she told Tamika. Rachel pressed the speaker button.

This is Janet Russell. I’m a nurse. If this is a medical emergency you should call a doctor or a hospital. And I hope you feel better. Oh, and if you want to leave a message, wait for the beep. Then be brief and speak clearly and please don’t mumble. Bye.

“Call a doctor! Don’t mumble!” Rachel said. “See how bossy she is?”

“Well,” Andy announced, “I’m leaving a message.” He grabbed the telephone.

Beep.

“Mumble, mumble, mumble, mumble,” Andy said in a squeaky voice. Then he squeaked louder. “MUMBLE, MUMBLE, MUMBLE, MUMBLE, MUMBLE, MUMBLE.”

He gave the receiver to Rachel. “I don’t want it,” she said and quickly hung up.

“Ha!” Andy said. “I mumbled to Aunt Janet.”

“So what,” Rachel said. “You disguised your voice. She won’t even know it’s you.”


 Andy looked at the telephone
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