Gulls

The sound of the boat’s motor had stopped, but off in the distance, somewhere on the ocean, the boys could hear sea birds calling to each other frantically in the night. Mark and Henry followed the cries until they reached a grassy clearing only a few hundred feet from the shore, where long ago someone had planted an apple orchard.  Henry scanned the area with his flashlight.  What few apples the old spindly trees had been able to produce had fallen on the ground and been left to rot.
“Well, can’t say we didn’t try,” said Mark, quickly, “Let’s go home.”

“Hang on!” answered Henry, “What’s going on over there?”

Beyond the apple trees, something on the surface of the ocean glittered. It was the boat, which had flipped over and was now bumping up against the rocky shore with the tide. 
Around it he saw seagulls, hundreds of them, swooping down on the overturned boat.  For some odd, inexplicable reason, they were dropping stones on its flat, broad underside.  With each stone they added, the boat tilted a little further into the water. Every moment brought the situation closer to disaster.
"Look at those gulls,” Henry cried, “They’re trying to sink the boat.”
He climbed down the rocks.  “Get away!" he shouted, “Go on!”

His shouts did not phase the seagulls.  If anything, his efforts made them work more diligently.  Some even started dropping rocks on him.
“Stop!’ Henry shouted at the seagulls, as he made his way quickly to the shore to rescue the boat, "give me a hand, will you, Mark?"
Mark had hesitated at the edge of the sea.  The way down to the boat was steep and muddy.  "I'll be there in a minute," he called back, pulling out a bright yellow package of antibacterial towelettes he kept in his pocket for emergencies.  
When he grasped the boat, a curious sucking noise came from the ocean, but Henry was so focused on what he was doing he didn’t think much of it.  The seagulls had a very different reaction to the sound, however. They immediately stopped their work and began attacking Henry.  

Though Henry had never considered seagulls particularly frightening animals before, these ones quickly changed his mind. With talons extended, they began to divebomb him, scratching his face and neck.  Still, he held on to the boat’s rope and kept pulling.  It was curiously heavy.  
One seagull pecked Henry so hard she took a small chunk out of his ear. He cried out in pain, a piece of duct tape and wrapped around his left wrist, binding him to the metal cleats.  
He pulled at the tape, but it was so tightly wrapped around him and tangled, he could not pull himself free.  He was trapped.  The seagull shrieked furiously and lunged at Henry’s right wrist, which he was able to pull away just in time to avoid another bite.   A second piece of tape narrowly missed wrapping around his other wrist and landed in his hair.
“Mark!” called Henry, “Help!”

Sadly, Mark was usually not much help in a crisis.   The oldest Harper-Post boy, despite his  bedroom full of citizenship awards and trophies, now stood, antibacterial towelette in hand,  frozen on the grass in terror before one small seagull, gazed up at him in wonder, her tiny round eyes blinking softly.  When a light, tentative peep emerged from her beak, it was enough to terrorize Mark.  She cocked her head to one side in amazement, and he dropped to the ground, paralyzed with fear.
“Can’t help you right now!” cried Mark, “I’m dealing with a highly dangerous situation here of my own, Henry!”

Henry had no chance to reply, because just at that moment two very large drakes [male seagull]  had begun dive-bombing him, clawing viciously at his arms. Henry continued to tug at his trapped hand, but could not pull it free.  A third piece of cold, wet, tape flew out from the water, narrowly missing his neck. 
The boat’s motor lurched back to life as its wobbly, bent rudder started to spin.  It began pulling the boat downward, with Henry’s right hand attached to it.  Trapped to the heavy boat, Henry surely would be dragged into to the bottom of the ocean and drowned.

“Mark!” cried Henry, “Help me!  Hurry!”

But Mark stayed crouched in a fetal position,  refusing to look up at the young seagull.  “Hang on; I’m thinking of a strategy,” he called back in a high-pitched, quavering whisper.

“Stop thinking about what you’re going to do!” screamed Henry, “And do something!  Now.”

Mark lifted his head.  The seagull opened her soft orange beak silently.  Mark was once again immobilized.  

“Right away,” he promised feebly.  
New seagulls were now coming from every part of the orchard, with the sole purpose of terrorizing Henry, it seemed.  They approached the ocean noisily, hovering over him and calling angrily to each other.  Henry, braced for another attack, but looked around him in surprise.   The seagulls were now removing stones from the boat, to keep it from sinking.  

Suddenly it dawned on Henry that the seagulls may have been trying to stop him from getting near the boat all along.   Now they were doing their best to keep Henry and the boat from sinking.  
Henry felt a peculiar sensation on his left wrist.  A huge drake [male seagull]  with the longest, sharpest bill he’d ever seen had started nibbling on the tape.  Every so often he would punctuate his efforts with long, low screeches to the other seagulls.
Despite the birds’ efforts, the boat was still leaning dangerously to one side, ready to slip under the water at any moment.  Henry and some of the heavier seagulls now worked together, leaning over as hard as they could to counterbalance the shaky craft, and stabilizing it again.  Meanwhile the drake [male seagull] continued his work on the tape, and with one extra-powerful tug, ripped it away, freeing Henry’s hand.  Henry immediately leapt into the water, grabbed the lines, and tugged the boat behind him in the water, where he pulled it up to shore. The engine immediately died. 

Exhausted, soaked and filthy, Henry collapsed on the beach.
A little, weak voice called from above him, “Henry.  Crawl up the path and give me your hand”.
Mark, who had hadn’t budged an inch throughout Henry’s ordeal, was watching him through his hands from the top of the path.
“It’s a little late to be offering help now,” answered Henry, “I’m alright.”
 “Well, I’m not,” Mark said, motioning to the seagull with his eyes, “As you can see, I'm still in the midst of great difficulties."
Henry looked up at him in disbelief.  “Mark, I could have drowned.  You didn’t lift a finger. You just stayed there, doing nothing . . . afraid of . . . afraid of . . .”   He pointed at the small, dozing seagull that still held Mark captive, “. . .that?”  At Henry’s last word, the seagull opened her eyes and wiggled her tail feathers proudly.

Mark blinked.  "Not afraid.  Just cautious,” he said, checking the creases in his pants.  His clothes were still immaculate and smooth.  “Seagulls have diseases, you know.”
“Go on, now,” said Henry to the seagull.
At Henry’s request, she waddled over to the orchard to join the other seagulls, looking contented and proud.  The other seagulls were also very happy and paid no attention to the boys.  Only one still seemed flustered: Henry glanced over to see that the drake that had helped peck off the tape from Henry’s wrist was screeching angrily at something on the far edge of the orchard.   When Henry shone the light in his direction, heard the odd shrieking sound he’d heard earlier.  Henry shivered. The drake marched back to the orchard and began munching on an apple.
Once the seagulls had left, Mark’s irritatingly self-confident personality returned.
 “Well, let’s look at the positive side of things, Henry,” said Mark in an upbeat, pompous tone.  “We found the boat.  It’s a great feeling when you help others and accomplish your goals, isn’t it?”  
Henry turned around in disbelief.  He had never known anyone who could do so little for others but remain so convinced he was better than the rest of the world. Stunned, Henry started to say something, but stopped himself.  It was useless.  Mark was a hopeless phony and hypocrite, through and through.  It wasn’t worth the effort.
Henry ignored him and looked down at the boat from the shore, trying to decide how to get it back to the boathouse.
“Are you listening to me, Henry?” Mark asked.  When Henry did not answer him, he reached out and pulled a sticky loop of tape from Henry’s hair.  “What's this?" asked Mark, “It looks dirty.”  

“Ow! I have no idea,” answered Henry, pushing his hand away.  “Just leave me alone.”
 “Well, if you are going to be like that,” complained Mark, “I’m not offering you any more help.  How ungrateful can you get?”
“We’re here for the boat,” Henry sighed, “If it’s not damaged I can either row it back or you can help me carry it over land to the boathouse."
Mark hesitated for a moment.  These were not good choices.  Since his specialty was lining up situations where he could look brave and heroic with the least potential for personal sacrifice or effort, any other sort of options threw him for a loop.  It would be nice to have Henry row the boat back, when he considered how bad it could look if Henry had an accident and drowned, he knew he couldn’t allow that to happen.  
“We’ll carry it back,” he said.  
So with Mark acting as self-appointed navigator and strategist, and Henry doing most of the work with the boat on his back, they made their way back to Uncle Oliver’s house.  On the way the cloudy night sky cleared up a little, the stars overhead made the night very pleasant.  Ahead of them, the lights of the hatchery lit up the shoreline like candles in the water.  Even the constant blather of Mark bragging about himself was wasn’t enough to ruin the beauty for Henry.   
As they approached the boathouse Henry noted that its exterior was in remarkably good shape, especially for the amount of flopping around the little building had done.  Only a few shingles had come loose, a few of which were still floating in the water.
The interior of the boathouse however, was an entirely different story.  It looked as if it had been turned upside-down, shaken several times and set right again. A pitchfork had somehow impaled itself high in the ceiling of the shed. At one end of the room piles of broken crates and ripped sacks had been jumbled together with an almost unrecognizable array of bent and broken objects that perhaps at one time had been garden tools. Everything was damaged and covered with a bad-smelling, powdery brown substance. 
Directly beneath the pitchfork, a workbench lay overturned against an adjacent wall.  The force of its fall had been so strong it had broken open a wall, which, much to Henry's surprise, revealed a battered, splintered door behind it.  A soft, gray-pink light shone around it.  

“What’s that?” exclaimed Henry.

"I think it’s some sort of fish food,” said Mark, holding his nose, "What a smell!"

"No, I don’t mean the smell,” exclaimed Henry, "I mean the pink light that’s coming from behind that door.”

“Who cares about that?” answered Mark, looking away.  Never before in the Harper-Posts’ history had any member of their family encountered a place so messy and bad-smelling.  Mark wanted nothing more than to return home to his gleaming white lemon-scented bathroom to take a shower.  
“There’s a room back there,” said Henry, “I had no idea ---“ 

Henry pushed against the hidden door.  It opened easily.
“Wow,” whispered Henry, “What is this?” 
************start here ********************
The door into a small, but extremely elegant room.  Tiled with hundreds of circular white disks, its roof curved upward like a dome, low at the edges, and sloping upward towards the center where a huge, white [    ] hung, decorated with stars and birds. One bird had fallen and lay in pieces on the floor beside an overturned cabinet.  Henry could see that it was one of his uncle’s creations.

 The room was lit by wide, clear tubes that ran around the circumference of the dome, filled with clear red, glowing water.  In the center of the room stood a shiny metal table, its surface scattered with open books and papers, as if someone had been just working there.  
Beside the desk was a circular hole in the floor, over which an illuminated table, made of rotating, deep trays.  The table operated a little like a Ferris wheel; with trays dipping down through the hole in the floor and emerging again, filled with a soupy brown substance.  Fine mist sprayers mounted on the table continuously kept the sludge moist.   Every so often a thick greenish gray worm wriggled to the surface; when this happened, cameras mounted above each of the tables took pictures.  Then the worm slid into the mud again, as another tray rotated to the top. 

“Ew!” yelled Mark, “What are those?”

“They must be spoon worms,” explained Henry, “It’s a type of sea worm my uncle is very interested in.”

“Oh, they are foul-looking things!  Foul!” exclaimed Mark, “I’m out of here, Henry.  C’mon!”
“Wait,” answered Henry. Something on the floor had caught his eye.  A file cabinet had been knocked over, and what appeared to be hundreds of white sticks had spilled out.  As he drew closer, he realized they were scrolls of tightly rolled paper, each tagged with a word and a number.  The scroll marked “Henry, 687,994 ” had captured his attention, but now Henry noticed number of papers covered in odd symbols had spilled out of it.  They were numbered 687, 995, 687, 996, etc. 
"Henry!” Mark’s voice was shrill and sharp, “Move it.” 
“No.  You go if you want to!” answered Henry, “There’s a paper with my name on it here.”  He unrolled the paper.  It was covered with odd-looking looped symbols neatly recorded in rows.  
 “We shouldn’t be in here,” replied Mark, wrenching the scroll from his hand and pulling Henry towards the door, “All this belongs to your uncle.  It’s none of our business.”

Henry was furious; Mark had no right to tell him what to do.  A rush of angry blood flooded his face as he clenched his fists.  He pulled back, but Mark was considerably larger and stronger than Henry, and quite easily pushed him out of the room.  

“Someone has to save you from yourself,” said Mark pompously, wrenching Henry’s hands behind his back, “You have no sense.” 

Suddenly a glint of silver swept past both of them, brushing Marks’ shoulder.  They both immediately turned to get a better look at it, but it was gone.
“Ouch! What was that?” Mark gasped, letting Henry go.  He rubbed his shoulder as if in pain.
“What happened?” asked Henry innocently.
“I saw some weird silver thing and then my shoulder started tingling,” complained Mark, “I think I was struck by lightning.”

Henry watched Mark rotating his arm like a windmill and knew he had to think of something quickly.  Mark’s shoulder was not going to be incapacitated for long.  
“Mark,” said Henry, “Just stay there.  You don’t have to go back in there.  But I have to.  No one knows where my uncle is; I want to find out. Maybe something in there will help.”

“Yeah, right,” answered Mark, “Help get me in trouble, you mean”

Suddenly it dawned on Henry.  After {  } days in the Harper-Post’s house, Henry had learned that above all, Mark’s favorite image of himself  --- and the one he most frequently promoted --- was that of a super-hero.  Guarding this reputation was Mark’s highest priority.  
Not to say that Mark didn’t do things which were quite un-superherolike.  Mark had a real talent for selecting the kinds of rotten things he did with the least potential of discovery, and for the most part, came across as quite a noble and responsible individual, especially in front of adults.  He just never got caught; never got in trouble.  There was too much potential in this situation for Mark to get caught here.  If Henry was going to convince him to cooperate, he would have to think of some way to make Mark a hero.

Henry thought for a moment and then stated very calmly, “Mark, can you imagine how impressed everyone would be of you if you were the one to help me find my uncle and sent me back home?”
Mark’s face brightened.  More than anything, he knew how desperately his parents wanted to be rid of Henry and his problems.  They were just too complicated.  Mark smoothed out his hair unconsciously as he imagined himself getting all the credit for saving Henry’s uncle and getting Henry out of the house.  It was a wonderful fantasy.
“Well, perhaps it isn’t trespassing if it’s for a greater purpose,” Mark said.

"Oh, Mark,” Henry continued, “Of course it isn’t.  And I know it will take someone with real brains and courage, to solve this crisis.”
Mark looked up, suddenly very interested. “I’m listening,” he said, “Tell me more.”
“It’s something that requires someone smart, and brave . . . and above all . . . nice.”

“Nice?” said Mark, stopping instantly in his tracks.  The word “nice” had a special meaning for a Harper-Post.
“A humanitarian act.  Heroism.  The greatest form of nice.”
“Yes.  And of course it’s perfectly reasonable that we should straighten up a bit for him.”  He knew that Mark enjoyed cleaning.  “It would be . . .nice.”  He repeated the word reverently.
Mark’s eyes had taken on an oddly glazed and wondrous sheen.  
“Look at those files.!” Henry said temptingly, “A job like that needs a highly organized mind like yours to tackle it.”
Mark was weakening.  “Yes,” he murmured.  He was sure that the description of a brave, intelligent, nice person fit him to a tee. Henry held his breath while Mark moved back into the room with an excited, yet calculating expression. 
“Well, perhaps we could tidy up a little,” Mark answered, licking his lips.  “Look around a little.  And if I find some clue. . . accidentally . . . well, that would be understandable.”  
Henry nodded and immediately headed towards his uncle’s desk.  Mark grabbed his arms again.
“No, Henry.  Paperwork is my area of expertise.  You start over there.” 
Mark gestured toward the corner of the room where the workbench had broken through the wall. Smelly brown pellets had been spilled and crushed.  He pointed to the mess like a general preparing his troops for a battle charge.  
“Sweep up that mess while I arrange these folders in numerical order.”  Mark had, of course, chosen the cleanest and most potentially heroic jobs for himself.
Cleaning up a foul-smelling, fishy mess was the last thing Henry wanted to do, but he started anyway.  At least he could think up a plan for exploring the room while sweeping, he reasoned.   
Henry found a shovel and started scooping up brown powder from the floor, glancing into his uncle’s secret room as often as he could without calling attention to himself.  
It crossed Henry’s mind that if whatever his uncle had been working on before he left was still be on the desk, those papers might provide a clue about what his uncle was doing the day he disappeared.  Henry saw that on the desk lay an open calendar.  

[date].  The day his uncle had left.

Henry also noticed a pen and an open scroll. 

As Henry continued to empty shovelfuls of pellets outside, on each trip he inched a little closer to the desk.  Gradually he was working close enough to the desk to get an excellent look at the open scroll.  Inside the curled paper, he saw odd markings: brown squiggles and flecks in neat, even rows.  
Keeping his back to the desk, he leaned over and imperceptibly scooped a pile of pellets into a dustpan and the scroll into his jacket in one, fluid motion.  Mark had become so absorbed in his own work he was unaware of anything Henry was doing.

“Search and rescue comes quite easily to me,” Henry heard him mutter, obviously practicing a bravery award acceptance speech of some sort, “When you know how to use your brain and your heart . . .No . . when you’ve been blessed with intellectual curiosity and the desire to do good above all else.”

Henry zipped up his jacket and continued sweeping.  
Then a small, dark green book caught his eye.  It looked very old. More brown squiggles and flecks were on its cover.  He reached for it.  Just then an odd, tickling sensation came over his head and shoulders.  A wet, cold worm squirmed over Henry’s back and down his shirt.  Startled, Henry jumped back.  
 “Hey!” Mark cried,  "What are you doing over there? Get back to sweeping.” He hadn’t seen the worm.  Henry wanted to keep it that way; if Mark knew there were sea worms falling from the ceiling, he would be out of the room in a second.
“I was just  . . “ faltered Henry,  trying to shake the worm from his sleeve without Mark noticing.  
Before Henry could reply, though, the door rattled.  Both boys jumped.  

"Uncle Oliver?" cried Henry.  There was no answer, but several heavy items in the boathouse shifted.  They both jumped.  Something was behind the wall.  Both boys stopped what they were doing, and stared.  The door suddenly rattled, as if a great weight had been thrust upon it. Henry stepped back just as it fell heavily on the floor, narrowly missing him.

The boys stood motionless, staring at the doorway.  An odd gagging noise came from the shed.
“Who’s there?” whispered Mark.

After what seemed an eternity, a brown, wiry nose appeared around its edge.

"Fidelis!" cried Mark, in relief.

Henry peered into the shed and found Anna crouched in a corner, her face an odd, ashen color.

"Sorry --- Fidelis  --- es-es-es-caped from the house,” she managed to get out between bouts of gagging,” I followed him --- heard you talking in here  --- and OH, the smell of all this fish stuff is  ---

“Mark,” said Henry, “Mark, I think there’s something wrong with Anna.”

“Oh, no,” said Mark, unconcerned, “She’s always like that when she’s trying not to puke.”

”What?” exclaimed Henry.

“Strong smells really bother me,” gasped Anna, staggering into the domed room, “Oh!  I . . .” Her voice trailed off as she looked around her.  “What’s  . . .this?”

“Cool, isn’t it?” said Mark, ignoring her distress, “It’s some kind of secret room that Henry’s uncle uses.”
“Mark!” exclaimed Henry.
“Well, we can’t exactly hide it, can I?” said Mark, “I mean, she’s right here.”

Henry frowned.  
“Don’t worry, Henry, I won’t tell anyone,” said Anna, “But . . but . . I can’t say the same for . . .” 

“Oh, kids!  Yoo hoo!” came a shrill voice from outside the shed.

“Oh, no,” muttered Henry under his breath.
At the sound of Mrs. Harper-Post, Rindskopf promptly scampered into the woods.

.   
