The next morning, Mrs. Harper-Post acted like nothing unusual had happened.  She sang a song to Billy in his high chair as she poured cocoa into three flowered cups.

“One for Mark, one for Anna, and one for Henry,” she trilled in between verses

“Mrs. Harper-Post?” began Henry.

“Yes, dear,” she answered, spraying a coffee table with disinfectant.

“About the shed . . .perhaps I  . . .”

“Not now, dear,” she interrupted abruptly, “Breakfast first.  Toast or pancakes, anyone?”

“Toast,” answered Mark and Anna.

“Tote,” babbled Billy, “Nice!  Nice!”

“And you, Henry?” she said, “Everything is hot and ready to go . . .”

“Sure,” said Henry, “Pancakes would be great.  But about the shed, I want to talk to you about th---. . . “

But Mrs. Harper Post couldn’t hear.  She'd run away too fast.  “Toast and pancakes; coming up!”  she called from the kitchen.

“My mother's not going to talk about the shed, Henry,” said Mark from the couch, “She said so already --- she thinks that shed is trouble.  So stop bringing it up. You're just making things worse."

Henry sighed and looked out the window.  He knew that she had also sent Dr. Harper-Post over to his uncle's shed to padlock it.  With Mrs. Harper-Post in charge, he might never get to see that wonderful room again.

She triumphantly returned with three plates of toast and an enormous platter of pancakes.  Henry was surprised to see that each pancake was shaped like the bust of a famous composer.

“Now, Henry,” she said, even more intensely than usual, “Would you care for a Bach, Beethoven or Schubert?”

“About the shed, Mrs. Harper Post.  I think ---“

“Tsk tsk. Henry,”she answered, “We weren't going to bring that up again, now, were we?"  She didn't stop for an answer.  "That shed of your uncle's is full of worms and manure and odd, broken things.  Not a very nice place at all."

"But I . . "


"Let's focus on the positive.  Like your breakfast." She looked at him expectantly. 

A long silence passed before Henry realized he was expected to focus on her pancakes.

“Oh!" he said suddenly.  After a moment, he came up with the only thing he could think of.  "Nice coconut for Beethoven’s hair?” 

His remark was sufficient.  Mrs. Harper-Post placed a Beethoven on his plate.

Mark smirked.

"And I can show you where I got the idea to do that, Henry,” said Mrs. Harper Post, “The magazine where I found the recipe is in the living room.  I’m sure you’ll find the directions very interesting.”

“No . . I . . .” Henry tried to stop her, but it was too late; Mrs. Harper-Post was determined not to talk about anything important.  Billy stared disapprovingly down at him form his high chair.

“You're about to find out your pancake comes with a learning guide," said Mark dryly.  

Anna grinned.

Henry tore off one of Beethoven’s lapels with his fingers and chewed it thoughtfully.  He stared out the Harper-Post’s perfectly clean windows into a cloudy morning sky.  The world had a grey, hopeless quality this morning.

High above him, the messengers watched.

“He’s forgetting,” Orange said in frustration, “We have to move closer.”

Fast as light, the messengers traveled down the strand and stood on the other side of the Harper-Post’s French doors.  

 “Yellow,” said Red, “Maybe you should try to speak to him . . . .just you . . . alone.”

Yellow bowed his head.  He moved very close to the window, as close to Henry’s ears as he could get.  "*CHEER UP*!” he suddenly shouted.

The other messengers jumped back and held their ears, “Oh, honestly!” scolded Orange, “Too loud.”

“No one has taught you to use an Indoor Voice,” joked Blue.

"And not a very original message, either," complained Indigo, “*Cheer up*

“Say what you will!” exclaimed Red, “Look at Henry's face.  Yellow got through.”

*   *   *For Henry was looking around the room, a little bewildered, but oddly lighter and more free-feeling.  Somewhere deep inside him he had a sense of great strength.  His thoughts were so powerful; he felt he was almost glowing.  

There wasn’t much to suggest that anyone else in the room noticed anything special, though, except perhaps Billy, whose expression had changed from diapproving to suspicious.  Mark sat idly humming, stirring his cocoa, while Anna leaned over and tried to pull off one of Bach’s ears from the platter of pancakes without anyone noticing.  Every so often a frantic flip-flopping sound came from the living room where Mrs. Harper-Post searched through stacks of her perfectly organized magazines.  

But Henry was filled with a sense of cheerfulness and purpose.  He’d remembered the paper he had taken from his uncle’s desk and glanced over at the wall where his jacket usually hung.  

All he saw now was pink flowered wallpaper and an empty hook.  

"Does anyone know where my jacket is?" asked Henry.

*   *   *   *

“You think he heard me?” asked Yellow.

“I know he heard you,” Red answered, “Wait a moment; you will see.”

“Wait for what?” asked Yellow.

“The answer is above you,” said Red, “Look in the sky.  His connection to us has strengthened; our quest has begun.”

“Awesome!” whispered Yellow.

*   *   *   *

Back in the forest, Rindskopf pointed to the sky.  

“What’s that?” he shrieked.

“Oh, no,” answered Bettelarm, “A Strandburst!  Look away, before it’s too . . . !”

***[fireworks]  But it was already too late.  Henry's silver strand, which until a few moments ago had merely been a whisp of silver coming through the Harper Post's roof, had burst into glorious color.  When the color and light burst had finished, it was slightly thicker and shinier.

“My eyes!” screamed Rindskopf, “I can’t see!”

“Of course you can’t,” muttered Durst. ”None of us can.”

“We have been blinded, Rindskopf," said Bettelarm calmly.

"Not again!" sobbed Saumagen, "Oh, the pain!"

 “The effect will wear off in a day or two," explained Bettelarm, "Until then, we must find our way home.  We have a lot to undo if our quest to destroy the City of Peace is to succeed.”

*   *   *   *

Back in the Harper-Post’s family room, Mark noticed Henry staring at the wall.

"Your jacket's in the laundry," he said, "My father thought it smelled funny. Must have been from that manure you swept up."

"What?" Henry cried, "When did he take it?"

"Last night," answered Mark, proudly, “Said he almost passed out from the smell, too."   Mark smiled at the memory.  "He can't get over how different you and I are.  Somehow, I always manage to get the job done and take care of my appearance.  It’s one of my gifts.”

Anna gave Henry a curious look.

"Why do you need the jacket?" she asked, "Are you cold? Can I get you one of Mark's old sweaters?"

"No," Henry answered, trying to sound unconcerned, "I’d just like to know where that jacket is."

Inwardly, he was in a panic.  If Dr. Harper-Post had washed the jacket, the roll of paper inside the pocket would be ruined. 

Of course he couldn’t tell any of them what was going on inside his head; Mrs. Harper-Post would surely take the roll away if she knew where he'd gotten it 

Just at that moment, Mrs. Harper-Post bustled around the corner.

“Henry, I found the recipe,” she said, brandishing a glossy magazine in one hand, and balancing a full laundry basket on her hip with the other.  In the corner of her basket, Henry saw his jacket, folded and clean.  His heart sank.

 “Right here in this month’s issue of Meals That Teach.," she continued, oblivious of Henry's stricken face,  "Why don’t you take it for a little bedside reading?” She bubbled over with delight and enthusiasm.

Henry accepted the magazine as politely as he could. “'Vegetarian Lunches for Surgeons?'"  he read from the cover in disbelief.

“Yes, open-faced sandwiches cut in all sorts of interesting shapes,” chirped Mrs. Harper-Post, ”Just take a look at ‘Bean Spleens.’  How clever!”  

“Um . . yes,” answered Henry, his voice trailing off unconvincingly.  

Mrs. Harper-Post’s smile slightly soured.

“Well, if this isn’t your cup of tea!" she continued, "Maybe what we have planned later this morning will be.  It will soon be Family Game Hour!” (She said this with great glee, though everyone else in the room looked thoroughly uninspired).  “For forty-five minutes before lunch we are playing Craft Charades!  We act out our favorite crafts, and everyone else tries to guess what they are."

Henry imagined Mark acting our crafts, and felt sick.   "Do you mind if I missed it?" he asked, guessing his request would bring on Mrs. Harper Post’s I-could-throttle-you-but-I’m-smiling look.  "I don't know much about crafts, anyway," he added, "I'd probably just bring the game down."

But Mrs. Harper Post surprised him.  Her face brightened, revealing, just for a moment, how much playing the game without him appealed to her.  Henry suddenly realized how much she must miss the times when her family times did not include him.  It further strengthened his resolve to find his uncle.

"Well, perhaps some time to yourself would do you good," she agreed, "We’ll join up with you later, dear,” she said, "But take your clean laundry up to your room.  You’re the only one in the house that hasn’t put your clothes away yet.”

The Harper-Posts prided themselves on putting away folded clean laundry instantly.  Mrs. Harper-Post piled Henry’s syrupy-sweet-smelling clothes into his arms.  His jacket was at the top of the pile.

"He's been worried about that jacket," remarked Anna.

“It washed beautifully,” commented Mrs. Harper-Post, walking past him and down the basement steps to put away the laundry basket.

Under the huge load of clothing, Henry staggered up the stairs as quickly as he could.  Perhaps something would be left of the scroll; perhaps nothing would be.    But for now, even for just the short trip up the stairs, he was grateful for hope.  He wasn’t ready to feel that hopeless feleing again for a while.

From the foot of the stairs, Anna called him.

 "Henry!"

"What is it?” he said, a little impatiently.

“I want to talk with you about something.” 

He shook his head.  "Can’t now," he answered,  “Sorry.”

Anna seemed anxious about something, “But . . .”

Mrs. Harper-Post returned from the basement.   “Come on now, Anna, don’t delay Henry.  It’s time to bring Laundry Day to a close.  And our laundry isn’t finished until every single piece of clean clothing is put away.”

Henry noticed that her cheek muscles were trembling again.  Just knowing that Henry hadn’t put away his clothes yet was enough to drive her to distraction.

Henry shurgged at Anna and headed for his room quickly.  As soon as he was out of sight of them all, he checked the pocket.  The scroll was still there.  He hurriedly put away his clothes and lay on his bed.  

He unrolled it and found that miraculously, it was in perfect condition.  The tiny brown squiggles and intricate drawings fascinated him.  What could they mean?

Anna knocked on the door.

“Henry?” 

“Anna,” he answered without opening the door, “Not now.  I’m busy.”

.

“Henry, it’s important, ” whispered Anna, “I have something for you.  From your uncle’s shed.”

Henry opened the door and looked around to see if anyone was watching or listening.  He kept his voice very low. “What is it?” he asked, though something in his heart told him it was something he wanted.

Anna pulled a small, green book from behind her back.  It was the book from his uncle’s desk.

“How did you get that?” asked Henry in astonishment.

At the base of the stairs, Mrs. Harper-Post burst into song.  Henry pulled Anna into his room and shut the door.

“We need to go somewhere else to talk,” Anna suggested, “My mother will be up here in a few minutes to check to see that you put away your clothes in the right drawers.  Let’s go to the laundry room. We’ll be free to talk there.”

"Are you sure?" asked Henry.  

"Oh, yes," replied Anna, "My parents are very scheduled.  Now Laundry Day is over.  It would throw off her routine to go in here now."

Henry followed her down two flights of steep steps to the basement.  Anna closed the door behind them, slid down the hydrangea-bush wallpaper and flopped down on the gleaming, vinyl floors.

“When you and Mark were in the shed, Fidelis and I were outside the door for a while,” she admitted, “I saw you try to reach for the book.”

Henry nodded.

"I figured the book had to be important, " she continued, "And when my mother got here and I heard Mark telling her all about everything he did to help you ---“ I wanted to do something for you."  She hesitated for a moment and then added quickly, “By the way, I’m sorry for the way he acted.”

Henry waved his hand, "It's not your fault."

Anna nodded.  “Anyway, I grabbed the book when no one was looking.  I hope it helps you.”

Henry looked at her with a whole new level of admiration.  

From another room, they heard Mark laughing with his mother.

"Craft charades?" asked Henry.

"Probably they are warming up," answered Anna, "My mother and Mark know some pretty obscure ones."

Henry grinned but said nothing.  He liked Anna, and could tell that despite how annoying Mark could be, she had some loyalty toward him.

“I’m used to dealing with my family, but I could tell you weren’t,” she continued, laughing a little uncomfortably, “We’re not that bad, really.  We like to do everything, absolutely everything, a certain way.”

“So I’ve noticed.”.  

“We aren’t exactly flexible,” she admitted.

“Yes.”

“And when there’s something that’s sort of nasty and complicated,” Anna bit her lip, “We avoid it.  My parents want us to be that way.”

“Uh huh.  But what about you?  I mean, why are you different?  Why are you helping me?”

“Most of the time, I do things the Harper-Post way, and life stays pretty easy,” continued Anna, “But lately I have been thinking.  . . and I . . “

“What, Anna?”  She hesitated and looked away.  Her smiles and laughter were gone.  What she was about to say was very hard for her.

“I think it's wrong not to get involved,” she said.  

Anna lowered her voice.

 “Henry,” she said, “I don’t know your uncle very well, but from what I saw in that room, there is something really weird going on.”

Henry blinked. Not only was a Harper-Post talking about something unpleasant, but a Harper-Post was making perfect sense.

“I know,” said Henry.

“I heard you tell Mark that you thought that room might contain a clue about where your uncle has gone,” she continued, “I think you’re right.  And from what I’ve read in this book, we might have some information about where your uncle is now.”

Henry shook his head.  “Not ‘we.’ Anna,” he said, “Me.  I am going to figure it out.”

"Henry," said Anna earnestly, "You can't do this alone.  You are going to need some help."

“Absolutely not,” insisted Henry, “I don’t want any help.”

“If you want the book you have to let me help you,” she said, defiantly.

Henry closed his eyes in disbelief.  “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding!”

“No, I’m not,” said Anna, “You shouldn’t do this alone. And trust me, you need this book.”
“You’ve read it?”

“Not all of it,” said Anna, “But enough to know it is important.  Henry, it’s a journal.  From when your uncle was ten years old.”

Henry sighed, “That doesn't seem like it should help us much now,” he said.

“That’s what I though at first, too,” Anna said, “But I changed my mind when I saw the scroll from your pocket." 

"You know about that, too, then," said Henry.

"Know about it and rescued it," answered Anna, "I was able to get it out of your pocket before my father washed it."

"Amazing!" exclaimed Henry.

"Oh, it was nothing," said Anna, "But now, I want to show you something,” said Anna, leafing through the journal.  “Look at this,” she said, "About halfway through the book, your Uncle Oliver stopped writing in regular handwriting and started drawing worms."

Several pages had rows of small squiggles and loops on them, each about the size of a worm.

“Worms?” said Henry, “Even back then?  What is it about my uncle and worms?”

"It's a code, Henry," explained Anna, "A code drawn in . . worms . . "

"Yes,"

"You know,” said Henry, “Annelids are the type of worms in the shed."

“I wondered.”

Whoa,"   Henry stopped reading. “Very weird.”

*    *   *

He scanned the worm shaped objects and the drawing at the top of the page.  

[insert drawing]

"There it is again," he said, looking at the shape."

"What's that?" said Anna.

Henry stared at the shape.   "That shape.  I’ve seen it before," he said.

"Me, too" said Anna, "It’s the same one from the journal."

She thumbed through the pages and stopped at a page where the drawing was rendered again.  

"Maybe it's a fist?" she theorized, "Or a hen?"

Henry stared at the shape.  For some reason, he felt very calm when he looked at it.  

"It's the strangest thing," said Henry, "I can't place it.  But I know I've seen it before."

Anna studied the paper, going back and forth from the scroll to the back of the journal. "Beside it," she said looking at both pictures, "There are the same symbols."

The first word is, "*  *   *."  

Henry looked up.  "Count what?  It doesn't say."  Henry closed his eyes again.  It was something; he knew it was something.

"Then there is a number," said Anna, showing him, "Whatever has to be counted, there are four of them."

[insert drawing]

He looked at the shape one more time.  He heard rain start to fall.  

“What is that shape?”

The rain falling outside gathered on the roof and the water gushed down the gutters and down the rainspout in rhythmic waves of sound.  Henry listened;  they reminded him of the sounds of waves lapping around him transported him back to only yesterday morning, when he had been sitting on the beach, thinking.  He remembered the silver strand, rippling and shining above him.  

He realized where he’d seen that shape before.  

“It’s a map of the rocks at the cove,” cried Henry out loud, “You must have been there.”

"No," answered Anna, "We go to a swimming pool.  My parents think it's more hygienic."

"Right," said Henry, “

Immediately, Henry thought of the silver strand.  He knew he couldn't tell her about it quite yet, though. “Let’s find out tonight," he whispered, "We'll see what’s there."

Anna hesitated.  "Henry," she said, "We can't go down to the rocks at night."

Henry stared at her.  "Anna," he said, "I have to go.  I'll be back before lunch.  I’ll just check it out.  You don't have to come with me.”

As they sat puzzling over the shape and the writing, sounds of heavy footsteps came down the stairs.

"Oh, no!" said Anna, "It’s Mark."

"Anna?" Mark bellowed officiously, "Are you down here?"

"All right," she whispered to Henry, “But be careful.”

“On my way,” she called back to Mark, 

She turned to Henry.  “Wait.  Before you go, take this."

From around her neck, she pulled a small silver whistle on a chain.  She gave it to Henry.

"What's this for?"

"Mark and I both have them.  Gifts from my parents.” she said, "If you ever get lost, a whistle is a good thing to have.  The sound travels much farther than your voice."

Henry shook his head.  The Harper-Posts had many unusual qualities, both good and bad.  He accepted the whistle, and was later very glad he did.

