Some distance away, they heard the sound of the mower's humming. Freshly cut trails of mown grass led higgledy-piggledy over the fields to the crest of a hill; Mark carefully stepped in the low grass to protect his shoes from water damage.  The erratic curves of the mower’s tracks led over the slope to an apple orchard.

As they scanned the area with their flashlights, wet leaves and numerous apples on the ground glistened but there was no sign of the mower. The orchard was eerily silent.  

“Well, can’t say we didn’t try,” said Mark, “Best if we turn around now and give up.”

“Hold on!” answered Henry, “Not yet.  What’s that?”

Henry had seen something beyond the trees.  There, in the dark, something glittered.  The mower had almost slipped into a pond; it now teetered on the edge and only a sharp rock prevented it from slipping completely into the water. 

Apples lay everywhere around it; a group of ducks seemed particularly interested in one pile of the small, sweet fruit that had fallen directly on top of the mower. The hungry ducks were rapidly munching their way through them.   

All at once the boys realized that with each apple the ducks ate, the mower slid further toward the pond’s edge. The apples that had showered down heavily on one side, had weighed one side of the mower down like a seesaw.

"Quick!' exclaimed Henry, rushing over to the pond, "A few more apples and it will go right in."

Mark stayed on the bank and waved his arms wildly.  “Shoo, ducks!" he called from a very safe distance, “Go away!”

But they didn't budge.  In fact, it seemed to Henry that they ate more vigorously.  

“Move!’ Henry shouted at the ducks, moving in very close to them.

A curious sucking sound came from the pond, but Henry was so focused on his uncle’s lawn mower and didn’t think too much about it.  The ducks, however, had a very different reaction. At the sound, they immediately stopped eating apples and began attacking Henry, flapping their wings, trying to shoo him away.  

Though Henry had never considered ducks particularly vicious animals before, these ones quickly changed his mind. He had no doubt they were out to get him.  One duck pecked Henry so hard she took a chunk out of his ankle. He backed away from her in pain, but just before he moved, a piece of tape peeled from the edge of the mower and stuck to his wrist, fastening him tightly to the handle.  The duck quacked furiously and lunged at Henry’s other wrist, which he pulled away just in time to avoid another injury.   The tape narrowly missed him and fell to the ground.   

“Mark!” called Henry, “Help!”

One small, female duck stood beside Mark, staring at him.  She quacked once and he leapt back in terror.  A few gentle flaps of her wings were enough to paralyze him with fear, unable to move and absolutely no help to Henry.  

Meanwhile, two aggressive drakes flew over Henry, nipping at his head. As he leapt quickly to one side to avoid them, a third piece of tape, wet, slimy and cold, flew out of the pond, narrowly missing his neck. Henry tugged at his bound hand, but could not pull it free.  The mower’s engine inexplicably lurched back to life and one wobbly, slightly bent wheel started to spin.  The mower was tipping into the pond, with Henry’s right hand attached to it.  Trapped to the huge, heavy mower, Henry would be dragged into the pond and drowned.

“Mark!” cried Henry, “Pull the tape!”

Mark stayed motionless.  “I’m thinking!” he called back in a high-pitched, quavering voice.

“Stop thinking!” screamed Henry, “Do something!”

Henry’s words seemed to have some impact on Mark, who took one careful step towards the mower.  But one quack from the duck was enough to terrify him again, and he stood frozen in his tracks.  

“I’ll be right there,” his feeble voice called softly, trying not to infuriate his gentle feathered captor.

Ducks were now coming from every part of the orchard to Henry and swooped over the mower.  However, they no longer pecked at him, but instead piled on the mower to weigh it down and prevent it from going over the edge.  

It suddenly dawned on Henry that they had been trying to help him all along.  They had only wanted the mower in the pond when it was empty; now he was trapped on it, they were trying their best to keep it on shore.  As they pushed and flapped and quacked, Henry wrestled with the tape and finally freed himself.  He pulled away from the mower, as it made one last heaving sigh, toppled on to the ground with a huge crash, and landed upright.  The engine died. 

A minute later Henry lay panting in the mud and Mark walked over to him, clothes immaculate and smooth.  “Give me your hand,” he said, in high spirits.

“You’re a little late,” answered Henry, “I can stand up by myself.”

Mark blinked innocently.  “You sound angry,” he said, sounding confused.

Henry stood up.  “Mark, I could have drowned.  You were no help.  You stood there, afraid of . . . afraid of . . .THAT.”   He pointed at the small duck that five minutes earlier had held Mark captive.  She waggled her tail feathers at them.

Mark shifted uneasily.  "Well, maybe it seems that way to you,” he said, “But I must have done something right.  It all worked out, didn’t it?”

“What?” gasped Henry.

 “Look,” said Mark, smugly, “You’re safe.  You weren’t hurt.  You got the mower.  You obviously didn’t need help.  Everything is great.”

Mark put his hands on his hips, looking down at Henry as if Henry were the one who was in the wrong.   

“And, what's with all this tape?" asked Mark, pulling a sticky loop from Henry’s hair, “It’s pretty dirty.”  

“I have no idea,” answered Henry, pushing his hand away,  “I’m getting out of here.”

“Not without the mower,” Mark reminded him, “We can’t forget that.”

 “But then again . . . “ he said, “Perhaps it would be a little wiser to wait until these ducks are gone.  Wouldn’t want to hurt them.”

But the ducks now appeared very reasonable and docile again; in fact, Henry thought most of them looked  proud of themselves as they waddled past.  Only one drake, however, appeared to be still sour.  He glared at something as he stomped through the grass.  Shortly afterwards, Henry heard him quacking angrily in the orchard.  Henry shone the light into the trees, heard the odd shrieking sound he’d heard earlier, then all was quiet.

Henry shivered again, and turned his attention to the mower. The front fender was damaged, and one of the wheels was flat.  

“It’s not too bad," Mark said with a grin (once the ducks were gone), "We'll tie ropes around it, front and back, and ease it up the bank. But keep your hands away from the blades underneath.   It’s already started up once for no reason, and we don’t want to take any chances.”

Henry nodded.  Perhaps there was no point in holding a grudge.  Mark wasn’t his bravest person in the world, but he was could be quite competent and helpful when bravery wasn’t an issue.  The two boys lowered themselves down the muddy bank, wrapped each end of the mower with rope and carefully pulled it up the muddy slope.  

Fortunately, the axles were not bent.  Once on the grass, the mower rolled easily along the fields, and they took turns pulling it until they reached the shed.   For the amount of flopping around the little building had done, it was in remarkably good shape.  Of course there were a few loose boards lying on the ground here and there, and the pots all around it were broken, but still it seemed quite stable and sound.

Inside the shed was another story, though.  There it looked as if it had been turned upside-down, shaken several times and set right again. At one end of the room lay piles of broken crates, ripped-open sacks, and an unrecognizable array of bent and broken objects that at one time might have been tools. Almost everything that had been stacked in one corner was now covered with some kind of bad-smelling brown soot and a pitchfork was impaled in one wall at the other end of the shed. 

Above the pitchfork, an overturned workbench had damaged a wall.  The force had been so great that it had dislodged a pegboard that hung there, which to Henry's surprise, revealed a battered, splintered door.  A large section of wood had been ripped out of the door and soft, gray-green light filtered through.   

“What’s that?” said Henry, pointing.

"I think it’s steer manure,” said Mark, holding his nose, "What a smell!"

"No, I mean over there," exclaimed Henry, walking towards the light, "That room behind that pegboard.”

“Great, great,” said Mark, paying no attention.  Never in the Harper-Posts’ history had any member of their family encountered a place so messy and bad-smelling before.  Mark wanted nothing but to return home to his gleaming white lemon-scented bathroom to take a shower.  

“I never knew there was a door here,” said Henry, “I wonder what  --- 

Henry pushed against it, and the door easily gave away.

“Whoa,” whispered Henry, “Look at this.” 

Behind the broken door, the room was small, but elegant.  Tiled with hundreds of circular green and gold disks, its roof curved upward like a dome, low at the edges, and high in the center. The room was lit by wide, clear tubes that ran around the edges of the dome, filled with green water.  In the center of the room stood a shiny wood table, scattered with papers and books, and a glass of water, as if someone had been just working there.  Above them hung a huge silver candelabra, decorated with stars and birds. One silver bird had fallen and lay on the floor beside an overturned cabinet. Other than that, everything seemed very orderly and undisturbed.  

Along the edges of the room flowering vines grew toward the green tubes. Beneath them several illuminated tables lined the walls, made of stacked narrow trays filled with soil.  The trays rotated every so often with a gentle squeaking sound.   A fine mist of water continuously sprayed from outlets in the tubes, which kept the soil moist.   As the yellow worms wriggled to the surface in rows; cameras mounted above each of the tables took pictures of them.  Then, after several minutes, they disappeared into the soil again, and another tray rotated to the top. 

A tiny yellow worm fell from somewhere and landed on the sleeve of Mark’s rain jacket. 

“Ew!” Mark screamed, “What’s that?”

“It’s called an annelid,” explained Henry, “It’s a type of worm my uncle likes.”

“Uck!” exclaimed Mark, “That’s it;  we’re leaving.”

As Mark turned to go, Henry bent over and picked up a folder.

"Henry, come on, let’s get out of here,” Mark insisted.

“What?” exclaimed Henry, “Go yourself.  I am staying.  I want to see what’s in this room.”

 “We shouldn’t be in here,” replied Mark, pushing Henry towards the door, “This all belongs to your uncle;  it’s pretty clear he’s kept it a secret.  It’s none of our business what’s in that file.”

 “What’s wrong with you?” Henry shouted, “When I needed someone to talk to, you do nothing.  When I’m fighting for my life you do nothing.   Now when I actually NEED you to leave me alone and do nothing, you are butting in and telling me what to do.  Leave me alone.”

“I’m just trying to do the right thing,” said Mark.

Henry pushed back at him in frustration but Mark was large and strong, and held him back easily.  Over Mark’s shoulder, Henry could see some of the folders that lay open on the floor.  Clearly labeled, they read: “Annelids Fall 1936” . . .”Annelids Winter 1936”. . .” Annelids Spring1937." 

“I am going to save you from yourself,” said Mark pompously, wrenching Henry’s hands behind his back, “I’m older, and wiser.” 

[Henry looks at Mark, and realizes how dishonest he is.  Suddenly Henry had an idea. 

"Mark,” he said, no longer struggling,  “I guess you are right about respecting my uncle’s privacy.  But, the least we could do is to straighten up a bit.”  He knew that Mark enjoyed cleaning.   Henry pointed to the filing cabinet that had been overturned.  “I mean look at that.  A job like that needs a highly organized mind like yours to tackle it.

Mark looked a little interested.  The mess was clearly bothering him.

“Well, I’d be glad to tidy up, but I will not read anything,” he said, attempting to sound noble, “It’s an invasion of privacy.” 

“Great!” said Henry.

“And I suggest you, Henry, start in the other room,” Mark continued, “With the steer manure.”

The other room was the last place Henry wanted to be, but he had an idea.  While Mark took to righting the file cabinet and putting away folders, Henry moved as casually as he could to the paper-strewn table that sat in the center of the room.  Pretending to pick up papers from the floor around it, he noticed a small, green book lying open.  Beside it, lay a pen and some notes, as if his uncle had been working on something.

As he picked up the book, several worms dropped from the ceiling in front of Mark.  

“Uck!” he screamed, again, jumping up and stumbling on an open cabinet drawer.  As he fell, he caught sight of Henry slipping the green book into his jacket.

"Hang on, what are you doing over there?" said Mark. He stepped over a drawer and snatched the book out of Henry’s pocket, "Give me that.  Looks like some sort of diary." 
As Henry looked up at the diary with Mark’s face stood looking down at him with haughty superiority, Henry was furious.  There seemed to be no way to defeat him.

"A diary, Henry," Mark continued, "Some of your uncle’s most innermost meaningful thoughts.  Something that he wouldn’t want anyone else to read, right?"

[insight]  Suddenly though, he heard a voice deep within him, telling him the right thing to do.  The truth has a special sound, it whispered, that even those who stand in your way can recognize.    Do not deceive.  

Henry searched his own thoughts for the truth.  He realized that something in the room might hold a clue to where his uncle had gone.  Only a worm or a cauliflower would have the power to make his uncle drop everything and leave, and it was clear that this room was packed with information about both.


“Mark,” he said, “I think something in this room has the potential for giving me the information I need to find my uncle.  I think that diary might have some information about where my uncle is now.”

Mark thought for a moment.  His face a little brightened.  He knew how desperately his family wanted to be rid of Henry.

“Alright,: he said, “Under one condition.  I’m older than you so I will read it to you.  If there is anything unsuitable in this, I will skip it.”

“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding!”

“Take it or leave it,” he said, smiling all the time.  Henry nodded.

Mark stood very straight and began to read, "Ahem,” he said, clearing his throat, “Camp Patagonia, July 1."

He turned to Henry, "He went to camp."

"I know" answered Henry angrily, "Keep reading.”

"The paper looks old," Mark said, "I'll be extra careful of this ancient relic."  

“Just read!”

"Today is my first day of camp. Good thing I brought my geometry book." 

Mark looked up. "Geometry book? Who brings a geometry book to camp?"

"I guess my uncle did.  Sounds like him, actually.”  

“And look, he’s stuck a picture in here,” Mark gave Henry a brief glimpse of his uncle’s thin anxious young-boy face, and then quickly snatched the diary away again.  ”Same glasses, same brainy look. Is that really short hair, or was he bald when he was a kid?”

Mark continued reading. “Today I was locked in the outhouse.  One of the other boys must have mistakenly thought it was empty.  Fortunately I had my geometry book."

"Oh, dear," said Henry, "Locked in the outhouse on his first day at camp.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t read any more if this is too upsetting for you."

“No, read, READ!”

Mark read for a while silently.  He sighed and looked up.  "This is terrible.  ‘Locked in the outhouse again.  I am beginning to suspect this is not accidental on the part of the other campers.  I did, however, discover a fascinating specimen of annelid in the outhouse, which kept me entertained until the counselors came to rescue me at nightfall.’"

"What is an annelid?" Mark asked, when he caught his breath.

"It is a type of worm.  Like these ones," said Henry, pointing to the trays, "He still loves his worms.”

Mark leafed through the diary and frowned.

"This is unpleasant," he said, "About halfway through the book, he stops writing and starts drawing worms."

Mark lowered the book so Henry could see, but Henry immediately tried to snatch it away from him, so he held it up high again.  From what Henry could see, the book had rows of small squiggles and loops on it, each about the size of a worm.

"Nice try,” said Mark, “But I’m going to keep this little book.  There are some things that I’m sure your uncle would not want you to see.”  After a few moments he started reading again.  “Here's another entry in his regular writing,” continued Mark,  “ ‘I fainted again.  I was alone by the boathouse.  The school nurse found me.  They don't know how long I was out."

Mark stopped again and leafed through pages.  “Then lots more of that weird code,” he explained.

Henry nodded, and waited for Mark to continue reading, "Hmm. ‘Good day.  Today we had Nature Walk.   . . my friends, the annelids, and like no others.  My usefulness in life is assured . .whoa,"   Mark stopped reading. “How odd.”

"Oh, annelid must mean something else," replied Henry, "Maybe it’s the name of a camp group of something.  Otherwise this makes no sense.  Let me see," said Henry, trying again to get the book from his hands.  Two papers fell out.

The paper read:

MEDICAL DISCHARGE

To Whom It May Concern:

For medical reasons, Oliver Duncan, age 12, will be released to the care of his parent/guardian.  

Cause of release: fainting spells of unknown origin jeopardize your son's safety.

“Hmmm,” mused Henry, “So he was sent home from that camp.”

“What’s the other thing?” asked Mark.

“It’s a newspaper clipping,” said Henry.

LOCAL BOY HERO

Joy and relief were the emotions of the day when John Googlelston III, missing since July 19, was found alive and well after days of intense searching by the community and law enforcement.

It was a 12-year-old boy, however, who actually found Googleston.  Oliver Duncan, a camper at nearby Camp Patagonia located the hungry and tired 2 year-old who had wandered away from his parents at a family picnic and had disappeared.  

“He saved a kid?” said Henry, “I’d never heard that before.”

Henry looked up from his folder.  “Mark,” said Henry, “Promise that you won’t tell anyone about this room.  There must be a reason why my uncle has kept it secret, and maybe no one should about it until we find out why.”

Mark had already moved away from the center of the room, “Fine with me,” he answered, “Though I don’t see why.  Who would care about this kind of junk?”

“I don’t know, but this just feels like a secret room.  I have a feeling we shouldn’t tell anyone about it,”

Suddenly the door rattled.  Both boys jumped.  

"Uncle Oliver?" cried Henry, but there was no answer.  Someone was in the shed, listening to them.  An odd scraping noise came from outside, and he door to the wonderful room banged several times, as if a great weight had been thrust upon it. Then it fell heavily on the floor, narrowly missing Henry.

The boys stood motionless, staring at the door.

“Who’s there?” cried Mark.

A short, white nose appeared around its edge.

"Fidelis!" cried Mark, in relief.

Anna’s voice came from outside.  "Mark?  Henry?  What's going on out here?  I thought you said you'd be . . .” Her voice trailed off as she looked around the room. “Wow!” she gasped.  “What’s this?”

“Cool, isn’t it?” said Mark, “It’s some kind of secret lab that Henry’s uncle uses.”

“Mark!” exclaimed Henry in disgust, “We agreed that . . .”

“Well, I can’t exactly HIDE it from her, since she’s here, can I?” said Mark, “I mean, she’s right here.”

Henry frowned.

“I won’t tell anyone,” said Anna, “But . . but . . “ 

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

At the sound of Mrs. Harper-Post, Rindskopf scampered into the woods.

However, this method didn’t work very well for anyone with a real problem, like Henry had.  Uncle Oliver was away, the more Henry felt he needed help.  The fact that Uncle Oliver hadn’t returned, though, was not nice.  Plus, it was very difficult to ignore.  The whole situation had thrown the family into a slightly frantic state of hopefulness.

It seemed clear to Henry that if Uncle Oliver didn’t return soon, someone could be seriously hurt by all that smiling.  He had to find out where Uncle Oliver had gone.

They had never had to report anything to the police in their lives; the mere thought of it was too much for them.  

and never could have guessed that staying with such a perfect family could ever be a problem. 
although he was starting to get a little interested himself.  No one really knew what Henry’s uncle did for a living.  It always seemed like he had plenty of money, but never really did anything but grow a few plants and dig up worms.  Finally, he thought, there might be something in this room that would explain why.

As Mark tried to recapture him, Fidelis anticipated his move and escaped. He couldn’t be caught.  Fidelis was so fast and agile, when he wanted to stay free, he stayed free

