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

“One for Mark, one for Anna, and one for Henry,” she trilled.

"Me! Me!" screamed Billy.

"Oh, no cider for you, my little lamb," she answered, "You get a very special drink.  I made it for you myself"

Billy looked stricken.

“Mrs. Harper-Post?” began Henry.

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

“Um.  About the shed . . .”

“Not now, Henry," she said, abruptly, “It’s time for breakfast.  Toast or pancakes anyone?”

“Toast,” answered Mark and Anna quickly.

“Tote,” cried Billy, “Nice!  Nice!”

“Not for you, Billy,” she sang back to him, filling his bottle with a murky, dark  green liquid, "This nice drink is for you.  Now what about you, Henry, pancakes or toast?"

“Pancakes, thanks,” said Henry, “But do you think after breakfast I could go to my uncle's and ---. . . “

Mrs. Harper Post wasn’t listening.  “Toast and pancakes; coming up,” she called back, her voice fading as she fled away into the kitchen.

“Face it.  You’re not going to get back there, Henry,” said Mark, “After seeing that shed, my mother thinks everything about your uncle is bad now.”

Henry sighed and looked out the window.  Mark was right.  With Mrs. Harper-Post in charge, he’d probably never get to see the wonderful room again.  Last night she had even sent Dr. Harper-Post over to padlock the shed.  It was no use.  
When she triumphantly returned with an enormous platter, Henry was surprised to see each pancake was shaped like a bust of a famous composer.

More intensely than usual, she scrutinized Henry’s face, “Care for a Bach, Beethoven or Schubert?” she asked, rotating the unusual-smelling pancakes under his nose.
“Actually, I’m more interested in talking about my uncle,” said Henry, trying one more time to convince her, “I want to try to find him --- ”

“Tsk tsk. Henry,” she scolded, “We talked about this last night, remember?  And we decided we're not going back there again until your uncle returns; didn’t we?"  She didn't stop for an answer.  "We just all have to be patient and wait."

“But it’s been days,” cried Henry, "Maybe he's in trouble.  Maybe there’s a clue to where he’s gone in his shed."

“No clues," she answered with a disgusted look, "Worms, smells and odd, broken things don't tell anyone anything."

"Maybe they do, and . .  ."
"As far as him being in trouble; you have no proof of that," 

"He hasn't called," insisted Henry.

"I'm sorry to say it," answered Mrs. Harper-Post, "But that doesn’t mean anything.  These days people are rude.  Just wrapped up in their own selfish interests  --- couldn't care less about inconveniencing others."

"But my uncle isn’t like that . . " protested Henry.

“Perhaps he is, more than you know,” Mrs. Harper-Post responded sharply, You don’t know, after all it’s not like he is your fa---“
Henry looked up, “Like who?” he said, “Like my father.  No, I don’t know him as well as I knew my father.  But I know that he takes care of me as best as he can.  He is definitely odd.  But he is caring.  And reliable, in his own way.”


“I’m sure you think so.  But it’s time to use your special listening ears,” said Mrs. Harper-Post sweetly, though her fierce, steely eyes looked as though they could bore into Henry’s very soul, “In this house, there will be no further discussion about your uncle and his shed.  He'll be back when he is back, and you will be here waiting for him.  Now, turn your thoughts around and focus on the positive." She continued staring at him expectantly. 

A long silence passed before Henry realized she was referring to her pancakes.

“Oh!" he said miserably.  He blurted out the only vaguely positive comment he could think of, "Uh.  Coconut for Beethoven’s hair . . . wow,” he offered weakly.

“Not coconut, those are bean sprouts,” she corrected him, but his remark was still enough to satisfy her.  Mrs. Harper-Post placed a Beethoven and a Bach on his plate.

" I can show you the magazine where I got the idea, too, Henry,” said Mrs. Harper Post, “I’m sure you’ll find it fascinating.”

“No . . I . . .” Henry tried to stop her, but again it was too late; Mrs. Harper-Post had already dashed off in search of her magazine.  He scraped suspiciously at the pancakes with his fork.

Mark smirked.  “If you think they’re bad, wait until you taste her syrup.  She makes it from wheat grass and beets.”
Fidelis walked over to Henry sorrowfully and lay at his feet.  He nudged his nose under Henry's fingers and whined for a pat.

Stroking the dog's closely clipped, wooly fur, Henry tore off one of Bach’s lapels with his fingers and offered it to him.  Fidelis sniffed it and gave him a resentful look.  Henry stared out the Harper-Post’s perfectly clean windows into a cloudy morning sky.  Anna had left her toast untouched and was looking out of the windows, too.  Mark was already finished and gone. Billy stared at his bottle soulfully. Inside and out, Henry felt the world had a grey, hopeless quality.
Mrs. Harper-Post reminding him that he no longer had a father was unexpected, and had brought the pain of losing his family back to him in a powerful way.
*   *   *   *

High above the Harper-Post’s house, the messengers watched through their Omnoculars.

“Oh, dear,” Orange noted sadly. 
"I know," said Yellow, "Wheat grass and beets.  Yuck."

"No, I meant Henry," scolded Orange, "He's feeling so hopeless."

“He’s thinking of his parents and his sister,” said Indigo, “The accident.  Such sadness.”

Green dabbed his eyes.
“Let’s move closer,” Red answered, "Oh, I wish his strand were thicker, but we'll go as far as we can."
Faster than light, the messengers traveled down the strand.  The closer they got to him, the thinner Henry’s strand became.  The group stopped only when it became too thin for all seven of them to travel any farther. The petal-like strips of light unfolded several feet above the Harper-Post’s shake-tiled roof.  

 “Yellow,” whispered Red, “Someone must communicate with him . . . .perhaps you are small enough  . . .can you try?”

“That close to him, it will be tricky,” said Yellow doubtfully, “But of course, I’ll try.”
Yellow stepped out on to one of the strand’s petals that lifted him, easily on to the side of the gently waving strand.  He climbed on top of the strand and delicately balanced along its edge, until he had passed through the roof and entered the Harper-Post's home.  He looked around with interest.

"Wow," he said, "Such clean windows." 

“Keep moving,” whispered Red.  His voice traveled quickly down the thread and Yellow nodded.
Like a tiny tightrope walker, the agile Yellow inched closer and closer to Henry, with expert precision.  The end of the strand was as delicate as a spider web, so Yellow stepped as lightly as he could until finally he was right beside his ear.
"So!" Yellow whispered up the strand, "Now I’m here, what do I say?"   
“Tell him he is destined for great things,” offered Blue.

“But be clear what ‘great’ means,” added Indigo, “Not great for himself, but great for the whole human race.”

“Just convey to him that he must choose wisely,” said Orange, “And move with discretion.”
“Let him feel your presence,” advised Red, “Then say something from your heart --- you have the understanding of a child his age.  Use that to make him aware a great task is before him that he can accomplish.”

Yellow looked perplexed.  He sat quietly for a moment as Red had suggested., thinking.   
Then he leaned forward, close to Henry’s ear and shouted, 
 "WAKEY WAKEY!"
Green grinned from ear to ear, and did a little joyous dance, but the other messengers looked at each other in shock.

 “Oh, honestly!” scolded Orange, “Did you hear that?”
“Someone needs to teach him about an indoor voice,” joked Blue.

"And what did he say?" complained Indigo, “Wakey wakey?"

"Not very spiritual," said Orange doubtfully.

“Say what you will!” exclaimed Red, "Look at Henry's face.  We're through.”
“Are you sure?” asked Yellow, as he climbed back into the strand.
“I know it for a fact,” Red answered, “Wait a moment; you will see.”

“Wait for what?” asked Yellow.

*   *   *   *

Back in the forest, Rindskopf pointed to the sky.  

“What’s that?” he shrieked.

“No!  No!” exclaimed Bettelarm, “A Strandburst!  Look away, before it’s too . . . !”

But it was already too late.  Henry's silver strand, which until a few moments ago had merely been a thin thread of silver coming through the Harper Post's roof, had burst into glorious color.  Particles of silver, color and light showered over the house in clusters. The strand twirled and spun over them, gathering the colorful showers into a thicker taper that shone twice as brightly as it had before.

“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.”

*   *   *   *

“Next time it will be easier for you to reach him,” said Red, “His strand has strengthened; our quest has begun.”

“Awesome!” whispered Yellow, looking up.
 *  *  *  *  *  *  *
Though Henry had no idea why, his mind suddenly felt very sharp.  The heavy feelings of grey hopelessness had left him; the only ones that remained were of great strength and clear purpose.  Henry felt almost as if he had been dreaming, and something had awakened him to all that he could do to make his situation better.  He knew he was no longer going to sit around watching the Harper-Posts do nothing about his uncle. His mind raced eagerly ahead, thinking of ideas, making plans, imagining all the things he could do to make the situation better.  The energy within him felt so powerful it felt like he was almost glowing.  

As he thought of his uncle’s shed, the scroll that he’d taken from his uncle's desk came to mind.  That was where we would start.   Perhaps Mrs. Harper Post could keep him out of the shed, but she couldn’t keep him from reading the scroll.  Or could she?  He glanced over at the wall where his jacket usually hung and to his dismay, all that remained there was a strip of putrid pink flowered wallpaper and an empty hook.  

Mark looked up and noticed Henry staring at the empty hook.

“Wondering where your jacket went?" he said, "My father thought it smelled bad. Must have been from all that manure you swept up."

"What?" Henry cried, "What did he do with it?"

"Washed it last night," answered Mark, “Said he almost passed out from the stench, too."   Mark smiled at the memory.  "You know, he can't get over how different you and I are.  Somehow, I always manage to get jobs done and stay clean.  It’s one of my gifts.”

Fidelis yawned loudly.

"Why do you want it anyway?" Mark asked, "Going somewhere?" he added hopefully.

“Maybe,” said Henry.

"Well, it's probably washed and folded by now," said Anna, "I'll find it for you."

"Thanks," Henry answered, trying to sound calm, although inwardly, he was beginning to panic.  If Dr. Harper-Post had washed the jacket, the scroll of paper inside the pocket was probably ruined. Or, if he’d found it, as soon as he or Mrs. Harper-Post realized where Henry had gotten it, it would be taken away.  Henry waited miserably for Anna to return.
But it was Mrs. Harper-Post who bustled around the corner, with a glossy magazine under one arm, and a full laundry basket under the other.  Henry saw his jacket, folded and clean, at the bottom of the basket. His heart sank.

“I found the recipe,” she announced grandly, sweeping the magazine triumphantly into his chest, “Right here in this month’s issue of Meals That Teach."  

Henry accepted the magazine as politely as he could. “'Vegetarian Lunches for Young Surgeons?'"  

“There’s an educational moment in every luncheon item,” breathed Mrs. Harper-Post,”Just take a look at ‘Spleen Burritos.’  Who ever thought of something so clever?”  

“No one . . . well, no one I would know,” answered Henry, his voice trailing off unconvincingly.  

Mrs. Harper-Post’s smile slightly soured.

“Well, you’re in for a real treat later today.  I’ll be serving them for lunch after Family Game Hour!” 
She said this with great glee, looking over at Mark who gave her a thumbs-up.    “We’re playing ‘Name Those Teeth!" he said.

"What’s that?" asked Henry.
 "Oh, it’s a wonderful little game my husband picked up at a dental convention,” explained Mrs. Harper-Post, “Players identify all sorts of diseases of teeth and gums, misalignments, bad orthodontics.  There’s even a celebrity section.  Hours of family fun."

Even if he hadn’t had a mysterious scroll to examine, Henry would have done anything to avoid spending the morning looking at diseased teeth and gums.  

Guessing his response would bring on Mrs. Harper Post’s I-could-throttle-you-but-I’m-smiling look.  "I don't know much about teeth, anyway," he stated a little fearfully, "so I'd probably just bring the game down.”
Henry was quite surprised.  Instead of rebuking him, Mrs. Harper Post actually brightened for a moment.  Playing the game without him clearly appealed to her.  Suddenly Henry realized she was as tired of having Henry around as he was of being there.  It further strengthened his resolve to find his uncle.

"Well, if you’re sure," she agreed, "But take your clean laundry up to your room first, though.  Yesterday was Laundry Day, and Dr. Harper Post and I noticed you’re the only one in the house that hasn’t put your clothes away yet.”

The Harper-Posts prided themselves on putting away clean laundry instantly.  Mrs. Harper-Post began to pile Henry’s things into his arms.  They smelled syrupy-sweet.

"Oh, there it is," exclaimed Anna, as she ran to the basket.  "He was worried about this jacket." She draped it over his head, since his arms were full.

“I don't see why.  It washed beautifully,” commented Mrs. Harper-Post, with a sniff.  She stomped purposefully down the basement steps to put away the laundry basket.

Under the huge pile of fluffy, perfumed clothing, sheets and towels, Henry staggered up the stairs, but his heart was light, regardless of his load. He held on to the hope that the scroll might still be there.  He might still have a chance to find his uncle.  

From the foot of the stairs, Anna called him.

 "Henry!"

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

“I have to talk to you.” 

He shook his head.  "Not now," he answered.

Anna seemed anxious, “But . . .”

Mrs. Harper-Post returned from the basement.   “Anna, don’t delay Henry.  It’s time to bring Laundry Day to a close.  And Laundry Day isn’t over 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 shrugged at Anna and headed for his room.  As soon as his door was closed, he felt his jacket pocket.  The scroll was still there! He hurriedly put away his clothes and opened it on his bed.  

Miraculously, it seemed in perfect condition.  He unrolled it gently, revealing rows of strange squiggles and intricate drawings of birds with wonder.  He traced a finger over the odd designs.  What could his uncle have been doing?

A timid knock came at the door.

“Henry?” called Anna.

“Not now, Anna,” he answered, hiding the scroll under a blanket.
“Henry, it’s important,” whispered Anna, “I have something for you -- from the cauliflower room.”

