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​Chapter One
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Jack Derwood glanced around to make sure that nobody was nearby. But the schoolyard of Peabody Christian Academy was safely deserted. Everybody had gone home except for one or two students who had been drafted into assisting with the Fall Festival decorations. And they were all inside with the teachers, stapling together construction paper leaves or rolling up and taping the cardboard cornucopias.

At last he had privacy to enjoy a hard-earned reward. He had amazed the entire school by reading through the Bible in just twelve weeks. He had beaten out the other high school kids and the junior high kids in the contest. He had even beaten out Rachael Holstein, a senior whose brother was a missionary and whose sister went to Bible college, and who had long, ripply blond hair like pictures of saints. 

Yes, by carefully mapping out exactly how many chapters a day would have to be read, and studying them as he proceeded, he had read the Bible through and passed the quizzes for each book: Genesis, Exodus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, etc. 

The members of the school board would come to shake his hand at the next awards ceremony. His achievement would be noted on his report card. He would have his name engraved on the plaque of names outside the principal's office.

But the reward he had coveted for the last two weeks now sat in his hands. It was wrapped in thick brown paper, giving it an aura of mystery and understated luxury. He knew what it was, and when the reading had become difficult and even a bit boring through the minor prophets, he had promised himself that when he got his prize, he would enjoy it all by himself.

For Mrs. MacTrudy, the ancient, white-haired, fourth grade teacher who looked like a Christmas tree angel, and who beamed good will and bright affection onto everybody as though somebody plugged her in each morning, donated her own special prize to the winner of the Bible reading contest each year. And that prize was a box of 36 Scottish made, sea-salt and butterscotch soft caramels. Six rows of six pudgy little squares of creamy, savory, and sweet flavors. There was nothing like them, and nobody knew were Mrs. MacTrudy got them. Perfect, dented little squares of soft succulence. And now, they were all his. All 36 of them.

He realized, of course, that it would be impossible to eat 36 caramels before his sister Penny arrived to pick him up. With their father overseas on a mission trip, Penny was the appointed driver for family errands, an office that she enjoyed. She seemed almost fully recovered from her experiences at Royalty House​[1] a few months ago. Jack intended to share his prize with her and save some for his younger brother and sisters. But this moment was his and his alone.

He sat down on the curb. He set his books alongside him on the sidewalk and cast a glance up the straight, narrow drive to watch for the family station wagon. Then he tore aside the paper, revealing the smooth white box underneath. In tiny gold cursive, the words “from the heart of Scotland” had been written. He pulled up the lid and the aroma of fresh caramel and butterscotch wafted up in the faint lift of air. He gently, almost reverently lifted the frail white sheet of paper that covered his prizes.

There was a card, face down, inside and—to his surprise—an array of unexpected shapes. Not the small soft squares that he had expected. But tiny round spheres that were golden. He picked one up and popped it whole into his mouth. As he did, he turned over the card to read it.

Just as something that tasted exactly like soap ran down his throat, he saw that the card was printed with the title SCOTLAND’S BUTTERSCOTCH SCENTED SOAPS, and under it, scrawled in black pen, the words, They were out of caramels. Hope you like decorative soaps—Mrs. MacTrudy

He inhaled to spit out the soap, but it was round, and it was slick now that it was in his mouth, and as he inhaled, he sucked it down. For a brief moment he couldn’t breathe around it, and then it glided into his stomach. He leaped into the air as his sinuses were suddenly filled with an unbearable aroma of soapy butterscotch. He sneezed a massive amount of mucus straight out onto the pavement. He gagged, and he dry heaved. Hie eyes swam with tears. 

Just then, the familiar white station wagon crept up the long, narrow drive at Penny's usual five-mile-an-hour pace: cautiously and on time. On the rare occasions when his friend Scruggs picked him up, his ancient, rusted out Mustang always let out a belch of gasoline scented blue smoke as he approached. And when they left, if nobody was around, Scruggs would peel out. 

Even now, when the school grounds were completely empty and deserted, Penny crawled along to the pick-up point, as though there might be first graders hiding behind the bushes, ready to throw themselves under the wheels. 

But when she saw her brother Jack dancing madly on the sidewalk, sneezing out long streams of liquid and gagging and coughing, she slammed on the brakes, switched off the car, and leaped out. 

“Jack! Jack, what’s happened? Jack what is it?”

He gaped at her, his mouth open wide, and a tiny bit of soapy foam rolled like drool off his lower lip. He clapped a frantic hand to his chest.

“Are you choking?” she yelled.

He shook his head but then clutched his throat again as his digestive tract spasmed in rebellion against this foreign Scottish intruder.

She pounded one fist on his back, and that actually helped for a moment. He heaved in enough air to speak, and then realized that she was behind him, frantically trying to bear hug him from the back. “No Penny,” he croaked. “Not the 

Heimlich—”

But she slammed her knotted hands up into his seething solar plexus.

“Nooo!” he gasped, and he broke away from her and fell face first onto the grass. He threw up a mouthful of soapy phlegm that had bright, multi-colored bubbles in it that sparkled like rainbows in the sun. 

“Can you breathe!” she shouted at him.

“Yes!’ he gasped. He heaved in several breaths and the fresh air helped to abate the overpowering smell of butterscotch and soap that was fermenting inside him and sending fumes into his head. 

He coughed out more soapy phlegm and saliva. “I swallowed soap!” he managed to shout at her.

“You swallowed soap?” she shouted back, as though he may have gone deaf as well. “What for?” she shouted.

He pointed to the discarded box on the ground. “Read it! Read the ingredients!” he gasped, still hacking out phlegm. “Out loud!” 

She obliged him. “Palm oil, shea butter, glycerin, butterscotch extract, caramel extract, may contain traces of lye.” She cocked her head at him.

He sat up, gasping but mostly recovered. “Enough lye to poison me?”

“No. But you might get sick, which I think just happened. Why did you eat soap?” she asked again.

He pulled his knees up and focused on breathing. “I thought she gave me butterscotch candy. I won the school Bible reading contest today.”

“And they gave you soap?”

“Where Mrs. MacTrudy gets her supplies, well, they were out of candy.” Now he felt nauseated.

Penny, a year older than he and much more calm by nature, picked up his dropped school books and stacked them alongside him. Then she picked up the scattered balls of soap and returned them to their box. 

But she still couldn’t work out why he had swallowed one of the decorative soaps. “Did you think it might taste like candy?” she asked, as though he were an idiot.

“No!” he exclaimed. “I thought it was candy, and then just as I realized it was soap, it went down my throat!”

She paused and considered all of this, then looked him over to see if he was going to discharge any more phlegm or foam or soap bubbles. But he had stabilized. “Come on Jack. I’ll get you a ginger ale.”

The drive-throughs had only lemon-lime soft drinks, so Penny stopped at a drugstore, left him in the car, and returned with two bottles of ginger ale.

“Thanks,” he said gratefully. He opened one and sipped it cautiously. It helped settle his stomach.

She held up the slightly dented box of decorative soaps. “So what do we do with these?”

“Maybe we could rewrap them and give them to somebody we don't like,” he suggested.

She shot him a second glance and then buckled herself in and slowly and carefully pulled out, watching for any hapless little kids that just might launch themselves directly at the fenders of moving cars.

“Well other than swallowing a decorative soap, how was your day,” she asked as she guided them out to the highway. 

“Today,” he announced. “I won the annual school-wide Bible reading contest.” He followed this with another drink of the comforting ginger ale.

She became a little sharp. “Why didn't you tell me?” 

“Penny, I've been trying to win that contest since third grade. And every year I lose and have to start all over again the next year. This year I was just going to do it. And I did. I scored 90’s or higher on all the quizzes.” He folded his arms and knit his eyebrows. Then he quickly unfolded his arms as even that much pressure on his stomach agitated his nausea.

“That's great,” she said. She stopped at the light and looked over at him. “Isn't it? You know, except for the soap.”

He did not add that when his name had been announced that morning in chapel, Rachael Holstein had put her face right down into her hands, her saint-like hair cascading around her like a golden veil. She'd burst out crying at losing so unexpectedly, and to a tenth grader at that, a mere sophomore. 

And Dan Wilson, a senior and captain of the Varsity basketball team, had singled him out with a glare that promised revenge for making anybody as holy and sweet as Rachel cry. Jack decided not to mention this to Penny. Lower classmen and upper classmen in the high school were usually kept apart well enough that he could keep himself safe. And Rachel was so good, she might just forgive him in a day or two and ask Dan not to beat him up for having read the Bible through in such record time and beating out Rachel and all the rest of the seniors.

“It's not that great of an accomplishment,” he told Penny. “I mean, I read it. The heart of our faith.” He checked his bottle and took another, more generous swig.

“Yes!” she said, completely in agreement.

“Now what?” he blurted. 

“'Now what' what?” she asked back. 

“What else is there?”

“I'm not sure what you're saying.” She kept her eyes on the road.

“Penny, I'm not any different! Nothing is different.” In fact, he thought, the whole experience had been a little like the decorative soap. He had expected that once he had read the entire Bible through that he would feel different. He would be different.

She navigated them into their neighborhood. “Jack, were you trying to prove something?”

“No!” And his voice was sulky. But then after a moment he added. “I hate being stupid.”

“You’re not stupid.”

“I can’t pass the exams to get into Peabody Master High!” he exclaimed. “You did. Scruggs did. Even Jean did! Uh-oh!” He had become too distressed and too full of carbonated beverage. A huge burp escaped him, and the entire front seat of the car was filled with the fresh scent of soap and butterscotch.

In spite of her concern for him, Penny could not help dissolving into laughter. She pulled into the driveway and sat back and laughed, holding herself.

“Oh come on,” he began, but then even he gave in and laughed with her. She was relieved. Jack had always been light hearted and funny. But since failing the entry exams to the elite high school, he had become much more dogged and determined, and far more silent. She was only one year older than he, and even though they were not such pals as they had been when they were younger, they were still good friends.

“Don't you think that, maybe, one reading of the Bible isn't enough?” she asked. “I mean there might be some things you won't even be able to understand until you see them again and again.” 

“But Penny, I believe the Bible! I’m not like Annette. She's so uptight about evolution. Everybody can see she’s afraid it's all true. So she’s memorized Genesis 1 and 2, like it’s a magic spell to prevent her from believing evolution. What’s the good of that? But I'm not dumb enough to believe we came from apes.”

“Doc says we have to reason from the Bible, not just slap Bible verses onto things,” Penny told him. “If we profess to be Christians, we have to have a thoroughly Christian cosmology.”

He groaned. “Not Doc Thorson again!” Doc Thorson, or “Doc” as everybody called him, was easily the most popular teacher at Peabody Master High. The tall, white-haired, energetic science teacher was frequently seen all over town, leading students on “field assignments,” to gather data for their class work. 

She ignored the complaint. 

“Jack, the Bible's not like a textbook or a software manual. And it’s not a recipe book. It's sacred Scripture.” 

“I know.”

“It’s a great wisdom. The wisdom of the Word of God is the wisdom that holds the whole universe together.”

“I know that!” he exclaimed.

She glanced at him, her eyes slightly rueful, but she let his assurance to her pass. She switched off the car but neither of them moved. “It has to become a part of us. So we have to read it, but reading it’s not enough. And we ought to memorize it. But memorizing it isn’t enough.” 

“What else do you think we need to do?” he asked. “What else is there?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. But I don’t want to go around just slapping Bible verses onto everything. The Bible is God's chief means to communicate Himself to man.” 

“Chief means?” he asked. “It’s the only means.”

She was surprised. “Oh no. There’s the witness of nature. And the witness of the Holy Spirit. We rely on them, too.”

He leaned back and sighed. “To be honest, I don’t see how nature leads people to God. Yes, it’s all orderly, but evolution has an explanation for that as well.”

She paused and looked thoughtful. He reflected ruefully that Doc had taught Penny to think before speaking. Again he felt the pang of wanting to be at Peabody Master High. At last she said, “Maybe we’re looking at nature the wrong way. Maybe the Scripture tells us how to look at nature, and we’re not paying attention to what it’s saying.”

“I just read the whole Bible, Penny.”

She gave a helpless shrug. “Then it must be time to read it again, Jack.”

“What?” He was amazed.

​
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Chapter Two
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The ninth and tenth graders had their lockers all the way down the hall close to the emergency doors. The juniors and seniors had their lockers all the way up by the school offices. 

Opposite ends, Jack thought gloomily the next morning as he stuffed his lunch bag into the top shelf of his locker. 

He pulled down his Algebra book, slammed the locker closed, turned around, and slammed face first into a chest like a brick wall. He bounced back. High school Senior Dan Wilson and his best friend, David Piper, were glaring down at him. They were both star basketball players, and over the last couple years they had become incredibly hairy. They looked very hairy at the moment. And all their hair was standing on end, like hackles rising on two bulldogs. 

“Here's the kid who read his Bible in twelve weeks,” Wilson said. “Before the Seniors had a chance.” 

“Yeah, like, and we got Trigonometry and Literature, so how are we supposed to have a chance?” Piper asked to nobody in particular. 

“You take Trigonometry?” Jack asked, amazed. He had always thought Piper to be a little slow. 

“I never said I took Trigonometry!” Piper yelled. “I'm on the basketball team. I'm too busy as it is.” 

“You never read the Bible in twelve weeks!' Wilson snapped. He tapped Jack right on the sternum, with a hard flick of the forefinger released from the thumb. It felt like a bullet hitting him. 

“Yes I did. Ask me anything.” Jack made his eyes as big and sincere as he could. His only hope was that they would think he really was some sort of Bible scholar in the making. Among the older kids, there was clearly one set of kids who cared about God and one set who did not. But usually both sets would leave alone anybody who was the real thing. It wasn't the best Christian school in the world, but they had that much. 

Wilson was waiting for this challenge. “Who was Hosea's wife?” 

“Gomer,” Jack gasped. 

Piper was startled. His mouth made a perfect O of amazement. “No! Like that old TV show?” 

“Shut up!” Wilson snapped. “Then who was their son?” 

“Jezreel,” Jack said. This was ridiculous, To prepare for all of the quizzes he had written down all the people's name on index cards and memorized them. He would know these answers even if he had not read the Bible. But he kept his eyes big and inoffensive. 

Defeated for the moment, Wilson stepped back. He squinted at Jack, trying to decide if Jack was too godly to beat up on principle, or if he was just a smart aleck tenth grader who needed to be taught his place. 

“You never seemed like such a good Christian to me, Derwood!” he exclaimed. 

“Well,” Jack gasped. “We're all sinners.” 

Wilson suddenly thrust his rough, semi-shaved face into Jack's. “There's a Bible Drill in the auditorium after lunch today, and you'd better win. If you get one wrong answer, we're gonna’ put you through the basketball hoop outside—head first!” 

Both of the seniors strode away. Jack realized that his friend Harlow was standing right next to him. Piper had been blocking him. Harlow's eyes were huge, for real. “You'd better tell,” he gasped. 

“I'll ask Rachel Holstein to talk to them,” Jack said. “They're only mad because she started to cry yesterday.” 

* * * *
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IT WAS FRIDAY, AND there were often school assemblies on Friday afternoons, with Bible drills being one of the most popular. As there were only 80 high school students and 60 junior high students, they all easily fit into the square of folding chairs that had been set up in one half of the gym. The gym did multiple duty as chapel and school production hall. Pastor “Pop” Holstein, Rachael's father and co-founder of the school, often served as moderator of the Bible drills. 

As far as Jack could see from Pop's benign nod at him and smile of congratulation as the tenth graders entered and took their seats, the senior Holstein bore him no ill will for having overturned his daughter's hopes of at last winning the yearly contest before she graduated in May. Jack and Harlow and the others of his age sat on the right side of the center aisle, in the third row, just behind the ninth graders, with the older students lined up, row by row according to grade level, behind them. 

The rules were that you could jump to your feet to answer, and if you got it right, your team got the point. But you could only do that once. On the really tough questions, Pop would start to call on people, or he might single out a certain team, like just the eighth graders or just the seniors, to answer certain questions. 

“Let's get this over with,” Jack whispered to Harlow. “I'm answering the first thing out of his mouth.” Getting a question right away would spare him from further risk unless he were called upon directly. That wouldn't happen until all the easy questions had been asked and several of the hard ones. 

At last everybody was seated, and Pop Holstein stepped behind the podium with his own Bible and his list of questions. Jack tensed at the knees. 

“Who—” Pop began. 

Jack leaped up. 

“—is in charge of the lights?” Pop finished, his eyes fixed on Jack in mild surprise. 

Everybody started laughing, and Jack sat down. 

“Could somebody brighten the lights please?” Pop asked. One of the seniors ran to turn up the lights. But Pop beamed over at Jack. “Well, Mr. Derwood, now that you've read the Bible through in just twelve weeks you seem ready to participate. Let's find a really good question for you.” 

Harlow jabbed him with an elbow in an agony of regret. 

Jack slowly stood up as the lights came up. Pop scanned his notes, and then after a pause, thumbed through his Bible. He beamed at Jack. “Who wrote Genesis?” 

“John,” Jack said. 

Harlow choked. Pop's mouth opened in surprise. Jack caught himself. “I meant Moses!” he exclaimed. “Moses!” 

“You stink, Derwood!” Dan Wilson yelled from the back. 

“Mr. Wilson, that's enough!” Pop exclaimed. “All right, no score on that. He's just a little flustered. Sit down Jack. You'll get another turn later.” 

Several of the girls were giggling. Jack sank onto the metal folding chair. His face was burning.

“John?” Harlow echoed. “John? Wrote a book that was written three thousand years before he was born?” 

“It just popped out of my mouth,” Jack hissed. “I was scared.” 

“A bag of hammers knows John didn't write Genesis. The basketball team's going to kill you.” 

Pop was asking another one. “Just for the seniors,” he said. “In the Book of Nehemiah, who repaired the gate of the fountain? There are several possible right answers, as it was repaired in sections. And Dan Wilson, since you consider yourself such a master theologian, you can just answer that one for your class's team.” 

Several of the seniors softly groaned. Dan Wilson stood up and looked confused. He ran a thick hand through his mat of hair. “The gate of the fountain?” he asked. Several of the younger kids started giggling. 

Harlow turned around in his chair. “Tell him to say Naomi,” Harlow hissed back to the eleventh graders. “Tell him it's a trick question. Pass it back.” 

“Harlow, cut it out!” Jack whispered. 

Harlow shrugged. “He'd never get it in a million years anyway.” 

The message was being passed back. Jack hoped that the truism of “Whisper down the lane” would kick in, and Dave wouldn't get a coherent message by the time it was whispered up to him by the eleventh graders. 

From the podium, Pop spoke up, sober as a judge. “You have ten seconds, Mr. Wilson. Who repaired the gate of the fountain?” 

Wilson pressed his heavy lips together in perplexity and frowned. One of the girls in the row in front of him turned and whispered the message up to him. 

“Turn around, Miss. No helping out,” Pop said. “Well, Mr. Wilson?” 

“Naomi,” Dan Wilson said with great certainty. 

The assembly exploded into laughter. For the second time, Pop was astounded. 

After a startled moment of realizing he'd been duped, Wilson slowly sank down. 

“Ask Jack! Ask Jack!” several of the tenth graders chanted. Obviously, they wanted their champion to redeem himself. 

Pop Wilson glanced at Jack and opened his hands, indicating that Jack should stand up and answer. 

“Do you know?” Harlow hissed up at him, and Jack gave a slight nod. But now he was caught. If he answered the question correctly, he'd be shoving Dan Wilson's face a little further into the dirt. But if he missed it, there could be no excusing the mistake. He might have limped by on the first mistake with a plea of being overly quick to jump up. But if he missed this one, too, the entire Varsity basketball team would surely use him for ball practice. 

“Ten seconds, Mr. Derwood,” Pop said. 

Jack's voice came out like a squeak. “Shallun, son of Cohozeh.” 

By this time, several of the girls in the high school had found Nehemiah in their own Bibles and were looking it up. “Yes!” several exclaimed. All of the tenth graders and many of the other students burst into applause. It had been a hard question. Pop gave him a nod of congratulations and genuine respect. Jack sat down. His knees were shaking. 

“That was great!” Harlow exclaimed, but Jack cast a glance over his shoulder. All of the senior guys were staring at him very hard. He let out his breath. He was still in for it. 

* * * *
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AFTER CLASSES LET OUT for the day, Jack and Harlow found their books and started for the front doors. But the young men of the senior class were lounging at the front doors, as though waiting for somebody. 

“Let's go down to the elementary wing!” Harlow hissed. “We’ll use the exit doors there.”

“Good plan!” They both turned around and strode in the opposite direction. They went around the corner that led them to the hallway of first through sixth grade classes. 

The smaller children were assembling in their lines, ready to be led out in proper order to the busses and pick-up area. One of the little girls pointed up at him and Harlow as they made their way to the end of the hall and the exit doors. “There's Jack Derwood!” she said. “There's the boy who read his Bible in twelve weeks! Look Mizz MacTrudy!” 

“Oh hello, boys. We're so glad to see you in our hall today,” Mrs. MacTrudy said, still beaming and shining as though fully charged. 

“Hello Mrs. MacTrudy,” they both said, and they passed quickly. 

“Nobody ever told me that reading the whole Bible through would be like this,” Jack said as he pushed the double doors open. “Now we have to walk halfway around the building to get to the car pick-up zone.” 

“But you knew that guy repaired the fountain,” Harlow said. 

Jack stopped and looked at his friend. “Harlow, have you ever asked yourself how important it is to know that Shallun the son of Cohozeh built the gate of the fountain? I mean, have you ever really calculated the importance of knowing that?” 

“Oh come on, it's just a detail question. But the Bible's full of wisdom.” And Harlow, for once, was earnest and not making jokes. “Now you've read all that wisdom. Next time you read it, you'll pick up more.” 

They found the footpath and started trudging in single file around the outside of the building, with Jack in the front. 

“I don't even know half of what I read! I didn't even know what the entire Book of Ezekiel was about!” And suddenly Jack acknowledged the annoyed impatience he had felt with so much of the Bible. “Okay, maybe it was inspired by God. But what does it mean? Why can't God just tell us straight out what we're supposed to do and what we're supposed to believe? Why does He make it so hard?” And then he looked up and stopped. A group of tall boys was approaching on the path, also in single file. “Seniors!” he exclaimed. “They saw us go the other way!” 

Harlow stopped and looked at the approaching line of older boys. 

“Come on!” Jack turned quickly and darted away. 

“Hey!” Dan Wilson yelled. Wilson turned around to say something, and Jack darted across the square of grass, stopped at the curb, saw the way was clear, and sprinted into the street. 

“Jack!” Harlow yelled. It was a long and drawn out cry. And even Dan Wilson yelled, “Don't!” 

Something painless hit Jack, and he was spun like a top. Harder than when he'd played crack-the-whip. Harder than he'd ever seen a top go. 'Round and 'round, and suddenly end over end, with the sound of asphalt hitting him: ribs, shoulders, chin. A helmet like black granite slammed down on his head and locked in place. All motion ceased. 

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three
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The helmet on Jack's head was not like the sleek black motorcycle helmets he'd admired before. It was more like the all-encasing, iron-looking masks of the early Greek actors. He had studied them in school. They wore heavy masks that dropped over their heads, front and back. And now one was on his head. It shut out light. It came near to shutting off his breath. It caused pain. Pain ran like roots from it, right through the rest of his body, all the way to his feet. 

But then a voice—deliciously calm and cool—penetrated the dark helmet and the pain. 

“Can you hear me, Jack?” 

The voice had been going on for quite some time, yet he'd not noticed it until now. It repeated, “Can you hear me, Jack?” 

He had to ask for light and air. He pushed against that awful helmet, tried to speak through it. 
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