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Publisher's Note

The Peabody Series presents the adventures of a group of friends from the First Bible Church of Peabody, Wisconsin. Some of the same characters appear in several of the books, but each adventure belongs to a different member of the group. First it was Penny in Derwood, Inc., and now Scruggs in A Dangerous Game. Each character has their own battles on the inside and on the outside, and each has their own discoveries to make: whether it is calm and resourceful Penny; her brother, the handsome and quick-witted Jack; or their friend Scruggs, the tough, sober member of the group who is new to the faith.

Christian children, parents, and educators have already acknowledged the Peabody Series as something refreshingly new—an incorporation of high and gripping adventure with humor and an emphasis on personal integrity founded on faith.
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Martyrs and Other Relatives

You don't know about me if you haven't read Penny's book, called Derwood, Inc., but that's okay. Don't run off and read it now. I can explain things anyway-a lot faster than she can. If you did read that book, you already know a lot about me—how I used to ambush Penny and her brother Jack all the time and try to rough them up.

You might say I was the neighborhood bully, and I was awfully fond of putting bricks through the windows of people I didn't like. Then after I met Mrs. Bennett and started taking care of her yard, I sort of quit a lot of my dirty tricks. 

She would say, “It’s so good to have a man around the house. Your parents must be proud of you.”

Nobody ever, in my entire life had been proud of me. Finally, one day I told her that I only knew who my mother was. When I was six years old, she took me to a big office building and told me to wait while she talked to the office people. So I sat in a chair and waited. She never came back. Two ladies from the office came and got me and took me to a new home that they said was my foster home. I never saw my mother again. The people at Children’s Services tell me she’s left the state, and nobody has heard from her. It took me about a year to realize she was never coming back.

When I explained that to Mrs. Bennett, her mouth actually fell open, and then I saw that she was getting angry. At first I thought she was mad at me, but then she said very quietly, “Well your mother behaved very foolishly.” She put a lot of weight on that word. It came out, Fewlishly.

After we had that talk, she asked me to come over more often and gave me a list of chores and paid me to do them. If I didn’t do something the right way, she would never get angry; she just showed me a better way to do it, so I learned not to uproot the onions while I was weeding the garden, and how to tie back the cucumber vines gently, so that they didn’t get bruised. 

I’d always liked making money, but I’d never liked working. But that changed. I got to enjoy learning how to paint the shed, how to do the trim, how to use a drill for driving in screws or for hanging up planters.

And Mrs. Bennett would say, “It’s such a relief to have a man around!” when I would tote boxes out to the trash for her or get up on a stepladder and change a light bulb.

She asked me one day if I wanted to go to church with her on Sundays, and I said I would. At first I was nervous, but when she introduced me to her old lady friends, she would say, “This is William. He’s my handyman. I don’t know how I would manage without him.”

And then I became a Christian too, just like Jack and Penny Derwood-well, wait a second. Not just like Jack and Penny Derwood. I still get mad a lot and want to toss bricks through windows or go on rampages like I used to do. But I will say I've cut down on the rampages, though they aren't what you call extinct yet.

The people at church say it's a shame I'm a foster kid and had such a rough beginning, but I figure now that  it wasn't too bad. I’ve had friends who had it a lot worse. 

Once you read this story, you'll probably agree that I was better fitted for this adventure than Jack and Penny would have been. My only problem is that I'm not very smart—kind of dumb, if you want to know the truth. But it turned out-well, I'll tell it in order.

Anyway, Iwas over at Mrs. Bennett's one day, resting after I mowed her lawn. It had been hot outside, like the inside of a heated-up car engine, and she was making me lunch and filling me up with ice tea in the meanwhile. Sometimes to myself I pretended she was my real mother or that she was at least my foster mother.

She went on and on talking about a bunch of people called the martyrs. At first I thought they were something like the Italians or Hungarians, only I couldn't understand why every single one of them got killed or jailed. I've known lots of Italians, and none of them got killed, although once Antonio D'Ambrosia fell off the bleachers and broke his leg. He said a guy from a football team across town came up and pushed him to keep him from playing, but I think he just fell.

Anyway, she was going on and on about these martyrs, and I had just about decided they were probably related–maybe a bunch of cousins with lots of aunts and uncles, when she looked at me and said, "William,"–that's my real name, but other people call me Scruggs–"what would you do if a man threatened to hurt you unless you stopped going to church?"

I swallowed a gulp of tea and said, "I'd hit him with the hardest thing I could get my hands on, and give him a good lesson on letting me go to church." And I meant that, too. Folks at church don't fight or yell or cuss like I'm used to hearing, and there's tons of little old ladies who make a fuss over me. Nobody's taking me away from church, I can tell you that. And I wouldn't care if he was bigger than me, either.

"William!" she exclaimed. "I want you to be serious!"

I looked up. I didn't understand why she was scolding. Mrs. Bennett never yells. She just kind of tells me I've done something wrong, and it hurts to hear it because I don't mean to. I'm just dumb.

"What'd I say wrong?" I asked. "I really would knock him down. Nobody will take me away from church. I want to keep going!"

Then she softened up. "I know," she said quickly. "I didn't mean just not going to church. I wanted to know how you would feel if somebody tried to stop you from being a Christian."

"How could that happen? I am one. It's just the way it is."

"Well, I was talking about the martyrs," she told me. 

"Those martyrs again," I said. "Who were they, anyway? Were you thinking they might be relatives of mine?"

Then her eyes got big. "You mean you don't understand what a martyr is?"

l finally decided it must have been something like an airplane pilot or tree surgeon–a profession. "Is it like a job?" I asked. But I felt my face burning because I got the idea that only dumb people don't know what martyrs are.

"No," she said gently'. "Sit down. I'll explain it:" She brought my sandwich to me and refilled my glass, and while I ate she told me more about the martyrs.

I'd never heard stuff like that–all about lions and gladiators, and men and women and even little kids not being afraid of anything. I wanted her to tell me about more of them, but she said, "I have an old abridged version of Foxe's Book of Martyrs you can borrow."

"Does anybody get to be a martyr nowadays?" I asked. 

"Yes, all the time."

"Even in Wisconsin?"

"Well, mostly in places like Russia and China, but in other countries, too."

"I don't think I could be a martyr," I said. "I don't feel very forgiving. I'd end up by beating somebody up." 

"You have a while to grow yet. You're not even fourteen."

"I'm pretty grown up. I'm already in high school." That, by the way, is another curious thing. I used to do well in school before I quit trying. I did so well when I was a little kid that they boosted me up an extra grade. Don't ask me how a guy as dumb as me could do that well in school, because I'll tell you, I don't know.

After lunch I swept out the garage for her and hosed it down, and then I rested on the living room couch because it had been so hot outside. I only meant to cool off before I walked home, but next thing I knew, I was opening my eyes, and the sky outside the window was gray.

"I called your foster parents and told them you would eat dinner here," Mrs. Bennett said.

Mrs. Bennett eats in her dining room every night. It doesn't matter if she's the only one eating. She says it makes her feel more civilized to use the dining room for supper.

I watched her from the couch while she set out plates and forks and all. The dining room lamp put a nice glow on her gray hair, and she had an apron on. 

It used to be I would have made fun of Mrs. Bennett and thought she was just an old lady, but now I spent a few minutes before going to bed  praying I could be her foster kid someday. And I did the same when I first woke up. And before meals. And other times. Like maybe some day she would just say, "Look, why bother the coming and going? Be my son, and it'll be more convenient that way." I hadn't ever told her that before, but I was pretty sure she had guessed it. I hoped she was giving it time, considering how it would work out. Most people I’ve met didn’t want me. Sometimes I didn’t want them. These things have to work slowly.

After we ate, I told her I would see her at church the next day, and then I left. It was very dark daylight-saving time had only been going a couple weeks but the streets in Peabody are safe. Not like Milwaukee, where I lived a couple years.

But as I was walking along from one streetlight to the next, I started getting this feeling–like somebody was behind me. Something about my own footsteps echoing too much to be just mine alone. I kept turning around, but I couldn't see anybody. So I decided I'd better take a short cut and duck out of sight. I mean, I had plenty of people who still would have liked to get even with me for things I'd done before.

So I went through somebody's side yard and cut through along a hedge to the next street over. Then I waited and listened, and sure enough, somebody had been coming along after me, but he'd stopped when he'd heard me stop. I just caught the sound of his last footstep. I followed the hedge to the next street over and waited.

I was facing one side of a hedge of forsythia in bloom, and there was a yard to my back and the street along my left side. Whoever was following me, I figured, was on the same side of the hedge and could see me better than I could see him, what with the light from the streetlight shining down on me.

I was at his mercy there; best thing to do was run for it across the street and into another yard. I took off quick and made it.

I dived through another hedge, close to the bottom where there's some space between the branches, squiggled my way through several pounds of dirt along the roots,

and then stomached my way behind a lilac bush. By this time I was in a maze of back yards and bushes. I watched in the direction I had come and didn't see anything moving.

That didn't make sense because I'd made plenty of noise getting through that last hedge. The guy following me would have at least figured the direction I'd gone. But I waited and waited, and nothing happened. I decided I'd sound him out, so I creeped backward on all fours, staying low and in the shadows, and when I got up alongside a house, I started barking. Il can imitate dogs and cats good enough to fool people. It's one of my favorite tricks. Something a few yards off scurried away. But I didn't know who or what it was, and I wasn't sure it was gone. Maybe whoever was following me had just retreated at the sound of a dog.

I barked a bit and didn't hear anything; then I waited some more. I'd just started barking again when a window over my head opened and a woosh of freezing water over my shoulders took my breath away. "Be quiet out there!" a man's voice yelled. "Bad dog!"

I grabbed a rock out of the dirt and was going to get him back for that, I'll tell you, when I remembered how I'd been learning  about my temper and how upset Mrs. Bennett had gotten the last time I'd busted a guy's window. She’d made me apologize to him, and then she paid for the repairs. It was awful. 

I held my breath, squeezed my eyes shut, and told myself there wasn't any point in getting mad. For once the storm of rage went out of me, and I was okay.

Then I dropped back down and crawled away, fast. I stayed in the yards because I didn't want to show up on the street with my shirt and hair soaking wet. All the way home I ran my fingers through my hair to try to comb it down, and I wrung out my shirt. As I walked up to the house where I lived, I saw a little white paper stuck on the front door.
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