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Chapter One
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The Derwood household was in an uproar; not an unusual event on a school morning. Penny Derwood, the oldest daughter, was charged with herding her younger siblings into the family’s reliable station wagon. She was now the official driver, and as always, she took the job seriously.

But today presented new difficulties, as nine-year old Renee had instructed seven-year old Marie to wash Sherwood Derwood, the family cat, with a good lathering of butter to ward off fleas.

“She is always doing this!” Fifteen-year old Jack exclaimed as the slippery, terrified, and outraged Sherwood Derwood leaped against the wall in the kitchen, leaving a shiny slick spot on the blue paint. The cat landed on the floor, rolled desperately, and then shot out the kitchen door towards the living room.

“Not on the rugs! Not on the rugs!” Mrs. Derwood exclaimed, as she chased the slick and rich smelling cat towards the hardwood floors where the butter path would be easier to clean up. “Oh please not the sofa either!” she exclaimed.

Jack disappeared into one of the bedrooms and reappeared a moment later with a pillow case. Apart from Sherwood’s occasional wails of terror and/or anger, the wails of seven-year old Marie, who stood in the downstairs bathroom, bleeding from numerous nicks and cat scratches, filled the house. One does not wash a full grown cat with a stick of butter without conse-quences. And to her credit, Marie had thoroughly completed the job. Streaks of butter mixed with thin laces of blood trickled from her arms, and she had one good scarlet swipe across her jaw.

Fourteen-year old Jean emerged from their parents’ bedroom, where she had been on the phone. “The vet says Sherwood might get pneumonia. We need to bring him in. We can drop him off!” As she said this, the buttered and slippery cat shot past her into the bedroom.

“Not the bedroom! Not the bedspread!” Mrs. Derwood shouted, running after him.

Jack, pillow case at the ready, followed her.

Jean, with the practice of a trained middle sister, switched from phone duty to nurse duty. She hurried to the bathroom, secured a clean washcloth and the bottle of antiseptic, and went to work on Marie, who abruptly stopped wailing.

A moment later, Jack emerged from their parents’ bedroom, with the cat safely tucked inside the pillowcase, only his slick head protruding. Jack had also deftly wrapped their father’s pajama top around the pillow case, effectively keeping Sherwood Derwood secured.

Penny, in spite of the chaos, was impressed. “How did you do that?”

“I read All Creatures Great and Small,” he told her. “James Herriott is a vet who says you have to wrap a cat to be able to work on it. But we have to hurry. Sherwood could overheat.”

As though to confirm the emergency, Sherwood let out a loud wail, not of anger this time, but of pleading.

Jack addressed him. “All right old boy, we’re going to get you to help. Don’t be afraid.”

Ever since his adventure earlier that year, Jack had gained a tremendous command of all language​[1]. He could learn to speak anything. But as Penny saw Sherwood suddenly settle in his arms, she wondered if the gift also extended, at least somewhat, to animals. Then again, Jack had always been kind to animals and was good with them. Sherwood trusted him.

“I hate all of you!” Nine-year old Renee exclaimed. “He had fleas. I read it in a book.”

Mrs. Derwood, normally the gentlest of mothers, if at times a bit overwhelmed, descended on her second youngest daughter like the king of the flying monkeys from the Wizard of Oz books. “You injured an animal!” she exclaimed. “You hurt our Sherwood! He is nine years old! He’s old. And now he might get pneumonia. Get your school things and get out to the car! Your father will deal with you tonight!”

“She hurt me too,” Marie mourned as Jean finished anointing her with the antiseptic.

Jack could not contain himself. “Marie, why do you do everything Renee tells you to do!” he shouted. “And Renee, stop pretending to cry. We can all see you’re just mad and not sorry!”

Their mother got control of herself and the situation. “Jack, Penny, get to the car and get the cat to the vet, We will handle this tonight. Everybody needs to get to school! Marie, the scratches will stop hurting in a few minutes.” And she kissed the top of her daughter’s head to assist the healing process. “But this was foolishness from you.”

She surveyed her disorganized troupe of children. “You have to get to school. Now.”

From complete chaos, order rapidly formed as all the children scooped up their waiting backpacks and book bags and packed lunches and streamed out the kitchen door.

They crowded into the station wagon with the fluid motion of a well-practiced drill. Penny got behind the wheel, and Jack slid into the passenger’s seat next to her with the unhappy cat.

“Just let me run into the vet’s office with him,” Jack said.
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PENNY NODDED. “WE’RE not all going into the vet’s office!” she announced to the others, because practice had taught her that she had to spell out things like this. “Jack will take him in. And only Jack.” With that, she started the car and pulled out of the driveway.

“And you better pray he’s all right!” Nine-year old Freddy, Renee’s twin brother, exclaimed from the back seat.

“The book said it was good for fleas!” Renee shouted.

“Oh stop making up excuses!” Penny snapped. She was normally a sympathetic big sister, but this was a major offense.

“And my scratches still itch,” Marie lamented.

“Well then next time Renee tells you to do something stupid, Marie, think about it first!” Jack shouted. Sherwood wailed. Jack quieted his voice. “All right, all right, little guy. Almost there.”

Renee could not resist adding one more defense. “I didn’t think it would hurt him. I didn’t mean to hurt him.”

“You just wanted Marie to get scratched up and get in trouble with Mom,” Jack retorted. “You never thought about Sherwood at all. And it was mean to Marie. Why do you do this to her all the time?”

“All right,” Jean said suddenly. “All right. It’s done. And it’s said. Let’s calm down.” 

“Jean’s right,” Penny said, taking her cue from her next younger sister. “Let’s just calm down.” Everybody became a shade less combative, but there was still some grumbling, and Renee continued to pretend to cry, as though she were the one who had been wronged.

Penny cast one glance up at Jean in the rear view mirror. Only Jean could find some point of sympathy with Renee when Renee was at her worst. Penny didn’t know how Jean did it, but she respected her for it. Renee always caused trouble. Jean brought peace.

“It helps Sherwood if we stay calm,” Jack added after a moment. “See, he’s settling down better.”

“Calm is better,” Penny agreed. “Here’s the vet. Go on in, Jack. Please hurry.” She pulled in and parked. With a quick nod, Jack climbed out with the bundled cat and ran for the door. A vet tech met him, and he gratefully passed Sherwood over to her and jogged back.

He climbed in, and Penny pulled out and navigated them to Peabody Christian School, where the younger three Derwoods attended. 

“Everybody hates me,” Renee said sulkily. She wasn’t sad. She was angry.

“Everybody would like you more if you would stop being so mean to Marie,” Penny said, neither kindly nor unkindly, as she drove. “You have a lot to think about, and you better think it through before tonight. You’re in a lot of trouble. Just wait until Dad finds out.”

Renee folded her arms and stared out the side window. 

Jack added his final dig. “And if the vet calls this animal abuse, the police will talk to you. It’s a crime to harm an animal, and that was cruel to Sherwood!”

That warning reached Renee. She unfolded her arms and looked in alarm at Penny, but Penny didn’t afford her a second look and kept her eyes on the road.

“You better believe, police or not, the vet’s going to have a lot to say about this,” she confirmed. “She’s going to talk to you. I know that already. And she’s not going to be happy.”

She pulled into the parking lot of the small school. “All right, everybody out. Marie, are you OK?”

Marie nodded. The cat scratches showed up boldly on her in livid red stripes, but she had forgotten about them for the moment. Jean reached over and stroked her hair. “Try to have a good day.”

Freddy, Renee, and Marie slid out of the car and hurried into the school.

As Jean pulled the passenger side door closed, Jack let out a long sigh. “Why is Renee so incredibly, incredibly, evil?”

“Jack don’t say that!” Jean exclaimed. 

“She is the meanest person in this family!” Jack exclaimed. 

Penny had to change the subject. “Jean, you’ll be late for store room duty this morning in the science lab if we don’t hurry. I’ll drop you off at the service doors to the high school. That’s the quickest way up to the lab.”

Jean gathered up her things. “Thanks, Penny!” She hesitantly changed the subject to the topic of the science lab and the store room. “You know, you could have your job back, Penny. You’re better at working in the store room than I am.”

“No,” Penny said quickly, softly. “I’m happy cleaning the restrooms downstairs. You’re doing fine.”

Jean nodded helplessly, and then she added, “Don’t forget, we get our health test scores back this morning.” She looked glum. “I’m sure I failed.”

Jack made a sound of disgust. “Health test scores!” he said with contempt. Neither Jean nor Penny answered him.

It was only a moment or two until Penny was pulling into their destination for the day: Peabody Master High School, the private, accelerated high school where they attended. 

She pulled around the building to the service doors. Jean slid out, closed the car door, and raced for the building. Penny pulled out again and navigated to student parking. 

As she parked, Jack resumed his complaint. “Penny, when Renee was seven and Marie was five, Renee pulled all the legs and arms off of Marie’s dolls, pulled off their heads, and mount-ed the heads on top of Dad’s bowling trophies.”

“I remember.” She set the brake and turned to look at him. “Let me remind you, when you were eight, and we were at the cabin at the lake, you took all my Eeny Weeny Teeny Bikini dolls and shot them right into the lake with your new slingshot. And it was just because you had a new slingshot and wanted to use it, Jack.”

His mouth dropped open in surprise that she remembered the incident. “Penny, they fit the slingshot perfectly. I wasn’t trying to be evil.”

“No, you were a little brother. That’s what they do!” she exclaimed. “And older sisters forgive it!”

“I didn’t chop off any heads! Or mount them on trophies. Penny, that’s really dark!” He paused. “Last Christmas she told Marie Santa was killed in a crash with a jet.”

Penny sighed with a loud expulsion of breath. 

“And,” he added. “Renee told Marie she had to eat the paper fortune in fortune cookies for them to come true. Marie’s been eating them for the last year!”

“You don’t get it!” Penny exclaimed. 

“What if there’s something wrong with Renee? Seriously?”

“Marie does everything Renee says because Renee’s older. Little sisters want their older sisters to be friends with them.”

He shook his head. “Renee’s got a mean streak in her.”

“Then we have to help her overcome it, Jack. She might be jealous of Marie because Marie’s the youngest and everybody thinks she’s cute.”

Jack was suddenly puzzled. “Cute? Really? But Marie always just sits there like a bag of sand.”

“Oh Jack, for crying out loud! Just stop talking!” Penny exclaimed.

“I’m just worried that Renee will always be mean.” He started to gather up his books.

“Well what about you?” she asked suddenly. “You’ve been nothing but sulky and mean to Doc Thorson for weeks now. Isn’t it time you forgave him?”

His jaw dropped again, and Penny’s heart sank as she saw her brother’s normally happy face harden into a sullen expression very similar to the expression she had seen on Renee’s face that morning.

“Here we go!” she exclaimed. “Another day where you sit through science and math classes just seething with resentment and anger.”

“We’re not talking about this again,” he said abruptly.

“Jack, I have taken your side in this. I know Doc was wrong, but you’re taking it too far! He is sorry.”

Quick anger flashed across Jack’s eyes. “He’s careless and arrogant! That’s what he is!”

“He saved your life, Jack!”

“And we saved his!” Jack exclaimed.

“Well—” She was less certain about that.

“I said I’m not talking about this.” And Jack gathered up his books and left the car, slamming the car door behind him. Penny sighed and opened her door.

“We need to tell Scruggs and Jean about it!” she shouted after him.

“No!” he yelled without looking back.

She watched him stride angrily across the parking lot. He and she had parted from Doc in anger and hurt feelings several weeks ago, and now she was ready to make peace, and Doc was sorry for the things he had said. But Jack was still furious. Doc had insulted and belittled him. But Doc had also apologized since then. Three times. Jack didn’t care.

But more urgently, she and Jack had learned of the amazing, dreadful, wondrous power of the Arch that sat in Doc’s lab​[2]. And with things as they were, neither of them speaking to Doc, they couldn’t ask questions or discuss what it all meant. But Jack was adamant in his resentment of their science teacher.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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Jean rushed up to the science lab to do her morning chores before the first class convened. But as badly as the day had started at home, everything was sunshine and peace at the lab. Sort of. Doc Thorson was in full voice, singing heartily:

My cow is a cow as fair as silk;

She provides our farm with plenty of milk.

And moos at the hound dogs just for sport:

Her neck is long, but her legs are short!

My cow, My cow!

Fairest one in all the land!

My cow! My cow!

I sing to her because I can!

My cow eats grass with the morning dew:

Her lips are green; her tongue is too!

Her manure makes all the flowers grow;

She gives our farm a healthy glow!

My cow! My cow!

Her slender feet have two big toes!

My cow! My cow!

And a ring for good measure through her nose!

Jean poked her head into the open door of the science lab. “Doc, that’s the worst song I’ve ever heard!” Her dark eyes snapped at him from behind her glasses, half in laughter and half in reproach.

The tall, white-haired man at the lab bench glanced up. Vast quantities of wire and circuits were piled up around him and were draped like garlands over the long bench. He seemed to be enjoying himself. He favored his youngest lab assistant with a smile.

“Good morning, Jean!” Then he turned to peer into the maze of wires, resistors, and capacitors. “So you object to my singing, eh?” Unoffended, he rummaged around the great tangle and spoke without looking up: “I'll have you know that song very nearly became the Wisconsin state anthem. On a Spring night, when the dairy farmers get together and sing it in the gloaming, why, it's enough to bring tears to your eyes.” He held up a burned bit of gadgetry to the light and surveyed it with sudden rue-fulness.

She gave a slight stamp of her foot. “Doctor Thorson, there is no such state anthem, and farmers don’t sing to cows!”

A knock at the lab door interrupted this debate. State Special Agent Frank McKenna poked his head inside.  “Good morning Jean,” he said kindly. He threw a look at Doc. “Hey Doc, I need a quick word.”

McKenna seemed bright and cheerful, but Doc saw the expression of his eyes and gave the slightest inclination of his head.

“Jean, can you get a few packs of that 24 gauge wiring for me?” he asked. “Things are not going well in my latest electronic endeavor.”

“Right away, Doc!” And Jean whisked inside the store room.

From the nearest shelf, she snatched up the hand drawn map of the interior of the large store room. She was proud of being assistant manager of the science stores, but it had come at a cost. Jean knew that Doc Thorson’s merriment that morning was forced, that he was putting on his usual cheerful and energetic front with an effort. The science teacher, she knew, was deeply saddened. 

Only a few weeks ago, Penny had been the assistant to Scruggs, running the science storeroom and lab with him. And then suddenly, Penny had resigned the prize job and passed it over to her younger sister. Penny’s job at the school was now mopping and cleaning the first floor restrooms. She stayed away from the science lab, normally the most popular place in the school, and she avoided Doc Thorson as much as possible. So did Jack. Jean didn’t understand. 

She dutifully went hunting for the 24 gauge wire.

Out in the lab, Agent McKenna quickly crossed the long room to meet Doc at the workbench.

Doc lowered his voice. “What’s wrong?” 

Frank McKenna’s voice was urgent. “Doc, we’ve got a problem. I need you to look at a dead body, today, and I don't have time for arguments. I’ve got a state pathologist in a panic.”

The tall science teacher cocked his eyebrows. “Why?”

McKenna lowered his voice even further. “He’s got a dead body up there he’s been examining for cause of death. He thinks it may be diseased, a new disease, a real killer. Something he’s never seen before. Like something deadly that might be contagious. We’ve got to find out. Quick!”

Doc was concerned, though doubtful. “A contagious disease. I—”

McKenna cut him off. “The pathologist is practically bab-bling about a possible virus or bacteria. A new disease. Some-thing about protein plaques.”

“In the brain of the cadaver?”

There was a pause of surprise, and then McKenna said, “Well yes, as a matter of fact. How did you know?”

“Probably Alzheimer's Disease. Not very well understood yet. If it’s found in a young person it might cause concern. In manifestation it’s most often confused with senile dementia. But in terms of brain chemistry, it’s what’s known as an amyloid plaque disease. It is doubtful that the medical man has found anything infectious, especially a new disease.”

They both threw glances at the store room to make sure Jean couldn’t hear them.

“What’s an amyloid plaque?” McKenna asked.

“Debris from damaged nerve cells, or neurons, in the brain form long but microscopic strings,” Doc told him. “Over time, I mean over decades, as these microscopic strings keep forming, they get tangled together until they are plainly visible, and they embed together into the brain. They cause a lot more damage. They tighten down, rip holes in the brain, and form into plaques. They’re called amyloid plaques.”

McKenna, brave man that he was, was revolted. “That’s horrible!”

“That’s the cause of dementia in many cases,” Doc said. He took in a sharp breath. They both looked at the store room again to make sure the conversation was private. 

“I can’t keep canceling class to advise the state agency on science,” Doc told him in a low voice. “I’ve got a really full schedule this morning.” He thought for a moment. “I could get up to the state lab by two or three this afternoon and take a look. Your pathologist will have a procedure to keep the body in quarantine. Nobody in or out, all hazardous conditions precautions strictly observed. So it should be all right.”

McKenna nodded in immediate assent. Doc gentled his own expression. “Look, a new, contagious disease would be extremely rare and unlikely. Try not to worry too much. The pathologist may have found something rare but not new, or he may have found a common illness, such as Alzheimer’s, but the person reacted in an unusual way. That can happen too. And it could look like a foreign or new disease.”

“Okay,” McKenna said, taking a more relaxed breath. “Thanks for getting up there. I’ll be waiting to hear from you. This pathologist is experienced, and he’s scared, Doc. I take him seriously. He’s not some kid just out of medical school.”

Doc nodded. “Of course, rightly so. I’ll look into it, and we’ll all do our best.”

“Thanks!” And McKenna strode out. He said hello to Scruggs Grady as he exited and Scruggs entered the lab. 


* * * * 
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AS JEAN ROOTED THROUGH the wire packs on the electronics shelf in the store room, a familiar voice greeted her. Scruggs Grady, the senior who had charge of the store room and care of the lab, poked his head inside. “Everything OK, Jean? Got it under control?”

Scruggs kept everything running smoothly at the lab. He was also the first student in the school and would be graduating as Valedictorian in a few weeks. His eyes were sober as he looked at Jean.

One happy consequence of Penny resigning her job was that Jean and Scruggs could interact more. Her mother had reluctantly permitted Jean to have the coveted job of store room assistant. But neither Jean nor Scruggs took unfair advantage of the privilege. Jean’s father was delighted. He respected and liked Scruggs, but Jean’s mother still had reservations about Scruggs.

The lessons of a superstitious Fundamentalism were strong in Mrs. Derwood, and she had been taught to distrust anybody not raised in a proper Christian home. Scruggs had come up through the foster care system, abandoned by his mother when he was only eight years old. And even though he was now in the care of Mrs. Bennett from church, and responsible for running the science lab and storage room at the school, and the student with the highest test scores, and a member of the team of men at church who built houses for the poor and did repairs for them for free, she still didn’t trust him. 

Jean plucked out three packs of the correct wiring from the box on the crowded shelf. She nodded at him. Scruggs nodded back and ducked out again. In the lab, he crossed to the big sink against the wall and started assembling the items on the tea cart for Doc.

“Thank you, my boy,” Doc said. He had his jeweler’s glass in his eye and was frowning at a bit of gadgetry in his long hands. “We have the Group One health review this morning before classes start. Can you make sure we have enough chairs?”

I’ll help,” Jean said as she emerged from the store room and handed the wiring over to Doc. “Is all of this wiring for the Arch?” she asked. And she threw a glance at the massive garlands of wires, cords, and gadgetry.

Doc Thorson cocked an eyebrow at her. “Young lady, the Arch will take care of itself. Learn the science first, and then we will discuss the Arch!”

He always said that about his beloved Arch. 

She cast a cautious eye at the Arch, his Arch, which occupied its own privileged space in one corner of the large room. It looked like nothing more than a stainless steel structure curved and balanced like an archway entrance into a medieval church, except it had no door that it framed. It was just an arch. Doc never discussed it, and if a student entered the lab while he was working on it, he stopped working on it. 

Jean knew that there were cables and wires inside the frame, and she knew that even though it looked like it was made of stainless steel, it was not. The smooth surface felt a little like metal and a little like plastic. Nobody knew what it was, and if anybody asked, Doc merely said, “What? Not the Arch again! First learn the science, and then we will discuss the Arch!” 

Apparently, nobody had yet learned enough science to meet this requirement. Not even Scruggs. But Jean had seen the Arch light up as though with sudden life, and Doc had once connected it to a telescope to show her and Penny the atmosphere of Venus​[3]. But he wouldn’t explain anything else about it. 

Within a few minutes the students entered, filling the large lab as they waited for the health test results. 

Jean smiled a welcome at Penny and Jack as they entered. They offered her and Scruggs brief smiles. But as usual over the last few weeks, they sat as far away from Doc Thorson as possible, though Penny looked troubled at this. Scruggs shot Jean a look of helplessness. A month ago, Penny and Jack, like all the students, had been delighted with their science teacher. Suddenly, they did everything they could to avoid him.

And Jack walked around seething the moment he stepped inside the lab. Every day, he glared at Doc from under his eyebrows and accepted any instruction with stone silence. Everybody in the small school noticed it. Jack behaved well in all of his other classes, but in the science lab he was sullen, silent, and bordered on rude. It was toxifying. And yet Doc didn’t challenge him or confront him. Day after day it just continued.

“All right,” Doc said, calling the group of 40 students to order. “Here are the results of the Group One health review. Some of you are still not meeting strength and cardiovascular fitness requirements. You’ll be assigned specialized training sessions to catch up. We’ve contracted with a gym and a special trainer.”

He turned to Jean with a rueful smile. “Jean, you’ll need remedial training.” 

Jean nodded and accepted the results sheet that he handed her. 

Doc rapidly passed out more sheets. “Scruggs, passed. Amir, passed. Ali, passed. Derek, passed. Jack, you’ll need some remediation as well—” And Doc handed Jack the paper with his remediation instructions.

Jack, normally the most reasonable and cheerful of people, scowled up at Doc from his seat at the bench. His open glare was brazen. Jean wouldn’t have known her own brother, the same person who had rescued their cat that morning and comforted the little animal. In all her life she had never seen him so defiant. He snarled at Doc. “I’m not doing that ridiculous Greek train-ing,” he said. “I’m strong enough!”

This was the moment of confrontation that had been building over the last few weeks. At last it was out: open defiance of their teacher.

The room went dead silent. Nobody at Peabody Master High spoke rudely to anybody. Doc and all the teachers had taught them from the very first day that everybody had to rely on everybody else for the school to work. The teachers addressed the students with respect, and the students addressed the teachers, and each other, with respect.

Jean stared at her older brother in horror. She had never heard Jack express open defiance. Next to him at the lab bench, Penny turned to him, dismayed. “Don’t!” she hissed.

Almost in one motion, all the students looked from Jack to Doc. Scruggs, standing behind Doc at the sink, swallowed and straightened up.

The tall, white-haired science teacher slowly straightened, and Jean saw the pain, regret, and sadness in his eyes. This was also a bad sign. Normally Doc could hold his own with anything. But she saw that Jack had truly hurt him.

“Jack,” Doc said quietly. “You will have to comply with the standards of this school or withdraw. The rules are the same for everybody.”

Jack suddenly stood up. “Are they? Really? What rules govern you? I’ll withdraw!’ He snatched up the paper, crumpling it, and strode out. Some of the students gasped.

For a moment there was a stunned silence. Peabody Master High was a happy and cheerful, tightly knit school. Nobody had ever done anything like this. 

After a long pause, Doc said, “Let’s continue. Penny Derwood, passed. Alex Daniels, passed.” And he continued until he had handed out all the results. Then he dismissed them. But Scruggs could see a hollowness in his eyes: genuine grief rather than anger at Jack.

It was almost time for first period. Penny dashed out into the hallway, looking for Jack. Scruggs and Jean hurried out together. They were both dumbfounded, but Scruggs was angry, another rarity. He ran after Jack and Penny and caught up to them in the bustling hallway. The second group of students who had to report for health results were making their way to the lab, so for a moment the second floor hallway had the full count of about 80 students milling back and forth.

Scruggs swung in front of Jack to cut him off. He stopped the younger boy with a firm clap of his hand against Jack’s chest. It wasn’t quite a shove, but almost.

“Where do you get off talking to Doc, to anyone, like that?” Scruggs barked. “What’s the matter with you?”

“Don’t you push me!” Jack snapped back at him. “I’ll say anything I want to say!”

“No you won’t!” and Scruggs was angrier. “That man saved your life, you sniveling little ingrate. What’s wrong with you?”

“You’re ignorant, Scruggs! You don’t know what he is!”

“I am not ignorant. He and I worked together to get you out of that hospital when that kook of a surgeon was experimenting on you!”​[4]

“Let me by,” Jack said.

“No!” Scruggs shouted. “You go back there and apologize to him!”

“I said let me by!” Jack shouted.

“And I said no!” Scruggs shouted back.

“Boys please—” Penny began. But Jack pushed Scruggs, who was at least four inches taller than he.

“Oh yeah, you’re going to push me around?” Scruggs asked, and shoved him back. “Go ahead, see what you can do!”

“No!” Jean pleaded. “You’re friends—”

And then a loud voice, filled with so much grief and yet command, filled the hallway. “Stop! Please, for the love of God we all believe in, stop!” It was Doc. He was just suddenly there.

Doc had huge hands. He seized Jack’s wrist in one and Scruggs’ wrist in another. “Please don’t do this! Please. You’ve been friends all your lives. You’ve sacrificed and suffered for each other. You are brothers in Christ. Stop!” He turned eyes filled with humility to Jack. “Jack, please. Stop this anger.”

There was always something powerful about Doc Thorson, and this plea was heartbreaking, at least to Jean. Scruggs immediately came back to himself. It seemed to gall him to say it, but he instantly said, “I apologize for my anger, Jack.”

Jack looked from Scruggs to Doc. “All right,” he said quietly. 

“Please go to class now,” Doc said. “Will you?”

They all nodded. Doc gave them a brief nod and hurried back to the lab.

“I’ve had enough of this,” Penny said quietly, but not angrily. She addressed Scruggs and Jean. “We’ll meet today at the old clubhouse after school’s out. Jack and I have to tell you something.”

Jack’s anger and sullenness transformed into sudden alarm. “Penny—”

“We’re telling them!” she snapped. “Things can’t go on this way!”

Jean and Scruggs looked at each other and then at them and nodded, and then they all hurried off to their separate classes.
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Chapter Three
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In the mid-afternoon, Doc piloted his elegant Toyota Land Cruiser from Peabody to the state investigation offices. At the theater at the morgue, he obligingly donned gown, gloves, mask, a hood, and went in with the similarly attired chief pathologist, a middle-aged man named Breed.

The body was waiting for them, draped under a sheet, the head uncovered and turned to rest on its right cheek, as though the dead man were looking away from them. Most of the skull had been sectioned off, leaving the ear and cheekbone untouched. The brain had been incised.

Dr. Breed removed the membranous protective wrap from the skull and excised area and glanced at Doc, eyes anxious over his sterile mask. “You see the damage done. It is visible to the naked eye.”

Doc peered more closely at the lesions in the brain. “Acute cause of death?”

“Gunshot wound.”

Doc Thorson turned in surprise to the pathologist, whose face was now unreadable behind the sterile mask. 

“Discovering the lesions was entirely accidental, merely a part of removing the bullet that killed him,” Breed added.
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