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​Chapter One
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Penny Derwood, swinging her tiny purse by its strap, walked up the flagstone path to the great arched doorway of Peabody Master High School. Inside, the linoleum flooring and the tiled walls of the entry had that chemically cleaned smell of a school on the first day of classes. 

She jogged up the stairway to the second floor at just under a run. It was so odd to love school so much, but she did. If she had been just a few years younger, she would have skipped down the hallway to the science lab, but she restrained herself to a brisk walk, the new purse swinging off her shoulder. 

She entered the lab to find her teacher, Doctor Thorson, tall, white-haired, and almost regal in the tattered white lab coat that he always wore. The science teacher had his feet propped up on the edge of the long, marble-topped workbench, his body perched precariously on a stool that he kept tipped back.

Behind him, Scruggs Grady, now a senior in high school, was industriously washing up glass beakers and cylinders in one of the large room’s four sinks.

“Ah!” her teacher exclaimed. “Miss Penny Derwood! Come for your junior year, have you?”

“Yes, Doc!” Penny automatically fell into the nickname of the school’s favorite teacher. 

“And were you responsible for the mess I found in my lab this morning?” he asked. “Get in a little early and rearrange all my stuff as a special ‘Welcome Back’ celebration?”

She was surprised. “No, I just got here. My Dad let me drive in.” She did not tell him that she had left the house 30 minutes sooner than necessary, just because she was so excited to get back to school.

“Well somebody came in  here and made a mess of everything! Some custodian, I expect.”

He surveyed her and then abruptly went back to rocking back on the lab stool. “So I’m not having any of it!” he said with good natured petulance. “Teachers used to get apples on the first day. I want a sports car. Go fetch me one!”

Trying not to smile too much at his teasing, she hung the new purse on the coat stand in the corner.

“If you’ll teach me how to build one, Doc, I’ll have it whipped up for you in no time.”

“Impudence!” he shouted. “I get nothing but impudence in this school! And— And—” he looked around the spotless lab. “A mess everywhere when I came in this morning!”

“Looks like you don’t even get an apple, sir,” Scruggs said with mock ruefulness from the sink. Then Scruggs added. “I got it all cleaned up for you. It wasn’t so bad. Just a lot of glassware pulled out of the lower cabinets.”

“Yes and thank you, my boy!” Unperturbed, Doc squinted with one eye and opened the other one wider as he scanned Penny with critical care. “All right then, best student in your class last year. How did you spend your summer?  Invent anything?”

“No sir. Made some strawberry jam with my mom.”

“Pff, strawberry jam. Some science in that, but all old news. Discover time travel?”

“Sorry, no.”

“I am surrounded by under achievers!” he exclaimed. “Perfect a new rocket fuel?”

“Dead end again,” she confessed. “I apologize.”

“Dear, dear me.” He pursed his lips in a meditative pause. “Therefore you will have to do 30 pushups a day to exercise your brain.”

“Sir, that would exercise only her pectoral muscles and anterior deltoids,” Scruggs said helpfully, without turning around. But then he turned his head and shot a grin at Penny. She could see that Scruggs had missed Doc, too. 

Every summer the tall, white-haired science teacher simply disappeared from Peabody, Wisconsin. Rumors abounded that he was doing secret work for the government or was joining some expedition into dangerous terrain elsewhere in the world. 

He would never say how he spent his summers. But he always arrived back in Peabody three days before classes began  for the fall, and he was always fully prepared to launch his students into another incredible year of classroom work, lab work, and what he called “field work,” going out into the real world to seek,  gather, and analyze data.

“All right, no push-ups,” Doc said. “We shall have to think of other methods!” And he closed one eye to look thoughtful.

Penny ventured some teasing of her own. 

“Well fair is fair,” she told him. “How did you spend your summer?” she asked. “ Find a new planet?” 

“No,” and his voice was patient.

“Cure a  disease?”

“Cured half a dozen before breakfast. You missed it.”

“Pff,” she said in her turn. She looked around the lab and cast a cautious eye at the Arch, his Arch, which occupied its own privileged space in one corner of the 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. 

Penny 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, who now led the small, elite, private school in science and math. Scruggs would graduate the school in May, and Penny hoped to take his place as top student.

She found a lab stool, pulled it up to the workbench, and sat down. “Well you ought to tell me why you look so smug before I lose interest and get lost in the delights of science again,” she said. “I’ve missed science class!”

“You flatter me! But it works!” he exclaimed. He thrust a hand into his lab coat pocket and withdrew two small white envelopes. He held them up in triumph.

“What are those then?” she asked.

He flapped them back and forth, and a rich perfume touched her senses. For a moment it filled her with both anticipatory hunger and sudden realization. Her face lit up as she exclaimed, “No kidding! Invitations to the Chocolate House tour!”

“Those of us who have been invited choose to call it the Royalty House Tour,” he told her. “As that is what it’s properly called. And it’s not just the tour, Penny. It’s an invitation and passes for me, two students, and a chaperone to spend a weekend there, getting to know the place.”

She came at him so fast that he nearly toppled backwards off the tipped stool.

“Chose me!” she exclaimed. “Oh I’d love to go!” For a moment her anguish at thinking he might really be teasing her flashed across her face with genuine pain. “You don’t want to take just boys on this trip—”

“Just boys!” Scruggs exclaimed, and now he turned around. 

“When have I ever ruled out female students from a project?” Doc asked. He dropped his feet off the work bench and became more serious. “And this is a project just like all the field work has been projects. Yes, you get to spend two days eating lots of chocolate, but we would be there to gather data! And then we analyze the data!”

“So you ought to take me!”

He stood with deliberation. When he did, he was at least a foot taller than she and even taller than Scruggs, who had shot up in height over the last year. “Of course I ought to take you, but the understanding is that this is field work, not play time.”

“Of course, sir!”

Scruggs came to the workbench. “And who else?”

“You, of course. It’s your senior year. You should have this opportunity.”

“My mom could be the chaperone,” Penny offered.

Doc let out a laugh. “That’s the strategy! Offer the services of your parent!”

Penny blushed a little. “Well Doc, it is a trip to Royalty House. Everybody wants to go.”

He nodded, a little absently. “I think, Penny, that for this field work we may need somebody a little more official. I am wondering, indeed, if we can obtain police officer Jane Benton. Off duty, of course.”

Scruggs looked from Penny to his teacher. “You want a police officer?”

Doc became resolute. “Yes! Officer Benton goes to your church doesn’t she? And she would certainly satisfy all the parental parties who must sign consent forms. And it can be extremely useful to have the local constabulary grateful to us for a free trip to Royalty House!”

“Oh Doc, thank you! I’m dying to take one of their tours! And we get to stay for a whole weekend!”

But the more practical Scruggs asked, “What are we looking for, Doc? There must be a reason for the field work.” He was careful not to call it a field trip. Doc despised the term field trip for his students. “You are not mere children,” he would tell all of them. “You are young scientists collecting data.”

At the question, Doc looked a little cagey. “Well asked, young man. The short answer is that we are going out there to collect data with no expectation of what the data will tell us. We don’t want to fall victim to confirmation bias.” He slapped his long hand on the marble top of the work bench. “And what is confirmation bias!”

Scruggs answered promptly. “The fallacy of receiving data that confirms what you expected, without recognizing the total data that could be pointing you to other conclusions.”

“Well said! And you, Science Officer Penny Derwood, what is an example of confirmation bias?”

Penny also answered promptly. “Believing that left handed people are more creative than right handed people, and giving more weight to findings that report on creative left handed people.”

“Excellent! But it is a pity you did not develop time travel over the summer. I still remain disappointed about that. All the same, you get to come to Royalty House.” He glanced around the room. Scruggs had washed up all of the glassware.

“And now,” Doc said. “As I am impartial in my assignment of chores, Penny, would you please put the kettle on for tea. And then—” He glanced at his watch. “I believe you have English class first hour, Penny. And Scruggs, you have World history. So I will see both of you later for Earth Science.”

Ruefully, Penny set about the quick chore, and with equal regret, Scruggs took up his small stack of textbooks and left the lab.

“I’ll see you at Third Period!” Scruggs called to her in the hallway as they went their separate ways. The tiled, freshly scrubbed hallway was now filling with students on their way to the first class of the school year. Penny spied her younger sister Jean, now a high school freshman, peering around through her thick glasses. She hurried to Jean’s side.

“You could have waited for me,” Jean said reproachfully. She pushed her glasses up her nose. “I had to take the bus.”

“I was in a hurry to see Doc,” Penny told her. “Where’s your first class?”

“Room 8.”

Penny pointed the way to her and then hurried to her English Class. “Good luck!” she called. 

“Thanks!” Jean called back.

Penny used to be bored in English class. She always read the assignments, understood them, did the homework. And that meant that she just sat through class, bored. Over at the traditional public school closer to town, County Alliance Public School, most of the high school students in Peabody would be treated to just such a routine. The same would be true for the students at Peabody Christian School. But Peabody Master High was a private school, tuition free to those who qualified to enroll. And school was never boring.

The front seats were already taken by the time she entered her classroom. She found a desk in the center row. Already, their teacher, Ms. Anderson, had written in bold letters on the chalkboard, a single word: JOURNALISM. 

“Welcome back,” she told them. “Now create a definition of what journalism is.”

The students sprang out of their desks and swarmed to the resource shelves: the encyclopedia set in one corner, the shelves of books on writing in another corner. The room quickly became noisy as they debated their findings. Ms. Anderson waited until they had some possible solutions. 

By the end of the class, they had developed three different definitions. They voted on these, refined further, and at last produced their definition: “The actions of gathering factual material and valid opinions for the purposes of informing the public on relevant topics.”

“Good!” she exclaimed. “Now each of you must select a topic and write a journalism report on it. A news article. We’ve got to get the school paper started, and I want to see topics about life in and around Peabody!”

“But Peabody is so dull!” somebody exclaimed. “Nothing happens in Peabody, Wisconsin!”

“Unless you’re a cow,” somebody added. “Then you get to change pastures once a week.”

Their teacher shook her head. “Then you have to look harder! Class dismissed!”

By third hour Penny was jubilant. “Scruggs,” she exclaimed as she dropped her books on the lab bench. “I’m going to do a news report on Royalty House Chocolates!”

Although she and Scruggs had enjoyed the morning half hour with their favorite teacher all to themselves, now the lab was filling up. Still, Doc overheard her.

“You know, I cannot understand the incredibly addictive draw that chocolate has on even the most sensible of young women,” he said.

She was amazed. “Oh I love chocolate. Especially well made chocolates—“

“Yes, but why? What’s the attraction?”

“It’s all the same to me,” one of the boys said. “My dad gives my mom a box of Godiva chocolates every Valentines Day, and I can’t tell the difference between that and Hershey’s.”

“But can your mom tell the difference?” Penny asked.

He nodded. “She seems to.”

Doc seized the moment. “Now why is that?” he asked.

Penny shot him a puzzled look of her own. “Because it tastes so good! What else?”

Several of the students groaned on her behalf, and she realized she had flubbed the question with an overly simple answer.

“Many people cannot make the distinction between a cheaply made, mass produced chocolate and a hand crafted, gourmet chocolate,” Doc said. “Why would that be?”

“Well, without any data, we can only theorize,” Scruggs said.

“Exactly, but let’s start brainstorming!”

“Their taste buds and mind have to work together to appreciate flavors,” one of the girls said. “You know, like training or education. You have to train your taste to appreciate fine chocolate.”

Doc gave a slight nod. “Very possible. What else?”

“Maybe it’s not so much training as inborn ability,” Scruggs suggested. “Some people are born with excellent vision and some people are born with average vision or poor vision. Could the same thing be true of taste buds?”

Doc nodded again. “So, the issue is sensitivity to flavors. You either have it or you don’t.”

Another boy spoke: “Aroma plays a big part in appetite and taste. More expensive chocolates can have a stronger chocolate aroma, as soon as you open the box.”

“Ah! Whetting the appetite!” Doc exclaimed. He paused, and everybody in the room held their breaths, hoping for what he would say next.

“Time for field work!” he exclaimed. “We shall visit a chocolate shop!”

Not daring to cheer out loud, the 15 students hurried out the door.

Penny ran to the coat stand to snatch up her purse. It was open, and a white piece of paper had been thrust inside. She pulled it out. It was a plain white piece of paper, with a few words scrawled onto it. She opened it up and read, GIRLS DON’T GO TO ROYALTY HOUSE. STAY HOME.
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Within a half hour, the school van was in downtown Peabody,  pulling down a narrow lane of shops on a street designed to look picturesque. Penny frowned and wondered if there was any point in interviewing the shop owner, Clarence Lawman. She wanted to write a good article for the school  newspaper, but maybe the day-to-day labor of a shop keeper would be boring.

At the wheel, Doc smoothly slid the van to the curb. “Now everybody mind your manners, keep your hands off the merchandise, and remember that this shop is this man’s livelihood!” he exclaimed as he stood up. “What do you say back to me?”

“Yeeeeeees, Doctor Thorson,” all 15 students said in rehearsed singsong voices. He grinned at them. “You always make me proud, and I know you will conduct yourselves as field scientists today. Come on!”

They filed out of the van and entered the shop. As they pushed the heavy glass door open, a tiny bell overhead tinkled, and the sweet, gentle fragrance of a confectioner’s shop wafted over them. Wiping powerful, thick hands on a towel, a short, square man with reddish cheeks and white hair emerged from the back room.

“Are you the science class?” he asked. “Did you have any trouble finding the place?”

“No trouble at all,” Doc said. “These are my assistants. They want to know how really fine chocolates are made.”

“I’m Clarence Lawman,” he said. “Come through to the back. It will be easier to explain things. But everybody will need to put on coveralls, hair nets, and booties.” He cast a cautious eye over the group of teenagers. “No horse play, please. We must observe proper sanitation.”

“My assistants are very professional,” Doc assured them, and he shot a glare at the class. But the 15 teenagers obligingly tried to look very professional and well mannered. Within minutes they were suited up, with hair nets and paper booties over their shoes. Lawmen led them to the very back rooms.

Clarence Lawman, Penny thought, had the ruddy cheeks, blue eyes, and snow white hair of a Christmas elf. But the effect was offset by broad shoulders and a powerful build. He led them into a wide, brightly lit room that was the size of the entire front room of the shop.

Doc  stared around at the gleaming stainless steel fixtures and white cabinets, deeply impressed. Lawman understood the look.

“Yes, I specialize in hand crafted chocolates,” Lawman said. He nodded at a 50 liter tank, a long, shallow, open trough, and a cylinder that lay on its side. All of these were connected to each other by pipes, and everything was stainless steel. The cylinder, Penny noticed, sat on rockers and could be separated from the piping by a series of clamps.

Lawman gestured for them to follow, and he opened another door, revealing a narrow room in which stood two large vats on high legs. The smell in here was intense and not quite sweet, but not objectionable.

“Roasting and winnowing,” Doc said.

The chocolatier nodded. “Yes, I buy some beans straight from the traders,” Lawman told them. “I shovel them into the roaster by hand and then transfer them to the winnower myself. But let’s talk about the more typical work that I do.” He led them to the larger room.

“Let’s see,” he said. “I believe that on the phone you mentioned something about Royalty House.”

Penny spoke quickly, anxious to get her question in. “Are their chocolates as good as yours?”

Lawman shot her an appreciative glance. “Great chocolates need to be conched,” he said. He rested a hand on the stainless steel cylinder that rested on rockers. “This is a conching device. It is connected to an electrical system that activates the rockers to move. Very slowly.” He laid great emphasis on these last two words. “There is a granite roller inside the cylinder. As the concher rocks back and forth, the granite roller passes over and through the liquid chocolate. Over time, it distributes the cocoa butter through the liquid mass.”

“Does Royalty House use conching?” Penny asked.

Lawman shrugged. “A few years ago, grit in their products showed a lack of conching. Lecithin can be added to chocolate to replace or minimize conching. Royalty House  was also adding food dye to make their products a similar color to truly gourmet chocolate.”

He glanced at Penny. “If you want to know the difference between a common chocolate and a gourmet chocolate, Miss, it’s lecithin. Gourmet chocolate must be conched for hours. The longer chocolate is conched, the more thoroughly the pure chocolate will emulsify fine particles of sugar and any solids in the cream. You get a silky end product that will coat the tongue and produce a good impact on the senses and emotions.”

“How long does conching take?” she asked. She swallowed as she felt her mouth start to water.

He nodded to the numerous wrapped chocolates on display. “For most gourmet chocolates sold through the shop, I conch for three days. For higher end chocolates, I conch for five days.”

“And lecithin provides a short cut?” Doc  asked.

Lawman nodded. “If you add lecithin, you can get conching down to a few hours and still get a product that tastes somewhat like chocolate,” he said. “But there is no such thing as a gourmet chocolate that has lecithin in it. I never use it, but I can detect it.”

Doc turned to the students, who were now casting longing looks at the merchandise. “All right,” he said. “You may sample the data, and by that I mean purchase the chocolates. Good manners! Good manners!’”

Clarence Lawman laughed. “Your students—I mean assisting scientists, are very well mannered. It’s a pleasure to serve them.”

Doc shot a look at approval at Penny. He wanted his students to ask questions in the field. “What do you think now about the trip to Royalty House?”

She debated for just an instant about the anonymous note. Then she decided that anybody could write a note and leave it in her purse. Mere jealousy would explain it. “I really want to go!” she told him.

The Derwood house had a lot of noisy conversation at the dinner table that night, not an unusual event. Jean had just entered high school, and high school at Peabody Master High, at that. She was beaming, and Penny could see that their father was proud of her. 

A year older than Jean, Jack was starting tenth grade. Penny felt bad for her favorite sibling. 

Jack, Penny, and Jean had tested to get into Peabody Master High. Jack had always been perceived as the smartest of the three of them, certainly smarter than the slow-spoken, near sighted Jean. He was quick to figure things out, quick to reach conclusions. But he had not scored high enough to qualify for Peabody Master High. He had also failed the entrance exams the previous year. Jean, on the other hand, had outscored both Penny and Jack. And on her first try.

“It wouldn’t be so bad if I didn’t have to go to school with Annette,” Jack grumbled.

“Be kind to Annette,” his father told him. “She hides it, but she has a hard life.”

Ever since Annette’s parents had divorced, Annette had stopped teetering between kind and unkind. She still knew all her Bible verses at church, and she was still there every times the doors opened. But she still despised Scruggs, and she resented not qualifying for Peabody Master High. 

“She’s calling it Atheist High, now,” Jack said, glumly spearing a lima bean with his fork. “She says everybody that goes there is either an atheist or will become one.”

“And we turn the other cheek to that,” Mrs. Derwood said gently. Freddy, Renee, and Marie, the youngest three Derwoods, and all safely in middle school, were not paying attention to the conversation. Penny secretly marveled at them. She and Jack were her father’s natural children. And Jean was Mrs. Derwood’s natural child. Freddy and Renee (the twins), and Marie were the natural children of both living parents. 

In the early days, Penny thought, the older children had worked to make everything feel like one family. They were Derwood, Incorporated​[1]. And even now, they all got along, and the house was tranquil, though often noisy. 

But there was no doubt in her mind or Jack’s mind that, while her father tried to treat all the children the same, and Jean most of all, their second mother favored her own natural born children over Penny and Jack. Even to Jean she sometimes seemed distant. But she wasn’t cruel or unkind to Penny and Jack. You could just see a difference; that was all. She would have allowed her own children to express their frustration, but Jack was reminded to turn the other cheek.

Maybe, Penny thought, it was just because the younger three were so much younger than her and Jack.  Penny was old enough, she had decided long ago, to accept that all human beings are flawed, and that included her parents. Part of growing up as a Christian was learning to negotiate with some difficulties and some realities. 

Her father ran down the family news announcements. “The mission board is asking me to go overseas and help set up the financial infrastructure for a new office in Asia,” he told them. “I’m scheduled to fly out in two weeks. Your mother will need all hands on deck to help out while I’m gone.”

All six of the children nodded their assent. 

“Next,” he added, “I got a call from the school about you going on a field trip to the Royalty House of Chocolate, Penny.”

Penny nodded, her eyes bright with excitement. All of her siblings looked at her with wonder and wistfulness.

“Chaperoned?” her mother asked quickly.

Her father nodded. “Officer Jane Benton. You know her. She goes to our church. Sounds fine to me.”

“I can really use Penny’s help on the weekends,” her mother began, worried. Jack spoke up. “I can help with everything while Penny’s gone.” He shot a forced smile at Penny. “You just have to bring me back a box of chocolate.” He held his hands wide apart. “A big-un!” Freddy and Marie laughed at him.

“She has to bring all of us chocolates!” nine-year old Renee demanded, not entirely pleased. Of all six Derwood children, Renee was the one who took notice when her siblings received things that she did not receive.

Mr. Derwood made the final judgment. “Yes, it’s just one weekend. Of course Penny can go. Thank you, Jack, for stepping up. And Renee,” he added to his nine year old daughter. “If you want to be invited along on special trips, then, like your older sister Penny, you need to study hard, be the best in your class, and work without expecting a reward. Nobody handed this to Penny. She earned it.”

In her head, Penny silently thanked them both for coming to her side. Especially Jack. She was always going off to do field work with the science classes at Peabody Master High, and he just sat in ordinary note-taking classes and occasional labs at Peabody Christian School. But he never resented her for it. In the ways that mattered most, he was still her best friend.
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The next day, the afternoon classes were suspended for the Junior English classes to visit the county library. Penny wrote up a hasty list of research topics to look up in the newly  modernized electronic card catalog.

“What do you have, Penny?” Ms. Anderson asked her.

Penny showed her teacher the list. “I’m pretty sure I want to do a news article on chocolate, or maybe on Royalty House Chocolates,” she said. 

Her teacher scanned the list, and she smiled wryly as she read off the items: “Conching, cacao harvesting, cacao roasting, chocolate marketing—so far, so good, but you left out one vital term.”

Penny was puzzled. “What’s that?”

“Royalty House chocolates. You may find newspaper articles about them.”

A little embarrassed at having missed the obvious, Penny wrote the entry at the top of her list. It surprised her, when she finally got to one of the electronic catalogue machines, to see that there was an entire book about Royalty House Chocolates, and it was available. But when she went to the shelves to retrieve it, she could not find it. She consulted the librarian.

The librarian, a middle aged woman with dyed black hair and a real pince-nez, sat in a throne-like padded black chair at a very small and functional desk. There was something regal about her, but she was a kindly overlord. She consulted the computer on her desk, her polished fingernails tapping swiftly on the keys. “We have three copies of this
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