
Arginine and Disordered Amyloid‑β Peptide Structures: Molecular
Level Insights into the Toxicity in Alzheimer’s Disease
Orkid Coskuner*,†,‡ and Olivia Wise-Scira†

†Department of Chemistry and ‡Neurosciences Institute, The University of Texas at San Antonio, One UTSA Circle, San Antonio,
Texas 78249, United States

*S Supporting Information

ABSTRACT: Recent studies present that the single arginine (R) residue in the sequence of
Aβ42 adopts abundant β-sheet structure and forms stable salt bridges with various residues.
Furthermore, experiments proposed that R stimulates the Aβ assembly and arginine (R) to
alanine (A) mutation (R5A) decreases both aggregate formation tendency and the degree of its
toxicity. However, the exact roles of R and R5A mutation in the structures of Aβ42 are poorly
understood. Extensive molecular dynamics simulations along with thermodynamic calculations
present that R5A mutation impacts the structures and free energy landscapes of the aqueous
Aβ42 peptide. The β-sheet structure almost disappears in the Ala21−Ala30 region but is more
abundant in parts of the central hydrophobic core and C-terminal regions of Aβ42 upon R5A mutation. More abundant α-helix is
adopted in parts of the N-terminal and mid-domain regions and less prominent α-helix formation occurs in the central
hydrophobic core region of Aβ42 upon R5A mutation. Interestingly, intramolecular interactions between N- and C-terminal or
mid-domain regions disappear upon R5A mutation. The structures of Aβ42 are thermodynamically less stable and retain reduced
compactness upon R5A mutation. R5A mutant-type structure stability increases with more prominent central hydrophobic core
and mid-domain or C-terminal region interactions. Based on our results reported in this work, small organic molecules and
antibodies that avoid β-sheet formation in the Ala21−Ala30 region and hinder the intramolecular interactions occurring between
the N-terminal and mid-domain or C-terminal regions of Aβ42 may help to reduce Aβ42 toxicity in Alzheimer’s disease.
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Disordered proteins, that is, unstructured proteins, are
considered to lack stable structures yet are at the center

of severe diseases.1−4 One of these highly dynamic disordered
proteins that has been directly associated with various severe
diseases, including Alzheimer’s and cerebral amyloid angiopathy
diseases, is amyloid-β (Aβ).5−12 The 42 amino acid residue Aβ
alloform (Aβ42) is reported to be the toxic protein in
Alzheimer’s disease due to its increased tendency toward
aggregation in comparison to the more dominant 40 amino acid
residue Aβ alloform (Aβ40).13−16 The sequence of Aβ42 is given
as follows with the single arginine (R) residue in the sequence of
Aβ42 presented in bold: D A E F R H D S G Y E V H HQ K L V
F F A E D V G S N K G A I I G L M V G G V V I A.
Most recently, several groups have shown that Aβ alloforms

possess random coil conformation along with distinct specific
structuring characteristics.5,6,17−24 Relating such specific struc-
tural properties to the thermodynamic properties and biological
characteristics is not a straightforward process. In fact, such
research activities that aim to study the structures of
monomeric and oligomeric disordered fibrillogenic proteins
are challenging due to fast aggregation, rapid conformational
changes, and solvent effects. Several groups have successfully
reported distinct structuring characteristics in the N-terminal
(D1−L16), central hydrophobic core (CHC; L17−A21), and
C-terminal regions (A30−A42) of the wild-type Aβ42.5,6,17−22

Aβ peptides are capable of forming fibrils in the absence of
other biospecies, indicating that the potential to form these

fibrils resides mainly in the structures of Aβ.25,26 The many
various conformations adopted by Aβ are directly linked to
aggregate formation: Aβ peptide structures with α-helical and
random coil conformations have been shown to aggregate more
slowly, and Aβ peptide structures that possess β-sheet
conformation are known to aggregate more rapidly.25,26 It
seems likely that various factors including β-sheet structure
formation and intramolecular peptide interactions facilitate
monomeric Aβ interactions and that these structural character-
istics drive the formation of toxic oligomers and amyloid
fibrils.25,26 Regarding Aβ42, α-helix formation with high
abundance has been reported in the central hydrophobic core
region (L17−A21; CHC), and β-sheet structure has been
detected in the N-terminal and C-terminal regions, with the
latter being more prominent5,6,17−20,24,34,35 in the structures of
the wild-type Aβ42 peptide. In addition, the abundant β-sheet
structure formation in the C-terminal region of the wild-type
Aβ42 peptide has been linked to the aggregation mecha-
nism.5,6,18,19 Furthermore, the stabilization of the turn
conformation at A21−A30 in the wild-type Aβ42 peptide has
been associated with the formation of salt bridges and
hydrophobic interactions.5,6,19 Interestingly, prominent β-sheet
structure is formed at R5 located in the N-terminal region of
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Aβ42, and this residue forms also various stable intramolecular
interactions with other residues of the peptide located in the
N- and C-terminal or mid-domain (L17−G29) regions in an
aqueous solution environment.5,6

Experimental R5A mutation studies showed a decrease both
in the tendency toward Aβ aggregate formation and a reduced
toxicity related to Alzheimer’s disease.27 Further experimental
studies presented that R5A mutation depresses the interactions
between Aβ and sphingomyelin, which also have been related
to the degree of Aβ toxicity in Alzheimer’s disease.28 In
addition, blocking the E3−F4−R5−H6 region in which the R5
residue is located with targeted antibodies was shown to inhibit
the aggregation of Aβ.29−31 These foregoing studies presented
that R5 stimulates the assembly of Aβ. However, the exact role
of R5 and R5A mutation in the structures and free energy
landscapes of Aβ42 in an aqueous medium at the atomic level
with dynamics has not been studied before. In general,
theoretical studies complement experiments and provide
knowledge about the structural properties of proteins in
solution. In fact, important information has been gained
about the structural characteristics of disordered monomeric
and oligomeric Aβ peptides in solution from theoretical and
computational studies.4−6,17−20,22,24,32−37 For example, α-helix
and β-sheet structure formations, which have been directly
related to the toxicity of Aβ, have been detected in various
regions of the disordered Aβ42 peptide at the atomic level
using computational and theoretical tools.5,6,17−20,24 We
recently developed a theoretical strategy that calculates the
secondary structure transition stabilities per residue in the
structures of disordered proteins, which has been successfully
applied on wild- and genetic mutant-type disordered proteins at
the center of Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s diseases as well as
type II diabetes.6−8 For gaining insights into the role of R and
for providing detailed knowledge about the impact of R5A
mutation on the structures and thermodynamic properties of
the wild-type Aβ42 peptide, we performed extensive parallel
tempering molecular dynamics simulations along with special
sampling techniques. As shown in earlier studies including our
own, the potential energy surfaces of large-size disordered
proteins have been recognized to be rugged, and traditional
MD simulations without applying special sampling techniques
hinder conformational transitions between various local
minima.4−8,12,19,20,22,32−37 Sampling problems can preclude
success in the structural and thermodynamic property studies
using MD simulations.4−8,12,38−40 Therefore, various groups
have worked actively on the development of special sampling
techniques for enabling more efficient simulation strategies that
locate low-energy minima for biological macromolecules, such
as disordered proteins. One approach that has been widely used
for the simulations of disordered proteins is the parallel
tempering method.41,42 Such simulations help to increase the
conformational sampling in comparison to classical MD
simulations without the application of special sampling
techniques, which can be trapped in one specific potential
minimum.4−8,12,19,20,22,32−37 Using parallel tempering MD
simulations, we studied the structural properties including the
secondary and tertiary structures as well as the free energy
landscapes of the wild- and R5A mutant-type Aβ42 peptides in
an aqueous solution medium and compared these character-
istics to one another. The thermodynamic properties, including
the impact of the enthalpic and entropic contributions are
studied using both harmonic and quasi-harmonic methods and
potential of mean force surfaces.

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The calculated secondary structure components per residue
show that the β-sheet formation at L17, E22, and S26−G29
that occurs in the structures of the wild-type Aβ42 peptide
almost disappears upon R5A mutation in an aqueous solution
environment (Figure 1). Residues V18−A21 located in the

CHC region, as well as I31 and the C-terminal region except
G33, G37, and I41 adopt more abundant β-sheet structure
upon R5A mutation. A significant difference in the N-terminal
region is noticed at E3−H6 and V12−K16 since these adopt
more abundant 310-helix upon R5A mutation of the wild-type
Aβ42 peptide. Furthermore, more prominent α-helical
structure formation occurs at Y10−K16 and at E22−I32 of
the wild-type peptide via R5A mutation. Less abundant α-helix
and 310-helical structure are formed at L17−A21 and G33−V36
and at Y10−V12, A21−D23, and G33−V36 via R5A mutation,
respectively. Knowledge about secondary structure intercon-
version stabilities that lead to specific helical and β-sheet
structure formations can aid in the understanding of the role of
dynamic changes in the aggregation mechanism and toxicity. In
fact, experimental studies have aimed to obtain such knowledge
for several decades. However, such detailed information has not
been gained until most recently due to the lack of available
theoretical and experimental tools. Using our new theoretical
strategy, obtained results show that turn or helix to coil
structure transitions overall are preferred in the conformations
of the wild-type Aβ42 peptide (Figure 2A). This result supports
the experimentally known disordered structure of Aβ42. In
addition, distinct structuring transition trends, for example, turn
to helix conversion per residue, are more stable than the coil or
β-sheet to helix transitions at F4−K16 in the N-terminal region
of Aβ42 (Figure 2A). Turn to helix is the most thermodynami-
cally stable transition but coil to β-sheet conversion is also
preferred over the helix or turn to β-sheet conversions in the

Figure 1. Wild-type and R5A mutant-type Aβ42 secondary structure
components. Secondary structures along with their abundances per
residue for the wild-type (black) and R5A mutant-type (red) Aβ42
peptides per residue. The abundances for the π-helix and coil
structures are not displayed.
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CHC region. Moreover, the transition from helix to β-sheet is
slightly more stable than the β-sheet to helix conversion in the
CHC region (Figure 2A). Interestingly, the transitions from
helix or coil to turn are the most stable ones for the A21−A30
decapeptide region of Aβ42 (Figure 2A). This finding supports
previous experimental and theoretical studies that detected turn
structure formation in this decapeptide region. Overall the most
stable transitions resulting in β-sheet formation occur initially
from a coil structure at R5, L17, F20, and I31. These are

thermodynamically followed by coil to β-sheet conversions at
H6, Y10, H13, V18, F19, A21, E22, S26−A30, G33, and G37−
I41. Additionally, turn or helix to β-sheet conversions are
thermodynamically preferred at R5, L17, and I32. Furthermore,
residues V18−F20 prefer to convert from helix to β-sheet
structure (Figure 2A). Results obtained from our simulations
and calculations (Figures 1 and 2) for the structural
characteristics of Aβ42 are in agreement with NMR measure-
ments that present turn and bend-like formations at D7−E11
and F20−S26 (ref 43 and references therein). Moreover, the
turn structure formation, which we detect with high abundance,
at A21−A30 of Aβ42 was also reported by experiments (ref 43
and references therein).
Different than the wild-type Aβ42 peptide, turn or coil to

helix transition is more stable at E3−Q15 located in the N-
terminal region of the R5A mutant-type peptide (Figure 2B).
Moreover, the coil to β-sheet conversion is more stable at H6,
D7, and G9 upon R5A mutation. The stability of turn
formation from helix or coil decreases slightly at A5−K16
upon R5A mutation of Aβ42. Interestingly, coil to β-sheet
conversion becomes thermodynamically more preferred in the
CHC region of the wild-type Aβ42 peptide upon R5A
mutation. Helix or coil to turn transitions are slightly less
preferred in the A21−A30 region of the R5A mutant-type
peptide in comparison to the same region in the structures of
the wild-type Aβ42 peptide. Instead, coil or turn to helix are
thermodynamically more preferred and β-sheet to coil as well
as β-sheet to turn conversions are less stable in the A21−A30
region upon R5A mutation. Coil to β-sheet transition becomes
less stable at S26−A30 and L34−G38 upon R5A mutation.
Moreover, the mid-domain region adopts more stable β-sheet
structure initially resulting from turn or helix conformations in
the wild-type in comparison to its mutant-form. In other words,
R5A mutation results in less stable secondary structure
conversions resulting in the formation of β-sheet in the mid-
domain region of the wild-type peptide, which in turn might be
directly associated with the depressed toxicity or decreased
tendency toward aggregation via R5A mutation or blocking of
the R residue utilizing antibodies. We also note that R5A
mutation yields more structuring in the disordered nature of
the wild-type Aβ42, for example, coil to helix conversion is
more preferred in the CHC and in parts of the A21−A30
decapeptide regions, coil to β-sheet transition is more stable in
parts of the CHC region, and coil to turn transition is
thermodynamically more preferred at G33−V36 upon R5A
mutation. Overall, helix or turn to β-sheet transition stability
decreases in parts of the mid-domain and C-terminal regions of
the R5A mutant-type peptide in comparison to the wild-type
Aβ42 peptide. On the other hand, β-sheet to helix conversion
becomes more preferred in the N-terminal region except
D1−E3, S8, and H14 upon R5A mutation. These findings
might further present that the decreased helix or turn to β-sheet
structure conversion stabilities in parts of the mid-domain and
C-terminal regions can be associated with the decreased toxicity
observed in R5A mutant-type Aβ42 species. Based on these

Figure 2. Secondary structure transition stabilities per residue of the
wild-type and R5A mutant-type Aβ42 peptides. The stability of
secondary structure transitions between two specific secondary
structure components per residue for the wild-type (A) and R5A
mutant-type (B) Aβ42 peptides in aqueous solution. The color scale
corresponds to the free energy value associated with specific
transitions between two secondary structure components for a specific
residue.

Table 1. The Calculated Average Enthalpy (H), Solvation Free Energy (Gsol), H − Gsol, Entropy (S), and Gibbs Free Energy (G)
Values for the Wild-Type and R5A Mutant-Type Aβ42 Peptidesa

peptide ⟨H − Gsol⟩ (kJ mol
−1) ⟨H⟩ (kJ mol−1) −T⟨SNMA⟩ (kJ mol−1) ⟨GNMA⟩ (kJ mol−1) −T⟨SQH⟩ (kJ mol−1) ⟨GQH⟩ (kJ mol−1)

WT −188.0 (±281.4) −2612.9 (±127.4) 2196.4 (±39.3) −4809.3 (±126.3) −5895.3 (±18.0) −8508.2 (±128.7)
R5A 1022.1 (±298.6) −1736.9 (±127.9) 2196.8 (±43.5) −3933.6 (±125.0) −6151.3 (±44.3) −7888.2 (±135.4)

aThe subscripts NMA and QH represent the normal mode analysis and quasi-harmonic methods, respectively.
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results, we find that helix to β-sheet transition is preferred over
β-sheet to helix transition at Q15−F20, V24, K28−I31, and
L34−I41 in the structures of the wild-type Aβ42. β-sheet to
helix transition is more stable than the helix to β-sheet
transition at G9, Y10, G25, and G33 in the structures of the
wild-type peptide. For the R5A mutant-type, helix to β-sheet
transition is preferred over β-sheet to helix transition at F4−D7,
E11−H14, K16, V18−A21, V24, I31, I32, and L34−I41, and
the β-sheet to helix transition is predominantly preferred over
helix to β-sheet transition at E3 and E22.
The impact of R5A mutation on the structural stability of the

wild-type Aβ42 peptide in an aqueous solution environment
was studied using both harmonic and quasi-harmonic methods
(Table 1). A comparison of the thermodynamic values reveals
that the R5A mutation increases the conformational enthalpy
(H) value by ∼840 kJ mol−1. Although a drastic change in the
conformational entropy value (−TS) upon R5A mutation is not
observed utilizing the harmonic method, the conformational
entropy values calculated using the quasi-harmonic method
show a decrease by 370 kJ mol−1 upon R5A mutation (Table 1).
Nevertheless, the R5A mutation results in less stable structures of
Aβ42 regardless of the chosen thermodynamic method. These
results present that R5A mutation destabilizes the structures of
Aβ42 in an aqueous solution environment. The impact of R5A
mutation on the conformational preferences of the wild-type
Aβ42 peptide based on specific structural characteristics is also
assessed by calculating the potential of mean force (PMF)
surfaces of the wild-type and R5A mutant-type Aβ42 peptides
along the coordinates of radius of gyration (Rg) and end-to-end
distance (RE‑E) (Figure 3). This type of free energy landscape

determines the most favorable protein structures based on the Rg
and RE‑E values, which are located in the regions with the lowest
PMF values. The localized regions of these preferred structures are
termed basins.
Before evaluating the PMF surfaces, the probability

distributions of the Rg were determined (see Supporting
Information). The probability of Aβ42 conformations with Rg
values greater than 12 Å significantly increases upon R5A
mutation, yielding an ∼2 Å larger average Rg value in
comparison to the structures of the wild-type peptide. This
finding indicates that the presence of R results in a higher
probability for more compact structures of the Aβ42 peptide
than when R is replaced by A. The free energy landscape of
Aβ42 is significantly altered by the R5A mutation. The PMF
surface of the wild-type Aβ42 peptide presents two favorable
PMF basins. One of these favorable PMF basins (basin IA) is
located at Rg values between 9.8 and 11.0 Å and RE‑E values
between 9.9 and 17.0 Å, while the second favorable PMF basin
(basin IB) is located at Rg values varying between 9.7 and 11.1
Å and RE‑E values varying between 19.5 and 42.0 Å.
Furthermore, the calculated PMF surfaces indicate that
transitions between structures located in these two basins
require the overriding of large energy barriers (>1kBT). The
R5A mutation impacts this trend and results in the formation of
only one most favorable PMF basin at Rg values varying
between 10.0 and 15.0 Å and RE‑E values varying between 16.0
and 50.0 Å (basin I). This finding indicates that the presence of
R in the wild-type Aβ42 peptide plays a significant role in the
appearance of two different preferred PMF basins along the
coordinates of Rg and RE‑E. In addition, the lowest PMF value of

Figure 3.WT and R5A mutant-type Aβ42 PMF surfaces. Change in the potential of mean force (ΔPMF) of the wild-type (A) and R5A mutant-type
(B) Aβ42 peptides along the coordinates of radius of gyrations (Rg) and end-to-end distance (RE‑E) in units of kJ mol−1. Representative structures of
the most preferred PMF basins (basin IA and basin IB for the WT and basin I for the R5A mutant-type Aβ peptides) are displayed next to each PMF
surface. The secondary structure components per residue for each structure are correlated with the color of the peptide backbone as follows: α-helix
(blue), 310-helix (gray), π-helix (purple), β-sheet (red), β-bridge (black), turn (yellow), and coil (white).
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the wild-type is 12% smaller than the most favorable PMF value
obtained for the R5A mutant-type peptide structures, which
also shows that the wild-type peptide adopts more preferred
structures than the R5A mutant-type Aβ42. This result is in

accord with the thermodynamic results utilizing both the harmonic
and quasi-harmonic methods (see above). Altogether, these results
show that R5A mutation of the wild-type Aβ42 peptide results in
thermodynamically less preferred structures due to conformational
differences between the wild-type and R5A mutant-type Aβ42
peptides. In other words, the so-called “disorder promoting” R
residue promotes thermodynamic stability in the structures of the
wild-type Aβ42 peptide in comparison to its R5A mutant form
structures in an aqueous solution medium.
Figure 4 depicts the probabilities of the intramolecular

peptide interactions in the structures of the wild-type and R5A
mutant-type Aβ42 peptides in an aqueous solution environ-
ment. In addition to the highly abundant interactions between
adjacent residues (within ±5 residues of a specific residue)
throughout the wild-type Aβ42, we also observe prominent
intramolecular interactions between the CHC (L17−A21) and
mid-domain/C-terminal (N27−G33) regions (Figure 4A). The
high abundance of β-sheet formation in these regions and the
prominent turn structure formation at E22−S26 indicates that
these abundant interactions might be related to β-sheet
formation in these regions of Aβ42 (see above). The N- and
C-terminal regions interact with the mid-domain region of
Aβ42 (Figure 4A). In addition, prominent interactions between
E3−S8 and Y10−H14, CHC region and S8−V12 or G25−A30
occur in the structures of Aβ42 in an aqueous medium. We
note that long-range intramolecular peptide interactions, which
we detected for Aβ42, disappear or become less abundant upon
R5A mutation (Figure 4B). Specifically, N- or C-terminal
interactions with the mid-domain region of the wild-type Aβ42
disappear upon R5A mutation (Figure 4B), which explains why
the R5A mutant-type adopts less compact and thermodynami-
cally less stable structures (see above). On the other hand,
shorter-range intramolecular interactions between N27−A30
and D23−N27 as well as between I32−V36 and G29−I31 are
more abundant (up to 30%) in the structures of the R5A
mutant-type Aβ42 peptide (Figure 4B) in comparison to the
wild-type Aβ42 peptide (Figure 4A). Furthermore, interactions
between the CHC region (L17−A21) and the residues adjacent
to the CHC region (A21−V24) decrease by up to 26% upon

Figure 4. Wild-type and R5A mutant-type Aβ42 tertiary structures.
Intramolecular interactions and abundances in the structures of the
wild-type (A) and the R5A mutant-type (B) Aβ42 peptides. The color
scale corresponds to the probability (P) of the distance between the
centers of mass between two residues being ≤9 Å from each other.

Table 2. The Formed Salt Bridges of the Wild-Type and R5A Mutant-Type Aβ42 Peptidesa

R(Cγ−Nζ) (%)

WT R5A

donor acceptor ≤4 Å ≤5 Å ≤6 Å ≤4 Å ≤5 Å ≤6 Å

Lys16 Glu11 3.8 6.7 8.0 10.5 17.7 20.1
Asp1 (−NH3

+) Glu3 2.8 4.5 5.3 8.0 12.7 14.3
Lys16 Asp7 3.8 8.3 11.1 5.6 7.6 8.1
Lys28 Ala42 (−COO−) 1.8 2.6 2.9 3.0 4.4 4.9
Lys16 Glu3 0.9 1.6 1.8 1.4 2.2 2.4
Lys16 Ala42 (−COO−) 5.6 8.1 9.4 1.1 1.7 1.9
Asp1 (−NH3

+) Asp7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.6 1.6 2.0
Lys28 Glu11 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.8 1.3 1.4
Lys16 Glu22 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.6 1.0 1.2
R5 Glu3 57.7 59.2 59.6
R5 Glu22 26.4 26.7 26.7
R5 Ala42 (−COO−) 20.2 21.0 21.3
R5 Glu11 14.1 15.9 16.7
R5 Asp1 13.9 14.8 15.0
R5 Asp23 8.2 8.4 8.4

aR(Cγ−Nζ) is the distance between carboxylate C atom (Cγ) and the side-chain or N-terminal N atom (Nζ) of the residues involved in the formed
salt bridges. The values presented are the abundances of the R(Cγ−Nζ) being less than or equal to the specified distance in the table for the
converged structures of the wild-type and R5A mutant-type Aβ42 peptides.
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R5A mutation. Overall, these results indicate that R plays a
crucial role in the formation of long-range intramolecular
interactions in the structures of the wild-type Aβ42 peptide,
and once R is replaced by A, the peptide becomes less compact
and less stable in an aqueous solution medium. In other terms,
R5A mutation causes a disorder in terms of the tertiary
structure properties of Aβ even though the same trend cannot
be detected for the secondary structures (see above).
The intramolecular peptide interactions for the structures

along the PMF surface reveal that the interactions between the
CHC and mid-domain/C-terminal regions occur in the most
preferred PMF basin (Figure 5A). Furthermore, these
interactions disappear with increasing PMF (Figure 5). This

finding indicates that the CHC region and mid-domain/C-
terminal region interactions increase the stability of the peptide.
It is also interesting to note that the tertiary structures of the
R5A mutant-type peptide in the most favorable PMF basin
(Figure 5A) more closely resemble those of the wild-type Aβ42
structures of the least favorable PMF basin.5,6 Overall, these
results indicate that the presence of R increases the formation
of intramolecular interactions that result in thermodynamically
more preferred structures. In other words, R, which is a residue
generally known as a disorder promoting polar residue, largely
causes specific structuring in the disordered peptide con-
formations in terms of intramolecular long-range interactions.
The salt bridge formations between K28 and E22 or D23 were

Figure 5. Intramolecular interactions in the structures of the wild-type Aβ42 peptide located in basin I (A.1), basin II (A.2), and basin III (A.3) and
in the structures of the R5A mutant-type Aβ42 located in basin I (B.1), basin II (B.2), and basin III (B.3) of the PMF surfaces. The color scale
corresponds to the probability (P) of the distance between the centers of mass between two residues being ≤9 Å from each other.
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associated with the turn structure formation in the A21−A30
region of the wild-type Aβ42 peptide.5,6 The calculated salt
bridge formation stabilities between K28 and E22 or D23 were
analyzed by calculating the distribution of the distance between
the Cγ and Nζ atoms of these residues are shown in Figure
6A,B, respectively. As shown in Figure 6A,B, the D23 and K28
salt bridge is more preferred than the E22 and K28 salt bridge
at a distance of 4.0 Å (red curves, Figure 6). A vice versa trend
is observed in the structures of the wild-type Aβ42 peptide
(black curves, Figure 6). The salt bridge between D23 and K28
is about 60% more preferred in the structures of the R5A
mutant-type rather than in those of the wild-type Aβ42 peptide
(Figure 6B), which might be associated with the more
abundant turn structure formation at K28 upon R5A mutation
(Figure 1). In addition, we calculated the abundance of other
possible salt bridges that are formed in the structures of the
wild- and R5A mutant-type Aβ42 in an aqueous medium
(Table 2). Based on these additional calculations, we find that
the K16 and E11 as well as K16 and D7 salt bridges are formed
with a slightly higher abundance in the structures of the R5A
mutant-type Aβ42 (at 4.0 Å). In addition, the probability of the
N-terminus and E3 salt bridge increase upon R5A mutation

(Table 2). These findings indicate that R impacts the stability of
the salt bridges formed between K28 and D23 in the structures of
the wild-type Aβ42 monomer. Moreover, the probability of salt
bridge formation for the R5A mutant-type Aβ42 peptide also
shows specific trends according to the PMF values of the
structures (Table 3). The formations of salt bridges between K16

and D7 or E11 as well as the C-terminus and K16 or K28 increase
with decreasing PMF values (basins I to III).
Overall, the reported structural and thermodynamic properties

present that R5A mutation greatly impacts the structural and
thermodynamic properties of the wild-type Aβ42 peptide in an
aqueous solution medium. R promotes both order and disorder in
the secondary structures of Aβ42. Besides, R5A mutation
strengthens the disordered nature of Aβ42 regarding its tertiary
structures. R5A mutation also causes less stable and less compact
Aβ42 structures. Interestingly, β-sheet structure abundance increases
in the C-terminal region, and it almost disappears in the A21−A30
decapeptide region of Aβ42 upon R5A mutation. We should
mention here again that abundant β-sheet structure formation in
the C-terminal region of monomeric and oligomeric Aβ has been
related to the aggregation mechanism and toxicity in Alzheimer’s
disease. However, experiments reported a decreased tendency
toward aggregation and a depressed toxicity for the R5A mutant-
type Aβ in comparison to its wild-type form. These findings show
that the β-sheet structure formation in the C-terminal region of
R5A mutant-type is more prominent than in the same region of its
wild-type form but the synthetic mutant-type is less toxic.
Therefore, we can conclude that the decreased toxicity in the
R5A mutant-type Aβ is not related to β-sheet formation in the
C-terminal region. Instead, R5A mutation reduces β-sheet
formation in the A21−A30 decapeptide region of Aβ42. Addition-
ally, intramolecular interactions between the N- and C-terminal, as
well as N-terminal and mid-domain regions almost disappear upon
R5A mutation of Aβ42 in an aqueous solution environment.

■ METHODS
Separate REMD simulations of the wild-type and R5A mutant-type
Aβ42 peptides were performed. The NMR structure (PDBID 1Z0Q)

Figure 6. The calculated probability distribution of the distance
between the Cγ atom of the E22 (A) or D23 (B) residues and the Nζ

atom of the K28 residue for all converged structures of the wild-type
(black) and R5A mutant-type (red) Aβ42 peptides.

Table 3. The Formed Salt Bridges of the R5A Mutant-Type
Peptides for the Structures Located in Each of the PMF
Basinsa

R(Cγ−Nζ) ≤ 4 Å

donor acceptor I II III

Lys28 Asp23 5.4 5.7 5.0
Lys16 Glu11 5.3 5.0 3.7
Asp1 (−NH3

+) Glu3 4.1 3.8 4.8
Lys28 Glu22 3.0 2.0 2.0
Lys16 Asp7 2.9 2.3 1.5
Lys28 Ala42 (−COO−) 1.7 0.7 0.9
Lys16 Glu3 0.8 0.4 0.2
Lys16 Ala42 (−COO−) 0.6 0.3 0.1
Asp1 (−NH3

+) Asp7 0.3 0.3 0.4
Lys28 Glu11 0.4 0.3 0.4
Lys16 Glu22 0.3 0.2 0.2

aR(Cγ−Nζ) is the distance between carboxylate C atom (Cγ) and the
side-chain or N-terminus N atom (Nζ) of the residues involved in the
formed salt bridges. The values presented are the abundances of
the R(Cγ−Nζ) being less than or equal to the specified distance in the
table for the converged structures of the wild-type and R5A mutant-
type Aβ42 peptides.
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of the wild-type Aβ42 peptide was used as the initial geometry,39 and
the R5A mutant-type structure was made by replacing the R residue
with an A residue in the initial wild-type Aβ42 structure. The Amber11
software package44 utilizing the Amber ff99SB potential functions45 for
proteins was used to perform the REMD simulations. The Onufriev−
Bashford−Case implicit solvent model was chosen to represent the
solution environment around the protein in order to avoid possible
confined aqueous volume effects and specific heat errors on the
simulated structures.5,6,41,42 Particle mesh Ewald method was used to
treat the long-range interactions using a cutoff value of 25 Å.46,47 The
temperature was maintained by employing Langevin dynamics with a
collision frequency of 2 ps−1.46 Each REMD simulation utilized
24 different replicas with temperatures exponentially distributed
between 280 and 400 K, as shown in our previous studies of the Aβ
peptide.5,6,48 The integration time step was set to 2 fs with trajectories
saved every 500 steps. The initial conformations of both peptides were
equilibrated for 200 ps at each replica temperature. Then, both peptide
structures were simulated for 300 ns per replica (for each peptide)
with exchanges between replicas attempted every 5 ps, yielding a total
simulation time of 7.2 μs and an exchange probability of 0.74 for both
the wild-type and R5A mutant-type Aβ42 peptides. The convergence
of both simulations occurred at 150 ns as determined via time-
dependent secondary structure component abundance and the
conformational internal energy values (see Supporting Information).
All calculations of the structural and thermodynamic properties of
both Aβ42 peptides were performed on the 150 000 structures
obtained after convergence for each peptide from the replica closest to
physiological temperature (∼310 K). The conformational stabilities of
the wild-type and R5A mutant-type Aβ42 peptides were calculated
utilizing the molecular mechanics/generalized Born surface area
(MM/GBSA) method.35,49,50 The MM/GBSA method determines
the conformational Gibbs free energy (G) from the potential energy
(EMM), the solvation free energy (Gsol), and the entropy (S) at a
specific temperature (T) via eq 1.

= + −G E G TSMM sol (1)

The Gsol is composed of electrostatic and nonpolar contributions,
using the generalized Born and molecular surface methods for the
estimation of these values, respectively. The entropic contribution to
the conformational Gibbs free energy was estimated using both
harmonic and quasi-harmonic methods via normal-mode analysis and
Schlitter calculations, respectively.51,52 In addition, we calculated the
potential of mean force (PMF) surfaces along the coordinates of radius
of gyration (Rg) and end-to-end distance (RE‑E), which we have
previously shown to yield insights into the conformational preferences
of the Aβ peptide.5,6,36 Following our recent studies, intramolecular
peptide interactions were considered to occur when the centers of
mass of two residues were within 9 Å of each other.5,6,36 Salt bridges
are considered to occur when two hydrogen bonded atoms have
opposite electrostatic charges. A hydrogen bond exists if the distance
between donor hydrogen atom and the acceptor atom is ≤2.5 Å, and
the hydrogen bond angle is larger than 113°.5,6,37 To gain detailed
insights into the secondary structure properties, we applied the DSSP
algorithm53 as well as our recently developed theoretical strategy that
enables the predictions of secondary structure transition stabilities per
residue with dynamics.6−8 This strategy, which we implemented in our
molecular simulation program ProtMet, utilizes potential of mean
force calculations from a conditional probability point of view to
evaluate the stability of transitions between two different secondary
structure components.6−8

■ ASSOCIATED CONTENT
*S Supporting Information
Convergence figures for the wild-type and R5A mutant-type Aβ
peptides, convergence figures for the PMF surfaces of both
peptides, probability distribution of the Rg values for both peptides,
convergence figures for the secondary structure transition stability
calculations of the wild-type and R5A mutant-type Aβ peptides,
secondary structure component abundances per residue for the

structures located in different PMF basins of the wild-type and R5A
mutant-type Aβ peptides, and intramolecular interaction maps and
salt bridge abundances for the wild-type Aβ protein structures
located in the different PMF basins on the PMF surface. This
material is available free of charge via the Internet at http://pubs.
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