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The Road to Three Boulders

There were no signs along the highway posting how many miles to Three Boulders.

Believe me, I was looking real hard.

For a long while I bounced in the cab of Officer D’s rusty red pickup, cruising along Highway 24. Then, without warning, Officer D cranked the steering wheel to the right, gripping it with her man paws, and roared onto a dirt road. I pressed my bandaged hand tight against my belly. That jostling and bouncing made it ache pretty bad.

Officer D must have noticed me grimacing because she slowed the old truck a bit and asked, “Your hand sore, Jane?”

“Nah, I’m fine,” I lied, squeezing it a little tighter, holding in the achiness. “Are we there yet?” I asked.

“Just a few miles up this road.”

“You got a McDonald’s in Three Boulders?” I asked. “I’m a little hungry.”

That was the honest truth. It felt like ages had passed since I ate that crummy ham sandwich at the hospital.

Officer D laughed at my question. She had a low, deep, belly kind of laugh, but it wasn’t loud like Pop’s laugh. I used to tell Pop that his laugh scared my ears, but I didn’t really mind. I missed his laugh already.

“No McDonald’s, Jane. In Three Boulders, we eat all our meals at Noreen’s dining hall, and Noreen is one fine chef. I believe she’s making mac and cheese tonight.”

“A dining hall? What’s that?” I tried to picture eating in a hallway. Me and Pop usually just ate on the kitchen counters or in the living room watching TV.

“Our dining hall is like a cafeteria,” Officer D explained.

“Like at school?” I hoped that wasn’t the case.

“No, much better. You’ll see tonight.” Officer D focused her green eyeballs ahead. “Watch for deer and jackrabbits, Jane. There’s a lot of them out here.”

We zigzagged along the dirt road, avoiding the potholes. I wanted to take my mind off all the pain in my hand, so I pictured a good me-and-Pop time from just a few months back. It was a Saturday night and we were longboarding at Jefferson Park. We’d circled the park once, then Pop pushed me on the swings. Then we’d circled again. It was like the best looping carnival ride you could imagine. We coasted around for hours until it started getting dusky. Pop could have boarded until the coyotes howled. That’s what he always told me. But he could tell I was getting tired. He reached down and scooped me up in his arms. I got you, Jane Girl. And I knew he did.

The road was less bumpy now as the pickup traveled along the carved grooves. There were no animals, unless you counted the bugs splattered on the windshield. The only things I saw outside were tall brown grass, a bunch of gray rocks, and pine trees lining the road.

“How come you live all the way out in the boonies?” I asked. When I met Officer Doris D. Dashell a year ago, I just figured she lived in Willis, like me and Pop.

Officer D tapped the steering wheel with her thumbs a few times before answering. “Being a police officer can be stressful, and Three Boulders is a calm place. It’s a family-like community.”

“You must have a huge family,” I said. The Nelsons were a huge family. They were my second foster family. They had seven kids of their own, and they still took me in for twelve whole days. The front door of that house never stayed shut with all those kids. I spent most of my time there parked on the couch in the living room, where they all played video games. I just watched that door open and close. Every time, I hoped it was Pop, coming to take me home.

Officer D shook her head. “The folks in Three Boulders aren’t related to me, but I think of them as family.”

My family was Pop. That’s all. Me and Pop. Pop and me. Two perfectly matched socks. I liked it that way. So did Pop.

“So these people are sorta like your foster family.”

“I suppose.”

“Have you brought a foster kid to Three Boulders before?”

“No, Jane, I have not.”

“So why did you bring me?” The old truck sank into a pothole and flung me against the door. I winced and held my hand tighter.

“Well . . .” She glanced out her side window, maybe digging in her brain for the right words. “I thought since we know each other, you might like being around a familiar face.” She dug in her brain again. “And you might like some of the folks here.”

“Does your sorta foster family know I’m coming?”

The corner of Officer D’s mouth lifted a bit, a cop smile. “Things happened fast last night and this morning, so I only had time to let a few folks know.”

She sure had that right. About things happening fast, I mean.

I didn’t even say goodbye to Pop last night. One minute he was on the kitchen floor with me, holding my arm and mumbling mishmash words, and the next thing I remember it was morning, and I was propped up in a bendy hospital bed. A nurse wearing purple scrubs was bandaging me up, and Officer D was there, telling me I’d be going home with her that afternoon. Her face was all scrunched up, worried like.

I was only worried about Pop. He had to get better. Worrying made my hand throb even harder.

“Those folks you talked to, do they know why I’m coming to Three Boulders with you?”

She let out a long exhale before she answered. “Jane, part of being an officer of the law is that I’m required to maintain confidentiality.”

That was good news to my ears. I knew confidentiality meant you kept your mouth shut and didn’t blab. There were certain things I was real confidential about.

Officer D was nothing like my past foster people. I couldn’t picture her ironing my hoodies and my underwear, or offering me extra pink blankets each night like Mrs. Dubois had. But just in case, I did ask her, “Are you going to comb my hair every morning?”

“Don’t you comb your own hair, Jane?”

“Not every day. I only have to comb it once a week, after I shower.”

Officer D laughed at that.

“Mrs. Dubois, my last foster person, sat me in her kitchen every morning for twelve whole days and combed and yanked my hair into two braids,” I explained. “Mrs. Dubois was kind of like a hair artist. She showed me pictures of the fancy braided dos she once gave her daughter. Those braids looked like sculptures on the top of her head. I told her that regular braids would be fine for me. I figured having a braided statue might make me tip right over. Besides, my longboard helmet wouldn’t fit over the top of a hair sculpture.”

Officer D laughed again. “Jane, I don’t even know how to braid hair.”

“I bet you don’t need to comb yours either,” I added.

Officer D rubbed her dark, cropped hair and grinned. “That’s true.”

I was actually relieved she didn’t comb or braid hair and that she had all that confidentiality stuff. No one needed to find out anything about me or Pop or my hand. I would stay in this Three Boulders place for the usual twelve days, and then I could go home. Home to Pop, where everything would be good again.

Yep, twelve days in rehab for Pop. Twelve days in a temporary foster home for me. We’d already done it three times before, but this fourth time was going to be the last. I had made sure of it. That’s the honest truth.

“I’d like you to meet someone when we arrive. She’ll be pleased to show you around. Her name is Gertie Biggs.”

“Gertie?” I quickly shoved those other thoughts to the back of my brain. “What kind of name is that? When you say it, it sounds like you’re hurling. Listen.” I sucked in my stomach, rolled my shoulders forward, and let out a belchy-like sound, “Gerrrrrtie.”

I knew that wasn’t very polite, but sometimes I couldn’t help myself. Pop said words flew out of my mouth like a lava-spewing volcano. I looked at Officer D, expecting her to reprimand me like a cop or a foster person should, but she didn’t.

“Gertie’s a good kid. She’s eleven years old, same as you, and sharp as a Taser zap. Anything you want to know about Three Boulders, Gertie can tell you. I think you two will get along quite well.”

That was fine and all, but there was no point making a friend for just twelve days. I would longboard as much as I could and watch TV. That’s how I planned to spend my time in Three Boulders. I’d be counting these twelve days carefully. Counting was something I was pretty good at.

I pulled Pop’s orange stocking cap down over my ears and stared out the side window where there were fewer bug splats. We drove around a corner and I saw the first signs of civilization since we’d turned off the highway: ten cars parked in a grassy field. Officer D pulled up next to a silver sedan and shut off the engine.

“All right. Let’s go.”

I opened the truck door and slid out, slamming it behind me. I looked around. Other than the parked cars, there was nothing but pine trees, dirt, rocks, and shrubs. There were no houses, no buildings, no light posts, no streets.

“This is Three Boulders?” I asked.

“This is where we park and hike. There’s no road for cars into Three Boulders. Come on. I’ll carry your stuff.” She flung the black plastic garbage bag shoved full with my things over her burly shoulder.

“How far do we have to hike?”

Officer D shrugged and headed toward a faint path into the pines. “About a mile or so,” she answered without turning back to look at me.

With my good hand, I snatched my longboard out of the bed of her truck and jogged a bit to catch up with her.

What in the world kind of crazy place was this Three Boulders?
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Gertie Biggs

My forehead got all sticky with sweat trudging up that tree-lined path behind Officer D. She moved like she was chasing some criminal in front of us. I stepped over poky rocks and vines and swatted at bugs that swarmed around my nostrils.

I remembered a summer afternoon a few years back, before we lived in Willis. Pop had just bought a new barbecue with his tips from the Brunch Beanery. He grilled us each three hot dogs. We sat on the tiny deck of our apartment eating them. Bugs were swarming around my face and fingers just like they were now. I swatted and spat at those mini pests. Pop laughed at me. He said, Jane Girl, you can’t let life’s little annoyances get to you. Learn to ignore them. Like me. And then he crossed his legs, yogi-style, and he chomped on his hot dog.

Sometimes Pop’s advice was hard to follow. I yanked off his stocking cap and waved it in front of me, but those stupid bugs just wouldn’t leave me alone.

Finally, Officer D stopped in front of a big log cabin with a porch wrapped around three sides. I dropped my longboard and let out an exhale of relief.

“Welcome to Three Boulders, Jane,” she said.

I looked up the dirt road to my right and saw maybe twenty or so smaller cabins with green metal roofs, hardly bigger than toolsheds. On my left was a field of grass with a baseball diamond and backstop. Behind me was that long, bug-filled path that led back to the parking lot.

Did Officer D mean that this place, this log cabin, and lousy gravel road was Three Boulders? This was my foster home where I was supposed to live for twelve days? This wasn’t even close to being a town. This was more like a campground.

No, this was boonieville.

“Is this your house?”

“This is Noreen’s dining hall.” Officer D tromped up the creaky porch steps. “I live in a room upstairs.”

This was nothing like my other foster places. The Yarbers had a normal house with a grassy yard and a fence. The Nelsons had that big old house with the slamming door. Mrs. Dubois lived in an apartment where I had to climb stairs to the third floor.

But this old cabin was something from a story, like the one where the little old woman made a gingerbread man who ran off into the trees yelling, “You can’t catch me!”

I climbed the five porch steps of that big log cabin, and there, sitting in a rickety rocking chair next to the door, was the oldest dude I’d ever seen. His brownish and blotchy skin blended right into the wood of the cabin. He had black plastic glasses propped on his lightbulb nose. His ears stuck out like coffee mug handles. Resting across his lap was a long shotgun. His pointy finger was stuck right inside the trigger hole. And he was sound asleep.

Or maybe dead.

Something about that ancient dude gave me a little tingle down my arms, making my bandaged hand tweak with pain. I put the orange stocking cap back on my head and gave him another long glance, checking out his wrinkles and the skinniness of his chest.

Officer D put her finger to her lips to silence me. She pulled open the screen door and motioned me inside.

Noreen’s dining hall was a big open space like the gym at my school. There were three rows of long tables with blue-checkered cloths. Those tables spread clear across the wood floor, which made it look like a restaurant.

And, man, did it smell good, like fresh waffle cones at the Dairy Maid. I sucked in a big nose-full of that goodness.

A bunch of grown-ups sipping coffee sat around one table. Every last one of them turned their heads when we entered. They scanned me from the top of Pop’s orange stocking cap to the toes of my skate shoes, and their voices all rose at once and kind of formed a buzzing cloud of noise around me. I heard some words through the buzzing like welcome and hey, there and who’s this, Doris?

These folks must be the sorta foster family Officer D mentioned. There sure were a lot of them, way more than the Nelsons and their seven kids. I wasn’t too sure about being around so many adults. Adults made me kind of nervous, except for Pop. Adults asked a lot of questions which I didn’t always like to answer.

I stepped back and felt Officer D’s chest firm against my back. Her supercop senses must have felt my nerves because she gave those adults some sort of silent signal and the buzzing died away, and they went back to their coffee.

Officer D gave me a little push forward and guided me toward the second row of picnic tables. There, with her back to the adults, was a girl in a sunshine yellow T-shirt. Her face was snowman white and her light brown hair frizzed out in a big wide triangle. She had a heaping stack of spiral notebooks in front of her and was writing furiously.

“Gertie Biggs,” Officer D said.

The girl let out a short gasp, dropping her pen. “Oh! You’re here already.”

“Sorry to disturb your work,” Officer D continued. “Please meet Jane Pengilly.”

I reached toward the girl and squeezed her right hand, strong and firm, like Pop taught me. I kept squeezing until her brownish eyeballs grew wide and her mouth frowned a bit, which was my cue to let go. Pop taught me that too.

“Sit, Jane. I’ll let you two get acquainted.” Officer D patted my back. “I have a few things to take care of, but I’ll find you before supper.”

The bench creaked as I pulled it away from the table to sit across from the girl. I hid my achy hand under the table and asked, kind of in a whisper, “Is your name really Gertie?”

“My real name is Gertrude.”

Gertrude was a horrible name, even worse than Gertie. Some parents just did not think carefully when naming their children. Pop said he gave my name lots of thought. He said Jane was strong and sensible and no one would ever make fun of it or pronounce it wrong.

“I think I’ll just call you G.”

She looked puzzled. “No one’s ever called me G.”

“Then I’ll be the first.”

I was about to start asking her questions about this Three Boulders place, like why were there no paved roads and what cable channels did they have, when I noticed a half-eaten piece of pie sitting next to her. My stomach started growling at me, so I asked, “You gonna eat that?”

“Shh.” G put her pointer finger to her lips, ignoring my question. She leaned back just a tad, turning her ear ever so slightly toward the adults at the table behind her.

I leaned forward too, but all I heard was grown-up mumbles. Adults never seemed to have anything interesting to say, except for Pop. His brain was filled with essential life-learning wisdom, like how to get bubble gum out of your hair and how to change the wheels on your longboard.

“I knew it,” G said in a low voice. She picked up her wooden pen and scribbled something down in one of the notebooks.

“What did you know?”

“Gerald and Emma Carter are leaving Three Boulders. My parents told me it was just a rumor, but I didn’t believe them.”

G’s hand flew across the paper as she spoke. I kept staring at the pie.

“Are you going to eat that?” I asked again.

She didn’t answer, but she pushed the plate toward me.

I picked up the fork and shoveled a whopping bite into my mouth. That pie was filled with fruity yumminess, and the crust was nothing but fried butter and flour. I slowed my chewing down, savoring that bite. “This is—”

Before my words could tumble out, G shushed me again and checked out for another eavesdropping session.

“No way,” she whispered. “Did you hear that? It sounds like Timmy Spencer and his mom might leave also.”

“So? People move all the time. I do.”

“But they love Three Boulders.” G was still whispering.

“Pop and me loved Walport, but we still moved. We kind of had to, though. We packed only what could fit in Pop’s Datsun.”

G gave me a long questioning glance but then began writing in her notebook again.

I scooped another bite of pie between my lips, but this time my taste buds sent me a different memo, maybe more like a warning. I scooped another forkful and held it up to my nostrils. I sniffed. I sniffed again.

This pie had alcohol in it.

My brain filled up with a memory of Pop from last night, his yucky breath . . .

I quickly set the fork on the plate and pulled the stocking cap down my forehead. I didn’t want to think about last night. I was done thinking about it.

I was done eating this pie too.

I felt a little stabbing pain in my hand and wrist, and I kind of wanted to go find Officer D right then ’cause she was the only familiar thing around me.

I looked across the table at G. The adults stood up, gathered their things, and headed toward the dining hall door.

“Drat.” G tapped her pen on the table, frowning. “I need to figure out what is going on around here, why people are leaving.”

“Aren’t you supposed to show me around?” I asked.

Her triangle head shot up, and she flashed a huge smile. “Right!” She slapped the notebook closed and dropped it on the pile. “I’ll investigate this leaving business as we go.” She shoved all the notebooks in a backpack resting on her left side. “Where do you want to start? The softball diamond? The church fire pit? Cabin row?”

I sat back just a bit. She was bursting as though this place was a great amusement park, and she couldn’t wait to take me on every ride.

What could she possibly be so excited about?





[image: The Tour]

The Tour

“Do you play softball?” We were on the dining hall porch now. The rocking chair where that ancient dude had sat was empty.

“Softball? Only in PE class,” I said.

“Oh. That’s too bad.” G glanced at my bandaged hand, and I tucked it inside my hoodie pocket.

“We have a big game coming up next weekend. You probably know how good Officer Dashell is. If they had professional softball teams, she would be all-American. I’m sure of it.”

“She’s never mentioned softball to me.”

G continued. “Officer Dashell holds most of the batting records in Three Boulders and the most consecutive games without an error.”

“Is that good?”

“Good? It’s great!” She leaped in the air when she spoke. “She’ll figure out some position for you. Everyone plays. That’s a Three Boulders law.”

“Law? There’s a law making people play softball?”

But G didn’t respond. She just marched down the porch steps and turned left. I followed.

“There’s the softball field.” G pointed.

I gazed at the rickety bleachers and softball diamond. A bearded man on the pitcher’s mound hurled a ball at a runty kid who swatted it into the grassy field that was neatly mowed in diagonal stripes.

“That’s Preston Farmer pitching. He’s our garden coordinator. The little kid is Timmy Spencer. Timmy’s the current push-up record holder.”

“What are you talking about?” My brain was whirling with all G’s information.

“He set the push-up record three months ago on record night.”

“Record night?”

G explained, “We have record night once a month. You can challenge any current record holder to a duel. We have a hot-dog-eating champion, a knitting champion, a Hula-Hoop champ, and tons more.”

Now I was just plain dizzy. Record night? Push-up champion? Knitting champion?

I pinched myself just to make sure I wasn’t in some faraway dreamland.

G led me up the gravel road. We passed a white wooden fence circling a garden and my nose was attacked by a gust of poop smell. I covered my nostrils with my good hand.

“That’s our community garden. You’ll get used to the smell,” G said. “I’ll show you that later. I want you to come to my cabin.”

Holding my nose tight, me and G trudged up the gravel road that was now separating the little log houses, the ones I’d noticed when I first arrived. The logs were shiny, like someone had actually polished them, and the roofs were green metal. I bet they made an awesome sound when it rained. Some cabins had flowers growing near the front doors and others had colorful flags swaying in the breeze. As weird as this Three Boulders place was, these people took good care of it.

G pointed to every cabin as we walked. “That’s where the Steins live, and over there is the Landaus. This one is Mr. Farmer’s, and here’s the Donalds. . . .” She kept rattling off the names in her cheerful tour guide voice.

“And this is my house.” G stopped at the last cabin in the row, identical to the others except for a chalkboard sign right at the doorway that said Monday: All students meet at the fire pit at 10:00 a.m.

“Come in. You can meet my mom and dad.”

I followed her inside. It was like stepping into that gingerbread man storybook house. A black woodstove was running even though it was May. Two comfy chairs and a plush couch with blue fur pillows filled the front room. I looked at the shiny log walls lined with photos of G and her triangle-hair head at different ages. In every photo she wore a long flowered skirt, just like she wore now.

“Nice, isn’t it?” G beamed.

It was nice. It made me feel kind of warm inside, but a little sad too. Me and Pop didn’t have photos like that. He said we didn’t need pictures when we were always together. Sometimes Pop forgets that we aren’t always together.

“Where’s your TV?”

“We don’t have one. No one does.”

That stunk.

No paved roads meant no longboarding, and no TV meant twelve days of nothing but counting and waiting.

Some of that warm feeling oozed away.

“We do have movie night once a week. Mr. Landau sets up his DVD player and projector in the dining hall. It’s fun. We all bring in blankets and pillows,” G gushed.

One of the doors inside the cabin opened and a man stepped in the room. His forehead was tall and kind of shiny red, which made him look friendly to me. “You must be Jane.” He moved toward me. “Doris mentioned that I’d have a new student. I’m Mr. Biggs, Gertrude’s father. I’m the Three Boulders schoolteacher.”

“Teacher? I have to go to school?” It probably wasn’t the best thing to spew out right after meeting him, but this bit of info was a newly paved speed bump. Officer D never said one thing about school. Now I wasn’t feeling warm at all.

“School is a requirement for kids in Three Boulders, Jane, just like everywhere else,” he said. “You may find that you like the way we do it here.”

I doubted that. I was not a fan of school. Pop told me my problem was that I had TBS, twitchy brain syndrome. That meant my brain kept wanting to jump around to different places, but in school they don’t like it when your brain does that. In school, your brain has to stay calm. Just like when Pop starts to drink alcohol after months and months of nothing but coffee and milk. My brain has to stay calm then too.

Right then a woman walked into the front room. “This is my wife, Mrs. Biggs.”

Mrs. Biggs gave me a smile. She
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