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WELCOME TO PICKETWIRE 

By Tim Wintermute 

INSTALLMENT 14 

BORDER WATCH 
 
Some old rancher once told Foster that ranching was ninety percent perspiration and ten 
percent trying to wipe it off.  Square jawed and broad-shouldered Clint Crowley sure looked 
the part of a trail boss itching to lead a cattle drive, but the truth was that ever since he busted 
his right leg when he was thrown from a horse and then stomped on by a steer, Clint’s desire 
to head em up and move em out just went away.  Clint’s output of perspiration declined along 
with his inspiration as did the reputation of his family’s ranch, the Lazy C.  But even if the Lazy 
C was no longer one of the best ranches around it was the only one next to Wylie Boone’s 
Double B, which was hemmed in by the Comanche National Grasslands on every other side.  
One might say that the Lazy C occupied a position of geo-strategic importance as a check on 
any expansion of the Double B.  In fact, Purgatory County’s last range war had been between 
the Double B and the  Lazy C in 1912.  It ended in a show down in which the Crowley family 
somehow managed to fight the Boone’s and their gang of hired guns to a standoff. And that’s 
where it still stood more than century later. So, while Gloria was off interviewing Sheriff 
Riggleman, Foster was at the Lazy C getting an exclusive of his own.  
 
The entrance to the Lazy C was almost directly across from the massive gate of the Double B.  
At the end of its short drive was their sprawling ranch house.  It no longer burst at the seams 
with sons and daughters, all of whom could ride, shoot, brand and pretty much do whatever 
needed to be done including taking on the Boone’s, as it did a hundred years before.  Instead, 
it was mostly empty, occupied only by Clint and his wife Rhonda as well as two dogs and 
several cats. Merle, the second oldest of their three sons lived alone in a mobile home parked 
near the corrals.  He did most of the perspiring on the ranch along with a hired hand named 
Diego who, ironically, had only one arm. He’d lost it in Iraq. Merle had been in the Army as well 
and done two tours in Afghanistan.  He’d managed to come back with all his limbs still 
attached although based on the few interactions Foster had with him he was still working on 
getting his mind back together.   
 
“Decided to re-invent yourself,”  Clint said after  Foster told him that he was there as a reporter 
for the Picketwire Press. They were seated in Clint’s office just off the entry hall of the house.  
Foster was seated in a well-worn easy chair with horsehair sprouting through the cracks in the 
leather upholstery while Clint sat in an old wooden office chair with wheels on its four legs. The 
only other furniture was a large oak desk with a desk top computer and a bookcase that was 
filled with what appeared to be ledgers.  
 
“Seemed easier than being re born. Dying was hard enough.” 
 
“You mean when you got shot in the head and almost died.” 
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“I did die according to the docs but apparently they didn’t want me up there or down there. 
Woke up with a hell of a headache.” 
 
“So now you’re undead, like some kind of zombie.” 
 
“That’s what I was beginning to feel like sitting there in my Lazy Boy watching the damn 
television.”  
 
“And you’re a reporter now,”  Cliff said, nodding his head slowly then pursing his lips like it was 
a lot to contemplate. 
 
“I don’t do the writing just the research, which is why I’m here.” 
 
Clint perked up.  “The paper wants to do a story on rent a rancher?  Rich Best says it’s a big 
idea.” 
 
“I bet it is but that’s not the story I’m researching.  I’ll let Tom know since he covers big ideas 
for the paper.”  
 
“Actually, it might be better to wait since Rich wants me to present it at this Fred X shindig he’s 
putting on for people who want to invest in big ideas.  He’d probably be mad as hell if it got out 
before then.” 
 
“No problem,” Foster said and took the pen from his breast pocket and wrote in the small pad 
he was carrying that he shouldn’t tell Tom that Clint Crowley had a big idea. 
 
“So, what is story that you think I can help with?” 
 
“It’s about Wylie Boone.  This attempt to kill him has made the headlines all over and now that 
he’s come back to the ranch the Picketwire Press wants to do a series on him.” 
 
“It’s no secret that the Crowley’s and the Boone’s don’t exactly like each other, but I didn’t try 
to kill him.” 
 
“No one’s saying that, Clint.” 
 
“Yeah, well Riggleman has already been out here and asked me where I was the day Boone 
got run down.  I told him it was none of his damned business but if I had it sure wouldn’t have 
been with a minivan.” 
 
“Knowing Riggleman, I don’t think he’ll drop it.  Especially after what you told him.” 
 
“I sure as hell hope you’re right and he brings me in for questioning and asks me where I was, 
so I can tell him right there in front of his deputies.”  Clint stopped and held his right hand over 
his mouth to stifle a laugh. 
 
“What’s so funny?” 
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Clint wheeled his office chair closer to Foster, leaned forward and answered.  “You see I was 
on jury duty at the Purgatory County Courthouse, which as you know, is right next to the 
Sheriff’s Department.  In fact, one of Riggleman’s deputies testified in the case.  He was the 
star witness for the prosecution, which didn’t help them one bit since he was as big an idiot as 
his boss.  You should have seen Vince Lowery trying to get his star witness to make sense.  It 
was like trying to turn on a light bulb when there’s no electricity.  Hell, after hearing his 
testimony we didn’t even have to deliberate to find the defendant not guilty. The only thing we 
did in the jury room was shake our heads and laugh. Yeah, I sure hope Riggleman calls me in 
and asks me where I was.” 
 
“I wish I could be there to see his face if you do get the chance.” 
 
“Say maybe you could be there as a reporter.” 
 
“I don’t think Riggleman’s going to let a reporter witness his interrogation, especially me.  
Besides I’m not a reporter, I’m just doing research.  But Gloria could cover it if you get called 
in. She could interview you and Riggleman afterwards.  At least try to interview him because I 
don’t think he’d be in any mood to meet the press.” 
 
“I can see the headline - Sheriff takes the fifth.” 
 
After Clint finally stopped laughing Foster said.  “I didn’t actually come here because I thought 
you were under suspicion, Clint.  I wanted to ask you if you’ve noticed anything suspicious 
since Wylie came back to his ranch.  You know, any comings and goings that are out of the 
ordinary.” 
 
“You think I spy on him?” 
 
“I’m not saying you spy on him I just figure that given the past history between the Boone’s 
and the Crowley you keep a sharp eye out for anything unusual.” 
 
“Sharp eye, more like an eagle eye. If I could afford it, I’d have a satellite up there with its 
camera focused on the Double B twenty-four seven.” 
 
“So, have you noticed anything?” 
 
“Well, let’s have a look.”  Clint wheeled backwards and then spun his chair, so it faced the 
desk.  He pulled a thick ledger toward him and opened it. 
 
“You keep a log?” 
 
“Sure. Not just me.  My father and granddaddy as well.”  He waved at the bookshelf filled with 
what Foster had thought were ledgers. “Now, let’s see here.  The only thing unusual happened 
the other night.  My son Merle monitors our remote cameras and if he sees anything unusual 
he writes me a note and then I put it down in the logbook.” 
 
“You have remote cameras?” 
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“You bet.  Got them set up at strategic locations along the border with the Boone’s.  The 
border is what we call the property line. I guess you would say its part of our early warning 
system.  Lets us know if there’s been any incursions from the other side. Merle’s in charge of 
all that.  Once in awhile he and Diego even do some recon work across the border. That’s off 
the record of course.” 
 
“Of course.  I won’t even write it down.” 
 
“Anyway, the video monitors are in Merle’s trailer, which he calls the CCC, Crowley Command 
Center. He even got us a drone with a camera for aerial surveillance. Anyway, he says, well, 
hell, you can read it yourself.”  He handed Foster the open book. 
 
Foster read the entry that said that at 8:35 PM a 57 Chevy came out of the Double B front gate 
and turned south without coming to a full stop. Five seconds later a Jeep Wrangler  appeared 
from the north at a high rate of speed and continued south.  This was followed by another entry 
that said that at 9:03 PM a Chevy Suburban left the Double B headed south. Finally, there was 
a third entry that said at 9: 31 the 57 Chevy followed by the Suburban returned to the Double 
B.  
 
“Did Merle get any license plate numbers?” Foster asked handing Clint the ledger. 
 
“If it’s not in there than he didn’t get them, either because he couldn’t make it out from what he 
saw on the monitor or he didn’t think it was important.” 
 
“So, it might be on the tape?” 
 
Clint shook his head.  “Nope.  They get recorded over after twenty-four hours unless Merle 
decides to save something he looked at.  If he had, he would have written that on the notes he 
gives me, so I can write it in the log.  He’s been talking about storing them in a cloud, whatever 
the hell that means.” 
 
“Who do you think was in the Chevy and the Suburban?” 
 
“Well, the Suburban is easy.  That’s the vehicle that Boone’s security detail uses. I figure the 
person in the 57 Chevy was Wylie.  He used to have a red 57 Chevy when he was younger.  It 
was a real beaut, I have to say, and it was fast.  He must still have it and kept it at the Ranch.  I 
can’t imagine Wylie letting anyone else drive it, so it must have been him.” 
“You have any idea who might have been driving the Jeep Wrangler?” 
 
“Nope, and Merle would have mentioned it if he did. There’s a lot of Jeep Wranglers around.  
Hell, Foster, you’re even driving one.”  Clint pointed out the window at Foster’s dented, dirt 
encrusted, black Jeep. 
 
“Almost a hundred thousand on it.  Thirty-five were there when I bought it.” 
 
Clint whistled. “And those are jeep miles.” 
 
“Yeah, and I can feel every one of them. I’m sort of hoping it will jar loose the inoperable bullet 
in my head and pop it out through my ass.” 
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“Good luck, I guess,” Clint said.  “To get back to the Jeep, all I can say about the driver was 
that he was in a big hurry to get somewhere.” 
 
“Or catch up with someone.” 
 
 
FOR EXAMPLE 
 
They took the elevator down.  It was very slow. After the doors closed they had a few more 
minutes together. Ari asked Gretl if she could tell him anything more about PI other than it was 
involved in detecting although he really wanted to ask was when he could see her again 
 
“They are unusual.” 
 
“Can you give me an example?” 
 
“Okay, for example we worked on a case recently that involved missing cats.” 
 
“Missing cats?  What’s so unusual about that. They go missing all the time.  I’m always seeing 
flyers people who lost their cat put up.” 
 
“Yes, but these cats were virtual.  They were part of a free software app called Cyber Cat that 
was developed by a group of students at Picketwire College.  They created it as a community 
service project for people who wanted to have a pet cat but were not allowed to have a real 
one for some reason like being allergic or they weren’t allowed to have pets.  Their virtual cat 
starts out as a little kitty but then it grows into an adult cat.   One day when people activated 
the app using their computer or smartphone, instead of their little kitty appearing there was a 
statement from a group calling itself the Cyber Cat Liberation Army saying that their kitty had 
been liberated.” 
 
“Seriously?” 
 
“Seriously.  I would never kid about missing kitties. People are very attached to their cats, real 
or virtual.” 
 
“Okay, so what did you do?” 
 
“We discovered who the members of the CCLA were and persuaded them to return the 
missing cats and not to engage in similar activities in the future.” 
 
“They agreed just like that?” 
 
“After we informed them we would tell their parents if they didn’t. They were all twelve year 
old’s.  However, they had written a manifesto that we thought made some good points, so we 
also recommended to the Picketwire students who developed the app that it be changed to 
require the users to agree not to abuse their virtual cats or they would be taken away from 
them.” 
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“What constitutes abuse of a virtual cat or any other virtual animal for that matter?  It’s not like 
there is a society for the prevention of cruelty to virtual animals.” 
 
“Now that is a question a philosopher, someone who studies ethics, someone such as 
yourself, should look into, don’t you think?” 
 
“Okay,” Ari held up both of his hands in surrender.  The elevator doors opened, and they were 
in the lobby.  It was empty. 
 
“Where’s your colleague?” 
 
“Actually, we are going to meet outside.  He’s going to pick me up instead.” 
 
Ari followed her through the front doors.  Time was running out to ask her out or ask her 
anything.” 
 
“Here he is, right on time,” Gretl said as a black, two door Jeep pulled up and stopped. 
 
“Wait,” Ari said. 
 
Gretl paused as she after she opened the passenger door and turned to him. 
 
Ari continued.  “This case of the missing cats is the best example you can come up with of 
what PI does?” 
 
“I didn’t say it was the best. It’s just an example of the kind of unusual cases we take on.” 
 
  I would say it’s more than just unusual it’s…” 
 
“Silly?” 
 
“Well…” 
 
“I take it you’ve never had a cat?” 
 
“No, I’ve only had dogs. One dog, in fact. I’m not against cats, though.” 
 
“Including virtual ones?” 
 
“Both real and virtual,” Ari said.  “Look can we meet again?  Maybe you could give me another 
example.” 
 
“Why wait?  If you want another example of what PI does than get in and you can see for 
yourself,” Gretl said.  Without waiting for an answer, she tilted the back of the front passenger 
seat forward and added  “You can sit in the front seat.  It’s got more room.”  She climbed into 
the back and then stuck her head out at Ari.  ”Well, do you want another example or not?  If 
you do get in.”  
 
“Sure,”  Ari answered then slipped the messenger bag off his shoulder. 
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After Ari settled into the front seat Gretl’s head appeared over his left shoulder. “Be sure and 
buckle up tight. There aren’t any roads where we’re going so it will get bumpy but  
Will here is very good at off road driving.” 
 
“Driving on roads is when I get into trouble,” the driver replied.   
Will’s voice was familiar. Ari turned and looked at him.  It was the stranger who’d sat down 
beside him at the bar in the Last Ditch the day before.  
 
 
JUST A LITTLE BIT 
 
While Sue was still in LA she had traded her Porsche Carrera for a Prius.  In a place where 
driving a Porsche Carrera is a way of telling people you’ve arrived even if you haven’t she 
bought the Prius as was a way of telling herself she was leaving, and she did.  However, now 
that she was in Picketwire, she was finding that the earth friendly Prius was so close to the 
ground that it scraped off the top soil of dirt roads like the one she was on.  She would just 
have to get something with a higher clearance.  She also needed a vehicle that had a lot more 
cargo space than her Prius.  Although a pick-up truck would be the practical solution she knew 
that she didn’t want one of those gas guzzling behemoths with tires bigger than Ferris Wheels 
and cabs the size of minivans.  Fortunately, Ted Wheeler, owner of Wheeler Dealer Truck and 
Tractors, was a regular at The Pretty Good and could steer her in the right direction. 
 
Sue raised the windows to keep out the dust.  She hated to shut out the smell of the outdoors, 
but it was either that or vacuuming the inside.  To her right was a creek with cottonwoods 
growing along its bank and to the left fields that stretched toward the distant Sangre de Cristos 
where puffy clouds rose like hot air balloons tethered to the peaks.  If a pastoral landscape was 
all that was needed for farming she could stop looking.  After a few more minutes of ground 
crunching driving she saw the farmhouse nestled in a grove of trees.  About fifty yards from the 
house was a large red barn and some pens for livestock.  Behind the barn a windmill on top of 
a wooden tower slowly rotated in the slight breeze.  She parked next to a Ford pick-up that 
looked tan until she got closer and could see that it’s white paint was coated with dust. 
 
As Sue walked across the broad planks of the front porch the screen door opened and a man 
walked out.  He was wearing Carhartt bib overalls and a white tee shirt. He was short and had 
broad shoulders and his head was shaven.  He looked more like a Buddhist monk than a 
farmer.  Sue wouldn’t have guessed he was in his seventies if Jemma Lu hadn’t told her. 
Instead of offering his hand he bowed his head. She gave a return bow.  It wasn’t very elegant 
but at least she didn’t curtsey.  “I’m Sue Cohen, Jemma Lu’s friend.” 
 
“I’ve been expecting you. Would you like to come in or perhaps you would prefer sitting out 
here?” Joji answered, gesturing at the porch swing as well as two straight backed wood arm 
chairs with wicker seats.  There was a low table in between them.  
 
“Out here is fine, Mister Takemoto.  It’s a beautiful view.” 
 
“Please call me Joji.” 
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“And everyone just calls me Sue.  In fact, if you said Miss Cohen I probably wouldn’t know who 
you were talking about,” Sue said as she sat in one of the chairs. 
 
“Not everyone calls me Joji,” he answered.  “Would you like some tea?” 
“I wouldn’t want to put you out.” 
 
“It’s no trouble. I just made a fresh pot.”  He walked slowly back into the house and returned a 
minute later with a tray, a pot of tea and two tea cups.  Joji removed the quilted tea cozy, 
revealing a powder blue ceramic tea pot. 
 
“Is the tea set from Japan?”  Sue asked. 
 
“It is in a traditional Japanese style,”  Joji answered as he poured the tea.  “But I made the pot 
and cups myself. I’m not very good, but they don’t leak, at least not yet.” 
 
Sue took a sip.  “This is Ryokucha, which is one of my favorites.”  
 
“If you know that it is Ryokucha you must like tea.” 
 
“I picked up a taste for good tea while I was living in Los Angeles.  I went to the tea houses to 
try different ones and then served the one’s I liked at the restaurants I operated.” 
 
“Yes, Jemma Lu told me you were in the restaurant business there before you moved to 
Picketwire and opened a restaurant.” 
 
“Have you eaten there?” 
 
He shook his head.  “I stopped eating in restaurants many years ago.  However, according to 
Jemma Lu it is very good.” 
 
“Pretty good,” Sue said. 
 
“I am sure that she said it was very good.” 
 
“No, what I mean is that the name of my restaurant is the Pretty Good Cafe.” 
 
“Why that name?” 
 
“Calling it pretty good means I’m not claiming to be the best. I think they call it managing 
expectations.” Especially her own, she thought.  Sue had spent years trying to have the best 
restaurant.  It became an obsession that crowded out everything else in her life, but no matter 
what she achieved it fell short of being what she thought was the best. It was actually a good 
thing she burned out, otherwise she would have exploded.    
 
“Jemma Lu said that you are now interested in farming?” 
 
“Yes, organic farming in particular,” Sue answered, relieved at the change in subject.  “I asked 
Jemma Lu if she knew of any organic farmers in the area since she seems to know everyone.  
She mentioned you and said she’d try to arrange a meeting and, well, here we are.” 
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“Yes, we are here, but where do you want to go from here?” 
 
“Have you heard of farm to table restaurants?” 
 
“I don’t go to restaurants very often.” 
 
“Well, a farm to table restaurant is one that serves food that comes directly from local farms 
like yours that they have a close relationship with instead of using wholesalers and other 
middlemen. Unfortunately, if its reasonably fresh that’s good enough for a lot of restaurants, 
particularly the fast food ones.” 
 
“I prefer my food slow.  I don’t believe you should rush either the growing or the eating.”   
 
“I agree.  That’s why I don’t rush my customers even when there are people waiting for a 
table,”  Sue replied.  “To get back to your question as to where I want to go, I’d like to have 
local farms that use organic techniques to supply my tables at the Pretty Good Cafe.” 
 
“And you think that my farm, might be one?” 
 
Sue nodded.  “Right.  I understand from Jemma Lu that you learned organic farming while you 
were living in Japan?” 
 
“Yes, I had the good fortune to meet Masanobu Fukuoka…” 
 
“Fukuoka!  I read his book One-Straw Revolution.  He’s one of the people who inspired the 
whole organic farming movement. I read that he saw farming as more than producing food but 
a spiritual and aesthetic approach to life.” 
 
“He said that cultivation and perfection of human beings was the ultimate goal.” 
 
“And you got to meet him in person,” Sue said, shaking her head in amazement. 
 
“Not only meet him I had the privilege of studying under him and learning his natural farming 
method.  He was particularly interested in the re- vegetation of arid and desert areas.  Perhaps 
you know of the book he wrote on it called Sowing Seeds in the Desert?” 
 
“No, I didn’t know about it.  I’d like to read it.” 
 
“I would lend you my copy, but you would have to learn Japanese first.  In any case, because 
this is an arid area I wanted to learn his method and see if I could apply it here.” 
 
“This natural farming method that you learned from Fukuoka, that is what you use on your 
farm?”  
 
“Not strictly speaking. I modified it over the years based on my experience.  You may know 
that Fukuoka’s natural farming method is sometimes called do nothing farming.  I suppose one 
could say that my method is to do just a little bit.  Many of the other farmers around here think 
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it is a little bit crazy.”  He stopped and sipped some tea and then looked at Sue and said.  
“What I know is if I followed any other way I really would be crazy.” 
 
“I can relate to that,” Sue said looking straight back into Joji’s eyes. “I know I would go nuts if I 
ran the Pretty Good the way I did the restaurants I owned in LA.” 
 
“Los Angeles is where you learned the restaurant business?” 
 
“It turned out I learned the wrong way. What made it worse was that I was successful, so I 
thought it was the right way. In fact, I thought it was the only way.” 
 
 
“I learned how to farm growing up here.  My father was one of the most successful farmers in 
the area, so my younger brother and I learned his method and he was very methodical.  He 
believed in the do everything way of farming.  I had to unlearn his way in order to learn the 
natural way.” 
 
“At least I won’t have to unlearn how to farm since I never learned it to begin with. I mean, if 
you are willing to teach me.” 
 
“You really wish to learn how to do just a little bit?”  Joji said with a laugh and then poured 
them both more tea.   
 
“There’s nothing I’d rather do,” Sue answered, raising her cup in a toast. 
 

 
END OF INSTALLMENT 14 

 
  
 


