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WELCOME TO PICKETWIRE 
INSTALLMENT 8 

 
By Tim Wintermute 

	
ON THE CASE 

 
Despite the bullet in his brain Foster St. Vrain was feeling pretty damn good.  
There was a long neck bottle of beer in his right hand and his butt was in a 
Lazy Boy and a Rockies baseball game was on TV.  Of course, his television 
didn't work anymore. He'd shot it and all he could see between the toes of 
the cowboy boots on the elevated footrest was a bullet hole in the middle of 
its screen.  So he was listening to the game on the radio.  Well, hell, he liked 
to listen anyway.  The way they called the game on radio was a lot more 
interesting than what you saw on the television.  When he turned the sound 
off the TV and listened to the play by play on radio it was like there were 
two different games: The boring as hell one he was watching on TV and the 
thriller he was listening to on the radio.  He finally decided that he preferred 
the version that played out in his mind as he listened than what he saw and 
that's when he got his pistol and put the television out of its misery or maybe 
it was his misery - in any case, he felt better afterwards.  Hell of a thing for a 
cop to do but he wasn't a cop anymore.   
 
As he swigged his beer and listened to the game he looked out through the 
screen door of his bungalow.  Jemma Lu Tuttle was standing on his front 
porch. Of course, according to an expert witness his powers of identification 
were impaired by the bullet in his head so maybe it was Bertha Lopez 
delivering the mail or just his imagination. He turned off the radio. 
 
"Foster."  
 
Once he heard the voice he knew it was Jemma Lu. "Sorry, I couldn't hear 
you over the radio,"  he replied as he pulled the handle on the recliner, got 
up and opened the door.  "Come on in."   
 
She accepted his offer to sit in the only other chair but declined the beer or a 
glass of tap water, which was the only alternative.   
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"So, Jemma Lu Tuttle," Foster asked after he settled back into the Lazy Boy.  
"What brings you to the this part of town?" 
 
"What's wrong with this part of town?" 
 
"Other than me, nothing." 
 
"Now, what does that mean?" 
 
"It means that if I knew I'd have me as a neighbor I'd have never moved 
here." 
 
After Jemma Lu stopped laughing she said.  "You're too hard on yourself, 
Foster." 
 
"You sound like the sister I never had." 
 
"The big sister," she replied.  Not that she had to remind him she was fifteen 
years older since that point had been made a long time ago. 
 
"Since we haven't seen each other in while there's been no one to put me in 
my place so I've had to do it myself.  I hope you didn't come here to put me 
in some other place because I'm sort of attached to this one." 
 
"This place?" Jemma Lu looked around the small living room of the one 
story bungalow 
 
"I believe this is the first time you've been here." 
 
"Yes it is.  Of course, I don't recall ever being invited to visit," she said then, 
without waiting for him to think of an answer that might sound halfway 
convincing, she let him off the hook by changing the subject.  "What 
happened to your TV?"  She asked, nodding toward the television. 
 
"Shot it." 
 
"Why on earth did you do that?" 
 
"Got tired of its company."  He took a sip of beer. 
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"Then I'll be sure and not out stay my welcome." 
 
"Don't you worry, Jemma Lu, I only shoot television sets now a days.  
Besides, I get the feeling you didn't come here just to keep me company." 
 
Jemma Lu smiled.  "I always enjoyed the times we spent together, Foster."   
 
"All the times?" He asked, arching his right eyebrow. 
 
"Okay, not all of the times," she replied.   
 
They stared at each other in silence for a minute until he toasted her with his 
beer. "Easiest confession I ever got." 
 
"Now that you've gotten it I want to ask you something. Are you still doing 
private investigations?"  
 
"It keeps me busy. Not that I've been real busy." 
 
"So you're free to take on a case?" 
 
"Depends." 
 
"On what?" 
 
"Who asks me.” 
 
"I'm asking." 
 
"Then the answer is yes, I'll take the case." 
 
"Before you know what it's about?" 
 
"That's not as important as who it's for, but now that I've agreed, what is it 
about?" 
 
"Its about Wylie Boone." 
 
"Wylie Boone?" Foster nearly spit out the beer he'd just sipped. 
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"Yes, you heard me right,  Wylie Boone.  I want to find out if someone is 
trying to kill him." 
 
"I heard about the hit and run up in Aspen." 
 
"What if it wasn't just a hit and run?" 
 
"You think someone deliberately tried to kill him?" 
 
"I don't know for sure and that's what I'd like you to find out." 
 
"Based on the Wylie I knew he sure had a gift for making enemies.  That 
and making money.  But why do you care?  Wylie has been gone for years 
and from what I remember you were glad to see him leave." 
 
"We had our differences, but..." 
 
"But?"  
 
Jemma Lu wished she'd taken Foster up on the beer.  "But, he's back." 
 
"To Picketwire?" 
 
"The ranch." 
 
"If someone is trying to kill him while he's at the ranch than that's the 
Sheriff's responsibility." 
 
"Jesse Riggleman? You've got to be kidding?" 
 
"I'm just saying it's his jurisdiction." 
 
"He's also the person who shot you."   
 
"Attempted and, as you recall, they concluded it was a mistake while 
assisting an officer." 
 
"Riggleman is the one who called for your assistance and when you 
responded he tried to kill you." 
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"He claimed that he thought I was one of the bad guys and not a police 
officer." 
 
"You know he did it intentionally, Foster." 
 
"They said my memory was impaired by the bullet in my head. Also, there 
was no motive for Riggleman to shoot a Picketwire Cop. That was more 
than enough for Vince Lowery, County Prosecutor, to declare it an 
accident." 
 
"Of course he did, the Lowery was probably in on the whole thing.  
Anyway, a lot of us here in Picketwire believe what you saw is what really 
happened." 
 
"There were enough folks outside Picketwire who believed his story to elect 
him County Sheriff." 
 
"HIs whole campaign was based on portraying Picketwire as the center of 
evil and that if he was Sheriff he'd stop it from spreading to the rest of the 
County."   
 
"I believe he compared it to foot and mouth disease and that Picketwire was 
like infected cattle that had to be separated from the herd." 
 
"And shot.  I mean he didn't come out and say it, but everyone knows that's 
what you do to cattle with hoof and mouth disease." 
 
"So his motive is that he put a bullet in my head because I couldn't keep my 
foot out of my mouth," Foster said as he spun the empty beer bottle by its 
neck on the broad arm of the Lazy Boy. 
 
"It's not something to joke about, Foster," Jemma Lu said wanting to grab 
the damn beer bottle out of his hand.  
 
Foster let go of the beer bottle and raised both of his hands, palms out.  
"You're right, Jemma Lu, it's not something to joke about." 
 
"And I'm not joking when I say that I don't want you to share any 
information you uncover during your investigation with Riggleman or any of 
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his gang that they call the Sheriff's Department. If you don't agree then don't 
take the case." 
 
"Jemma Lu," Foster said without smiling.  "If you said anything different I 
wouldn't take the case." 
 
"But, you agreed to take the case before I said it," she teased. 
 
"And you just told me I didn't have to take it if I didn't agree with you." 
 
"My, this sounds like one of those stupid arguments brothers and sisters get 
into," Jemma Lu said with a laugh and got up from the chair.  As they 
walked out onto the porch together she said.  "Don't I need to sign an 
agreement?" 
 
"Nope." 
 
"Then just send me a bill for whatever it costs." 
 
"No point in sending you a bill when I'm not charging you anything." 
 
"Now Foster, you know I can more than afford whatever it is you charge for 
your time." 
 
"Jemma Lu, I owe you a lot more than whatever this is going to cost for 
what you did for me." 
 
"You owe me nothing, Foster." 
 
"Then consider us even." 
 
 
PERFECT FORM 
 
Unlike the ancient Greek sculptor who chipped away at a block of marble 
until he found Venus de Milo, Ari had produced only a trail of rubble in his 
pursuit of the perfect feminine form.  The form of the woman on the other 
side of the open doorway was hidden inside the baggy Carhartt jeans and 
loose red checked flannel shirt.  However, her face was longer than it was 
wide, her skin was olive rather than alabaster and her auburn hair was tied in 
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a careless bun.  She was also wearing silver wire rim glasses. Despite all that 
Ari had the strange feeling that his pursuit of the perfect form might have 
come to a sudden and unexpected end.  “I’m sorry if I interrupted you,” Ari 
said, trying not to let his own face show what he was thinking, much less 
feeling. 
 
“You didn’t interrupt me,” the woman answered as if his presence wasn’t 
totally unexpected.  “I was finished and just leaving when I noticed that 
someone was at the door waiting to come in.” 
 
“I wasn’t waiting to come in, I was just walking by and heard the piano 
music and couldn’t help listening. You play beautifully, by the way.  
Chopin?” 
 
“It was Mahler and I didn’t do it justice.  It’s a Steinway grand and they 
keep it tuned and I’m almost ashamed that it is wasted on me.  Still, I can’t 
resist stopping and playing whenever I have the time, which isn’t often.” 
 
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to block the doorway,” Ari said, moving aside.   
 
“That’s the second time you’ve said you’re sorry.”  Her smile made it clear 
that it was an observation, not an accusation. 
 
“Then I won’t apologize by saying I’m sorry that I’ve said I’m sorry twice. 
I’m Ari, by the way,” Ari said offering his hand.  
 
“I’m Gretl,” she replied.  As they shook hands he noted that she had a strong 
grip.  Probably from playing the piano or, considering the outfit she had on, 
from splitting logs.   
 
“Like the fairy tale Hansel and Gretel but without the second e and without 
Hansel.”  
 
“Did you know Gretl means pearl in Greek?” 
 
“Does it? A pearl of wisdom or a pearl that is a jewel?” 
 
“Maybe both.  I don’t think they’re mutually exclusive.” 
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“A wise jewel.  Another reason to prefer being called Gretl rather than 
Margaret.” 
 
“Like I prefer Ari to Aristotle.” 
 
“I would think that a Professor of Philosophy would be happy to have the 
name of a wise man like Aristotle.” 
 
“I’m not a full professor so I guess I’m more of a wise guy. But how did you 
know that I taught philosophy?” 
 
“There was a story on the College website about the new faculty along with 
their bios and photos.  Unlike the photos of most faculty you actually 
resemble yours.” 
 
“I had it taken after I just shaved off my beard otherwise you probably 
wouldn’t have recognized me. In fact, I didn't recognize myself when I 
looked at the photo.”  He’d grown his beard in college but had decided that 
if he wanted to start over again in a new place with a new job he should have 
a new face so he shaved off the old one. He was still getting used to the 
person staring back at him in the mirror. “What about you?” 
 
“I never had a beard.  Although, it would probably go with the clothes I am 
wearing at the moment.” 
 
“I mean your photo in the Directory?” 
 
“There is no photo.  I’m not on the faculty or the staff.” 
 
“I guess I just assumed that you were because you were here playing the 
piano.” 
 
“I’m loosely affiliated, which means they let me use the piano although, now 
that I think about it, anyone can come in and play the piano since the door is 
unlocked.” 
 
“How are you affiliated?” Ari asked, realizing that he was now walking with 
her although he had no idea where she was going except that it was in the 
opposite direction from where he had been headed. She had some powerful 
legs hidden inside those jeans and he had to up his gait to stay abreast. 
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 “Have you heard of PI?” 
 
“Apple pie or pi the irrational number.” 
 
“No, PI, the Picketwire Institute?” 
 
“I can’t say that I have.” 
 
“You’ve heard of the Aspen Institute and the Santa Fe Institute?” 
 
“Of course.  They’re famous.” 
 
“Well, the Picketwire Institute isn’t.  No one’s heard of it so you don’t need 
to say you’re sorry for not knowing about PI.” 
 
“That’s good, because it would be my third apology and I wouldn’t want to 
strike out.” 
 
“Strike out?” 
 
“You know, three strikes and you’re out, like in baseball?” 
 
Gretl stopped and looked at him straight in the eye.  He was six feet and she 
was almost as tall as him.  It was a new experience. 
 
“Are we playing baseball?” She asked, her eyes narrowing behind the lenses 
of her glasses. 
 
“No…” 
 
“That’s good,” she said, sounding relieved.  “Because I think it’s a boring 
game.” 
 
Ari decided against telling her he was a Red Sox fan.  “Is the Picketwire 
Institute, or PI, a think tank like Aspen and Santa Fe?” 
 
“I don’t know about you, but if I was inside a tank the only thing I would 
think about is how to escape.  How can someone think outside the box if 
they’re in a tank?” 
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“The same way they think inside a cave.” 
 
“You mean, like cavemen?”  She laughed. 
 
“I was thinking more like Plato’s allegory of the cave.” 
 
“If you mean where the cavemen believe that the shadows on the wall are 
reality, I’d certainly agree that some think tanks resemble man caves,” she 
said, then turned and resumed walking. 
 
After scrambling to catch up with her Ari asked.  “If the Picketwire Institute 
isn’t a think tank, or a man cave, can you tell me something about what PI is 
or do I need to do a search on the Internet?” 
 
“When I think of the Internet I think of those huge nets that trawlers tow 
behind them scooping up everything - fish and crabs and whatever innocent 
creature is swimming in its wake.  It reminds me of the summer I worked on 
the slime line in a processing plant in Alaska.  The trawlers would bring 
everything they caught in their nets to the processor where it would be 
dumped on the slime line, which is like a conveyor belt.  Then we’d pick 
through it for anything that could be packaged or canned for sale. I can’t 
help thinking that Google, Facebook and the others are like processors only 
they employ algorithms rather than people and the slime gets packaged as 
well.”  
 
“You mean that we’re being slimed by Google and Facebook?” He laughed. 
 
“Exactly, although, its no laughing matter,” she replied then reached out and 
touched his right arm with her left hand.  “Sorry, now it’s my turn to 
apologize because I didn’t mean that you’re joke wasn’t funny.” 
 
“Don’t worry, it wasn’t a strike,” he replied as her hand slid off his forearm 
and they resumed walking.  He noticed that they were in a part of the 
campus that he hadn’t seen before.   
 
“To get back to your question,” she said.  “You won’t find much about us on 
the Internet.  We don’t even have a website or an online presence.” 
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By “us” Ari figured she included herself as well as PI.  “So how does 
someone like me get to know about you, about the Picketwire Institute?” 
 
Gretl shrugged. “They can follow me like you are.” 
 
“We’ve been talking while we were walking so I don’t think you could say I 
was following you.” 
 
“But you have no idea where I’m going and yet you are still right beside me, 
so it seems to me that you have been following me.” 
 
“Okay, but its not like I’m stalking you.” 
 
“If you were stalking me we wouldn’t be talking.  I would have told you to 
get lost.” 
 
“It wouldn’t be hard to for me to get lost since I hardly know my way 
around the campus, particularly this part,” Ari answered.  “But, since we 
both agree that I’m not stalking you but following your lead, can you tell me 
where we are going?” 
 
“I don’t know about you, but I’m going there.” She nodded toward a three 
story yellow brick building with a dome on top. 
 
“This must be the College observatory?” 
 
“It was originally.  They built an observatory in the mountains near Cuchara 
twenty years ago that replaced this one. It has a bigger telescope and it’s 
closer to the stars up there than down here.”  
 
“What is it now?” 
 
“If you want to find out you can follow me inside,” she said and then started 
walking toward the entrance without waiting a reply. 
 
Ari looked at Gretl for a moment and then jogged to catch up. “I guess I’ve 
come this far so why not?”  He said as he caught up with her just as she was 
opening the door.  Who knows, he thought, maybe I’ll have a chance to see a 
heavenly body after all. 
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RAILROADED 
 
“All aboard the Picketwire Limited,” the short, stocky man wearing a turn of 
the century train conductor’s uniform announced to the twelve passengers 
seated in the vintage Pullman railroad car that Tony Medrano had reserved 
for his new Rails, Trails and Tales tour.   Then, with a lurch that sent the 
man stumbling forward the train pulled out of the La Junta train station at 
10:10 AM.  Regaining his footing, the man continued.  “I’m Clem the 
Conductor and this little lady here is Clementine.”  Clem nodded to the 
young woman standing next to him.  She was dressed in a black skirt that 
brushed the ankles of her high-topped black shoes and a white, long sleeve 
blouse with puffed shoulders and ruffles down the front and a starched 
collar.  “And she’s a Harvey Girl.  In case you don’t know, Harvey Girls 
worked at the Harvey Houses where passengers on the Atchison Topeka and 
Santa Fe Railroad could have a meal when the train stopped at a depot. Mind 
you, not just any girl could be a Harvey Girl.  They were very selective. You 
had to be single, between the ages of 18 and 30, and of good moral 
character.  Most importantly, though, a Harvey Girl had to sign an 
agreement not to marry for at least a year.” 
 
 
“I was a Harvey Girl,” the Clementine said, curtseying as she smiled at the 
passengers. “But I’m not a Harvey Girl anymore.” 
 
“You mean you’re married?” Clem asked in mock disbelief. 
 
“Of course not.  Not that I don’t have plenty of proposals. I was working in a 
Harvey House but I wanted to ride the rails not just watch the trains go by. 
Now I work on this wonderful train and also in the famous Picketwire House 
Hotel, which is just across the street from the historic Picketwire Train 
Station. That’s our next stop isn’t it, Conductor Clem?” 
 
“It certainly is my darling Clementine.  This being the Limited there’s no 
stops between here and there.” 
 
“Then I better start serving these nice passengers some fresh squeezed 
lemonade because we’ll be there in a jiffy.”  She picked up a silver tray with 
glasses of lemonade that had been resting on the counter next to her.   
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Clem turned to Tony, who had been standing behind him.  “And now a few 
words from another conductor, your tour conductor Tony Medrano.” 
 
“Thanks Conductor Clem,” Tony said, flashing the biggest smile he could 
muster.  “We will arrive in Picketwire at 11:45.  After a brief tour of the 
Picketwire Train Station, which is over a hundred years old, we will walk 
across the street to the equally historic Picketwire House Hotel where we 
will have lunch.” 
 
“Its not a Harvey House,” Clementine said, batting false eyelashes the size 
of window awnings. “So proposals are welcome.” 
 
“But no tips since they’re already included in the tour package,” Clem 
added.  
 
Feeling like a straight man, Tony continued.  “Then after lunch we’ll board 
our luxury Purple Sage Tour bus and visit the historic, former Purgatory 
State Penitentiary.” 
 
 “However, the current occupants are not incarcerated desperados since it’s 
now Our Lady of Lost Souls Convent,” Conductor Clem chuckled. 
 
“I used to visit one of my beaus there,” Clementine said.  “Before it was a 
Convent, of course.”  
 
Tony waited for the laughter to stop then said. “Several of you will be 
leaving the main tour at that point.  Not to be incarcerated, as Conductor 
Clem put it, but for a stay at the Convent’s Retreat Center.”  As he spoke 
Tony glanced at the two men and a woman who were sitting in the same row 
near the back. For them this was a ride on another kind of railroad – one that 
was underground.  They were the first group of “so-called” illegal 
immigrants that Tony had agreed to transport to the Our Lady of Lost Souls 
Convent disguised as members of his tour group.  “After touring the historic 
Purgatory Pen we will return to the Picketwire House Hotel for cocktails, 
followed by dinner at the Home on the Range Restaurant.  Tomorrow we 
will tour parts of the Santa Fe Trail’s Purgatory Cut Off that goes through 
Picketwire before concluding our Rails, Trails and Tales Tour by boarding 
the train for our return trip to LA Junta. Now sit back and enjoy the 
scenery.” 
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“And more lemonade,” Clementine added. 
 
 
I never thought I’d say things that corny,” Zelda said as she lit a cigarette. 
 
“It’s supposed to be corny,” Max pointed out.  “And you shouldn’t be 
smoking, Mary Ann, I mean Zelda.” 
 
“We’re outside, aren’t we?”  Zelda waved the cigarette.  They were standing 
on the observation deck that stuck out from the back of the Pullman car.  
 
“But women usually didn’t smoke in public then.” 
 
“Harvey Girls didn’t but Clementine would be smoking up a storm.  That’s 
probably why she was kicked out and had to work this gig.” 
 
“She doesn’t say she was kicked out.  It’s not in the script.” 
 
“A character has to have a back story, don’t they? That’s Clementine’s back 
story.” 
 
Max was saved from having to think of an answer when the door opened and 
Tony came out on the deck. “I think it’s going pretty well,” Tony said.  He’d 
wanted something different for the new tour and had asked Max if he would 
play the part of a conductor who could spin some tales while they were on 
the train.  Max had proposed the Clementine character, telling Tony that he 
had just the person to play the role.  Tony had been a little nervous after 
meeting Zelda but he had to admit she was a pretty good in the part.     
 
 
“You think its going well now, just wait until I tell the tale about the great 
train robbery of 1905,’ Max said.   
 
“I’m looking forward to it,” Tony answered.  “We’ve got few minutes 
before we reach the spot.” 
 
Max looked at the pocket watch that dangled from his vest on a gold chain.  
“Five minutes.” 
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“That gives me time to finish my cigarette and touch up my lipstick,” Zelda 
said.  “I mean, I have to be ready to say my lines, right?” 
 
“Remember, when you hear me say that we’re moving through a particularly 
scenic and pastoral area, you scream then open this door here and come in 
from the observation deck...” 
 
“And shout there are train robbers coming after us, Clem, we need to 
escape!” Zelda replied with more than a little sarcasm.  “How could I ever 
forget a line like that?” 
 
“It may not be what you would say but it’s Clementine who is saying it,” 
Max replied.  “And it will get everyone’s attention so I can tell the story of 
the great train robbery.” Max checked his watch again.  “Okay, I’m going in 
now.” 
 
“I’ll be there in a second,” Tony said to Max as he closed the door. 
 
“If you ask me, I don’t get it,” Zelda said, her hand cupping the elbow of her 
right arm as she gestured with the cigarette in her right hand.  
 
“Your lines?” 
 
“No, the three people in there who want to spend the night in prison.”  
 
“They’re going there for a spiritual retreat and, besides, it’s a convent now 
not a prison” 
 
“Same thing.” 
 
“I don’t think the Sisters would agree with you on that.” 
 
“I don’t think they’d agree with me on anything.” 
 
“You should meet them, you might be surprised.” 
 
“Nothing surprises me,” Zelda said, turning her head cocking it slightly to 
keep the smoke from her cigarette out of her eyes. “You may not believe it 
but I’ve seen a lot; done a lot, too.” 
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“Including pretending to smoke?” 
 
“What?”  
 
“You’re blowing smoke but you’re not inhaling.” 
 
Zelda looked at the cigarette as if it had betrayed her and then, as her face 
blushed the same shade as her rouged cheeks, she pleaded.  “Please don’t tell 
Max that I’m not really smoking.”  
 
“Sure,” Tony said opening the door.  “Just don’t throw the cigarette 
overboard, we don’t want to start a grass fire.” 
 
Tony closed the door and sat down in a vacant seat at the rear of the car.  He 
looked up at Max, who was standing several feet in front of the door, 
announced.  “Ladies and gentlemen if I can have your attention please.  We 
are passing through a particularly scenic and pastoral area...” 
 
An earth-shattering scream from the observation deck cut Max off.  The 
door suddenly swung open and Zelda, her face contorted in terror, shouted, 
“They’re coming after us, Clem.”  Slamming the door behind her Zelda 
sprinted past Max and up the aisle toward the front of the car, frantically 
waving her hands and yelling, “We need to get the hell out of here!”  As 
Max stood speechless with his mouth open, the three “illegal immigrants” 
looked at each other, then jumped up and took off after Zelda.    
 
 


