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SISTER	M’s	

She	was	pretty	sure	that	no	one	knew.		At	least	they	never	said	
so	if	they	did.		Not	a	peep.		Little	kids	sometimes	gave	her	one	
of	those	scrunched	face	looks	as	if	they	wanted	to	say	
something	but	couldn't.		Maybe	it	was	the	costumes	she	
wore?		Usually	it	was	the	stripes	of	a	convict	although	
sometimes	it	was	the	solid	gray	of	a	guard	and,	when	called	on,	
the	warden’s	three	piece	black	suit	with	a	gold	watchband.		She	
never	wore	the	hangman's	hood.		A	few	goose	bumps	were	
okay	but	not	screams	of	terror.	None	of	the	people	she	
portrayed	were	supposed	to	be	women	although	she	was	
pretty	certain	that	a	few	had	worked	there	disguised	as	men	
just	like	they	had	taken	on	other	supposedly	male	roles	in	the	
west.	When	her	role	was	a	guard	rather	than	a	convict	she	
liked	to	think	that	she	was	re	enacting	a	woman	pretending	to	
be	a	man.		

Being	thin,	she	had	to	pad	herself	before	she	played	a	warden	
or	a	guard	but	not	when	her	role	was	a	malnourished	convict.	
Nor	did	she	have	to	apply	a	mustache	with	muttonchops	when	
she	was	a	prisoner.	It	was	ironic	that	she	only	wore	a	nun’s	
habit	on	the	rare	occasions	when	she	had	to	fill	in	for	Sister	
Cecilia	who	led	tours	of	the	chapel.		It	was	odd	to	experience	
what	it	felt	like	to	look	like	a	penguin.	They	didn’t	wear	habits	
now	but	they	lived	in	cells;	the	same	cells	where	convict’s,	
whose	lives	she	re-enacted,	had	resided	when	it	was	the	
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Purgatory	State	Penitentiary.		Sister	Mary	Margaret,	or	Sister	
M's	as	she	was	known,	put	on	the	pillbox,	striped	cap	and	
looked	at	herself	in	the	mirror	of	her	cell.	A	zebra	stared	
back.		She	smiled,	although	it	was	hidden	under	the	fake	beard,	
which	was	just	as	well	since	an	inmate	wouldn’t	have	much	to	
smile	about.	

	Sister	M's	walked	to	the	Welcome	Center	at	her	usual	fast	gait	
then	slowed	to	a	shuffle	that	was	more	appropriate	for	the	
convict	role	she	was	enacting.			The	Welcome	Center	was	next	
to	the	main	gate	and	had	been	the	visitor's	room	for	the	
prison.		If	there	had	been	a	"welcome	center"	when	the	place	
was	a	prison	it	would	have	been	considered	cruel	and	unusual	
punishment.		Looking	through	the	gate	she	saw	a	large	purple	
van	parked	in	the	visitors	parking	lot.	"Purple	Sage	Tours"	
followed	by	the	tagline	"take	a	ride	with	us"	was	stenciled	on	
its	side.	

Sister	Rachel	was	behind	the	counter	when	she	
entered.		Unlike,	Sister	M's,	she	was	dressed	in	a	simple	blue	
blouse	and	black	pants	with	a	small	silver	crucifix	hanging	
from	her	neck	on	a	slender	chain.	"They	arrived	a	few	minutes	
ago	and	they’re	in	the	museum	waiting	for	you	to	start	the	
tour,"	she	said,	nodding	toward	the	door	to	the	right.			"You	can	
count	on	Tony	to	be	on	time."	

"He's	sort	of	like	a	postman;	neither	snow	nor	rain	nor	heat	nor	
gloom	of	night	stays	these	couriers	from	the	swift	completion	
of	their	rounds."	

"It's	easier	when	it	hardly	rains	or	snows	and	the	night	sky	is	
lit	up	by	the	stars."	

"Unlike	what	you	had	to	deal	with	in	Cleveland	when	you	were	
delivering	the	mail?"	
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"Yes,"	Sister	Rachel	answered	with	a	beatific	smile.	"I	don't	
miss	the	weather	or	the	skies	being	cloudy	all	day	and	night,"	
she	said	and	then	quickly	added.		"Although	that	certainly	isn't	
why	I	joined	the	order,	Sister	M's."	

"I	think	we	both	agree	that	we	don't	have	any	fair	weather	
nuns,"	Sister	M's	answered	with	a	hearty	laugh.	

	Sister	Rachel	joined	in	and	then	stopped	and	said.		"My,	aren't	
we	just	carrying	on;	laughing	like	little	children."	

"Can	you	think	of	a	better	place	to	fill	with	innocent	laughter	
than	a	former	prison?"	Sister	M's	answered.		

"God	knows	it	needs	it."	

"This	may	have	been	Purgatory	Penitentiary	but	I'm	pretty	
sure	that	the	inmates	thought	it	was	hell."		Everyone	
chuckled.		The	four	adults	because	they	knew	that	purgatory	
was	also	the	place	that	Catholics	believed	the	souls	of	people	
who	didn't	go	directly	to	heaven	were	condemned	to	do	
penance	and	the	three	kids	because	she'd	said	hell.	Sometimes	
people	didn't	laugh	at	all	but	Sister	M's	knew	better	than	to	try	
and	explain.		This	wasn't	a	class	in	catechism	but	a	tour	of	a	
former	penitentiary.		She	did,	however,	explain	that	Purgatory,	
in	this	case,	came	from	the	location	on	the	Purgatoire	River,	
which	was	purgatory	in	French,	and	prisons	were	named	
penitentiaries	because	they	were	supposed	to	be	where	people	
who	had	broken	the	law	were	sentenced	to	do	penance	
through	reflection	on	their	bad	deeds	and	learning	how	to	be	
good	and	upstanding	citizens.		The	adults	all	looked	at	the	kids	
who	responded	by	squirming	in	their	seats.	She	refrained	from	
adding	that	they,	in	fact,	became	places	where	people	were	
simply	punished	by	being	locked	up	and	the	"penitentiary"	
became	the	"pen"	where	society	kept	its	human	livestock.	
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"Do	you	still	keep	bad	people	here?"		One	freckle	face,	tow	
headed	boy	of	about	eight	asked.	

"Why,	do	you	want	to	stay?"	an	older	girl,	no	doubt	his	sister,	
asked.		"Maybe	they'd	take	you."	

The	adults	laughed	nervously	and	the	little	boy	looked	at	his	
sneakers	as	if	he	was	hoping	they	would	carry	him	away.	One	
of	the	women	said.		"Now,	Laurie,	don't	tease	your	brother."	

"I	prefer	to	say	that	we	believe	that	it’s	now	a	place	where	
anyone	can	come	to	reflect	and	learn	to	live	a	better	life.		We	
don't	call	people	who	stay	here	inmates	and	we	don't	have	
locked	doors	and	guards."	

"You're	not	an	inmate,	then?"		The	girl	asked.	

"No,	I'm	a	Sister."	

"I	wish	you	were	my	sister	not	her,"	The	little	boy	blurted	out	
pointing	at	Laurie.	

"Jack,	stop	that,"	the	father	snapped.		"She's	a	nun."	

	"What's	a	nun?"	Jack	asked.	

“None	of	your	business,"	Laurie	said,	with	a	giggle.	

"N	U	N,"	the	older	girl	who	had	been	trying	to	ignore	the	other	
two,	spelled	out	the	letters.		The	two	adults	who	smiled	
approvingly	were	obviously	her	proud	parents.		Then	she	
asked.		"But	why	aren't	you	wearing	nun's	clothes?"	

"When	we	lead	tours	we	dress	up	as	either	prison	inmates	or	
guards.	It's	called	re	enacting.		When	I'm	not	wearing	this	
costume	I	just	wear	regular	clothes.		We	don't	wear	habits	in	
our	order."	
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"You're	just	pretending,	then?"		The	boy	asked.	

"She's	just	play	acting,"	Laurie	said.	"But	little	boys	like	you	
should	remember	not	to	make	things	up	or	you'll	be	sent	to	a	
real	penitentiary."	

The	boy	looked	at	his	sneakers	again.	

"Laurie,"	the	mother	snapped.		"You	shouldn't	say	things	like	
that	to	your	little	brother."	

"I	was	just	joking."	

"Telling	your	brother	that	he's	going	to	prison	isn't	a	joke."	

"No,	you're	right,"	Laurie	replied	glaring	at	her	little	brother.		"I	
wasn't	joking."	

	

HARRY	

Harry	Bunch	took	his	steaming	cup	of	cappuccino,	shifted	the	
stacks	of	books	on	the	table	and	set	it	down	in	the	space	he'd	
cleared.		He	loved	cappuccinos	and	lattes	and	espressos.	No	
offense	to	the	coffee	brewed	by	Sue’s	Pretty	Good	Cafe	next	
door	but	there	was	just	nothing	like	grinding	your	own	beans	
and	then	making	it	with	your	own	espresso	machine.		He'd	
bought	it	several	months	ago	while	he	was	on	a	trip	to	Italy.	It	
wasn't	one	of	those	fancy,	automated,	push	button	ones	but	the	
real	deal.	By	now	he	was	pretty	darn	good	at	making	it,	if	he	
did	say	so	himself,	and	he	did	say	so	and	said	it	to	anyone	else	
for	that	matter.			Harry	sipped	the	coffee.		The	beans,	of	course,	
were	everything.		These	were	from	Kenya	and	he	hadn't	tried	it	
before	so	it	was	an	experiment.		He'd	already	sniffed	them	
before	grinding	them.		He'd	never	been	to	Kenya,	or	Africa	for	



	 6	

that	matter,	but	at	least	he	now	knew	what	it	smelled	like.	That	
wasn't	something	you	could	get	from	books	not	that	he	hadn't	
read	plenty	of	them.	

He	surveyed	his	domain.	Bunch	of	Books	wasn't	just	a	really	
cool	name	for	a	bookstore	-	although	it	was	pretty	cool	-	it	was	
also	the	oldest	bookstore	in	Colorado.	And	to	think	that	it	all	
started	when	his	great,	great	grandfather,	asked	the	Bent	
Brothers	if	he	could	sell	some	books	at	their	fort	and	trading	
post	on	the	Santa	Fe	Trail.		He	had	brought	a	trunk	full	of	books	
with	him	from	Philadelphia	and	by	the	time	he	got	to	Bents	
Fort	he'd	read	them	all.		His	plan	had	been	to	sell	the	books	and	
use	the	proceeds	to	outfit	himself	as	a	mountain	man	and	live	
the	life	of	Natty	Bumpo	of	Last	of	the	Mohicans	rather	than	
Nathaniel	Bunch,	Philadelphia	bookworm.	Although	they	took	
up	a	lot	more	space	in	the	Conestoga	than	cash	no	one	would	
be	tempted	to	murder	him	in	order	to	steal	books	and	there	
was	the	added	benefit	of	being	able	to	read	them	before	selling	
them.		After	tagging	along	with	the	Bent	Brother's	partner,	
Ceren	St.	Vrain,	to	a	rendezvous	of	trappers	in	the	Sangre	de	
Cristo	Mountains,	Nathaniel	or	Nate	as	he	now	called	himself,	
decided	that	he	preferred	reading	about	mountain	men	to	
being	one.	When	he	returned	to	Bent's	Fort	he	discovered	that	
the	books	had	sold	like	hot	cakes	and	that	people	were	asking	
when	he’d	be	selling	more	from	his	"bunch	of	books"?	

Nate	expanded	Bunch	of	Books.		He	would	buy	used	books	
from	those	who	were	passing	through	on	the	Santa	Fe	Trail	
and	resell	them	to	others.		Before	long	he	had	gone	from	one	
shelf	in	the	store	to	a	shed	that	he	rented	from	the	Bent	
Brothers.	It	was	then	that	Nate	made	a	decision	to	move	his	
enterprise	to	a	new	town	that	was	being	built	on	the	Santa	Fe	
Trail	about	fifty	miles	southwest	of	Bent's	Fort.		The	founders	
of	the	town	approached	him	and	told	him	they	were	founding	a	
new	town	called	Picketwire	and	offered	him	a	prime	spot	and	
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financial	backing	for	his	enterprise.	Instead	of	a	shed	in	an	
adobe	fort	he'd	be	in	a	real	building	on	a	real	street	of	a	real	
town.	"Any	old	town	in	the	West	can	get	boozers	and	carousers	
but	we	want	the	folks	who	can	read	and	think,"	is	the	way	one	
of	them,	C.W.	Boone,	put	it.		Harry	was	still	amazed	that	Wylie	
Boone	was	C.W’s	descendant:		Wylie,	a	man	who	bragged	that	
the	only	things	he	read	was	spreadsheets.	

Harry	looked	up	and	saw	Tom	Tiddings	wave	at	him	as	he	
walked	by.		He	waved	back	at	Tom	and	then	went	to	unlock	the	
front	door	knowing,	without	looking	at	his	watch	that	it	must	
be	a	quarter	to	eight	if	Tom	was	on	his	way	from	the	Pretty	
Good	to	the	Picketwire	Press	offices	next	door.	It	took	a	
moment	for	Tom	to	acknowledge	his	wave	even	though	he	was	
looking	right	at	him.		Must	be	something	on	his	mind.		Then,	
turning	toward	his	office	Tom	bumped	into	Carlotta	who	was	
walking	in	the	opposite	direction	toward	the	front	door	of	the	
bookstore.	Harry	observed	them	as	they	exchanged	words-no	
doubt	profusely	apologizing	to	each	other.		If	saying	you're	
sorry	was	a	sport,	Harry	reckoned	they	would	be	neck	and	
neck	competitors.			

After	letting	Carlotta	in	Harry	gave	her	a	nonfat,	single	shot,	
latte	he	just	made.	

"Maybe,	instead	of	running	into	each	other	almost	every	
morning	you	two	should	go	out	on	an	actual	date,"	Harry	said	
with	equal	portions	of	hope	and	humor.	

"Sure,"	Carlotta,	laughed,	rolling	her	eyes.		Then,	changing	from	
what	was	an	uncomfortable	subject,	she	asked.		"Is	the	new	
display	done?"	

Harry	walked	over	to	a	long	wooden	table	that	was	piled	with	
books.		Some	of	the	books	were	lying	flat	on	their	backs,	others	
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stood	up	on	their	spines	and	others	were	stacked	on	top	of	one	
another.		Anyone	who	didn't	know	better	would	assume	that	
the	books	had	been	dumped	there	waiting	to	be	organized	into	
a	proper	display.		"Yep."	

Carlotta	went	over	and	stood	beside	Harry.		They	both	looked	
at	the	table	for	a	couple	of	minutes	then	she	picked	up	one	of	
the	books	that	was	lying	flat,	moved	it	to	another	location	and	
stood	it	up	on	its	spine.	

"You're	right,	Carlotta,	I	don't	know	how	I	missed	that.		I	guess	
you've	mastered	the	system."	

Carlotta	laughed.		"One	of	the	things	I	learned	from	you	is	that	
a	person	never	masters	book	bunching."	

When	Carlotta	mentioned	book	bunching	she	wasn't	referring	
to	the	name	of	the	business	but	to	the	system	of	displaying	
books	that	had	been	invented	by	Nate	Bunch.		Although	he	
devised	the	system	out	of	necessity	when	he	had	only	a	table	
on	which	to	display	the	books	he	was	selling	Nate	continued	to	
use	and	refine	the	system	even	after	he	had	bookshelves	and	a	
proper	bookstore	to	put	them	in.		While	the	books	appeared	to	
be	set	on	the	table	haphazardly	they	were,	in	fact,	displayed	in	
a	manner	that	stimulated	the	customer's	curiosity	while	subtly	
facilitating	the	decision	making	process	so	that	customers	not	
only	bought	more	books,	they	were	happier	with	what	they	
read.		Nate	said	it	wasn't	an	invention	you	could	patent	
since		"book	bunching"	was	more	art	than	science	and	just	as	it	
took	years	to	create	it	required	years	to	learn.		Carlotta's	
discovery	of	his	mistake	reassured	Harry	that	at	least	he'd	
been	successful	at	teaching	her	the	system	even	if	he'd	been	a	
failure	as	her	father.	
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SUE	

There	are	some	people	who	are	so	cheerful,	so	flashing	of	a	full	
set	of	pearlies,	so	bushy	tailed	and	bright	eyed-	whatever	the	
hell	that	means	–	that	you	can’t	stand	them.	Sue	wasn’t	one	of	
those	people	and	that’s	why	she	put	“Pretty	Good”	in	the	name	
of	the	Café	when	she	opened	it	on	Carson	Street.		Not	great,	not	
fantastic,	not	sublime	or	heavenly	and	not	even	"really	good"	
just	“pretty	good".		And	that	pretty	much	summed	up	Sue’s	
philosophy	at	this	point	in	her	life.		She	wanted	to	free	people	
of	the	feeling	that	they	weren’t	“good	enough”:		That	it	was	a	
personal	failure	that	they	weren't	ready	to	conquer	the	world	
at	the	beginning	of	every	day.		No,	Sue’s	Pretty	Good	was	a	
place	where	eggs	and	toast	and	a	cup	of	coffee	were	the	reward	
for	getting	out	of	bed	and	just	showing	up.	

She	hadn’t	always	held	those	views.		In	fact,	like	many	who	
take	on	a	cause	–	and	the	Pretty	Good	Café	was	a	cause-she	had	
been	a	firm	believer	in	the	opposite.		She	never	would	have	
moved	to	Picketwire,	much	less	opened	a	cafe,	if	she	hadn't	
been	jolted	out	of	those	beliefs.		It	wasn't	that	Sue	was	
unhappy.	In	fact,	if	you	asked	most	customers	Sue's	smile	was	
the	most	popular	dish	at	the	Cafe.		It	wasn't	on	the	menu	but	
when	she	served	it	up	it	would	beat	everything	that	was,	
except	the	rhubarb	pie,	and	it	was	free	of	charge	and	one	
hundred	percent	homemade.	

Of	course,	none	of	her	customers	suspected	that	before	Sue	
Cohen	moved	to	Picketwire	her	smiles	were	as	fake	as	the	
happiness	that	they	were	supposed	to	express.		She'd	left	
pretty	much	everything	when	she	moved	but,	then,	the	point	of	
moving	was	to	escape	all	those	things.		Among	the	things	was	a	
seven-figure	salary	along	with	a	Malibu	beach	house,	a	red	
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Maserati,	a	husband,	a	lover	and	a	dog.		The	dog	was	the	only	
thing	she	missed	and	within	a	month	of	moving	she	adopted	a	
mixed	breed	stray	that	was	wandering	in	the	alley	behind	the	
house	she	was	then	renting.		Sue	named	her	Norma	Lee.				

Sue	didn't	smile	when	she	announced,	"I	have	to	see	Rich	Best,"	
as	she	donned	her	old	Carhardt	barn	jacket.		Every	time	Rich,	
the	owner	of	Fred’s	Furniture	and	Farm	Implements,	asked	to	
talk	to	her	it	was	because	he	wanted	to	ask	for	a	favor.		She	
didn't	know	what	it	would	be	this	time	except	that	it	would	be	
something	she	didn't	want	to	do.	

"Glad	you	could	make	it,	Sue."	Rich	yelled	then	pulled	a	lever	
and	the	chair	he	was	reclining	in	catapulted	him	to	his	feet.	
“Just	testing	out	a	new	innovation	I	came	up	with.		I	replaced	
the	springs	with	ones	that	are	stiffer	and	made	a	few	other	
adjustments.		I	figure	it	would	appeal	to	people	who	have	
trouble	getting	up	out	of	their	chairs.	Seems	to	work	pretty	
darn	good,	don’t	you	think?”	

“I’d	say	it	works	for	someone	your	size	but	aren’t	you	
concerned	that	someone	who	weighs	a	lot	less	than	you,	like	a	
child	for	instance,	might	end	up	on	the	ceiling	instead	of	the	
floor?”	

He	looked	at	the	recliner	and	scratched	his	head.		“Hadn’t	
thought	about	that.	I	guess	I	should	have	a	minimum	weight	
limit	stamped	on	it	before	I	sell	any.”	

"You	said	you	really	needed	to	talk	to	me	about	some	new	
project?"	

"Indeed	I	do,	Sue.	I	figured	since	you're	the	president	of	the	
Chamber	of	Commerce	you'd	want	to	hear	it	first."	

"So	what's	the	idea,	Rich?"	
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"You	ever	hear	of	Ted	X?"	

"Sounds	like	a	country	and	western	rap	singer."	

Rich	shook	his	head.		"No,	it’s	not	a	singer.	Ted	X	is	an	event	
that	showcases	all	kinds	of	innovative	thinking	and	cool	stuff	
where	folks	get	to	talk	for	ten	minutes	in	front	of	an	audience	
about	their	big	idea."	

"Now	it	sounds	like	a	home	shopping	network	for	eggheads."	

"Not	at	all,	Sue.		First	of	all	it’s	on	You	Tube,	not	TV."	

"We	don't	have	You	Tube	at	the	Cafe,	we	have	the	boob	tube	
and	it	only	gets	the	Pueblo	TV	stations.”	

“That’s	because	you	don’t	have	the	Internet.		You’re	not	wired.”	

“We’re	wired	enough	on	coffee."	

"Still.		I'm	surprised	Sue,	being	as	how	you're	the	President	of	
the	Picketwire	Chamber	of	Commerce	that	you’ve	never	heard	
of	TED	X."	

"Well,	now	that	you	make	it	seem	like	I'm	letting	down	the	
entire	Picketwire	business	community	I'll	just	have	to	take	a	
wild	guess	and	say	that	TED	X	stands	for	technology	
entertainment	and	design	expo."	

"Why	that's	exactly	what	it	stands	for,	Sue,"	Rich	said,	hardly	
able	to	hide	his	surprise.	

"Just	because	you	can’t	hook	up	to	the	Internet	at	the	Café	
doesn’t	mean	I’m	totally	disconnected	from	the	outside	world,	
Rich.”	
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	"Of	course	not.		Anyway,	I	thought	why	shouldn’t	we	have	one	
right	here	in	Picketwire?"	

"TED	X	in	Picketwire?"	

"No,	not	TED	X	but	FRED	X."	

"FRED	X?	You’ve	named	it	after	your	store?"	

"Of	course	not.		That’s	just	a	coincidence;	it	stands	for	Farm	
and	Ranch	Entrepreneurship."	

"What	does	the	D	stand	for?"	

"I'm	still	working	on	that.		Do	you	have	any	suggestions?"	

"No,	but	coincidentally	Fred’s	Furniture	and	Farm	Implements	
has	a	d	in	it	and	it	doesn’t	stand	for	anything."	

"Whatever	it’s	called	I	still	think	it’s	a	great	idea."	

"That	gives	you	one	great	idea	for	FRED	X,	but	where	are	you	
going	to	get	the	other	ones?"	

"I'm	calling	a	meeting.	I'm	asking	anyone	who	has	a	new	
business	idea,	invention	or	innovation	to	come.		I	need	some	
judges,	though,	and	I	was	hoping	you	might	do	me	a	favor...."	
Sue	thought	quickly	and	figured	her	best	answer	would	be	that	
she	was	honored	to	be	asked	to	be	a	judge	but	as	the	head	of	
the	Chamber	it	wouldn't	be	right	for	her	to	choose	which	
business	idea	was	the	best.		"And	persuade	Jemma	Lu	to	be	a	
judge?"	

"Jemma	Lu?"		Sue	answered,	a	little	surprised	that	along	with	
the	sense	of	relief	she	also	felt	some	disappointment	at	not	
being	asked.		"Why	don't	you	ask	her	yourself?”	
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"I	did,	but	she	said	no."	

"What	was	her	reason?"		Sue	asked,	although	she	wasn't	
surprised	that	Jemma	Lu	turned	him	down.		

"No	reason,	just	no.	I	asked	her	if	she’d	at	least	read	the	one	
page	description	I	put	together	and	think	about	it."	

"And,	what	did	she	say?"	

"She	said	that	of	course	she'd	have	to	think	if	she	read	it	since	a	
person	can't	do	one	without	the	other	but	she	already	had	
plenty	of	other	things	she	was	thinking	about."	

"Sounds	like	Jemma	Lu."	

"I	thought	that	if	you	talked	to	her,	especially	as	the	head	of	the	
Chamber,	she	might	agree	to	do	it."	

"The	only	thing	I	can	promise	is	if	I	run	into	her	and	she	brings	
it	up	then	I’ll	tell	her	what	I	think,”	Sue	answered,	hoping	Rich	
wouldn’t	ask	her	what	she	actually	thought,	which	she’d	
managed	to	avoid	so	far.	

“I	knew	I	could	count	on	you,”	He	said	as	he	sat	down	in	the	
chair	and	pulled	back	on	the	lever.	Instead	of	reclining	the	
chair	remained	upright.	

“Looks	like	you’ve	got	your	second	innovation,	Rich	–	a	recliner	
that	doesn’t	recline.”	

	

	

	
	


