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WELCOME TO PICKETWIRE 
 

INSTALLMENT 7 
 

By Tim Wintermute 
 
 
NIGHT PRAYERS 

 
Sister M's sat in her room.  There were only two places to sit, either the one chair 
or the single bed.  When it had been a prison cell there had also been a toilet one 
could sit on but that had been removed along with the bars. There was no need for 
a lock on either the inside or the outside of the cell since no one was going to break 
in and if someone wanted to break out they were more than free to escape. Anyone 
who wanted to lock themselves in their cell shouldn't be a nun. She was wearing a 
pair of Levis and a black tee shirt with the words "Nun is our business" stenciled in 
white, block letters.  Hanging from a leather strap around her neck was a small 
crucifix made from piñon pine. Sister Darlene, who was a sculptor when she wasn't 
baking bread, carved them from wood that she found on her walks.  They were the 
same ones that were sold in the gift shop.  Sold was a misnomer since they were 
placed in a basket with the words "freely given" on a card next to it. There was also 
an unlabeled ceramic jar that Sister "Bernie" Bernadine made on her potter's wheel.  
The jar was empty when the shop opened but was always seemed to be filled with 
coins and bills by closing time. 
 
This was the time after supper and before Compline.  During dinner one of the 
Sisters read from a book while everyone else ate.  It wasn't the Bible and, in truth, 
it wasn't always a good book.  The reading time was limited to thirty minutes so 
that there was time for talking or just eating.  Sister M's was scheduled as the next 
reader and she hadn't decided what to read.  She wished that Sister Sylvia had 
picked something longer than Conrad's Heart of Darkness to read.  It was certainly 
a story that generated discussion but it was only a novella and she'd be finished in a 
week.  Sister M's would have to get to the library quickly and check out a book 
she'd already read that she could read to people as they ate.  It had to whet their 
appetite for discussion while not upsetting their stomachs.  She'd given all of her 
books that she'd accumulated from her previous life to the library including her law 
books so the book she'd pick would more than likely be one that once belonged to 
her.  The only book she kept was the Bible that had been given her.   
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It had been her first case as an Assistant DA that she had handled on her own:  A 
rapist who had brutally beaten his victim. He refused to confess or accept a plea 
bargain so it went to trial and she'd gotten the conviction and sent him to prison for 
thirty years. Seven years later she was in court facing him again.  Only this time it 
was for his exoneration.  DNA evidence had proven that another man had been the 
rapist and now the one she had gotten convicted was being set free.  The People 
had no objection and within minutes the courtroom was clearing out. The man she 
had gotten convicted, who she had believed at the time was a vicious serial rapist 
who deserved no mercy was standing by himself.  She walked over to him and said 
that the People were sorry.  
 
"The People are sorry?" 
 
"The People is who we...I, represent." 
 
"I'm people, a person, and you didn't represent me." 
 
"That's not how the system works." 
 
"That's how the system doesn't work, you mean?" 
 
She remembers wanting to walk away but something kept her there, looking up at 
him.  "I guess not in this case." 
 
"It wasn't a case to me, it was seven years, 2,555 days, 61,320 hours, in a cell in a 
maximum security penitentiary." 
 
"Look, I know there's nothing I can say to give you back the time you lost but I do 
want you to know that the People apologize and..." And what? And what? 
 
"No," he put up his right index finger. "I don't accept the apology." 
 
"I understand." 
 
"No, you don't understand, because what I don't accept is the People's apology 
because I don't see any people. I just see you."  His brown eyes locked onto her 
blue eyes, seeing right through her:  No, not through her but into her. A smile 
rippled across his lips and he said. "But I do forgive you." 
 
"You do?" She exhaled the words. It was more than a sigh of relief.  Much more. 
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"Yes." 
 
"Thank you," she heard herself say as he turned and walked away.   
 
Just before he reached the door to the courtroom, where a group of people stood, 
probably his family and friends who'd waited for him for seven years, who'd 
believed that he was innocent, he stopped and walked back to her. When he got to 
her he reached into the pocket of the cheap, ill-fitting suit coat that the People had 
given him to wear in court, and pulled out something. "Don't thank me, thank this," 
he said, handed it to her and walked out of the courtroom. The Bible he gave her 
was a cheap, pocket version with its black cover so worn that scotch tape had been 
applied liberally to keep it from disintegrating. Inside, every page from Genesis to 
the Book of Revelations had passages that he had underlined and every day she 
read one. 
 
She read Exodus 3:11, "Who am I that I should go to Pharoah and bring the 
children of Israel out of Egypt?"  After nine years of reading the underlined 
passages Sister M's knew most of them by heart, including this one.  Still, she 
always read the words.  In the next passage Moses asks God who God is and God 
turns Moses' words around and replies, "I am who I am".  If she were still a 
prosecutor an answer like that would have drawn an objection from her that no 
judge would over rule and God would have been held in contempt and if it was an 
immigration hearing swiftly deported.  Although God wouldn't be one of the 
undocumented immigrants they would be providing sanctuary to and that she 
might have to defend if they were caught by Immigration and Custom Enforcement 
there would more than likely be at least one Jesus. 
 
After closing the Bible and placing it on the single, wooden shelf fixed to the wall 
opposite the bed, Sister M's put on a faded blue hoodie sweatshirt.  Whenever she 
had the time she liked to take a walk before Compline.  Since she ran for an hour 
every morning she really didn't need the physical exercise and this was more for 
thinking. There was a full moon so she was planning to walk outside the walls.  As 
she passed through the open gate she couldn't help thinking about how free the 
prisoners who'd served their time must have felt when they left through the gate 
and how free she had felt the when she entered through the gate.  Suddenly she was 
bathed in light.  It wasn't the full moon but headlights and they were moving 
toward her at a high rate of speed.  Whoever was driving was ignoring the speed 
limit they'd posted and she wondered if it was some teenagers on a joyride.  She 
stepped to the side of the road and waved her arms.  The car continued past her, 
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then braked and came to a stop in front of the gate.  She ran over to the idling car 
expecting to see some pimply-faced teenager.  Instead, there was a man in his 
sixties with both hands gripping the wheel, looking intently in the rearview mirror.  
"Looks like I lost them," the man said. 
 
"Who?" 
 
"The people who were chasing me." 
 
"Who are they?" 
 
"Hell if I know.  I was just out for a ride and they came up behind me - fast, like 
they wanted to run me off the road.  They must have something under their hood 
because I couldn't shake them.  I knew the road dead ended here so I didn't know 
what I was going to do if they were still on my tail."  He laughed.  "Maybe they 
decided they didn't want to go to prison. What are you doing here, anyway?" 
 
"I live here," Sister M's replied, pulling the hood of the sweatshirt off her head. 
 
"You live here?  In the old Purgatory Penitentiary?" 
 
"It's not a prison anymore." 
 
"I know they shut it down when I was still a kid.  Are you some sort of caretaker?" 
 
"I'm a nun." 
 
"A nun? Why would a nun live in an old prison?" 
 
"I don't live here by myself," she answered.  "This is a religious community now." 
 
"You're kidding me."  He opened the car door and stepped out.  He looked at the 
prison walls that even the moonlight couldn't soften and then looked at her.  He 
was taller than Sister M's and a lot heavier and she could tell that he was used to 
throwing his weight around.  "You're telling me this is now a convent?"   
 
"It’s also a retreat and educational center and we give tours of the old 
penitentiary." 
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"Well. I'll be dam..." he stopped and added.  "Sorry Sister.  Its just a surprise."  He 
looked at the sign next to the open gate that was lit up by his headlights.  "It says 
Our Lady of Lost Souls Convent, Sisters of St. Leonard. Who is St. Leonard?" 
 
"He's the patron saint of prisoners."  
 
"Now it all makes sense," he said. 
 
"It does?"  
 
"I mean, that you live in a prison." 
 
"But it’s not a prison anymore." 
 
He held up both of his hands in mock surrender.  "Sorry, I meant former prison.  
Anyway, I'm happy to have the Sisters of St. Leonard as a neighbor."  
 
"You own the Double B ranch?" 
 
He nodded his head. "Heck of a way to drop in and introduce myself, I guess. I 
haven't been around for awhile so I'd didn't know that this place had been 
converted into a convent." 
 
"We've been here for almost ten years." 
 
"It’s been a long while." He reached out with his right hand.  "Anyway, I'm Wylie 
Boone and welcome to the neighborhood." 
 
"Sister Mary Margaret," she answered shaking his hand.  He had a firm handshake 
like he was used to making people wince and seemed surprised when she didn't.  
"Do you have any idea why someone would want to chase you?" 
 
He shook his head as they unclasped their hands.  "Like I said, I don't have any 
idea who they were." 
 
"That doesn't mean you don't know why they were." 
 
"My but you are direct, Sister Mary Margaret.  It almost feels like I'm being cross 
examined," he laughed. "Anyway, why covers a lot of territory.  Lots of reasons 
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why someone might want to chase me.  Maybe they wanted to see if they could 
beat a fifty seven Chevy." 
 
"You should probably call the Sheriff and report it." 
 
"No, no need for that. Whoever it was is gone. No harm done.  It was even kind of 
fun. I wonder if I can borrow a phone so I can call the ranch, though, and tell them 
where I am and that I'm on my way back.  I left my cellphone at home.  Didn't 
think I'd need it." 
 
She knew he was lying but he wasn't there to confess and she wasn't there to get a 
conviction. "It wouldn't do you any good here, anyway, " she said, then looked 
over at the prison walls and added.  "Even though we have lots of bars on our 
cells." 
 
"I can let you use the land line in our Visitors Center." 
 
He followed her through the gate to the Visitors Center where she turned on the 
lights and showed him the phone on the counter. "You don't mind if I leave you 
here by yourself?” 
 
“Should I lock up when I leave?” 
“We don’t have locks here,” she answered.  “Just shut the door when you leave.  
Now, I have to go, or I'll be late for Compline.” 
 
"Compline?" 
 
"Night prayers. You're welcome to join us." 
 
"Me?  I think I'll pass.  I mean, I haven't gone to church for years.  I'm not even a 
Catholic." 
 
"We don't have any admission requirements. Everyone is welcome." 
 
"I'll take a rain check." 
 
"It hasn't rained in a month, but when it does you know where to find us."  She 
pulled the sweatshirt hood over her head and started to walk out the door and then 
stopped and turned around.  "I hope you don't mind, Mr. Boone, but I will include 
you in our prayers tonight."   



 7 

 
"Are you asking for my permission?"  
 
"No.  I just wanted you to know." 
 
HAPPY TRAILS TO YOU 
 
It was named Happy Trails after the song by Roy Rogers and Dale Evans, the 
singing cowboy and cowgirl.  No one figured that old man Ricketts would ever 
sell. After all, he was over eighty and most people figured he'd bite the dust before 
he hit the trail.  As far as anyone could tell he hadn't changed either the place or 
himself in the half century that he'd owned the trailer park. It wasn't until he drove 
out of town, towing the Airstream that had been his home that people realized he'd 
actually sold the place. Not just that, he'd sold it to people that no one knew.  Of 
course, no one could think of anyone they knew who would buy the place. 
 
Desmond Goswami stood outside the Happy Trails office trailer waiting for Sue 
Cohen to stop by and welcome him as a new member of the Picketwire Chamber 
of Commerce.  He had joined not just for business but because, to tell the truth, he 
was lonely.  He was also unhappy.  Instead of working for a start up in Silicon 
Valley he had agreed to help his parents out by managing their newest acquisition.  
He was the youngest brother and his two older brothers and one of his sisters were 
already managing motels the family owned in the Denver area. He got the call 
while he sat in a coffee shop in Cupertino with his laptop and a latte.  His father 
told him that they had just bought their first trailer park in a place called Picketwire 
and he wanted Desmond to come back to Colorado to lead the management team. 
 
"But you do motels, Bapa." 
 
"Everyone from Gujarat does motels, Desmond, but none of them do trailer parks." 
 
"Did you ever think that there might be a good reason why they aren’t. Stick with 
what you already know, Bapa." 
 
"If your mother and I stuck with what we already knew we'd be rice farmers in 
India and you'd be one too.  Instead, we came here and learned about motels and 
now that we know motels we are ready to move on to trailer parks.  You say you 
want to be an entrepreneur and now I offer you a chance to do a start up."  
 
"It's not a start up because it's already a business." 
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"Maybe, but a business going nowhere so this is an opportunity to start it up in the 
right direction." 
 
"That's called a turn around not a start up."  
 
"It's a re-start up, Desmond, so what?" 
 
"But what's innovative about running a trailer park?" 
 
"That is the point, my son. It needs innovation and that is exactly why you are 
needed to lead the management team to re-start the trailer park in a new, innovative 
direction." 
 
"Okay, okay,” Desmond sighed, closing his laptop.  "But only for six months." 
 
"Six months?"  His Father answered. There was disappointment in his voice.  
Desmond was sure that his father would not agree and he'd be off the hook.  He 
picked up his latte.  Then his father's voice came back on, first weak and then 
strong.  "Yes.  Six months. I have already booked you a plane ticket for tomorrow 
morning." 
 
"But..." 
 
"There is no time to waste, Desmond.  The man who sold it to us is leaving in two 
days.  That was a condition of the sale.  So our new management team must be in 
place by then." 
 
"Why can't one of them handle things for a few days?" 
 
"Who?" 
 
"One of the other members of the new management team." 
 
"But you are the management team, my son." 
 
 
"This is the first time I've been here," Sue said as she shook Desmond's hand after 
parking her car.  "I only recall meeting the former owner once.  I never saw him at 
the cafe and he wasn't a member of the Chamber. In fact, I don't know that he was 
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a member of anything. I always wondered why someone who was a loner would 
want to be in the hospitality business." 
 
"Sometimes people do things they don't want to do because they have no choice," 
 
"I understand that but for over fifty years?  Anyway, no one forced him to sell it 
but a lot of us are glad he did.  I have to say, though, a lot of people, including me, 
were surprised that anyone would buy the place." 
 
Desmond looked around.  Including me, as well, he wanted to say.  "We were 
looking for a turn around opportunity and I was asked to take this on because I am 
an expert in start ups and this is like a start up.  It requires a re start in a new 
direction.  Most people when they look at these trailers just see boxes on wheels 
but one needs to see the bigger picture." 
 
"You mean outside the box?"  
 
"Exactly.  We will be an innovative and disruptive, yet constructive, first mover.  
Of course, everything we do here will be replicable and scalable so we can quickly 
expand the number of Happy Trails.  Our goal is to be the Amazon of trailer 
parks."  Desmond realized that what he was saying sounded like a Silicon Valley 
pitch and stopped. 
 
"I see," Sue replied as if everything he said made sense, although all she saw were 
dozens of dilapidated trailers, resting on flat tires and hitched to cinder blocks.  
"I'm really happy that you not only bought Happy Trails but joined the Chamber. 
What are some of the things that you hope to get from your membership?" 
 
"As an entrepreneur I believe strongly in the power of networking so I hope the 
Chamber will help in that regard.  I also hope our membership will improve the 
image of Happy Trails.  We wish to be seen as a thriving business that Picketwire 
can be proud of rather than... you know?" 
 
A dump, Sue wanted to say, instead she just nodded and said.   "You know, a good 
way to do both would be to work on one of the projects we sponsor. You would 
meet people and it would generate some very positive publicity for Happy Trails." 
 
"Yes, I like that idea.  But it should be something where I can make a real 
contribution so that people see that Happy Trails is turning around and becoming 
an asset to the community." 
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"As a matter of fact the Chamber has just agreed to sponsor something new and I 
think it’s just the sort of project that could use someone with your expertise in start 
ups and innovation." 
 
DEAD RECKONING 
 
"I hope we're not lost." 
 
"This is the trail that Tony and Elise said leads to the camp."  Jane stopped and 
turned to Bruce who was several paces behind her.  "Do you want to switch 
places?" 
 
"No, honey.  Without cell service and GPS I'm just a wandering Jew.  Who knows 
where we'd end up if I was leading the way?" 
 
"I have to admit that ever since we climbed out of the canyon everything looks 
pretty much the same," Jane replied, her hands on her hips.  
 
"So how do we know that we're still going the right direction?" 
 
“Dead reckoning.” 
 
“I don’t like the sound of dead in that.  Can’t we look at the map that Elise gave 
us?” 
 
Jane pulled out the map she had tucked into her back pocket and opened it.  "I’m 
pretty sure we're here."  She pointed to a spot on a line that Elise had drawn in blue 
ink and then moved her finger along it until she stopped at a blue circle. "And this 
is where Elise said the camp is.” 
 
"You’re sure?"  
 
"Don't you know how to read a map?" 
 
"I'm a New Yorker so I only know how to read a subway map.  You on, the other 
had, are a cowgirl so...” 
 
"I grew up on a farm not a ranch so I'm not a cowgirl," Jane said, cutting him off. 
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"A farm has cows doesn't it?" 
 
"Yes, but they don't call girls on farms cowgirls." 
 
"What do they call them, farm girls?" 
 
"Just girls." 
 
"Really?  And I thought I married a cowgirl." 
 
"Cowgirls only marry cowboys. It's one of the unwritten laws of the West. You 
should have done your research before you proposed, Mister," she laughed.  "Of 
course, if you feel cheated you can leave right now.  Only," she waved the map. "I 
keep this and, this girl knows how to read a map." 
 
"Leave you? I'll have you know I’ve always had a hankering for farm girls." 
 
"Hankering?"  Jane hooted. 
 
"It was an inner hankering but I believe it's becoming an outer hankering," 
 
"Well, you'll just have to keep your hankering inside until we get back home." 
 
"Right, the farm; that's where you keep the hay you farm girls like to roll in. The 
kinky stuff." 
 
"Kinky? It's more like itchy," she answered, trying to keep from cracking up. 
 
"If you've got the hay then it must be the cowgirls who like to roll out here in the 
cactus. It would be like making love to a porcupine." 
 
"You've heard of cowpokes, haven't you?"  Jane replied with as straight a face as 
she could muster.  "And speaking of pokey, we need to get going.  It shouldn't be 
far but I want to have time to look around before we have to hike back to the 
trailhead." 
  
As they walked, Jane called out the names of various plants and flowers:  Buffalo 
Grass, Cheatgrass, Bigelow Sage, Cane Cactus, Snakeweed, Prairie Clover, Red 
Paintbrush." 
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"I'm amazed that you know all their names.  I mean, I've walked through Central 
Park hundreds of times and I'd be hard pressed to name any of the plants that grow 
there." 
 
"They aren't the proper names, just what people call them around here.  If you go 
somewhere else they often have different name for them.  The only names that 
everyone accepts are the scientific ones they've been given and those are in Latin." 
 
"Didn't you study Latin in Seminary?" 
 
"Greek and Hebrew.  Remember, you tried some of the Hebrew you'd learned for 
your Bar Mitzvah on me and I told you I didn't understand a word because I only 
knew Ancient Hebrew?" 
 
"And I told you that was okay because I didn't remember what any of the words 
meant. In any case, Honey, I prefer what you call the plants we're looking at to the 
names in an old language that I don't understand." 
 
"Speaking of old languages, I'm glad we had a chance to see the rock art.  I think 
Elise did a great job of explaining how the pictographs are really a language, didn't 
you?" 
 
"I thought it was interesting that people who know Native American sign language 
can read them." 
 
"But that’s only a theory," Jane said.  "As you recall, Elise said that while sign 
language and pictographs may look similar there’s no way to prove that the 
pictures mean the same thing because there's no Rosetta Stone like there was for 
Hieroglyphics." 
 
"Who know, maybe there is but it just hasn't been discovered. There are a lot of 
stones out here and it could be under one of them." Bruce stopped, picked up a 
small rock and turned it over.  "Not this one," he said and tossed it into a clump of 
what he now knew was Buffalo Grass. 
 
"I'm afraid you'll have to leave the rest of the stones unturned because the camp is 
just ahead." 
Jane answered, pointing at a wooden watchtower fifty yards in front of them.  The 
watchtower was lying on its side, tangled in the barbed wire of the fence it had 
fallen on.   
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“It’s a good thing you really can read a map,” Bruce said and started walking 
toward the breach in the fence that had been created by the watchtower’s collapse.  
 
Yes, Jane thought, as they walked toward the breach in the fence that had been 
created by the watchtower’s collapse.  But from now on it’s all dead reckoning. 
 

END OF INSTALLMENT 7 
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