
 1 

WELCOME TO PICKETWIRE 
INSTALLMENT 11 
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SISTER M’S TAKES A SHOT 
 
Instead of fingering a bead Sister M’s shot baskets while saying the Rosary. After each Hail 
Mary she launched the ball toward the basket, working her way clockwise in an arc from the 
right corner to the left as if she was following a hardwood Stations of the Cross. Basketball, 
unlike prayer, came easily to Sister M’s.  She had been playing the game since she was in 
grade school and had been a starting guard her senior year at Saint Joan of Arc Catholic High 
School.  However, after college, where she played in an intramural league, she hadn’t stepped 
onto a court until she’d arrived at Our Lady of Lost Souls and discovered that it had an indoor 
gym that had been part of the prison. The gym had been added in the nineteen thirties as an 
alternative to the prison yard where walking in circles and fighting had been the only form of 
exercise.  The theory was that good, clean sports like basketball and volleyball would help in 
the convict’s rehabilitation by instilling in them the hygienic values of fair play and teamwork.  
The reality had been gladiatorial combat between teams composed of rival prison gangs.  Still, 
it was better to have an elbow in the ribs than a shiv in the belly.   
 
Now the space was used primarily for activities like yoga, tai chi and, even, square dancing. 
The latter was called by Sister Rosalie with Sister Wendy on the fiddle.  Although there was the 
occasional game of volleyball, Sister M’s was the only one who used it to shoot baskets or, as 
she jokingly called it, engaging in  “nun on nones”.   Sister M’s needed this bit of round ball 
meditation.  Soon Tony would be delivering several undocumented immigrants and she would 
have to be on her toes.  She released a Hail Mary from her lips and took a shot from the top of 
the key.  Watching it swoosh through the net she heard her name being called.  
 
“They’re here,” Sister Cecilia, yelled from the open doorway.  She was dressed in the century 
old nun’s habit that she wore when she led tours.   
 
“Who?” 
 
“You know, our guests.” 
 
“They’re early,” Sister M’s answered as she picked up the basketball and tucked it under her 
left arm.  “The Purple Sage tour group isn’t supposed to arrive for several more hours. 
 
“It’s not the whole tour group that is here, just the one’s that are staying with us.  You know, 
that we’re giving sanctuary to.” 
 
“What did Tony do with the rest?”  The plan was for this to be seen as a regular stop on the 
Purple Sage tour so it wouldn’t raise any suspicions. 
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“I guess they’re still with Tony.  Our guests came in the back of a pick up truck not in the 
Purple Sage tour bus.  A young lady brought them.  Sister Rachel has taken them to the guest 
rooms that we have set aside for them.  We thought it was best that they get out of sight in 
case they were being followed.”  Nothing was more out of sight than the area they had 
designated the Sanctuary Wing since it had once been the maximum-security cellblock.  
 
“Is the young lady who brought them still at the Welcome Center?” 
 
“No, I’m right here and I’m not a young lady!  That’s Clementine, the character I was playing,” 
Zelda blurted as she rushed past Sister Cecilia and stepped out onto the court. “That’s why I’m 
wearing this costume.” 
 
“I’m Sister Mary Margaret,” Sister M’s replied, calmly as she looked at the young woman 
dressed in a dress right out of the Victorian era and wearing high topped, buttoned shoes that 
were scuffed and coated with dust. 
 
“My name is Zelda Zenn.  Actually that’s my stage name.  My real name is Mary Ann Smithers, 
but I prefer Zelda.”   Without pausing for Sister M’s to reply, Zelda dived right into recounting 
her story.  “I was on the back of the train car waiting to make my entrance as Clementine 
who’s a character in the skit I was performing in for the Purple Rose tour.  She’s the female 
lead…” 
 
Sister M’s held up her right hand to and Zelda, to her surprise, stopped.  After thanking Sister 
Cecilia who was been standing just inside the door looking like a penguin stranded on an 
iceberg Sister M’s turned to Zelda and said.   “If you could just tell me what happened when 
you were on the back of the train?” 
 
Without missing a beat Zelda picked up where she left off.  “As I was saying, in the skit I was 
supposed to run into the car screaming that there were train robbers chasing us and Clem, 
that’s the name of the character who’s the conductor, was supposed to pick up a rifle and run 
back onto the rear platform and then there would be the sound of gunfire and horses 
whinnying and then Clem would come back in and say that he’d driven them off.  That’s when I 
was supposed to throw my arms around him and call him a hero. Of course there wasn’t 
supposed to be anyone actually chasing us and the gun wasn’t real and the sound of shooting 
and horses was just a recording. But, instead, a whole of gang of guys on horses appeared out 
of nowhere and were chasing us yelling for us to stop. Stop the train they meant.  I took off 
running right through the car and then the next car and then the train stopped and I jumped off 
and ran for the bushes by the tracks.  That’s when I realized that three people on the Purple 
Sage Tour were right behind me.  We hid behind the bushes as a couple of the guys on horses 
trotted by going toward the train engine.  I could see that they were wearing badges and had 
patches on the arm of their shirt that said Sheriff’s Posse. That’s when I turned to the three 
people who followed me and told them that we didn’t need to hide because it was the Sheriff 
not train robbers.  But then Gary…” 
 
“Guillermo,” Sister M’s interjected. “Guillermo is one of the three guests we were expecting.” 
 
“He just told me his name was Gary. I like Guillermo better, actually.  Anyway, he told me that 
they couldn’t because they were the people the Sheriff was after and if they were caught 
they’d be thrown in jail and deported.  Then the girl, Alice…” 
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“Allesandra,” Sister M’s said.  “That’s her real name.” 
 
“She definitely said her name was Alice.” 
 
“They’ve all taken on false identities. Sort of like you took the name Zelda.” 
 
“Zelda Zenn is not fake, it’s a stage name.  There’s a difference.” 
 
“Sorry,” Sister M’s said, although she wasn’t sure what the difference was. 
 
“Anyway, like I was saying, Alice or whatever he name is, asked me to wait at least a few 
minutes to give them time to get a head start.  You know, so that they could try and get away.  
She wasn’t just asking, she was begging and with tears, real tears, Sister.  It was no act.” 
 
“Then the other guy, he called himself Art, although from what you just told me that’s not his 
real name.” 
 
“Its Andres,” Sister M’s said.” 
 
“Whatever,” Zelda shrugged, the puffed up shoulders of her dress rising as if she were lifting 
barbells.  “Art-Andres said that they could tie me up and gag me so I wouldn’t be arrested for 
helping them.  Well, I told him they didn’t need to do that because I was going with them.” 
 
“And why did you decide to help them, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
“I don’t know exactly.  Everything happened so fast.  Maybe I always thought of myself as an 
outlaw and this was my chance to be one.”  Zelda said, deciding to leave out that Guillermo 
was also a hunk.  
 
Sister M’s nodded and asked.  “And they agreed?”   
 
“Agreed, of course they did.  Who wouldn’t?  Guillermo did say that if they got caught they’d 
tell the Sheriff that they had kidnapped me so I wouldn’t be arrested as an accomplice.  I 
thought that was really sweet of him.  Then, I asked them where they were going and he said 
they needed to get here since it was a safe place.  That’s when I understood that they were the 
three members of the tour that Tony Medrano told me about who were going to stay here at 
the prison I mean convent but that that they weren’t going to be on any spiritual retreat but 
hiding out...” 
 
Sister M’s interrupted.  “We’re providing a sanctuary.  Its a safe place to stay.” 
 
“Isn’t that the same thing as a hideout?”   
 
“No exactly,” Sister M’s answered although she would have been hard pressed to explain the 
difference. 
 
“I think hiding out in a prison is sort of a neat plot twist.” 
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“We’re a convent now.” 
 
“Even neater.” 
 
Sister M’s thought it better to drop the subject and said.  “Please, continue with your story.” 
 
“So we snuck off though the brush.”  Zelda bent over to illustrate.  “We didn’t have to go far 
before we came across a dirt road.  The others sort of looked at me like I was supposed to 
know which way to go from there. Of course, I didn’t have a clue, where the road went. Believe 
you me, Sister, things were looking desperate,” Zelda looked at Sister M’s to make sure that 
she was impressed with how serious, not to mention melodramatic, the situation was.  
 
After Sister M’s nodded Zelda continued.  “But just then, out of the blue, a pick up truck came 
barreling down the road and stopped right in front of us.  It turned out that the kid driving the 
pick up recognized me even in this get up.  He also goes tot Picketwire High.  Anyway, Donny, 
that’s his real name by the way, agreed to drive us here.” 
 
“Did you tell Donny what happened?” 
 
“I just told him that we were on the train as part of the Purple Sage Tour and I was giving a 
performance, which was why I was in this outfit, and that the train broke down and the three 
people with me were on the tour and needed to get here so I volunteered to take them.” 
 
“And he believed you?”  Sister M’s asked. 
 
“I am an actress,” Zelda declared.  “Besides, I told him that if he drove us here I’d go out with 
him.” 
 
“Really?” Sister M’s said more out of marvel than as a question. 
 
“Yes really,” Zelda answered.  “I don’t expect that you’d know much about this kind of stuff, 
Sister, so you’ll just have to take my word for it when I tell you it’s a really big deal for a guy to 
get a chance to go out with me. Donny looked like he’d died and gone to heaven.  Sorry, I 
guess I shouldn’t be using the word heaven that way.” 
 
“You don’t have to apologize.  I’m just sorry that you were put in a position where you felt you 
had to lie to Donny.” 
 
“It wasn’t lying, it was acting. I was just playing a part.  Besides, I’m pretty sure that Donny 
wants to go out with Zelda Zenn not Mary Ann Smithers.” 
 
“Well, Mary Ann, I mean Zelda, I just want to tell you how much we appreciate what you’ve 
done.  You put yourself at risk to help people you didn’t know.” 
 
“Do I have to hideout here as well?” 
 
“We provide sanctuary not a hideout but no, you don’t.” 
 
“But what if the Sheriff finds out I helped them escape?” 
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“Sheriff Riggleman didn’t find any illegal immigrants on board the train and the obvious reason 
as to why you and three members of the tour left is that you thought he and his gang were train 
robbers since he didn’t identify himself as the Sheriff.  There’s no way he can prove that the 
others who left were illegal immigrants or that you helped them.  This was just a publicity stunt 
by him.  Riggleman formed this posse of his claiming that it will protect the County from what 
he calls an alien invasion. What he did by stopping the train is what’s alien.  It was not only 
outside the law he’s supposed to be enforcing but it put people like yourself in danger.” 
 
“You’re saying that he’s going to just drop the whole thing?  Forget that it ever happened?” 
 
“Let’s just say that his publicly stunt turned out to put a big dent in his silver star.  That doesn’t 
mean he isn’t going to give up this crazy crusade of his and he’ll probably try to find the three 
people that you brought here.” 
 
“What if the Sheriff asks me if I know where they are?” 
 
“Then you tell him you won’t talk to him without your lawyer present.” 
 
“I don’t have a lawyer.” 
 
“I’ll represent you.” 
 
“Sorry, Sister, but I would need a lawyer not a nun.” 
 
Sister M’s laughed.  “I’m also a lawyer.” 
 
“That’s good,” Zelda sighed in relief.   “Because as much as I consider myself an outlaw I’m in 
a new play by the Bard Wired Players and being in jail would really mess up my big break.”  
 
“You mean the play by Howdy Hanks?”  Sister M’s replied. 
 
“You know about it?” 
 
Sister M’s nodded.  “We already bought tickets even though we don’t know what it’s about.” 
 
“Well,” Zelda hitched up her skirt, which had started to droop.  “I’m not only in the play I’m the 
female lead.  You know the director, Max Bergmann, is the one who got me the job playing 
Clementine.  He plays Clem the train conductor.  I need to let him know I’m okay.”  
 
“I’m sure Max will be relieved,” Sister M’s said. 
 
“Relieved that he didn’t lose his star,” Zelda said as she looked around.  As if she suddenly 
realized where she was she said. “Why this is a gym.  I didn’t know convent’s had them.  Not 
that I know anything about convents.” 
 
“It was here when we took over the prison.  Nun’s need to exercise just like everyone else.” 
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“I thought your body was supposed to be a temple not a gym.  At least that’s what they said in 
Sunday School.” 
 
Sister M’s couldn’t help laughing.  “That’s from the New Testament, First Corinthians,” 
deciding to leave out that St. Paul was referring to sexual immorality.   
 
 
“I used to play basketball,” Zelda said, pointing at the ball Sister M’s had tucked under her left 
arm.  “That was before we moved to Picketwire a year ago.  I decided to give it up for a life in 
the theater.  Haven’t been in a gym since.” 
 
“Until now.” 
 
“Yeah, and it’s in a convent of all places. It’s sort of weird.” 
 
“Here, take a shot.”  Sister M’s said passing the ball to Zelda.  It was a slow, bounce pass to 
make it easier to catch. Zelda ran toward it, grabbed it and took off dribbling toward the 
basket, her long skirt trailing behind and her shoes clattering on the floor.  Without stopping 
she launched a lay up that bounced off the backboard through the net.  
 
DOME ON THE RANGE 
 
On the first day of Philosophy 101 Professor Hill had warned Ari to avoid chasing rabbits.  Since 
then Ari had tried to follow that advice not only in philosophy but in life. Yet now he was pursuing 
Gretl  (he didn’t even know her last name) like Alice chasing the Mad Hatter.  Only, instead of 
down a hole he followed her through a door in a yellow brick building.  By the time the revolving 
door spit him out in a small lobby she was already disappearing up a staircase next to the elevator.  
He clambered after her up the stairs but when he reached the third floor landing she was nowhere 
in sight.  The hallway was deserted and all the doors were shut except one and that was slightly 
ajar.  Opening it he saw another staircase. Although the stairway was narrow and dark there was a 
brilliant light at the top. He stood there, feeling his heart still pounding from the rapid ascent up 
the staircase.  Looking at the building from the outside he had counted only three floors and yet 
here was another staircase.  
 
“Are you coming up?”  Gretl’s voice echoed down the stairwell. 
 
“Right behind you,” Ari yelled back and slowly climbed the stairs.  The light grew more intense 
and when he reached the top he found himself in a large, circular room with a high domed 
ceiling.  Light was streaming through an opening in the dome. In the center of the room there 
was a cluster of office furniture including a desk, several office chairs, a filing cabinet with four 
drawers, and a bookcase. The metal furniture was from the paleo-ergonomic office era, in 
gunmetal gray with black vinyl cushioning on the chairs. Ari half expected to see a typewriter 
instead of a computer.  In fact, he saw neither. 
 
“So this is where the telescope was?”  Ari said, resting his right hand on the back of one of the 
chairs, feeling the cool steel as he caught his breath.  
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“I use if for my office now,” Gretl answered.  She stood beside the desk without showing any 
signs of being winded. 
 
“Quite a climb to get up here.” 
 
“I like taking the stairs instead of the elevator.”  
 
“You like taking a stairway to the heavens,” Ari said looking up at patch of clear, blue sky 
visible through the opening in the dome. 
 
“Yes, but unlike the lady in the Led Zeppelin song I don’t believe all that glitters is gold,” Gretl 
answered then tapped the desk.  “The telescope was mounted here in the center of the dome and 
could be rotated three hundred and sixty degrees. The dome also rotates and, of course, the 
viewing slot up there opens and closes.  I like to keep it open as much as possible.”  Gretl walked 
over to the chair behind the desk and sat down. The chair had just enough recline to allow her to 
look up directly at the opening. 
 
“I bet you get a good view of the sky from up here even without a telescope.” 
 
“As a matter of fact it’s very easy to spend hours looking at the sky.”  
 
“Are the books for cloudy days?”  Ari said, walking over to the bookcase. “Although, isn’t it 
supposed to be not cloudy all day here?” 
 
“This isn’t Home on the Range. ” 
 
“More like dome on the range with a stairway to heaven,” Ari replied, pulling one of the books 
off the top shelf.  On the cover was a cartoonish illustration of a dog about the size of a Shetland 
Pony standing over the sprawled body of a glamorous woman in a cocktail dress.  He read the 
title out loud. “Sally’s in the Alley by Norbert Davis?” 
 
“It’s a detective novel,” Gretl replied, getting up out of her chair and joining Ari by the 
bookcase.  “Norbert Davis wrote crime stories in the 1940’s.” 
 
“I see that you have four books by him.” 
 
“Those are all the books that he wrote. The one with the title The Complete Cases of Max Latin 
is a collection of stories that were published in magazines.  The other three are novels that 
feature a fat detective named Doan and a dog named Carstairs.  That’s Carstairs on the cover 
looking down at Sally.” 
 
“And you’ve actually read all of them?”  Ari asked, unable to hide his surprise 
 
“Why else would they be in my bookcase?  Certainly not to impress people like you.” 
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“You’d be surprised at what impresses me,” Ari replied.  “How did you get into collecting these 
detective novels?” 
 
“They once belonged to a distant relation.  I guess you could call them a family heirloom.  
Somehow I ended up with them.” 
 
“Somehow?” 
 
“I read all of them the first time when I was twelve and asked if I could have them.  At least, I 
think I asked.  Anyway, I’ve had them ever since.  I still re read them.  That’s why they’re in the 
bookcase.” 
 
Ari furrowed his eyebrows as if something Gretl had said had prompted some deep thought when 
he was really trying to think of what to say next. “So this large dog named Carstairs…” Ari 
pointed at the picture of the dog on the cover. 
 
“He’s a Great Dane.  They’re large dogs.” 
 
“Right, this Great Dane...” 
 
“Although I will grant you, Carstairs is large, even for a Great Dane.” 
“Okay, this large Great Dane is Doan, the detective’s, best friend, is that it?” 
 
“Actually, Carstairs isn’t very friendly to anyone, including Doan.  Doan isn’t very nice himself.  
Really, none of the characters are very likable.” 
 
“But the book must be likable since you’re read all of them more than once?” 
 
“I didn’t read them because they were likable.”  Before Ari could ask Gretl why she read them, 
in that case, she said,  “Did you know, that Ludwig Wittgenstein said that more wisdom is 
contained in the best crime fiction than in philosophy?” 
 
“No, I didn’t know.  But since he’s considered to be one of the great philosophers I should 
probably take it seriously.  Maybe I could develop a course on private eye philosophers. You 
know Socrates as Sleuth, Descartes as detective, Camus as gumshoe. Unfortunately, unlike 
Wittgenstein, I don’t know much about crime fiction.” 
 
“Then you should read the book. Norbert Davis was one of his favorite crime writers.  Although, 
I don’t think having a dog one of the main characters had anything to do with it.” 
 
“I believe Wittgenstein said that a dog cannot lie.  Neither can he be sincere.  Does that match 
the description of Carstairs?” 
 
Gretl laughed.  “You’ll have to decide for yourself...or not.” 
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“I guess I could look at dogs as well.  Diogenes was a bit of a dog.  He supposedly begged for 
scraps and one could even call his heckling of Socrates barking.” 
 
“Wasn’t Diogenes the philosopher who carried around a lamp searching for an honest man?” 
 
“Of course, he didn’t find any. He was the founder of the Cynicism school of philosophy after 
all.  I can see myself submitting a paper to the Journal of the American Philosophical 
Association on Diogenes as a hard-boiled philosopher.”  
 
“Then you should definitely read some of Norbert Davis’ books as part of your research.  You 
won’t find them in the College Library.” 
 
“You’ll let me borrow your first editions?” 
 
“Picketwire College does a pretty thorough background check before they hire someone so I 
think I can trust you.” 
 
“Okay,” Ari replied placing Sally’s In The Alley carefully into the tan, canvas messenger bag that 
was slung over his left shoulder.  “So what else goes on here other than looking at the sky and 
reading detective stories?  I mean, you haven’t given me a clue, to use detective lingo, as to what 
you and the Picketwire Institute do.” 
 
“You mean it’s not evident to you that what PI does is observe and...” Gretl responded, the 
lenses of her glasses magnifying a twinkle in her eye.  
 
“Detect!”  Ari interrupted, slapping his forehead with the palm of his right hand.  “Of course, the 
observatory, the detective books.  It’s all we’ve been talking about since we got here.  And I was 
wondering if our small talk was going anywhere.” 
 
“Speaking of going somewhere,” Gretl said.  “I have to go on a field trip with one of my new 
colleagues in a few minutes. We’re meeting in the lobby.” 
 
“Sorry I made you come all the way up here.”  
 
“You didn’t.  I was coming up here anyway to get my camera and bag.”  Gretl opened the top 
drawer of the filing cabinet and pulled out a camera. It was a small silver and black Leica. 
 
“That looks like it’s been around a few years.” 
 
“More than a few decades. Another heirloom.  I like the way it looks and feels. Here,” she said 
handing it to Ari.   
 
“They certainly don’t make them like this anymore,” Ari said.  It was as if he was holding a 
Formula One race car in his hands and that turning the focus ring on the lens as he panned the 
camera was like shifting gears while taking a curve at the Monaco Grand Prix.  He handed it 
back to Gretl and said.  “I see that it’s pre-digital. Must be difficult to get the film developed.” 
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“We have a darkroom. I actually enjoy the process.  There are only thirty-six shots on a roll of 
film and unlike a digital camera there’s no memory chip or replay screen so I really have to look 
before I shoot.  It forces me to pay attention instead of mindlessly pressing a button.  I take 
dozens of pictures with my eyes for every one that I take with this camera.  That’s my way of 
taking a selfie.”   She opened the bottom drawer of the desk and removed a small, green canvas 
knapsack. After putting the camera in the knapsack she slid it’s straps over her shoulders and 
adjusted them.  Without saying a word Gretl started for the door.  Ari followed her to the 
stairway entrance where she stopped and flipped a switch.   Unseen machinery groaned and the 
dome began to close. As they watched the bright, blue sky disappear and the dome fill with 
darkness, she said.  “Can’t forget to turn off the lights before we leave.” 
 

End of Installment 11 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


