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            Â Â Â Â She lies in bed and hears Lila saying, Papa, Papa, Papa. It's her new word. She learned it from Ruby herself, from her calling out to Lord God, her father. Lila now calls Lord God her Papa. She does not know who her real father is, will never know. Lord God has become her father. Her other new word is Hi! Now, when she meets Lord God in the morning, she's learned to say, Hi, Papa!

Â Â Â Â Lila smiles wide and loving when she says this. She knows this man as nothing but good in the small window of her life. She's a beautiful girl and it hurts Ruby to see this, to remember her childhood, to realize there will come a change, a time when it will not be enough to be beautiful and sweet. A time when those things will become a burden. When beauty and sweetness will become a curse.

Â Â Â Â Maybe Lord God is right after all. Ruby hates to admit it. Lila needs a father, a man to look after her, to stand up for her and make sure the doors are locked at night. A man to toss her into the air and hear her squeal with delight.

Â Â Â Â She hears Lila's voice from the kitchen, calling, Papa, Papa, Papa. She hears the deeper, rough voice of Lord God answer. Ruby can hear the cupboard cabinet doors being opened and shut and the creak and squeak of the hardwood floors as Lord God shuffles about. He must be getting Lila something. He cares for her with patience and kindness. He wants nothing but the best for her.

Â Â Â Â When Lila begins to cry, Ruby pulls on a robe and goes down the hallway to the kitchen, where she finds Lord God bouncing Lila on his lap, trying to calm her.

Â Â Â Â I took away her pacifier, he says. It's time she gave it up. She keeps it in her mouth all day long and it's not good for her.

Â Â Â Â Lila cries harder and reaches her hands out for Ruby to take her. Tears wet her cheeks and she says, Mama!

Â Â Â Â I think she's teething, says Ruby. Her teeth and gums hurt. That's why she wants the pacifier.

Â Â Â Â Ruby gives Lila the pacifier. She can feel the heat and pressure of Lord God's disapproval as if she's at the bottom of a swimming pool and his presence is the weight of water. The room is so quiet she hears the drip of the kitchen faucet, the whistle of the wind against the windowpanes. She picks up Lila and kisses her neck. My God, this girl is getting too big for me.

Â Â Â Â She's a healthy thing, isn't she?

Â Â Â Â Ruby carries her to the living room and sets her in the playpen in front of the picture window. The cottonwoods bend and sway in the dusty wind. There's so much smoke in the air from the wildfires that you can't see the mountains in the west. A rust- colored haze stains the sky, making Ruby feel claustrophobic, cut off from the rest of the world. Lila throws her dolly from the pen and reaches out to be picked up.

Â Â Â Â Ruby groans and lifts her from the playpen, takes a seat on the sofa, then bounces Lila on her lap, staring out the window at the dirty world unfolding before her. Before long Lila falls asleep with the passy in her mouth. After waiting until she's completely limp, Ruby lays Lila down in the playpen and adjusts a blanket around her legs. She returns to the kitchen, where Lord God is reading the paper.

Â Â Â Â Go ahead and set it up, says Ruby.

Â Â Â Â For a moment Lord God hesitates, then he asks, Are you sure?

Â Â Â Â No, not at all. But I'll meet this Mr. Page. You set it up and I'll be there.

Â Â Â Â Are you doing this just for me?

Â Â Â Â Well, yes. You. And Lila maybe.

Â Â Â Â Okay, then. I'll give him a call.

Â Â Â Â I'm not promising anything. Don't get your heart set on getting me out of the house.

Â Â Â Â Is that what you think this is about?

Â Â Â Â Lord God sounds hurt. Ruby looks at him and gives him a little smile. No. I don't think that.

Â Â Â Â If you leave here, I don't know what I'll do.

Â Â Â Â She comes up behind and him and gives him a hug. It's the first time they've touched in weeks. He stiffens at first, then gives in to it.

Â Â Â Â I'm not going anywhere, says Ruby. I think you're stuck with me, Papa.

Â Â Â Â His voice comes hoarse and trembling. He says, I wouldn't want it any other way.

E z r a Â P a g e Â v i s i t s his uncle in the backyard of his home in Little Pueblo, where Hiram is overseeing the building of a gazebo. Two Mexicans are carrying a stack of two- by- twelves from the back of a pickup to the center of Page's prairie land scape. Ezra walks up wearing his short- brimmed cowboy hat. Hiram sees him and nods, makes him wait.

Â Â Â Â He's explaining to one of the workers how he wants the gazebo positioned, the entrance facing the house due north and the inside benches facing east and west. The gusty wind blows grit in Ezra's eyes and as he's rubbing them, his hat flies off his head. He takes off running to catch it, and when he returns, Hiram looks at him and says, Nothing as foolish as a man chasing his hat.

Â Â Â Â I'm sorry, Uncle Hiram. I know I let you down and I mean to make it right.

Â Â Â Â Hiram cocks his head. You mean by losing your hat? No skin off my nose.

Â Â Â Â No, I meant, you know. My trouble.

Â Â Â Â Not sure what you're talking about.

Â Â Â Â Well, you know I didn't mean to â€”

Â Â Â Â Stop right there, kid. I don't want to hear it. I don't even want to know what you might be apologizing about. That's your business.

Â Â Â Â Okay, then. I get it.

Â Â Â Â You get it? Really? You do?

Â Â Â Â I do.

Â Â Â Â Then shut your mouth and listen. I want you to come work for me.

Â Â Â Â Ezra grins. I like the sound of that. Doing what?

Â Â Â Â Security.

Â Â Â Â Security?

Â Â Â Â Right, genius. At my business. I'll set up a station for you in

side and out, to watch who comes and goes. We've got closed- circuit TVs on the front and back door, but no one's been watching them. That's going to change. You'll be in charge. If anyone shows up who looks like they're trouble, I'll want you to talk to them first. Can you handle that?

Â Â Â Â I think so.

Â Â Â Â You think so?

Â Â Â Â Okay. Sure. I know so.

Â Â Â Â You start tomorrow. The pay won't be much at first but you do a good job, it will get better. Wear a white shirt, clean jeans, boots. And see if you can keep that hat on your head. Though I like the scar. It gives you some gravitas.

Â Â Â Â Ezra puts the hat in place, holding it by the brim against the wind. It itches, he says. The scar I mean. Helps me to remember it's there.

Â Â Â Â That's a good thing, says Hiram. I want you to remember everything. Keeps a person on his toes. Which you'll need to be. Now go.

Â Â Â Â Hiram offers his hand to Ezra, who starts to step away and then sees it, stumbles back to grab it, squeezes too hard. Hiram watches him cross the yard and turn the corner of the house, holding on to his hat, a figure not exactly inspiring confidence. His brother's boy, who takes too much after his mother, a woman whose forebears may have dipped into the same gene pool once too often. A plain Jane whose every notion comes from a garbled reading of scripture. Now her boy has a mortal sin on his soul like a discount sticker.

. . .

His first week Ezra makes a point to show up before Hiram every morning, to prove he's on the ball, that he can be trusted. His uncle tends to ignore him, and he's gone most of the time anyway, so Ezra is often alone there with Gracie, Hiram's clerk/manager, or her daughter, who often comes by to visit. They ignore Ezra too, and he senses the daughter doesn't like him. He's bored, sitting on a stool before the three security cameras when he's not walking the aisles. And the pawnshop hardly ever seems busy, so he waits, peevish and restless.

I n Â W a r d ' s Â m o t e l Â r o o m Â at the Buffalo Head, Ruby doesn't know what to do with herself. September it is and should be cooling, but it's late afternoon and 106 degrees outside. The sky is hazy white with no clouds but a relentless sun. It feels good to sit in the cool room with the curtains drawn. The air conditioner rattles and whirs, blowing the lips of the curtains. Ward keyboards their bird counts into the data files on his laptop, leaning forward, his eyes squinting.

Â Â Â Â She can tell he thinks of this as his office. To her, it's still a motel room. And she's still an unmarried girl only seventeen years of age, alone in a motel room with a man. Underage and already a mother: What could be worse? She sits in an upholstered chair near the window and pretends to be engrossed in the bird identification book in her lap.

I think I saw a Pine Grosbeak the other day on a fence post,

she says. But I'm not sure. Mom was driving me to town and I just got a quick glimpse of it.

Â Â Â Â Where was it? Maybe we could go back and find it in the area.

Â Â Â Â Maybe, she says. It was on the edge of town, the other side of that little park near the Arkansas. Where it's all dusty and raggedy- looking.

Â Â Â Â I know where you mean, says Ward. That's the place I got lost in the dust storm my first day in town.

Â Â Â Â I bet I passed not far from you, says Ruby.

Â Â Â Â Ward smiles. If I'd found you in the storm, I could have given you a lift.

Â Â Â Â Ruby looks up at the bad painting of a white wolf and an Indian in a snowy forest that hangs above the bed. She squints at it like an art critic. She smiles and asks, Is that the worst painting ever?

Â Â Â Â Oh, come on, says Ward. I kind of like it.

Â Â Â Â You like it? Ruby makes a face. Why is it that men have no taste?

Â Â Â Â I have taste. It makes me think of snow. Which is a good thing to think in this heat wave.

Â Â Â Â That wolf looks more like a rabid dog. Look at its face! Like it's wearing an evil grin.

Â Â Â Â It's symbolic, says Ward.

Â Â Â Â Of what?

Â Â Â Â Like in "Little Red Riding Hood," only with a Native American twist? The wicked white man ready to pounce on the good Native people?

Â Â Â Â It's corny, says Ruby.

Â Â Â Â The phone rings and Ward frowns, giving it a look. The sound is loud and jarring in the small motel room, the old- fashioned phone on the nightstand between the two double beds jangling. Ward doesn't move to answer it. He keeps his eyes on the laptop screen, keyboarding in bird counts from his notepad. On the second ring he says, Now, who in the world could that be?

Â Â Â Â On the fourth ring Ruby puts down her book. Shouldn't we answer that?

Â Â Â Â It's probably a wrong number. I don't know anyone here.

Â Â Â Â She picks up the phone and says, Hello, Ward Costello's room. She listens. Her face stiffens slightly. He's right here, she says. She holds out the phone to him. It's for you all right. A girl.

Â Â Â Â Ward gets up, takes the phone, and says, Hello. After a moment he says, Hi, Nisha. I'm fine. Thanks for asking. And how are you doing? He sits on the bed beside the nightstand. That's good to hear. So what's this problem?

Â Â Â Â Ruby feels herself blush and her heart beats too fast. She stares at the distorted face of the white wolf in the painting and tries not to listen to Ward's conversation, but she can't help it. Something about a house and paperwork. Her hands sweat and the dampness makes her feel clammy and slimy as she wipes them on her jeans. She gets up and purposely does not look at Ward as she opens the door and steps out onto the breezeway.

Â Â Â Â Ruby walks down the stairs to the vending machines and buys a Pepsi. The air smells of tortillas and diesel exhaust. There's a semi in the parking lot with its engine running. A pair of teenaged boys passing by call out to her,
Que pasa, chica? Dame un
beso! Me gustan los pelirojos!

Â Â Â Â Ruby ignores them and keeps walking. She has no destination in mind but away. Away from the Buffalo Head. Away from Ward talking to some girl on the phone and away from the crummy box of her life. She goes the opposite direction of the jerks walking down the sidewalk. Behind the motel is a small public park with kids playing on the merry- go- round and slides. A little girl maybe five years old stands at the top of a steep, twisting slide. A couple of other kids jostle behind her and she shakes her head and grips the metal rails fiercely.

Â Â Â Â Come on, Stacy! calls a boy at the bottom of the slide. Hurry up! You're blocking everybody else.

Â Â Â Â You shut up, says the girl.

Â Â Â Â Well, if you don't want to go down, stand aside and let them pass.

Â Â Â Â The little girl shakes her head again.

Â Â Â Â The scene touches Ruby and she can't take it, she keeps going. In a few years Lila will be that little girl on the top of the slide and she won't have any brother urging her on or coaching her or helping her against the other bullies on the playground. She'll be all alone. It makes Ruby sick to think of this. Her stomach turns queasy and she's sweating now from the heat.

Â Â Â Â She doesn't know where to go so she returns to the motel lobby. She sits on the sofa near the buffalo head and reads an outdated P
eople
magazine. The TV set is on a talk show with guests getting advice about how to make ends meet in economic downtimes. The dirty blond at the check- in counter calls out, You need any help, honey?

Â Â Â Â Ruby tells her no, she's just waiting for someone.

Â Â Â Â That's fine. You just sit there as long as you like, says the woman.

Â Â Â Â But Ruby doesn't like the tone of her voice. She waits a few minutes, then goes back to the room and knocks softly.

Â Â Â Â Where'd you go? asks Ward.

Â Â Â Â Can you take me home?

Â Â Â Â Well, of course I can. But I thought we were going to get something to eat as soon as I finish keyboarding.

Â Â Â Â I have to go now. Lila needs me.

Â Â Â Â Ruby stands at the door with her hands at her sides. Ward starts to say something but an ambulance passes down the street and the siren wail drowns his voice. When it's gone he says, What's the matter? Is it the phone call?
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