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A year earlier, Ben Johnson had stood beside the hospital bed where Jo Anne, his wife of forty-six years, took her last breath. Three days before she died, he had signed the bankruptcy papers. By the time the casseroles stopped coming, he had lost not only her but the savings they had built, the house they had lived in, and the privacy of grief. At seventy-two, after a lifetime of building things for other people, he owned almost nothing except his pickup, his tools, and the scarred hands that knew how to work.

Rhonda had taken him in during Jo Anne’s last weeks, moving them into the basement apartment under her big house in Sayante Vista Estates. After the funeral she had insisted he stay. Ben had been grateful and embarrassed by how grateful. The place was all gates, stucco, and polished landscaping, perched above the old confluence of the San Gabriel and Gila rivers. Even the air smelled managed—cut grass, pool chlorine, new mulch, and the faint sweetness of desert flowers kept alive by irrigation. He still thought of the land as Sundown Ranch, once one of Arizona’s last legal brothels.

Ben still moved through the world the way people expected: straight-backed, calm, and hard to rattle. What no one saw was how often grief arrived in ordinary moments—reaching for two cups instead of one, hearing a joke and turning to tell Jo Anne, waking in the dark and remembering all over again. Several times a week he took his five-year-old grandson, Jake, on a picnic whenever tension started building between Rhonda and her husband. No one ever said that was why, but everyone understood it. The outings gave Jake a break and gave Ben somewhere to put the ache that grew sharpest inside other people’s houses.

One afternoon, with the house upstairs tight again in that familiar way, Ben called toward the second floor. “Rhonda, Jake and I are heading out.”

“How long will you be?” Rhonda called down, her voice carrying the brittle brightness she used when Jake was listening.

“Long enough for him to wear me out,” Ben said. “A couple of hours.”

“Thanks, Dad,” she said, and the relief in it told him he had guessed right.

At the front door he found two boys in white shirts, narrow ties, and black slacks, smiling like they had stepped out of another decade. He gave them one look. “Mormons?”

“Yes, sir,” one of them said.

“Hold on.” Ben turned toward the house. “Rhonda, two Mormon boys are at the door. Do you want them?”

“Send them in,” Rhonda called after a pause. “I’ll be right down.”

“Not today,” Ben said, guiding Jake around them.

Ben and Jake crossed the manicured neighborhood toward the community center, the polished heart of Sayante Vista Estates. Sprinklers ticked over clipped lawns, mist cooling Ben’s forearms for a second before the heat took it back. The sidewalks smelled faintly of wet grass and hot concrete, and every stucco wall seemed newly washed by the sun. Bougainvillea spilled over tan walls in disciplined bursts of magenta, and identical mailboxes stood in rows like polished teeth. Somewhere nearby, a pool gate clanged shut and tennis balls popped in steady rhythm. From the park, the whole San Gabriel Valley spread below them in a pale shimmer, rooftops and roads flattened by distance. The place had everything—tennis courts, pools, golf, trails, a fitness center, even a coffee shop—the carefully curated comfort meant to reassure residents they had landed above the rest of town.

After Jake wore himself out, they ate lunch under the old tree he called the root beer tree. Dry leaves clicked above them, and the shade came in broken pieces across the picnic table. Ben let him taste a little foam from his beer, wiped the damp white line from Jake’s upper lip with a napkin, and thought nothing of it. The hamburger wrappers snapped in the breeze, and somewhere beyond the playground a lawn mower droned in the heat. When they got back, the missionaries were still at the house with Rhonda and Andy, their bicycles leaned neatly against the garage wall like another set of rules waiting to be brought inside.

For a few weeks, the arrangement held together. Then the missionaries started coming. Rhonda and Andy, who had been sniping at each other for months, suddenly had a project to share. The house grew calmer on the surface and tighter underneath. Ben kept mostly to the basement, minded his own business, and tried not to feel like a widowed old man taking up square footage nobody really wanted to spare. Then one evening he went to fix his usual Scotch and found the bottle gone. He stood staring into the cupboard when Rhonda came down the stairs.

“Hi, Dad,” Rhonda said. “I was coming to talk to you.”

“I was looking for my Scotch.” He kept his voice mild. “Did you move it?”

Rhonda folded her hands in front of her. “I did.”

Ben looked from her face to the empty cupboard. “I was afraid that might be the answer.”

“I poured it out.”

“Rhonda.” He let her name do most of the work. “Why?”

“Andy and I have been meeting with the missionaries,” she said. “We’re joining the church.”

Ben blinked. “All right. What does that have to do with my Scotch?”

“We can’t have alcohol in the house anymore,” Rhonda said. “That’s part of what I needed to talk to you about.”

“That sounds larger than one bottle of Scotch.”

“It is.”

“I don’t understand, Rhonda. What’s going on?”

“Two weeks ago, Jake came home smelling like beer,” Rhonda said. “Andy was furious, and honestly, Dad, I was too. I know you meant nothing by it, but this house already feels like it’s held together with tape some days. We’ve been fighting about everything—money, Jake, church, all of it. Then the missionaries came, and for the first time in a long while we agreed on something. I need this house to feel steady. I need to know what the rules are before everything else falls apart.”

Ben rubbed a hand over his jaw. “I’m sorry about Jake. I should have thought it through.”

“I know you didn’t mean harm,” Rhonda said. “But I need you to understand how hard things are right now.”

Ben nodded. “Can I ask you something before you go on?”

“Of course.”

“Rhonda, I’m sorry,” Ben said. “But are you really becoming a Mormon because I let him taste beer foam? You know I used to do the same thing with you.”

“It’s not just that,” she said, and for a second, he heard how tired she was. “It’s that everything has felt out of control for months. Mom died, you moved in, Andy and I started falling apart, Jake hears more than he should, and I’ve been trying to pretend I can hold all of it together. This church—maybe it helps, maybe it doesn’t. But it gives us something solid to grab onto, and I need you not to fight me on that. I can’t keep being everyone’s daughter, wife, mother, and shelter all at once.”

“All right,” Ben said. “I hear you. I’ll respect your rules.”

Rhonda looked toward the stairs, then back at him. “There’s one more thing.”

Ben felt the room tilt before she said it. “All right.”

“You need to find somewhere else to live.”

The words hit him like a dropped beam. For a second, Ben could hear the house above them breathing through its vents, the faint movement of people who still belonged there. The cupboard door remained open behind him, the empty space where the Scotch had been suddenly larger than it had any right to be. He thought of Jo Anne’s hospital room, of boxes stacked in corners, of all the times he had told himself not to be a burden. He kept his face still because pride was the last thing he owned outright. “All right,” he said after a beat. “When?” Then, softer, because she was still his daughter: “Are you asking me, or is Andy?”

“Andy wants you gone in three days.”

For the first time that night, his easygoing manner slipped. “Three days?”

By morning, Ben had packed what little he owned into boxes and started making calls. Pride kept him from saying much about it, but three days was not time to find a home. It was time to find somewhere to land.
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“Good morning, Mr. Johnson,” the young realtor said as Ben walked in, rising a little too quickly from his desk.

“Morning,” Ben said. “Call me Ben. I’m sorry—I’ve forgotten your name.”

“George Pickle,” he said, offering his hand. “And don’t worry about it. I’ve only been the bearer of bad news, which doesn’t make a man memorable in the best way. Coffee?”

“If it’s strong, I’ll take it.”

After coffee and a little small talk, George led Ben into a conference room that smelled of copier toner and stale carpet. Ben already knew what was coming. The bank had told him no. The credit union had told him no. Pride had made him keep asking anyway.

Ben held the paper cup between both hands. “I appreciate you seeing me again.”

George sat across from him and folded his hands on the table. “I wish I had better news. With your age, the bankruptcy, and the timing, no lender is going to touch a mortgage right now. Not fairly, anyway, and I won’t point you toward anyone who would take advantage of that.”

Ben nodded once, as if the answer were only confirming something he had already swallowed. “I figured as much,” he said. “Still, a man likes to ask before he gives up on having a door he can lock from the inside.”

“Don’t give up yet,” George said. “I called Clyde Ramsey. He mentioned a place in Sonorita.” He hesitated, then added, “It’s not much, Ben. But it’s a door. Sometimes that’s enough to start with.”

Ben looked up. “Sonorita?”

George gave a small, apologetic shrug. “You know the neighborhood?”

“I know what people used to say about it,” Ben said. “A mile south of old downtown, another world if you listened to the wrong mouths.”

“Clyde Ramsey has a little two-bedroom house there,” George said. “It needs more than a broom and a prayer, but he’s willing to rent it cheap if you’re willing to help bring it back.”

“Have you seen it?” Ben asked.

“Only from the outside,” George said. “That was enough to make me wish I had better shoes. But Clyde is serious, and he asked me to bring you if you were willing to look.”

“I haven’t set foot in Sonorita in forty years,” Ben said. “Back then, most people I knew talked about it like it was another country—poor, rough, full of trouble, best avoided unless you had business there.” He paused. “But I don’t exactly have a pile of options.”

George glanced toward the window, then back at Ben. “I won’t pretend it’s what you came in here hoping for. But it is a roof, and it might give you room to breathe. If you want, we can drive over now and see whether it looks less impossible in person.”

George drove south through the tired edge of old San Ramon and




















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
%,

me Elze’y






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg
Little
House
5 Press LLC





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





