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An Unpredictable Place to Start


(From The Minuscule Mansion of Myra Malone, 2015)


ONCE UPON A TIME, THERE WAS A HOUSE.


Now, before you read any further, stop a moment. Take a deep breath, if you’re into that sort of thing, and think. I want you to visit the place that popped into your head when you read those words, because they opened almost every story I ever heard as a child, and if you’re going to spend some time here with the Minuscule Mansion, those words are as good a place as any to get started. Once upon a time, there was a house.


What kind of a house do you see when you close your eyes? How many rooms are in it, and what’s inside them? If you could you live there, where would you sleep, what color would your guest towels be, and how would you take your tea? What music would echo against the walls? Is it coming from a fancy stereo, or an old Victrola?


If you’re a fairy-tale kind of person, maybe you’ve conjured up a stone cottage with a narrow, arched front door—you’d have to duck down so you wouldn’t hit your head on the wooden frame, and if you look carefully, maybe you’ll see a gentle depression at the top of the curved timber where countless visitors have done just that. Maybe that’s why there’s a friendly, tufted ottoman right by the entry, so you can plop right down and rub your noggin for a bit while you look around.


Or maybe fairy tales aren’t your thing. That’s fine. My friend Gwen isn’t a sparkles-and-gingerbread kind of person, either, and the house in her head is a glass beachfront affair, all sleek surfaces and light, like Superman’s Fortress of Solitude with considerably more Prada and pool boys. Also, she has a pet dolphin for some reason? Just go with it. Everyone gets to imagine their own walls, and the wonders they hold, without having to think about how well dolphin poop dry-cleans out of Italian leather. (No, I don’t know why she lets the dolphin on the couch, either, but I’m not here to judge.)


Anyway. Whatever your house is—wherever you’d dream of spending your own once-upon-a-time—it’s yours because you make it that way. You get to pick out the furniture and the artwork, the cans stacked in the cabinets, the knobs you use to open them, because it’s your imagination, and that’s your only limit.


It’s mine, too, except I get to do something else: I get to make mine real.


I suppose some people have that ability, too—endless money and time to make their dreams take shape—but I don’t have that. What I do have is a minuscule house that is also very, very large. A mansion, in fact. The Mansion. (It gets irate when I don’t capitalize.) And the Mansion is a canvas for a very particular kind of art. It’s a gallery of tiny dreams—some my own, some inherited, some generously shared with me by friends and family and people like you. And I get to use those dreams to populate an entire world. I can make a little bathroom with a seafoam claw-foot tub, or a bedroom with itty-bitty roses sprigged on every surface. If I can’t find the right china cabinet for the dining room, I can make what I want to see, because the ones who taught me—my grampa Lou and his wife, Trixie—handed down every bit of their skill in woodworking, painting, sculpting, and sewing, and what they didn’t teach, I’ve taught myself. I know what gemstones look like water and what pen can draw the most convincing chain stitch on a washcloth that’s too small to sew. I can be eclectic or traditional, modern or romantic, and the Mansion absorbs those dreams into its walls.


I wasn’t sure whether, or how, to share them with anyone else. But I’m willing to give it a try.
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PARKHURST, ARIZONA, 2015




This teapot wants to be part of the room, but it can never really belong.





Myra stopped typing and watched the cursor blinking back at her, waiting for her next insight. Every word was curated and every letter was hot pink. When she closed her eyes, she could see faces staring back at thousands of screens, longing to set foot into the tiny room. She stepped away from her desk and crouched in front of the Minuscule Mansion on its wide platform in the cabin’s attic, peering into the diminutive library at the rear of the house. She reached tentative fingers toward the teapot with its painted porcelain daisies and pushed a silver tray underneath it, trying to make it seem less incongruous with the library’s fireplace. She set two rocking chairs on either side of the painted flames.


It was wrong. It was all wrong. Worse, it was far beneath her standards.


“This one doesn’t work.” She rocked back on her knees and stared at the room. “I’ll give it a minute, but I don’t think I’m going to change my mind.”


Gwen looked up from her own laptop without missing a keystroke, her face studiously neutral. Myra could tell she was trying not to roll her eyes. “You’ve been working on the library for how many weeks now? How long do you think you’re going to be able to enthrall them with Nancy Drew and the Case of Where the Hell Should I Put this Teapot?”


“You said I need to use it. This was your idea, not mine.” Myra’s work on the library was, like all things in the Mansion, entirely for herself. But her stories, her photographs, and her intricate curation of the house absorbed the attention of her followers—first hundreds, then thousands, then (how?) hundreds of thousands—who anxiously awaited each new posting from The Minuscule Mansion of Myra Malone. The site had been Gwen’s idea, and when the miniatures started showing up on Myra’s doorstep a few weeks after it went live, Myra’s shock had given way to discomfort. The Mansion belonged to her. She had not invited visitors. But Gwen checked the packages each weekend, gleefully updating the Mansion’s social media accounts with effusive thank-yous for whatever tiny porcelain clown or small set of matching brass andirons had arrived unbidden in that week’s mail.


“I said you needed to try to use something someone sends you,” Gwen said. “As an experiment. You don’t need to use everything—you shouldn’t, actually, because the more exclusive you are, the more they’ll try to get in. It’ll increase traffic.”


“I’m going to put things back the way they were. This isn’t going to work.”


Gwen plopped her laptop down on the attic’s wide floorboards. “Far be it from me to second-guess the great Myra Malone, but let me check something.” She stood, strode to Myra’s side, and snatched the teapot from the Mansion, scrutinizing its delicate porcelain in her palm.


“Really?” Myra looked up with relief. It was rare for Gwen to grasp the seriousness of these decisions.


“Yep. It’s just a goddamn teapot, not an ancient Mayan talisman you’ve got to place just right or be crushed by a giant stone boulder. It’s a shame. You’ve been pushing it around for twenty minutes, so it kinda got my hopes up that it might be something important.”


“No one’s making you stay here, you know. You could head on back to your office, Gwen, and leave me to work.”


“I love you, too, Myra.” Gwen stuck out her tongue and was instantly seven years old again and teasing her childhood friend, despite the fact they were both thirty-four. “And it’s Saturday. Saturday is always our site-updating day. Don’t forget The Minuscule Mansion is an investment for me, too—I’m still counting on it being something big. Pun absolutely intended.” She scooped up a tiny rocking horse from its corner of the library, releasing it to sway back and forth on the palm of her hand in time to the pensive motion of her head. The chipped paint of its red saddle caught the light as Gwen weighed and rejected ideas without ever speaking aloud. Watching Gwen think was like watching a spectator of a tennis game that no one else could see. “You could auction space, you know. Sell spots in the Mansion. Whole rooms that people could decorate.” She gasped. “An essay contest!”


“No.” Myra didn’t feel the need to elaborate. She took the rocking horse from Gwen’s hand and put it back in its corner of the library. “Please be careful,” she said. “I made that horse with Trixie and Grampa.”


Gwen scowled, more at the rejection of her brilliant idea than the rocking horse reprimand. She was a planner. No small idea was safe from her efforts to expand it; vast multimedia empires structured themselves in her head. Myra wished, sometimes, that she’d never even shown Gwen the Mansion. But that would have meant going back decades, back when they were both seven and Gwen shoved her way into Myra’s attic after she moved into the neighborhood and announced they were going to be best friends forever.


At the time, Myra hadn’t left her house in close to eighteen months. When the hospital finally discharged her, she was five and a half years old. She had spent half a year clinging to life, and when she clawed her way back into the waking world, she discovered its every detail dwarfed and terrified her. It was too big. Only the cabin felt safe. It was safe because her grandfather, Grampa Lou, had slotted its beams and walls together himself long before she was born, imbuing the structure with the sense of calm he always inspired. It was safe because its attic sheltered the Mansion, which had belonged to Trixie—Grampa’s wife—before the accident that killed her and nearly killed Myra. It was safe because the Mansion sheltered Myra’s soul in ways she couldn’t explain, giving her new worlds to explore—on a more manageable scale—and then whisking those worlds away, a secret between Myra and the house.


Myra defined the boundaries of her life by the walls around it. She remained as closed off as the Mansion itself, hinged shut within her own body. Her only friendship existed because Gwen created it with sheer force of will—and a lack of other available options—as she barreled up the attic stairs from grade school, then college, and then graduate school to find Myra exactly where she’d left her: indoors, upstairs, decorating rooms no one else saw. Until finally, six months ago, Gwen stamped her foot and insisted the Mansion was too beautiful not to share with the outside world, tossing Myra’s latest printout of a story into the air with frustration and yelling that it was time to let the hundreds of pages of prose live somewhere people could see them. If you won’t share yourself, then at least share your work. Share the stories about your work. Let the world come to you.


It was too late now to rescind the invitation—Gwen’s, certainly, to say nothing of the legions of virtual visitors she’d attracted. Now, Myra had this teapot—hundreds of teapots, in fact, in different sizes and designs. Boxes and bags overflowing with teapots, coffeepots, chocolate pots, even a couple of itsy-bitsy brass samovars. All vying for a spot in the Mansion. Myra absently grasped the stone acorn charm around her neck, moving it back and forth on its chain as she gazed at the library again. Volumes of Plath and Baudelaire sat on its stained cherry shelves, waiting for high tea to be laid before the marble fireplace with its cheerful painted flames.


This teapot wants to be part of the room, but it can never really belong.


Myra knew exactly how the teapot felt.


She tucked it back in its packaging and brushed her hands down the front of her slacks, removing the last traces of the outside world from her skin. Below her, in parts of the cabin she avoided, precarious stacks of unopened boxes and crates leaned against every wall, narrowing hallways and shrinking rooms. And below that, hidden underneath the boxes, were envelopes of increasingly garish shades, their yellows and oranges and reds meant to convey the same urgent warnings as a venomous animal. Danger. Danger. Ignore me at your peril.


Time is running out.
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PARKHURST, ARIZONA, 1987


“DO I HAVE ANY LITTLE GIRLS LOOKING FOR PRESENTS? Anyone? I guess I’ve gotta drive this boat on back to the present store, then.” Grampa Lou held his hands atop his forehead like a visor, turning his head from side to side, a periscope blind to the small pair of yellow pigtails bouncing just underneath its line of sight.


Myra knew that he could see her. She knew that he was teasing. But her grandfather had a particular way of teasing that could veer from lighthearted to oblivious, taking too much time to recognize that his six-year-old granddaughter was not enjoying the joke.


When she realized her jumping wasn’t enough to get his attention, Myra shouted, “Grampa, you have me! You have me. I’m looking for presents!”


“You? Oh, no. You’re not a little girl. You’re old enough to drive now, surely?”


“Grampa! No. I’m only six.”


“I’m pretty sure that’s old enough, my little acorn.” He scooped Myra up in his arms and brushed his rough fingers against her necklace, which she’d never taken off since Trixie clasped it on her neck for her fifth birthday. “Little acorn” was Trixie’s nickname for her, one that stuck for the whole family after Lou married Trixie when Myra was two. “Trixie’d be so happy to see how careful you are with that necklace, Myra.”


Myra gathered the acorn in her hand, its warmth and heaviness always a surprise. “It reminds me of her. Should that make me sad?”


“Remembering the people we love is always a little sad when they’re gone. But a little happy, too. Now, let’s start some driving lessons.” Lou started walking Myra toward the car, opening the driver’s side door of his enormous Lincoln sedan, so out of place in this mountain suburb perched on the edge of the Mogollon Rim with its dirt roads, its typical traffic only trucks and SUVs. He plopped her behind the wheel and put her hands on the wide circle of leather-wrapped metal, the surface cold as ice but covered in skin. Myra heard a shout behind them.


“Dad? What do you think you’re doing?” Myra’s mother, curlers still in her hair, a lit cigarette dangling from her perfectly painted mouth, ran up the gravel drive toward them. The screen door on the cabin’s entry hissed and slammed shut behind her. “Get her out of there.”


“I’m not doing a thing, Diane. Just pretending to give the girl some driving lessons.”


“Driving’s not a legal pastime for six-year-olds last I checked, Dad.”


“Who’s to say she’s not a natural? I’ve got a few phone books right inside to pop under her butt, and I can slam on the brakes if I need to.”


Myra glanced from one grown-up to the other, waiting for the joke to play itself out as it always did. Lou had always loved teasing, but his ability to pick up on others’ reactions to his jokes had diminished since the accident. Trixie had been a moderating influence, a puzzle piece that brought the family into harmony, and since her death, their relationships had fallen out of tune.


“What are you doing here, Dad?”


Myra sighed with relief. A side attack—a change of subject—would sometimes get Grampa off track, distract him into another conversation. And sure enough, he stepped aside from the car door, far enough for Myra to scramble out from behind the steering wheel. She raced to her mother’s side and tugged on her hand. “Grampa says he’s got some presents, and he needs someone to give them to so he doesn’t have to take them back to the present store.”


“Presents, huh?” Diane pointed to the trunk of the sedan. “Whatcha got in there this time?”


Lou rubbed his hands together in a gesture that looked less like glee and more like an effort to warm his palms. His breath escaped from his lips in a slow whistle that expanded into a cloud of steam in the cold November air, a stiff breeze from the north blowing the cloud away and carrying it south, off the cold edge of the Arizona mountains, back down toward the desert he’d return to later. “Well, let’s just take a look now, why don’t we?” He walked slowly to the car’s trunk like a game show host and held out his keys to Myra. “Go on ahead, little acorn.”


Myra took a deep breath before shoving the solid key into the lock and turning. The trunk sprang open with a boing that surprised her every time, more a jack-in-the-box than a car, given that its contents were always unpredictable.


This time was no different.


Lou chuckled, a low rumble radiating from his tall and narrow frame as he ran his thumbs under his suspenders like Santa Claus. “I heard you say how much you liked them the last time you visited,” he said. “When Trixie made that casserole, remember?”


Myra didn’t remember, and even if she had the kind of memory for casseroles that one wouldn’t ordinarily associate with a six-year-old—a category of human not known for intense casserole appreciation—the trunk’s contents still would have made little sense. Piled high between the wheel wells were at least six flat crates packed full of squat blue cans, and every can bore the same image.


“Are those . . . are those Vienna sausages?” Diane’s confusion came out in a whisper that Lou, still chuckling, seemed to interpret as wonder.


“Sure is! Too good a price to pass up, especially since Myra gobbled up that sausage potpie. She couldn’t get enough of it, remember?”


“Dad.” Diane shook her head. “I barely remember myself. That was . . . what, New Year’s? Two, three years ago?”


“Well, I remember it perfectly. Myra went through that stuff like a pig with a gravy trough, no matter what you say. Trixie used to talk about it all the time, isn’t that right?” Lou directed the question over Diane’s shoulder, as if her stepmother were standing there behind her instead of buried in a corner plot beneath a river birch at Saint Mark’s, an hour’s drive away. As if she’d put her parchment paper hand on one hip and nod, say, Right as rain, Lou, and help unload a trunk’s worth of Vienna sausages for the perplexed recipients of Lou’s largesse. And, really, Vienna sausages would have made as much sense as anything else about Trixie, who entered their world as strangely and suddenly as she left it.


“Okay. That’s . . . very nice. Myra, can you say thank you to your grandfather?”


Myra stared at the little blue cans and knew with thudding certainty that her mother and father would stack them dutifully in the laundry room. They would open one every day, finding new recipes and casseroles and dishes to serve them in until every wet, rubbery cylinder was consumed. They would plate those sausages on her Rainbow Brite tray, next to another of the floppy dill pickles still stuffing the pantry in tall gallon-sized jars procured during Grampa’s last visit to a warehouse store. The next time she ate in front of Grampa, Myra was determined to keep her mouth turned down into a continual frown of disgust. If she didn’t, who knew what jack-in-the-trunk might be waiting for her?


She reached for a blue can and held it in her hand the way she might hold a wet, dead leaf, or a particularly slimy worm. “Thank you, Grampa.”


“You’re welcome, honey. You enjoy those, you hear me?”


“Yes, Grampa.”


“You want some right now?”


“No, thank you.”


“Are you staying with us tonight, Dad?” Diane talked over Myra’s head, peering into the car to see if Lou’s battered hold-all was in the front seat. Her father was a frequent unannounced guest at the cabin since Trixie died, showing up around dinnertime to sit next to his son-in-law in the back bedroom, where the two would play games until one or the other fell asleep like children at a slumber party. Dave was as silent as Lou was gregarious, and the two complemented each other in a way that left Diane feeling like the third wheel in her own marriage—but at least he provided the benefit of another person to talk to, which was a benefit that Dave and Myra didn’t often provide, withdrawn as they were into their own heads.


“No, not tonight. This was just a quick day trip to pick up some pantry goods. I ought to be heading back before the roads get dark. But before I do, Myra may want to check the back seat.”


Myra, still staring with disgust at her can of Vienna sausages, looked up at Diane with alarm and saw the same alarm play across her mother’s face. “We’re really full up on food. If you give us anything else, we’re going to have to add on to the house—”


“It’s not food.” Lou reached for Myra’s hand, which she reluctantly gave him, putting the can of sausages on the ground where—with any luck at all—Grampa might back over it with the Lincoln. “Let’s just get this back door open, shall we, darlin’?”


Myra hated the doors on her grandfather’s car. They were heavy, swinging of their own accord, and had caught her fingers more than once. She hung back and shook her head. “Can I go watch TV?” she asked her mother.


“Myra. Don’t be rude.”


“It’s okay, Diane. She’s probably still overwhelmed by the sausages. Here, Myra. Let me open it for you.” He gripped the chrome handle and swung open the door, wide as a barn’s gate, then swept his arm before him with a magician’s flourish. “It’s all yours, honey.”


Myra released Lou’s hand and took a tentative step forward, then two, and then climbed completely onto the cold leather back seat.


It was too big for her eyes to take in all the details at once, even though so many of them were familiar. She saw the Mansion’s swoops and scrolls of white gingerbread trim arched across the tiny eaves, their reflection shining out from real glass windows. She ran her hands along the wide, pointed roof with its hundreds of tiny shingles, a circular turret curving gently around one front corner. The house was enormous, perched on a platform of plywood that was poking depressions into the front bench seat, bordered with a diminutive fence of wrought iron. A lantern hung from a hook along a front walk, painted to look like flagstones.


Myra heard Grampa chuckling behind her. “We may never get her out of that car, Diane.” He stuck his head into the car. “And she may have to stay there anyhow. It was near impossible to get in there, and it’ll take all of us to get it out.”


Diane poked her head into the car next to her father’s and gasped. “Dad, it’s huge.” She reached a tentative finger toward the iron fence. “Did you—did you make this?”


“A few details here and there. Bits and bobs. It used to be a little smaller because it didn’t have this.” He ran an affectionate hand over the platform. “But the house itself belonged to Trixie. She had it when she moved in, and we moved it straight to the attic, it was so big. She and Myra went up there and played with it sometimes. I think she always planned to give it to Myra someday.”


Myra had never told her mother about the Mansion. While Trixie had never outright told her the tiny house was a secret between them, Myra tucked it away like a jewel in her pocket, a special place that existed only in the attic of her grandfather’s A-frame house on its bend of the river, suspended in a bubble of magic that existed nowhere else. When Trixie died, and when Myra finally emerged from the depths of gauze and pain that enveloped her in the hospital, her first thoughts had been about Trixie and the Mansion, followed by overwhelming sadness at the thought that she would never see either one again.


Diane gripped her father’s elbow. “Dad, if this belonged to Trixie, don’t you think you ought to—”


“What, keep it? Wait for her people, whoever they are, to come try and grub their greasy hands all over something she loved? The family that didn’t even come to see her when—” Lou pulled a handkerchief out from his jeans pocket and ran it over his face as if wiping off sweat, despite the November chill. “When we lost her? No. I don’t think I should keep it. I think Myra should have it.”


Myra let out a sigh of relief, a tiny breath that only she could hear and she hadn’t known she was holding. She was so certain that he might keep it, alone and unloved, too big to move. She was afraid that her mother would say no, and that she would have to watch Grampa back out of the driveway, the house huddled in the Lincoln’s back seat, leaving Myra before she could even open the Mansion up or take an inventory of the wonders she knew were tucked inside.


“It’s hinged, by the way.” Lou pointed to brass buckles on the house’s backside, shut tight. Myra already knew. “It opens up like a clam on its side, and there are little rooms on hinges inside, too—it kind of unfurls. Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. I’ve only got it clamped to the platform so she can still move everything around. And there’s a whole hatbox full of other little things Trixie used with it—that’s in the front seat. Good thing I’m not staying the night. I didn’t have room for a toothbrush left over!” He walked to the passenger’s side and pulled out a round hatbox covered in tattered silk the color of dead roses. “I’ve got no idea what all’s in here. Furniture and stuff. Lots of fun.”


“Where do you think we can even put something like this, Dad? I mean, it’s very nice, and Myra will love it, but it doesn’t seem like a toy. It seems like a museum piece. Do you think—”


“It belonged to Trixie, Diane.” The roughness in his voice froze them both, and Myra watched as he dragged a gnarled hand over his eyes. “It belonged to Trixie. And now it belongs to Myra. You can keep it in the attic and she can play with it there. That’s what she always did with Trixie. It won’t take any room.”


Myra calculated whether begging would be well-timed, whether it might tip the scales to a yes or make a no more certain. She decided to risk it. “I love it so much, Mom,” she said with a reverence usually reserved for candy. “So much. And I will take such good care of it, I promise.” She turned her wide blue eyes to Lou. “Granny Trixie would be so proud of me, Grampa. I’ll be so careful.”


Lou nodded. “I know you will, little acorn.” He gazed at his daughter and arched one eyebrow. “How can you say no to a face like that?”


Hours later—after Grampa and Mom and Dad wrestled the house and its platform out of the car, up the front walk, and up the narrow stairs to the attic, and Grampa helped her unbuckle the house and swing it open on its heavy hinges—Myra gazed into the mirror set above the house’s wide fireplace, wondering what about her face made it so hard to say no, and saw one blue eye wink back at her.


It happened so fast that she must have imagined it.


She didn’t know how to wink.
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PARKHURST, ARIZONA, 2015


BY THE TIME MYRA STARTED FINDING THE COLORED ENVELOPES, their increasingly urgent shades of yellow, orange, and red scattered in unexpected places like autumn leaves, it was almost too late. Diane had always kept secrets from Myra, working to protect her daughter from reality and the outside world as if she were still a child and not a fairly self-sufficient woman in her thirties, albeit one who never went outside.


In the end, it was Gwen who broke the news, her sleek BMW crunching up the gravel driveway to the cabin, its sturdy logs unchanged in the decades since Grampa Lou built it. Myra didn’t go to the door, knowing that Gwen would do what she always did: stride through the front entry and straight up to the attic, just as she had when they were children. She was still out of breath when she reached the top of the stairs.


“Did you know about this?” Gwen crossed the attic in two steps and dropped a newspaper in front of the Mansion, a red circle around a classified ad.


Myra picked it up. “Why would I know about a property auction?”


“Because the property being auctioned is your house.”


Myra squinted at the tiny newsprint, having only noticed the address of the local courthouse where the auction would take place, and not that her address—her cabin, the Mansion’s cabin, her entire life—was the property on offer. “How—how is this possible?” Myra looked at Gwen with alarm. “Did you see my mom downstairs?”


“She’s in the backyard, digging.”


“Of course she is.” Diane never stopped attempting to turn their high-desert backyard into a lush and productive garden, and the fact that they’d only ever gotten a few dozen tomatoes over the decades—and even those only using cold frames—never deterred her. Her latest obsession was roses, planted in profusion along the southern side of the house, and replaced as they inevitably succumbed to cold and insufficient light, dwarfed beneath the ponderosas.


“How long does she stay out there?”


“Hours.”


“Want me to wait with you?”


“I’m not going to wait.” Myra stood up and looked around the attic for her battered pair of clogs, the only shoes she ever wore, when she wore shoes. “I’m going to go talk to her.”


Gwen’s eyes widened. “Well, good. No time like the present. I’ll come with you.”


“No. You stay here.” Myra pointed at the pantry. “Stack those cans.”


“But they’re the size of thimbles . . .”


“It’ll take a while. Do it anyway. I’ll be right back.” Myra walked down the stairs and picked her way through towering boxes and headed to the backyard, stopping on the way to retrieve the colored envelopes she’d been finding, and then banged through the rear screen door.


Diane’s mouth opened in surprise. “Myra? What are you doing out here?”


“Well, Mom, it seems like I’m going to have to spend a lot of time outside if the house gets sold from under us, so I figured I ought to come out here and ask if you have any plans you might want to share with me. About the house. That’s getting sold out from under us. In six weeks.”


Diane set her mouth in a grim line. “I didn’t think it’d happen so fast.”


“That’s not much of a plan, Mom.”


“I thought they’d give me more time.”


“Still not hearing a plan, Mom.”


“I need to call John and ask if we could stay—”


“Mom! What the hell is the plan here? Why didn’t you tell me you were having money trouble? I thought the house was paid off!”


“It was.”


“I’m not liking that past tense. What changed?”


“She took out a reverse mortgage,” Gwen said, emerging from the back door. “The bank’s in the auction announcement.”


“What on earth do you need a reverse mortgage for, Mom?”


Diane stared back and forth between Myra and Gwen, her shoulders slumped. “This and that.”


Gwen stepped forward and put her hand on Myra’s shoulder. “The boxes, Myra.” She pointed into the cabin with its stacks and stacks of corrugated containers, arrayed against the walls and narrowing hallways. Myra’s bedroom on the second story, and the attic itself, had been the only two rooms in the house not filled. To the extent that Myra noticed the boxes at all, she often noticed they were unopened, or opened only once, their contents still inside. She ran into the cabin and picked a box at random, a large one just next to the kitchen door.


“Mom?” Myra pulled out a rose-pink handbag, its supple leather untouched in its tissue paper wrapping. A paper fluttered out from beneath the purse, a receipt showing a sale price of $797.99. “Why do you have an $800 purse in a box?”


Gwen opened another box, and a long, low whistle escaped from her lips. “Frye boots. Oh, these are beautiful. They still have the paper inside—”


“I didn’t want to spoil them.” Diane stood silhouetted in the light from the back door. “I thought they’d be lovely, but I never had the right moment to wear them.”


“Does—does this box say Valentino?” Gwen opened another box, releasing a silk gown, pouring out of its tissue like rich cream.


“Mom, what is all this stuff?” Myra’s eyes, for the first time, took in the narrowness of the rooms, the few remaining paths for walking, the precarious stacks of parcels and boxes and unopened mail. She spent so little time downstairs, so little time with her mother, the clutter barely registered. Her mother and father had separated more than ten years before, when Myra was enrolled in her distance undergraduate program, completing assignments on a series of increasingly powerful laptops perched on an old oak desk in the attic. There was an argument in the cabin’s kitchen—Myra heard it, but barely registered it until he was gone, and then she felt as if Dave had been gone a long time. He had tried, for a while—for years—to convince Diane, and Myra herself, that it was time to try to rejoin the world outside. For Myra to go to a regular school, for the family to eat out in actual restaurants, take trips to places beyond the wide ponderosa forest around the cabin. Myra shook her head with a vehemence that shook her whole body, and Diane would yell that Dave was upsetting Myra. Until he stopped trying to upset anything else—the boat they sat in, the one Diane wouldn’t rock. He simply disembarked.


He came to visit rarely, living in a sleek condo near the ski resort with his girlfriend, whom Myra had never met, sending occasional rambling emails that read more like monologues than an invitation to write back.


The boxes and bags stacked up over time, and given the volume of packages that arrived for Myra in a given week—tinier packages than Diane’s, to be sure, but still—Myra had never questioned whether the boxes filling the house were a symptom of a different kind of emptiness.


“I didn’t want you to worry.” Diane crossed the room to an aqua-colored box with a white ribbon, handing it to Myra. “I got you so many beautiful things, but it was never the right time. I thought that maybe we could give ourselves little treats whenever we left the house, and try to find some way back out . . .” Diane gestured toward the wide mountains behind the cabin. “There’s a whole world out there I left behind, Myra.”


“Are you saying you did this on purpose?”


“No.” Diane started walking toward her bedroom behind the stairs, picking her way through the narrow passages. “I’m just so tired, Myra. I’m going to close my eyes for a little while.” She shut the door behind her before Myra could say another word.


Myra looked at Gwen. “What—what can we even do?” She sat down heavily on a teal velvet armchair, still partially encased in foam wrapping. “How does this even work?”


Gwen sat down on the floor. “I’m not sure. It’ll be easy enough to find out how much she owes, and there will be penalties and other stuff like that. I think it all has to be paid off. I don’t know if it’s got to be done on the courthouse steps, or if you can call the bank, or what. But I can find out.”


“Why would she do this?” Myra gestured hopelessly at the boxes. “She doesn’t need any of this stuff!”


“She needed other things, I think.” Gwen sighed. “I should have said something earlier. I noticed, and I knew you didn’t notice, because it’s not the kind of thing you’d pay attention to.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Exactly what I said. You don’t pay much attention to other people. Even when they’re right in front of you. It takes a lot to jump over your walls, and I think your mom got tired of trying. She’s been lonely a long time. Some days, when I come to work on the site, I just sit downstairs and drink tea and let her monologue for a while. It’s like a word typhoon. But she’s always here, alone, all the time. And she has been for as long as—”


“Don’t you say it.”


“I won’t say it. You didn’t ask for it. And you would have been fine if she left, for sure. I just think she forgot how.”


Myra remembered a birthday—some long-ago milestone, sixteen or eighteen—and a cake her mother baked in the shape of a car, the hopeful look on her face while she lit the candles. There are places we can go, Diane had said.


Myra hadn’t even taken a bite. She hated cake. She was furious that her mother had forgotten. Another drop in a deep bucket of misunderstandings that had led to this moment, this realization that Diane had forced a new reality: There are places we can go, because we can’t stay here.


Myra shook her head. “No. We can fix this. I have money.” She calculated sums in her head, the growing nest egg she never touched. “I put away most of what I get from writing.”


“I get you the best jobs I can, and our clients love you, but, Myra, I’m not optimistic that freelance copywriting money is pay-off-a-bank money. And even if it was, you can’t spend everything you’ve got and not leave yourself any cushion. There has to be another way.”


“I’m all ears.”


“Come back upstairs. We’ll think of something.” Gwen beckoned Myra back into the cabin, a strange reversal of her usual efforts to pull her outside it. Myra followed her into the house, and the two of them walked slowly through the maze of boxes, retreating back to the attic.


Myra sat down next to the Mansion and buried her face in her hands. “I don’t even know where we can start.”


“Somewhere. You don’t have a choice. Just—let me think for a minute.” Gwen approached the growing stack of miniatures and gifts in the corner of the attic, all sent by hopeful readers vying for a space in the Mansion. She picked up an ornate box no bigger than a pack of cards, still wrapped in its cellophane, the tiny porcelain doll inside nearly obscured by a mass of blond curls. “In the meantime, I wish you’d let me convince you to use a prettier doll. You’ve been sent so many!”


“I never wanted to use dolls at all. Remember?” Myra reached into the Mansion’s kitchen, trying again to balance the wooden clothespin in front of the blue enamel stove. The stovetop held a diminutive Le Creuset Dutch oven, its harvest-gold color richer and more convincing than the frizzed yellow yarn atop the clothespin’s round head. Myra rather liked the contrast, because the doll felt like an interloper, and it was better for her to look out of place.


Gwen reached into the kitchen and grabbed the clothespin, holding the doll next to her face and matching its frown. “Hi, I’m Myra. My super-awesome, social media–genius BFF says that people want to see me living in the Minuscule Mansion, and I went all passive-aggressive and made this sad clothespin doll that looks like a prop from Little House on the Prairie: The Sad Years. I can’t even wear cute shoes, because I don’t have feet! My outfit is an old handkerchief, probably used. No wonder I’m so pouty! I’m the loneliest thirty-four-year-old clothespin in the whole, wide world!”


Myra snatched the clothespin back from Gwen. “I’m not lonely. I said I didn’t want to use dolls at all, and this isn’t a doll. It was sewing practice. That handkerchief was my granny Trixie’s. I made this back when she was teaching me how to sew—I have a couple others over in the hatbox. But I gave this one my hair.” She ran her fingers through the yellow frizz on her head, never tamed into a style that looked anything other than shockingly angular, like a geometry problem no hair product could solve. “The Minuscule Mansion isn’t about people. It’s about stuff. Tiny stuff. It’s about tiny rooms you want to walk into but can’t, not really. It’s like all those home-staging shows. You make something that someone can see themselves in. They can’t see themselves if it’s full of other people.” She held the doll next to her face and matched its sad face the same way Gwen had. “But you want a doll, so fine. I added a doll. I don’t have to like it.”


Gwen sighed and shook her head. “Myra, this is what I keep trying to explain. For you, it’s about the stuff. But you’ve created something that’s bigger than just you. People might have started reading because of the tiny stuff, and the stories you wrote about the stuff. But that’s not why they stayed. They stayed because of all the little pieces of you that wind up inside the stories—all those little glimpses of a person they want to know. A person they want to join for tea in that library with the teapot they brought as a gift. A person they want to be happy. That’s what brings them back.”


“I didn’t ask for any of that.”


“But you’ve still got it. And, really, don’t you feel like you owe them just a little? I know you don’t step out much in all of . . . all of that.” Gwen waved her hands in a chaotic, jerking motion toward the attic’s dormer windows, gesturing to the world outside. “But I do, Myra, and I’m here to tell you that people need a little lightness. Truth be told, it’s miserable out there a lot of the time. Let us have some happiness. Maybe even some romance!” She picked up another ornate box that held another porcelain doll, this one male, and wearing a tuxedo. She held the dolls together and made smooching sounds.


“I’m a private person, Gwen, not a recluse. I’m aware of ‘all of that.’” She mimicked the herky-jerky motion toward the windows. “But I try to keep the Mansion the way Trixie kept it. I still have every piece of furniture she gave me, almost.” Myra frowned, looking again like her clothespin doppelgänger. Lately, some pieces had gone missing or shown up in new places; the aqua-painted credenza with its broken hairpin leg and little record player, a mahogany chifforobe in the main upstairs bedroom. Two porcelain umbrella stands painted with elephants. “She didn’t give me any dolls, and I never had any desire to get any. I had enough to keep me busy.”


Myra watched Gwen bite the inside of her lips, holding back words. Some response to not a recluse, most likely. Myra could probably count the number of times she’d left the house in the last two decades without using all of her fingers and toes, but she refused to call herself a recluse. She had a whole world in her attic, and a whole world outside it that she could visit through screens without ever really setting foot there. And now the residents of that world wanted to invade hers. She was the opposite of lonely.


Gwen opened her mouth into a wide O. “I’ve got it. It just hit me. What about the contest?”


“What contest?”


“You never seem to remember all my great ideas. The essay contest. You have followers who are champing at the bit for a chance to put their stamp on the Mansion. All we need is to let them do it. They all read your stories. Give them an opportunity to write one of their own, and the winning essay’s author gets to decorate a room in the house.”


“We can’t pay off a mortgage with essays.”


“We can with entry fees. We’d need to figure out how much, and depending on how much we’d need, maybe we can auction off some other opportunities. Name the staircase! Get a bench in the garden! We can turn it into a whole little universe of branding.” Gwen clapped her hands over her mouth. “Lunch with you! Top prize could be lunch with you, and a one-on-one tour of the real Mansion. Up close and personal.”


“There is no way that anyone is going to pay to have lunch with me.” Myra paused, considering. “Please don’t make me have lunch with someone.”


“I’m just spitballing ideas at this stage, Myra, but you’re going to have to step a little outside your bubble to fix this.” Gwen spread her arms wide, encompassing the house and its village of unused retail goods. “Because your bubble is on the market.”


Myra followed the arc of Gwen’s gesture, taking in the rough-hewn logs grandfather hand notched together long before she was born, the windows looking out on mountains rising in the distance. Everything that sheltered her. Everything she knew. “Point taken.”


“Well, at least I’ve gotten through to you on something. Now—if we let a reader decorate a room—what room do you think they’d like best?”


Myra looked up with alarm. “You mean you’d really make me use what someone else picked out?”


“That’s what ‘decorating’ means, last I checked. How many times have you redone the rooms in there over the years, anyway?”


“More times than I can count.” Myra didn’t mention that the house was never really finished, because she’d never really found all of it. New rooms would sometimes appear overnight, blank canvases in three dimensions, sometimes the size of a closet, sometimes a ball-room. She would spend days or weeks completing them and, the next morning, find them gone. Every handmade piece of furniture, every hand-sewn handkerchief or painted book or vase, every piece of floorboard, swallowed by the Mansion. Each such project honed her skills—design, and sewing, and woodworking—that she’d learned so many years before from Trixie and her grandfather. And letting all that work go, swept away to wherever the Mansion took things, still hurt sometimes.


The first time it happened, when she was eight, she cried for days, and her parents wouldn’t let her near the attic, saying it was high time she spent some time outside because nothing in the yard can hurt you, Myra, there’s no one who can see you there. But over the years, the disappearing rooms became less sinister. She felt in her bones that the rooms weren’t gone. They were living somewhere else, and someone else could feel the love she poured into them. She never took pictures of the new rooms before they disappeared, never wrote about them on her blog, never talked about them. But she remembered every single one with photographic clarity.


“If you redecorate all the time anyway, a reader-designed makeover shouldn’t be a big deal. That probably won’t even be the most popular prize, if we auction off the lunch tour with you.”


Myra groaned. “Can’t we please pretend you meant that as a joke?”


“I never, ever joke about business.”


“The Minuscule Mansion isn’t a business.”


“Maybe not to you. But the sponsorship offers that keep popping up in my inbox tell a different story.” Since Gwen handled all the business details for the Minuscule Mansion’s site, the official email account for the site came directly to her. In a few short months, she’d established a post office box and a limited liability company in Myra’s name, and she’d put everything together so seamlessly that Myra barely noticed. She knew there was an entity bigger than herself, surrounding her and the Mansion like a bubble, but it was so transparent that she forgot it was there most of the time. Gwen worked for the biggest marketing firm in Phoenix, and she was very, very good at her job.


“I don’t want sponsors, Gwen.”


“But sponsors want you. And you’ll feel differently when we find the right one. The right ones, actually. Just like the book deal.”


“I’m not going to write a book.”


“You’re already writing one!” Gwen held up her phone, the Minuscule Mansion’s site glowing from its screen. “A little spit and polish from the right people, maybe a couple of new essays, and boom, front table at Barnes and Noble without breaking a sweat. Especially if we can attract a couple of celebrity endorsements.”


Myra felt her breathing go shallow, her heart starting to race. “It’s too much, Gwen.”


“Myra, honey, I love you. I do. But you think everything is too much.” Gwen grinned, a curve the polar opposite of Myra’s crossing her face, and looked exactly the way she had when she showed up on the front stoop after moving into the neighborhood at seven, knocking on Myra’s front door while wearing a tiara, four necklaces of Mardi Gras beads, and a plastic ring on each and every finger. Hi! I’m Gwen and my dad said there’s a little girl who lives here and she’s going to be my best friend.


That was the thing about Gwen: she was always right.
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