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This was the first time Mom allowed me to join her for an event. Mom said I’d learn all about the national parks and I could ask Connie, my bestie, to join us. Connie and I were both fourteen and in grade eight. We attended Sanford Middle School located in south Minneapolis. I was looking forward to high school. Mom and I were about the same height, both with red hair cut in a similar short style. Connie had long light brown hair. She changed hair color frequently and experimented with makeup. I didn’t. Connie’s mom had approved for her to join us. 

Since Mom, Liv, was the proprietor of the White House Dollhouse store in south Minneapolis, she was invited to showcase the store at the National Parks Exposition in St. Paul at the Excel Center. Minnesotan’s called it the “X” because it was easier to say. Also, Mom and I were descendants of former First Lady Dolley Madison. You might say I was as much of an aficionado of all things First Ladies as my mom who had a degree in the First Ladies of the USA. I was a chip off the old block, you might say. The days of the expo were Thursday through Sunday.

Connie lived a short distance from us. She knew my mom, Liv, and dad, Aaron, who was a Minneapolis policeman. Connie and I went back and forth constantly with sleepovers. We liked the same stuff, and she thought I was sort of a wizard for knowing so much about the First Ladies. I couldn’t help but know so much because of my mom’s business. My great-grandparents, who raised my mom, lived nearby.

Mom thought having the booth at the National Parks Exposition would be a great advertisement for the store. Connie and I would help carry boxes of inventory into the building while being able to assist or have fun poking around. The bonus was doing something different, and maybe I could show off some of my chops about history. I also would get to spend some time doing something fun and exciting with Mom. Early morning, we picked up Connie and drove to the store. After parking in the back, we unbuckled our seatbelts and opened the car doors.

“This will be fun!” We climbed out and bounded up to the back door. 

Mom punched in the code. “We’ve had a number of break-ins recently on this corner,” Mom explained. “This new security system seems to have taken care of that unfortunate issue.” She twisted the handle and pushed the door open, allowing us to enter first. 

“Is your dad working security?” Connie asked.

“Yep. Dad will be around to check up on us.” 

“He’ll work his regular hours as well as security at the expo. My name is down on the contract as Olivia Reynolds, so don’t be surprised if I’m called that and not Liv.” 

“All right. Thanks for thinking of me to help these four days,” Connie said. “I love all of your dollhouses.” 

We walked straight into the showroom where all the sellable houses were showcased on decorative tables.

“Thanks. Someday, when you’re old enough, I’ll hire you,” Mom said. “In the meantime, keep helping us out once in a while or be with Beth so you’ll learn more about the women. They may have done more good for this country than the presidents!”

“My mom would most likely agree with you.”  

I held my arm out to prevent Connie from passing. “Watch this now, Connie, she’s going to talk to the dolls. You’ll think she’s a lunatic,” I whispered.

“Hi ladies! I’ll be in and out over the next few days, so don’t worry. Grandma and Max will take over while I’m gone. I’m leaving Grandma a note,” Mom said, moving her arms around as if conducting a parade. 

“Does she always talk to the dolls like that?” Connie whispered with a sparkle in her eyes. “She’s not losing it, is she?” 

“Not in the least, she thinks she’s their guardian,” I huffed. “Let’s follow her.” We marched right over to Mom. She stood near the Edith Roosevelt house, who stood on top of the bear rug inside of the oval office. 

“You should be proud of your husband, Edith. Development of the national parks is the best thing that ever happened to this country,” Mom said, turning to me. “I’m leaving a note for Grandma.” She walked over to the checkout counter to write. 

Grandma—Five % off if a customer says, “Bully!” 

Turning to us, she raised her arm and said, “Bully!”

“It’s what Teddy Roosevelt always said,” I told Connie, grinning.

“Bully!” Connie winked. “You two are nutty!”

“I do enjoy my dolls, but we better get moving,” Mom said to us. Turning back to the dolls, she said, “Behave yourself, Mrs. Roosevelt.” 

The showroom had multiple long tables where each of our featured dollhouses were on display, with two houses per table. James and Dolley Madison’s White House was one of my favorites. Furniture was sparse in its rooms since most were destroyed during the War of 1812. The state dining room and the president’s offices were on the first floor. The interior walls were replaced with wood instead of brick after the war, which made the White House unsafe, causing an almost continuous remodeling over the years since then. The most recent improvement such as the famed Rose Garden, or the West Wing, were part of efforts to make the White House safer. 

“Dolley, you look beautiful today.” Mom waved a kiss to the Mr. and Mrs. Madison miniature dolls. “Be good, you two. Don’t go making out in front of customers, please. I don’t need an X-rated store.” 

“You’re hilarious,” Connie said, easily amused. 

Mom had prepared everything we needed for the event in boxes stored in the workroom. “I have miniatures to show at the booth, and a few pieces of memorabilia on the side. I hope it’ll bring more people to the store.” 

We scooped up the boxes and carried them out to the car. 

“It will. These little ten-by-twelve houses are fun. I just love them,” Connie said. “The X is always fun to go to. We’ve been there to see hockey games.” 

“We have to. Dad loves to go to hockey games there.” 

After buckling up and starting the car’s engine, Mom drove toward the Cedar Riverside area and followed the signs for Interstate 35W. She turned onto the ramp and headed toward St. Paul. 

“We’ll be there soon. I’m not exactly sure what to expect but am positive it’ll be busy and bustling with people and impersonators,” Mom said before exiting. 

“It’ll be fun! I bet there will be a Teddy Roosevelt.” Connie sat up straighter. “Bully!”

“Bully!” 

When we arrived Mom said, “Well, at least we know where our booth is since I have a map. We can get started setting up right away. I could have done it last night, but I just didn’t feel good about leaving the dollhouses. I wasn’t sure about the overnight security. I’ll grab the minis. Mind getting the smaller boxes, girls?”

“Got it,” I said. 

We climbed from the car and headed toward the main door of the arena, entering with several park rangers dressed in full uniform, causing Connie and me to smile at each other. They looked wonderful in their distinctive dress uniform of gray shirts, green trousers, and brown hats. The park rangers first came into existence to protect animals from poachers and to also render assistance to travelers. Since then they’d expanded their services. The rangers came from all walks of life. It always made me feel proud to see them. It’s been said that the National Park System was the one thing we did right as Americans. 

“Thank you to President Roosevelt,” I said, “for getting the ball rolling on nationalizing them.” 

“Let’s get settled,” Mom said. 

Connie followed me as Mom led the way to the small booth toward the back of the vast space. 

“I bet my close friend Bambi is here,” Connie said, looking around the room. 

“Really? That’s cool!” 

“She’s a jingle dancer and is Native American,” Connie said. “Her dress is decorated in hundreds of metal cones that make tinkling sounds as she moves. The bells gave the women a voice.” 

“That’s fascinating. I never knew. See her?” I asked as we glanced around the area. 

“Nope. I’ll look later.” 

We continued walking through the vast hall. Passing near the many stalls representing each national park, I couldn’t help but stop a few times and read the various headlines or gaze at the breathtaking photos. An extra booth for a Theodore Roosevelt impersonator was rightly called “The Bully Pulpit.” The posters on the back of the booth were of President Roosevelt campaigning across the country, giving speeches from the rear of a train. Around them were photographs of the audiences that showed cowboys on horseback and range cattle in the distance. It was an awesome sight. 

“Hear that?” I asked. A jingling sound caught our attention as we reached the booth. “Look!” 

“What a spectacle to see. The dancers are so beautiful and elegant looking in their costumes,” Mom said. 

Dozens of Native American women stood together, dressed in sparkling dresses and wearing handmade bead jewelry. Some wore feathered headbands, and most wore jingling ankle bracelets and moccasins. It didn’t take long for the drum team to set up the instruments and make sure they were ready. Each drummer wore the costume of their native tribe. The many vivid colors brightened the room while their voices brought music to our ears. The drummer’s chants were different from anything I had ever heard. 

“Look at them all. See, the drummer is setting up for the opening ceremony. They drum as the spectators are sitting and waiting for the beginning. The jingle dancers join later.” 

“I wonder if my friend Bambi will have a chance to come by the booth afterward?” 

“I’d love to meet her.” 

“Hmm...” Connie’s eyes sparkled. I turned to look in the same direction and knew why. The ranger she was looking at was certainly handsome in his uniform. 

Soon the miniatures we brought were set up in the display booth and a portfolio filled with pictures of Mom’s dollhouses was properly arranged. Beside them was displayed a set of Theodore Roosevelt’s personal riding spurs. At the last moment Mom had decided to take a handbag that had once belonged to Alice Roosevelt as well as her huge hat. She was the president’s first child. He had been a widower when he married Edith. 

We were sitting on cushioned folding chairs behind the table in our booth as visitors began to filter into the vast room. 

“I want to look around before the crowds get too thick,” I told Mom. “Can Connie and I go look?”

“Yeah. I want to look for my friend.” 

“My hope is to eventually meet the main speaker, John Muir’s impersonator. I’m dying to meet him,” Mom said. “You two go and look for the jingle dancers and your friend. I’ll go when you return.”

“Bet you want a cup of coffee from next door, Mom?”

“Yep, be right back. Wrangler Jean’s, here I come!” Mom scooted out from behind the booth and headed for the coffee booth. Since it was a mere hop, skip, and a jump away, it didn’t take long for her to reach it. 

“Hey look, there’s Bambi. Bambi!” Connie said, waving her over. “She’s never been this far from home.” 

Her perfectly sewn dance
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