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Chapter One 
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The first time I met Gina, I knew we’d be fast friends. We were both about the same height, and we both had red hair cut in a similar short style. When you find someone who could be your doppelganger, you don’t want to let them go. 

Gina lived alone in a house across the street from Aaron and me. She worked as a bookkeeper part-time for a local liquor establishment, a kind-of upscale bar and lounge called, Pracna. Gina and I would gossip on sunny afternoons as we tended to our yards. It’s a great way to really get to know someone. 

I knew she was finding it hard to make ends meet, so I asked her if she’d want to make some extra cash by helping me with my display at a National Parks Exposition in Saint Paul. She jumped at the chance, making it a win-win for me. I would receive much needed help while being able to assist a friend, and I also would get to spend some time doing something fun and exciting with her. The plan was a perfect solution! I picked her up and we drove across town to my store, The White House Dollhouse Store. After parking in the back, I looked over at Gina and smiled. “It’ll be a minute.”

“Don’t mind me helping?” Gina said. Unbuckling her seatbelt, she opened the car door.

“Of course not!”We climbed out and bounded up to the back door. 

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

“Is your happy hubby working security?” 

“Yep. Aaron will be around to check up on us. It’s hard for him, working his regular hours as a Minneapolis cop as well as security at the National Parks expo this week, but the extra cash will be nice. My name is down on the contract for the expo as Olivia Reynolds, so don’t be surprised if I’m called that and not Liv.” 

“All right. Any extra cash is nice. Thanks for thinking of me for help this week,” Gina said. “I love all of your dollhouses.” 

“Thanks.” I took a quick glance around the room. “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.” 

“Do you always talk to your dolls like that?” Gina asked. Her hands were on her hips, head cocked, as she eyed me suspiciously, but with a sparkle in her eyes. “You’re not losing it, are you?” 

“Not in the least,” I huffed. I marched right over to Edith Roosevelt, who stood on top of the bear rug inside of the oval office. “You should be proud of your husband, Edith. The National Parks is the best thing that ever happened to this country.” 

I left a note. 

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

“Bully!” Gina said. She winked. “Liv, you’re a nut.”“I do enjoy my dolls, but we better get moving,” I said to Gina. Turning back to the dolls, I 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.” I 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,” Gina said. I got the feeling that Gina was easily amused. 

I 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 my car. 

“It will. These little ten-by-twelve houses are fun. Little girls will love them,” Gina said. “The X is always fun to go to. I’ve gone there for a few concerts.” 

“Yep. I like the Xcel Center. Aaron loves to go to hockey games there.” After buckling up and starting the engine, I turned toward the downtown area and passed over the Hennepin Avenue Bridge, which took us toward the signs for Interstate 35W. I turned onto the ramp and headed toward St. Paul. I noticed that Gina massaged her temples a few times and shut her eyes. 

“Got a headache brewing?” I asked. “Yeah. Might have to take more pills.” 

“We’ll be there soon. If it’s too noisy, just take my keys and lie down in the back of my car. Or there could be some quiet place at the arena for the participants to relax.” I gave her a smile before exiting. 

“I will. Thanks.” Gina sat up straighter and yawned. “Don’t know what’s come over me today, but I’ll be fine.” 

“Well, at least we know where our booth is. 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 box?” 

“Got it.” 

We climbed from the car and headed toward the main door of the arena entering with several park Rangers dressed in full uniform, making me smile at the sight. They looked wonderful in their distinctive dress uniform of gray shirts, green trousers, and brown hats. The Rangers first came into existence to protect animals from poachers and to also render assistance to travelers, since then they have expanded their services. The Rangers come from all walks of life. It always makes me feel proud to see them. It has been said that the National Park system was the one thing that we did right as Americans. I said a silent ‘Thank you’ to Theodore Roosevelt for getting the ball rolling on nationalizing them. 

“Let’s get settled,” I said. Gina followed me as I led the way to my small booth toward the back of the vast space. 

“I bet my two cousins are here,” Gina said, looking around the room. 

“Really? Who are they?” 

“Harry is a Ranger, and Sunflower is a jingle dancer. They look more Native American than I do, since I’m only one-quarter.” 

“That’s fascinating. See them?” I asked as we glanced around the area. 

“Nope. I’ll look for them 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 breath- taking photos. An extra-added 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, and around them were photographs of his audiences showing 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,” Gina said. 

Dozens of Native American women stood in a wide circle, 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 drums and make sure they were ready. Each drummer wore the costume of their native tribe. The many vivid colors brightened the room, while the dancers’ voices brought music to my ears. The drum beat and the chants were different from anything I had ever experienced. 

“Look at them all. See, the drummer is setting up for the opening ceremony.” 

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

“I’d love to meet them.” 

“Hmm...” Gina’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 my dollhouses was properly arranged. Beside them, I displayed a set of Theodore Roosevelt personal riding spurs. At the last moment I had decided not to take the rest of my TR items with me, including a purse that had belonged to Alice Roosevelt. She was the president’s first child. He had been a widower when he married Edith. 

“I want to take a look around before the opening ceremonies,” I told Gina. “How about you?” We were sitting on cushioned folding chairs behind the table in our booth as visitors began to filter into the vast room. “My hope is to see the main speaker, John Muir’s impersonator. I’m dying to meet him.” 

“How about if I go looking around first, then you can go?” Gina stood. “I’d like to find out about the jingle dance, and maybe find my cousins.” 

“Let me get a cup of coffee from Wrangler Jean’s real quick. I need a good strong cup. Be right back.” I scooted out from behind the booth and headed for the coffee booth. Since it was a mere hop-skip-and-a-jump from my place, it didn’t take long to reach it. A line had started, and I was in fifth place. Several minutes went by before I was able to make my purchase of ‘One-eye-shot’. With the first sip of the caffeine- infused drink, my eyes became wide-open. Though I had wanted to make a quick circle around the show floor, I decided to wait until after Gina had a chance to look for her cousins. 

I hurried back to the booth where I found her chatting with someone. 

“Liv, this is my friend, Bambi. She’s invited me to watch the rehearsal later today. I used to be a jingle dancer, but that was a while ago.”“Of course! How fun. Your performance must be after the opening ceremony?”“Our dance session is tonight. We have a few steps to rehearse, and we’ll do that after the ceremony,” Bambi answered with a smile. “You should go, Gina. I’m fine here on my own.” Bambi said her goodbyes and left. Gina pushed her chair aside and stepped out. 

“I’m off to find my cousins. I won’t be long.” 

I watched as she wove through the booths representing the framework of America. 

“Hi.” I waved to the women seated behind the booth for the National Historic Site for the First Ladies, located in Ohio. Our connection was my business. We’d corresponded many times over the past few years, becoming friendly. I was looking forward to meeting them in person. 

I saw a rather robust man moving behind the Teddy Roosevelt booth. From a distance, his walrus mustache and huge smile reminded me of the former president, and I knew he must be the Roosevelt impersonator. 

Glancing toward the dancers, I saw Gina speaking to a few of them. I wouldn’t be surprised if she joined them during a demonstration. 

I picked up my phone and sent a quick message to Grandma, asking how things were at the store. She responded almost immediately that she’d just sold a TR house, and the purchaser would be stopping by my booth. I responded with a quick ‘Thanks’. A man with a long beard and unruly hair approached Wrangler Jean’s. The cut of his suit told me that he had to be John Muir’s impersonator. He also appeared to have slept in it. After another few minutes, Gina returned. I moved my chair aside to enable her to get around me. “I bet you want to dance now,” I said with a smile. 

“Yes, I do. In fact, one of the gals is going to come over with information about how to join an area dance group. I just might join.” Gina frowned. “I have sort of a headache. An aspirin just might do the trick.” She reached for a pill bottle from her purse.“I hope that goes away. It’s noisy headache worse,” I said.“I had to stop dancing because I was needed on the ranch. It’s a cultural type thing. Good for the community. The woman I spoke to is from North Dakota and had lived near me before I moved to Minnesota.” Gina set the bottle down after removing a pill. 

“Good for you.” I stood. “Someone bought a house at my shop and plans to come over here today and meet me. Just thought I’d let you know. If she does happen by, tell her I’ll be right back.” 

“And, if it’s during the opening ceremony, I’ll tell her you’ll be back when the speakers are through. Right?” 

“Yes and if anyone is interested to purchase a house, tell them to say, ‘Bully’ at the store.” I took off, and my first stop was at the First Lady booth. 

“You’re Liv, aren’t you?” A woman held out her hand, and I shook it. 

“Sure am. Finally, we meet. But tell me, who is who?” I asked, nodding to each. 

“Alice.”“Belle.”“Ruby.”“A pleasure.” I smiled and said, “You three must try and make it by my store before leaving town.” 

“We’ll try, but I’m not sure if there’ll be time. Our flight out is within two hours of the closing ceremony,” Alice said.“Dirty shame.” I waited a moment. “I always wanted to visit it.”“I look forward to it. Canton, Ohio, isn’t too far from Minnesota. It became the home of the First Ladies Library in 1998. It had been the home of former first lady Ida McKinley and where the president passed away,” Ruby said. 

“How interesting. I’ll have to visit it when I next travel. I’ll put it on my ‘to-do’ list. I hope to have time later to become further acquainted. Thank you.” 

I gave a slight nod and walked toward the many park booths. Quite a few were represented by Rangers. Each of the fifty states had small displays featuring their National Park. I figured that Yellowstone was the first displayed, since it was the first National Park. A gigantic photo of Old Faithful was the main image and looked so natural like it was before me. With the snow-capped mountains in the distance plus the many wild-life photos, I knew that I definitely wanted a return visit. My mouth dropped open in awe as I stared at it. From there, I circled on to the Yosemite booth and was again impressed. I continued on my quest to see them all until the overhead speaker announced the opening ceremony. 

As I walked over to the area, I did feel a little bit guilty about leaving Gina behind, but she hadn’t seemed to mind. An argument, loud enough to be heard over the background noise, caught my attention. I was near the dancer and drum area, and I decided to take a peek behind a portable partition. A Ranger and a dancer were arguing, but I couldn’t catch what they were hollering about. I wanted to move closer but decided against it. It wasn’t any of my business. Just as I stepped back, they noticed me. Hurriedly, I backed out and continued to the opening ceremony with hopes of Aaron being able to join me. 

Just then my phone chirped for an incoming message. I looked and it was from Aaron. ‘Bz now. Meet you later’. I responded with ‘ok’. I figured he was up to his eyeballs with security detail and not able to meet. Continuing to the ceremony, I found a lone seat right down the center aisle. The audience was a sea of Ranger uniforms, Native American dancers and drummers, with public spectators filling in the open spaces. Contented with my seat, I searched the audience for a glimpse of my husband. When the TR impersonator stepped to the podium, a hush came over the crowd. 

Since I had a close seat, I realized that the likeness was superb. When he cleared his throat and began to speak, I was transformed back to the early turn of the century. The power and strength behind his words left me mesmerized. He spoke of the need for preserving our wildlife and land, and that we are the caretakers. It was exciting and exhilarating. 

Next came John Muir’s impersonator, a soft- spoken individual who spoke of the power of the land and how it protects us all. He spoke of meeting President Roosevelt and the time they had camped together under the stars at Yosemite and discussed the wonders before them. He told TR how he could change the future of the earth by signing legislation to preserve the land for future generations. He recalled how the president eluded his Secret Service to have the time alone, and how he found the peace overwhelming. Their adventure ended with TR’s promise to do what he could to save the land from destruction. 

The final speaker was a Native American, who spoke also of being caretakers of the land and Mother Earth, and that we are all one body. His final wish was for all of us to love the land. 

When the speakers had finished, I felt abruptly transported from the past and into present day. I waited a few extra minutes for the crowd to thin out before standing. While I waited, I watched as the impersonators leave through a side door. I hadn’t known that the door was there until that moment, then realized that there must be doors of this nature throughout the room. 

I took a moment to locate Aaron before returning to my booth, and found him knee-deep with work. I blew him a kiss and headed back to my booth. I slowly navigated through the crowd until I found myself at a food booth, The Rough Rider, near my booth. My stomach growled, and I decided to pick up two burgers, one for myself, and the other for Gina. I chose the Yellowstone, which had plenty of cheese and onions on the burger, and the other was the Bully from the TR Park—which had raw onions and buffalo meat. I also stopped for two cold drinks before heading to my booth. 

Nearing my booth, I noticed that Gina looked as if she’d dozed off. I wondered how that could’ve happened, given the noise level. “Gina!” I called. Her hand was on an orange juice container in front of her. “Gina!” I called once again. My heart raced as I quickly dashed to her Hey!” I set the beverages and sack down. “Gina!” I slightly touched her shoulder, and she slumped onto the table. 

“OH MY GOD!” I shouted, and then screamed. 
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Chapter Two 
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Ruby from the First Lady booth helped me sit down and handed me a water bottle. The medic teamed arrived quickly, hooked Gina up to an IV and wheeled her out. As far as I knew, she was going to be fine. As soon as Aaron was by my side, Ruby left. 

“Is she going to make it?” I asked. He sat down beside me. “What could’ve happened?” 

“No idea. What can you tell me?” Aaron’s quiet voice and soft demeanor calmed me, and I stared into his eyes. “Any ideas?” 

“None.” I shrugged, and ran my fingers through my curly hair. “Don’t know.” I picked up Gina’s spilled pills from earlier and placed the bottle into my bag. “She was fine. She had a headache earlier and had taken a couple of these pills.” 

“I’m sure that she’ll be fine,” he said. I leaned closer just as his radio transmitter sent a message. He turned the dial, and said, “I’m on my way.” Standing, he said, “I’ve given Maggie a buzz, and she’s coming to sit with you. I’ll keep you updated. Gotta run.” 

“Thank you.” Maggie was my best friend. I blew my nose and wiped my eyes dry knowing that I’d soon feel better once she arrived. You’re fine. Gina’s fine. I reached for the water bottle and realized that I needed to eat. I had many hours to go before leaving and it sounded like Gina would make it. Think positive! When Gina had returned earlier, she didn’t have anything in her hands, but now an empty orange juice container sat on the booth table. I placed the juice container in one of my house storage boxes on the floor with her purse. By now my Yellowstone burger had grown cold, but I ate it anyway. I started to regain my energy and enthusiasm with each bite. The crowd thickened. I am happy that I’d cruised the displays earlier.

My phone chirped once again, and I noted it was Aaron. It read ‘no news’. No news is good news. I responded ‘thx’ and sent it. Sitting straighter, I kept my eyes on the crowd, and chatted with anyone who’d stop. 

“Tell me about the TR White House,” a woman asked who stood beside a Ranger. 

I began with my usual tale about how First Lady Edith found it small and stifling for raising children so she had the upstairs family area remodeled and added the kitchen. She also wanted her husband to have a sanctuary. She was very astute. 

“Oh really?” the woman said. “Tell me about Alice. I hear she was a spitball to raise.” 

“She was nicknamed Princess Alice. I have a purse of hers at home.” I realized that I had both of their interest. “Come to my store and have a look around.” I handed each a card. “Don’t forget to say, ‘Bully’ for a discount.” I watched the Ranger stick it inside of his pocket and the lady drop it into her purse as they walked away. 

I craved chocolate. I needed something. Sitting alone did that to me. I gave Maggie a buzz. She didn’t answer, but I left a message asking her to bring a candy bar. 

Wrangler Jean’s, next to my booth, was busier than a cowboy during roundup time, and I hoped for some of her customers to spill over to my booth. I rearranged my miniature houses, and made sure they were all looking ‘smart’, dusting them with a tiny cloth. I noticed that the First Lady National booth was also busy. I waved to Ruby and caught her eye. 

After a few minutes, she walked over. “Doin’ okay?” she asked. Her brown bobbed hair was all the style. She wore blue jeans, a red shirt, and a vest with the U.S. flag style. All three of the ladies wore a similar vest. On the booth wall was a huge Victorian hat. 

“I’m fine. A little rattled though.” 

“You alone for the duration, or what?” Ruby picked up a card. “Mind?” 

“No. Not at all.” I took a breath. “I think she’ll be okay, but haven’t heard yet. My friend’s going to come to sit with me.” 

“Good. Was that good lookin’ man wearing a uniform your hubby?” 

“Yep!” 

“You got lucky. Tall, handsome—what more could a gal ask for?” Ruby spoke, and I giggled. “Want me to stay till your friend comes?” 

“I’ll be okay.” I smiled. “I’ll come over to your booth when I hear something.” 

“Good.” 

I began to think that Maggie wouldn’t show. It was already four and the doors stayed open until nine. A gathering of all representatives was scheduled for the next night. I listened to the jingle dancers and the drumming from a distance. Occasionally drummers and dancers came over to our area. I admired the beautiful orange, yellow, and white dresses with tinkling bells the women wore. The dresses glistened and sparkled from the overhead lighting. Young children wore similar outfits including boys, who wore vests and leggings decorated with beads and tinkling bells. Most of the men and boys wore feathers in their hair and wristbands. 

My eyes lit up when I noticed Maggie coming across the vast room toward me. In her hand was a small box, and I couldn’t wait to see what she brought. 

I stepped aside for Maggie to have a seat beside me. She set the box down before scooting in. As she did, she asked, “Heard from Aaron?” I shook my head. She enveloped me in her arms. “It’ll be fine, just wait and see.” 

“I hope so.” Just as I was about to open the box, my phone rang. I could barely hear Aaron’s voice, and I held up a finger, “It’s Aaron and I can’t hear him. Hold on.” I got up and moved behind the flat back of the booth, which blocked the background noise. I held my palm up over my other ear to better hear. “Speak up!” 

“Baby girl, she’s dead.” I could hear concern in his voice. “Just now got the word. Thought I should call. I haven’t called my sergeant yet.” 

“Oh dear God,” I whispered. My heart leapt into my throat, and I could barely speak. “You know how or why?” 

“Nope. It’s considered ‘questionable’ given the situation,” Aaron said. 

I walked around to my chair and slowly sat, internalizing the information. 

“Now what?” I asked Aaron. 

Maggie saw my eyes and gave me a tissue, then turned her attention back to a visitor to the booth. 

“I’m sure that you’ll be questioned.” 

“Probably.” I took a deep breath. “She was such a nice person.” 

“Yes, well—save it all for the detectives,” Aaron said. 

“Here we go again.” I disconnected and slumped forward in the chair. Dazed, I couldn’t believe Gina was dead. 

When the customer walked away, Maggie turned to me and asked, “What’s the verdict?” 

“Dead.” Tears filled my eyes. “She seemed so happy and she didn’t look sick by any means. She mentioned a headache, but that’s not unusual.” 

“They’ll get to the bottom of this.” 

“At least it doesn’t have anything to do with me this time. I couldn’t be hiding anything—no clues— nothing that someone would want.” I sniffled. 

“Let’s hope you won’t have to eat those words.” Maggie nodded. She shoved the box in front of me and I scooped out a chocolate cupcake and bit into it with delight. 

“It can’t happen again. Three times? No way.” I shook my head and held up a cupcake. “This is heavenly.” I smiled with every bite. “I don’t have anything for anyone to want to kill me over. Trust me.” I was referring to my two previous adventures. The first was searching for the original copy of the Star Spangled Banner –an adventure that almost got me killed. I had been on a quest to find the only copy of Lincoln’s Lost Speech–the speech that propelled him toward the White House. More recently, I was almost murdered because of Suffragettes picketing during the Wilson administration—to name the third adventure. 

The hours slipped past, and soon it was time for us to pack up and leave. Unfortunately, I only had a few boxes. I hesitated to leave my minis, but when I saw the women from the First Ladies booth had left the Victorian hat decorating their booth, I decided that the minis were safe. 

“I’m bringing the empty orange juice bottle I found next to Gina to Aaron. Depending on how the autopsy goes, the police might want it.” I scooped it up, along with her purse, and we left to find Aaron. 

We wound our way among the remaining crowds lingering near the various booths until, at last, reaching security where Aaron stood. 

“Here. This is what Gina was drinking from in case you guys need it,” I said. I handed it to him. 

“Thanks. I’ll take care of it.” Aaron took it. 

We said ‘goodbye’ then gave each other a quick kiss. 

“See you later,” I said. 

Maggie and I left. Only after leaving the elevators and finally stepping out into the fresh air, did I feel better. After a hug, we arranged for Maggie to join me the following day about eleven o’clock. She also promised to bring more of the chocolate cupcakes. 

The drive home brought me back via 35W before exiting onto the main drag, Main Street in Northeast Minneapolis. The area was known for its Catholic churches and large population of Polish/German immigrants during the turn of the previous century. I grew up on the other side of town, the South Side, where Swedish immigrants settled. 

It didn’t take long before I passed the old Grain Belt Brewery and turned into our small development. I opened the garage door with the remote, drove inside, shutting off the car and lowering the door. The clock read ten pm. I decided that a hot shower plus a cup of hot chocolate to help me sleep was in order. 

Aaron found me half-asleep in bed when he got home. “Talk to me,” I said. “How could this have happened to Gina? She can’t be dead.” I sighed and pulled the sheet up to my shoulders. “I can’t believe it.” 

“It’s up in the air until all the facts are known.” Aaron sat and removed his shoes and socks. “It seems weird to me, and I told the detectives that also.” 

“They know you’re a regular cop?” 

“Yes.” He leaned closer and kissed me. “And they also know about our past history.” He scratched his head. “What I’m sayin’ is this—you’ll be questioned right away.” 

“Figures.” I yawned. “It gives me the creeps.” “Chances are, it was just a simple death.” “Nothing’s that simple.” A streak of fear raced through me. I started to shiver and he pulled up the blanket. “I might be asleep before you come from the shower.” I looked into his eyes and he kissed me. 

I fell asleep immediately but woke during the night and never did sleep soundly afterwards. My thoughts streamed from TR to FDR, and then to the teddy bear that had been a big part of solving a mystery regarding Mary Lincoln. I thought of all the events that surrounded Teddy Roosevelt, from bears and fighting cowboys to the Panama Canal and his Bull Moose speeches. I rolled closer to Aaron and calmed down. Eventually I managed a few more winks of sleep before the morning alarm sounded. 

Since I was on my own this morning, I got up and dressed early. Aaron had special hours and duties and had left before I was up. I wanted to stop by the store and see how well Grandma faired yesterday, and decided to pick something up to eat along the way. I headed out the door wearing a sundress and lightweight sweater. As I backed from the garage, I couldn’t help but to glance over at Gina’s house and my heart seemed to almost stop. I gulped and took a deep breath before continuing on my way. 

Five minutes later I parked behind the store, and jumped out of the car. I opened the backdoor, entered, marched straight to the showroom. I wanted to do a quick check of my messages and also take a look at the sales. I sat down in front of the computer and got it running. As it started humming, I perused the sales receipts and noticed that two houses were sold—the historic White House, which would be the early house where the Madison’s resided, and Edith Roosevelt’s. I was pleased. I glanced over at the wall shelf and noted that the jingle dancer figurine, pictures and other smaller items were as they should be. The computer was ready, and I logged into my account. I had only a few messages and zipped through them easily, then logged out. 

“Morning,” I said, walking over to the houses. I stopped in front of the historic White House. “Dolley? You haven’t been pinching snuff, now have you? Ladies of today don’t do that type of thing.” I leaned closer to the dolls because it seemed as if they whispered to me. “How wonderful, President Madison. She made you ice cream with oysters? I’m happy for you.” I winked at him before moving away. At the Ford White House, Mrs. Ford, Betty as I thought of her, looked sprightly. “Have you been dancing on top of the President’s desk again?” I thought I saw her nod. “Good.” 

I walked to the counter, and taking a sheet of paper, I left a short message for Grandma. 

Was it a good day or not? T or F?Did anyone ask if Mrs. Washington was still alive? Y or N? 

Do you have a pot of chicken soup for me and Aaron? Y or N 

Afterwards, I grabbed my bag and headed out the backdoor. I called out, “Be good and enjoy the day!” 

I had thought about checking on my employee, Max, but decided against it. He rented the lone upstairs apartment from me. The outside stairs led to his apartment and he used the back door to the shop just like I do. His occupancy was helpful because he kept a close eye on the store, plus he could pick and choose his own hours. I really didn’t see much of him, but always knew when he’d been in the store. He carved the dolls’ heads and took care of assembling all the houses. I depended on him and he was very trustworthy, but a bit of a rogue when it came to women—which wasn’t my concern. 

I locked up, headed over to the car, and climbed inside. As I turned onto the street and drove toward the entrance to the interstate, my thoughts went to the detectives and I wondered what questions they’d ask? Then my thoughts turned to Gina as I wondered how well I had really known her. 

It didn’t take too long before I crossed the Mississippi River and found my parking spot on the same level in the parking garage as yesterday. I locked up and hiked toward the hallway that would bring me to the main doors. 

I showed my pass and slipped past security. I searched among the crowd of officers in the lobby, but didn’t see Aaron. I continued walking, thinking. I thought about the woman who’d stopped by yesterday to see Gina. I couldn’t immediately think of her name, then I saw a picture of a deer on one of the display walls, and remembered; it was Bambi. How could I have forgotten those lovely brown doe eyes and long brown braided hair? Her tiny features reminded me of a deer. Since it wasn’t time for the exhibition to open, I headed toward the jingle dance area. 

As I stood to the side of the entrance door, I realized that it wasn’t just Native Americans in costume, many people of all races were dressing up. From the back, a woman resembled Gina so closely that it took my breath away. I didn’t see Bambi, so I left, resolving to return later. Maggie wasn’t expected for another hour, and I stopped to get coffee and a muffin from Wrangler Jean’s, before setting up my booth. I set my cup and muffin down and got to work arranging the mini houses to place on display. I noticed that they were slightly askew, but figured it was because of the late night cleaning crew. After arranging everything, I began eating my muffin and relaxing. I’d barely taken a few sips when I noticed two men wearing suits approaching in the distance, and I presumed they were the detectives. I took another bite and sip, and tried to relax my rapidly beating heart as they neared. By the time they’d gotten within talking distance, I’d finished my muffin. 

“Mrs. Reynolds?” He showed me his badge. “Detective Paulson.” 

“Liv.” 

“Detective Schmidt.” The second detective also showed his badge. “Let’s get down to business.” 

“Sure.” I smiled and held my breath. These two guys looked prickly and worn-out. “Have a seat, if you want. There’s one extra, you two can take turns.” 

“No, thank you,” Detective Paulson stated. “Let’s get started before it gets too harried around here.” 

“You could’ve contacted me at home.” I raised a brow, cocking my head. “I’m in the phonebook.” 

“We’re from St. Paul, not Minneapolis. Different jurisdictions.” 

“We’re not sure what this is—call it a courtesy call.” Detective Schmidt reached for his smokes, then slid the pack back into his pocket. 

“What can you tell us about yesterday?” 

“Not much. Gina took a few pain killers before coming here.” My eyes opened wide. “Just a minute.” I reached for the bottle and opened it. “This was her new bottle of aspirins.” 

“Count.” 

I emptied the bottle and did as told, coming up with twenty-three. “Sounds about right.” I stared at the two men. “Now what?” 

“How did she seem?” Paulson asked.“Fine. A bit of a headache. A touch of out of sorts.” 

“Anyone stop by?”“Her friend Bambi, and she’s related to Sunflower and Ranger Harry from the TR park,” I said.“See anything suspicious looking or a little odd? Give it some thought Liv, because these details could be important,” Schmidt said.“I had overheard an argument, but thought nothing of it.”“Do you remember who the participants were?” Schmidt said.“I believe it was between Sunflower and Harry. Brother and sister, nothing odd about that.”“Okay.” He made note of it.“I brought her purse and drink to security at the end of the day. I gave it to Officer Reynolds,” I said. “Your husband?” Paulson asked.“Yes.”“We’ll check that out.” 

“She was a very capable person. Not prone to excitement or taking chances. She worked hard. This was the first time that we’d ever done this-she as my employee, I mean.” 

“Know anything about Bambi?”“She’s a jingle dancer, that’s all I know.”“That’s all for now,” Paulson said.“We’re not finished questioning,” Schmidt said. “Are you treating me like a suspect? I didn’t do it?” Schmidt barked a quick laugh. “You’re jumping the gun. We haven’t determined if it’s a homicide or not.” 

The detective’s left.My heart pounded.No way was I going to be charged with Gina’s murder. 

Absolutely not. 
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Chapter Three 
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I sat in the booth, drank my coffee and watched the hall slowly fill with attendees. Had I missed something? Something important? My thoughts went in circles and my heart pumped wildly. I told myself to breathe in and out, slowly. Eventually, my heartbeat slowed. My ears burned. I felt miserable and gave Aaron a call. 

“Honey? They made me feel like I was some kind of criminal.” 

“Just doing their job. It’s probably going down as suspicious.” 

“Really?”“Yep.”We disconnected, and I still didn’t feel much better.Since it was the Fourth of July weekend, many people wore the Stars and Stripes in various formats- shirts, pants, hats, shoes, and shorts. I liked the get-up of a guy wearing the Statue of Liberty for a hat and flag for a shirt. Little kids came dressed as Rangers, looking so cute. I hoped that someday they’d become a Ranger too, if they wanted. Anyone could become one. 

The second day of the show brought the Rangers from their booths, out to take a look on their own. I watched as they crisscrossed the show and spoke to their opposite numbers from other parks. An impersonator playing Thomas Jefferson walked by. Why would someone impersonate him at a National Parks expo, I wondered, then decided it was because he’d been a naturalist. He was a farmer, and someone who worked the land and would’ve supported the ‘go green’ trend of today. 

I saw an older
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