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My best friend, Connie Dawn Evans, lives down the block from me and we spend most of our spare time together. We’re besties. My name is Beth Anderson. We’re like the alphabet friends, ABCDE. Get it?

Tonight is Friday, and it’s my turn to spend the night at her house. 

“Is your hair appointment in the morning?” I ask Connie as we walk home after our last class. 

“Nope. Let’s make brownies.”

“I love them,” I say. I can almost taste the chocolate. “Let’s find memes of winter formal dances from the ’60s to laugh at and compare to what Dorrie’s going to wear.”

“Dorrie from next door? I never talk to her and won’t since she told on me when I met Dennis and we went to a party.” 

“I wish she didn’t work for Mom. It makes me mad because it’s almost like she spies on me or tries to home in on conversations. And she’s really mean and now she has a boyfriend. I remember your mom ‘grounded’ you after that party, and I couldn’t spend the night.” I shiver. “Brr! It’s cold.” We keep trudging through the unshoveled sidewalks. “Winter vacay starts now! Yay!”

“No more school for two weeks!”

“Let’s hurry before we freeze our buns off.”

The evening goes quickly. Connie’s mom sets the ingredients out and shows us how to fashion a pizza, and it’s our favorite—three kinds of cheese with sausage topping. We spend time watching videos and laughing at some of them, but the best is when her parents go to bed. We turn on the TV and find a comedy movie Princess Diaries with Julie Andrews. Afterward we talk about our book reports due after we return from winter vacation. Mine is on 1950 television shows and Connie’s is the same. I like the music shows and she thinks sitcoms like The Lucy Show are fun to watch. By now it’s really late, and we sleep in until I hear my phone ding a message.

“Mom wants me to meet her at the store right away because she thinks it’ll be really busy since people are still out holiday shopping. Also, someone from the Minnesota History Center is supposed to look at the sampler Dolley Madison embroidered.”

“What’s a sampler? Is it something like sampling food?”

“Good grief, no! It’s almost like an embroidered calendar. Women marked birthdays, weddings, and anniversaries by embroidering them onto linen fabric. They use dyed threads and also embroidered pretty flowers or designs on them. You’ve seen my mom’s. It’s been on our wall ever since I can remember.”

“Oh yeah, sometimes it’s in the store or your house. It gets around.”

“Ours is a little different because it has different designs on it like the flag on the top corner and the strawberries running down either side. I haven’t any idea why it’s the way it is, but someday I plan to find out. From what I’ve heard over the years, my grandma has a number of items hidden related to Dolley Madison besides the sampler.”

“What? Do you know?”

“Every so often, I hear about a gadroon, but it has something to do with cufflinks. It’s like a circle of jewels around them. I’ve seen pictures of Grandpa wearing cufflinks with a stone in the center but encircled with the word POLLY. A picture of Dolley wearing a jeweled brooch. Those stones are precious gems and someday, I’ll get to the bottom of what the jewelry is all about. It’s just strange. The sampler is nice to look at.”

“I’d like to help you track it all down. We can be detectives like Nancy Drew.” Connie nodded.

“If I learn anything, I’ll let you know. However, Mom wants me to set the sampler out for her. She seems to know almost everything about the First Ladies, from Martha Washington to Jill Biden. Emails arrive daily inquiring about various First Ladies or presidents, their personal quirks and characters—even questions asking how many affairs the presidents may have had while in office. Mom allows me the fun job of researching them. I’m not allowed to personally answer them, but sometimes the questions are so much fun like “Does Dolley Madison really smoke a corncob pipe?” My answer is, “Yes.” 

Mom’s store, The White House Dollhouse, is located nearby in south Minneapolis. It was set in downtown Minneapolis, but Mom moved it closer to home. On an opposite corner is the Riverview Theater that was built in 1948 and has been in business ever since. Beside it is a flower shop called, Bloomers. A coffee shop is across on the third corner called, Swizzle Stick, which used to be a drugstore. An antique store is located beside it, Inga’s Antiques. The owner, Inga, is a good friend of my grandma’s. (She’s also a cotton top like grandma.) Beside Inga’s is Mikal’s. He’s a handwriting expert, and I go to see him for help in writing so the teacher will give me a better grade. I’m in seventh grade and don’t write legible cursive. The fourth corner houses the Dumpy Grumpy, an old eating establishment. Two blocks away, down 38th Street, is my old grade school, Howe, and a few blocks farther—straight on 42nd Avenue is Sanford Middle School, which is where Connie and I attend every day and we like to walk. The Mississippi River is within a mile of my home. Connie lives on 39th Avenue and 38th Street and I live on 44th Avenue and 36th Street.

After entering the back door of the store, I hang my heavy coat and cap on the designated hook. I hear the sound and smell of the coffeepot brewing, but Mom’s coat isn’t where it should be, right beside mine. Besides the coffeepot, the long counter also holds a small refrigerator and microwave, but the rest of it is used by Max. Max is an employee who lives in an above apartment. He carves the dolls’ heads. Mom paints them. In the corner stands a sewing machine and mounds of fabric. Mom sews imitation inaugural gowns for the First Ladies. The president’s clothes are purchased. Mom says she’d be cross-eyed if she tried to sew them since the dolls are so tiny. 

Jackie Newell from the History Center is coming to verify the sampler’s authenticity. As I reach up for a packet of instant hot chocolate, my knee bumps against something, and I notice the cabinet door is open. I peer inside and find the boxes with the First Lady dolls in disarray. 

I remove my phone from my pocket and take a multitude of pictures to send to Mom, then dial her right up. When she answers, I say, “Mom! Come here! Come quick. See the pictures! Where are you?”

“Settle down! I went to see Inga. Be right there. I’ll call your dad. This is awful! Don’t touch anything!” She disconnects as I imagine her hurrying out the door and rushing all the way here.

“Hello,” I whisper and tippy-toe out into the showroom. “Hello,” I say a little louder and turn on the lights.

I check on the dolls, most especially Mr. and Mrs. Madison, simply because Mrs. Madison is my fav. You wonder why? We’re very distant descendants through Grandma. It looks as if Mr. Madison’s outfit is missing. It doesn’t make much sense. I take another picture but don’t touch anything. I circle over to where the sampler hung, but it isn’t on the wall. I take another photo and send it to Mom. I go back to the Madison house to look a little closer in case something else is missing. My curiosity is sky-high and I know something dreadful is afoot.

The back door opens and I hear Dad call my name. “Beth! Are you okay? Where are you?”

“Beth!” Tim, Dad’s partner and another policeman, find me in front of the dollhouse. “You’re supposed to have stayed in the workroom.”

“So? I wanted to look around before you guys got here.” 

He nudges my arm and steers me back to Dad.

“You okay?” Officer Dad asks. “Why didn’t you stay in this room?”

“I didn’t want to.” I cross my arms. “I wanted to look around to see if anything was missing.” I frown. “Where’s Mom? She should’ve been here by now. She said she was going to Inga’s.”

“Never mind. Did you touch anything?” Officer Dad asks.

“Nope. Just the light switches.”

“Good. Anything missing that you’re aware of?”

“The sampler and the clothes from Mr. Madison.”

“The sampler is valuable. We’ll stay until she comes,” Officer Dad says.

“I’m fine. You can go.”

“Nope. We’re staying,” Officer Tim says.

Just then, the back door opens and Mom enters. “Sorry! Inga said she saw someone late last night sneaking around.” 

Mom grabs me and hugs me tight. “Mom! You’re suffocating me!” Finally, she lets go. I cough. Clear my throat. “Mom! Mom! It’s no big deal.”

“Anything else? Have you seen anything that’s odd?” Mom asks. “I never should’ve stepped out and left the door unlocked. We should have a new security system put in, one where it’s numbers instead of a key.”

“I’ll make note of that,” Officer Dad says. “Max can make sure they do it right, like a keypad instead of a key.”

“Dolley’s sampler is missing! Mr. Madison’s clothes are missing!” I cough once again for emphasis so she won’t suffocate me once again.

“The sampler? I did say that it’s hidden with my sewing so no one would know where it was in case of a burglary, but Mr. Madison’s clothes?” She stares at me, then Dad. “I don’t understand.”

“See if the sampler is where it should be,” Dad, the policeman, says.

“I’m sure it is. Go ahead and go.” Mom glances over to the sewing machine for a minute. “It looks like how it was left last night.” To me, she says, “Set up the table while I look.” She pushes Dad and Tim out of the door. “I’ve got work to do. Go!”

“Okay, then I’m going back out to the dolls and dress Mr. Madison.” I set the table up for Jackie Newell to study the sampler. I head out into the showroom after grabbing an outfit for James Madison, the founder of The Bill of Rights. 

Mom always makes sure the window display of the infamous rose garden was restored by First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy. She’s left it as the Kennedy’s because First Lady Melania Trump changed it to fewer flowers, which made it look stark and not nearly as pretty. The brisk December wind blows outside, rattling the windows. I go next to straighten the shelf of Penny dolls. Every so often, a heavy truck rumbles past and one of the dolls will move slightly. Next in line are the First Ladies’ pictures that are hung. Sometimes they shift because of heavy traffic. 

“I shooed them out the door.” 

I begin to straighten the pictures because I know my goofy mom is dying to talk to the miniature dolls. She talks to them like they’re actually human beings or close friends. When complete, I go to dress Mr. Madison. I grin to myself as I listen to her talk to the dolls.

“Why are you crooked, Barbara?” Mom stops to straighten the first Mrs. Bush. “Don’t worry, ladies, I’ll return shortly to properly coif your hair. Mrs. Carter, I hope last night was worth it. All that Billy Beer. 

“Mrs. Carter you’re quite tipsy this morning.” Mom straightens her out. “Don’t worry, ladies, you’re back to looking good.”

“There, there, now James.” I redress and straighten them both up because she’d tipped slightly. “Mr. Prez? You need to be on your best behavior today. No chasing Dolley around the house!” I wag my finger at him, trying to mimic my mom.

I laugh and walk over to the wall where the historical sampler is usually displayed. Mom had it hung at home, but now Grandma allows us the opportunity to display it here. We believe it to have been embroidered by Dolley Madison. It’s displayed on the wall beside the First Ladies’ pictures. It has a border of strawberries, which seems to be positioned as if they are musical notes, however, in one corner there is a flag, which I think is odd since it’s the only flag. The other three corners are flowers. The embroidered center has birthdates and the marriage date of Dolley and President Madison. 

I feel uneasy about the sampler but continue onward with Mom and the dollhouses. 

“Good morning, Dolley! Did you sleep well? You’re still my favorite,” Mom says, certain Dolley loves the attention. I fell in love with Dolley when I was a little girl, before learning we are kin. My mother loves her too. I’d crawl into bed, and Mom would tell me the
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