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Sheriff Jake Moore carefully rolled the week-old Kansas City paper into a tight baton. He eased his shoulders away from the wooden slats of his office chair and swung his paper bat down against the heavy desk. Whack!

“Forty-three,” he said, satisfied.

He flicked the fly carcass onto the floor, propped his boot heels back on the desktop, and unrolled the paper. Scanning the page, he found the article he’d been reading. Fool paper said those mechanical carriages would one day take over private transportation.

“Humph,” grunted the sheriff. A scowl momentarily brought thick brown eyebrows down over his hazel eyes.

Jake picked up the bandanna lying over his lap and made another swipe across his face, wiping sweat from his strong, square jaw. A bristly stubble darkened his chin.

When had he shaved? About seven that morning. The four o’clock eastbound hadn’t even blown its whistle at the crossing yet, and here his face already felt like sandpaper. Fortunately, the Wednesday night church social didn’t require him to spruce up. If it were a town meeting, he’d make the effort, but not for the ladies of the church. It wasn’t as if there was someone there he wanted to impress. He’d go for the good eats, and maybe he’d corner Elder Kotchkis and get him going on predestination. Kotchkis was always open for a good debate.

Jake ran his hand over the stubble he did not intend to shave. It’d be better, he decided, if all those women thought the sheriff was too unkempt to take home for keeps. He was tired of being viewed as potential husband material for every single female in the county. How was it that this town had so many widows and unmarried gals anyway? He’d made it twenty-six years without a female’s coddling; he could make it a few more.

A fly buzzed around his head, and Sheriff Moore watched it as he once again rolled the Kansas City paper into a weapon. His lean frame tensed as the fly landed on the Kansas map hanging on the wall behind him. It would be a stretch, but he had long arms to match his tall, angular body. Jake tipped his chair back another inch, pressed his lips together in concentration, and slowed his breathing. Waiting for just the right moment, he struck. Whack!

The chair slipped off the two back legs. Jake crashed to the floor.

“Ouch!”

He rolled out of his sturdy throne, feeling just exactly where the wooden arm had refused to flatten under the small of his back. He rubbed the spot with a strong hand. A small black speck lay a foot from his elbow.

“Forty-four,” he muttered.

A soft knock sounded from the front door of the jailhouse.

Jake wrinkled his brow. Nobody knocked at his door—they just came tromping in with all sorts of complaints and problems. Twenty-eight dollars and fifty cents, plus room and board at Maggie’s, paid Sheriff Jake Moore to worry about the citizens of Lawrence, Kansas, and their difficulties.

The knock sounded politely again.

Jake unwound himself, placed his hands on the edge of his desk, and rose up to see what matter of business had intruded on his formerly peaceful afternoon.

He looked out and saw no one; then his gaze drifted down from where he had expected to see a face. A small girl stood on the boardwalk porch just outside his door. Corn-silk hair in tight curls billowed out of the bonnet topping the pudgy, frowning face. The bonnet matched the blue dress covered with tiny yellow flowers and petite green vines. She carried a doll under her arm and a small square basket by its handle.

“Are you the sheriff?” she asked. Her scowl lightened to a small smile as she took in the image of the man behind the desk.

“Yes, ma’am.” Jake stood and righted his chair. He looked over the diminutive figure in his doorway. Her clothes looked expensive. Her speech was refined. Her face held an expression of intelligence. In a few years she’d be breaking hearts. Now she looked hot and tired. Jake didn’t recognize her as one of the town children.

He sighed, relieved that his visitor wasn’t one of the older girls in town, one of the pesky females dogging his bachelor steps. Whoever this was, she most likely wouldn’t carry the tale of his falling out of his office chair to wagging tongues.

“What can I do for you?” he asked the small stranger.

“I’ve come to report a robbery.” Her hard black button-up shoes tapped on the wooden floor as she stepped into the room and crossed to stand in front of his desk barely peeking over the edge. Her smile wavered, and her forehead creased with worry. The proud little chin quivered slightly. She blinked deep chocolate eyes hard, pushing back tears.

Where did this filly come from? Jake took pity on the little mite. He pulled up the only other chair in the room and offered it to his guest.

“I don’t believe I know you,” said Jake.

She put down the basket to climb into the chair. With her knee in the oversized seat, she hoisted her chubby body up and twisted her backside into place. Plump legs encased in white stockings stuck straight out in front of her. She smoothed her skirts around them. She looked kind of cute in all her finery.

“I’m Sheriff Moore,” Jake said. He winked at her the way he did with the small girls at church. He didn’t mind flirting with the little ones. It was the bigger ones, the ones who dreamed about marriage. Those he avoided.

“I’m Amanda Greer of Kansas City, Missouri.” She supplied the information with crisp, polite formality.

“And you’ve had some property stolen?” Jake sat down in his chair, steepled his fingers, and leaned his elbows on the table. One tender elbow told him he must have slammed it on the way down. He leaned back.

The little face scrunched into a frown again.

“Not prop-er-ty,” she said.

Jake suppressed a smile. With all her self-assurance, he found it humorous to see her puzzle over the unfamiliar word.

“Can you tell me what was stolen?”

Her lips snapped into an angry line, and she scowled at him.

Whoa, thought Jake, she’s got a temper.

“Of course I can,” she answered smartly. But the flare of temper fizzled. The fierce pride on the chubby face melted. The little mouth softened, and the chin quivered. The dark eyes batted. Amanda Greer took a deep breath and let it out with the merest suggestion of a sob. She pursed her lips, breathed again, and spoke hurriedly, getting the two words out as quickly as possible.

“My sister.”

Jake sat up and leaned forward.

“Where are your parents?” he asked.

“In New York City, New York.” Her head bobbed as she said the words, and the profusion of golden curls bounced.

“Do you know who took your sister? Did you see it happen?”

She nodded, the curls again springing into action.

“Who?” he asked.

Tears pooled in the soulful eyes and spilled down her cheeks.

“The train.” The words came out in a whimper, and Jake thought for a moment he must have misunderstood.

“The train?” Then it dawned on him—Amanda had been left behind when the train had pulled out of the station. She and her sister must’ve been traveling west together.

The curls bounced again. Amanda Greer pulled the doll into a tight embrace and buried her face in its cloth head. Jake froze, immobilized by the muffled wails punctuated with loud sniffs. The chubby little blonde with an extra helping of dignity rocked back and forth with her dolly, her abject misery piercing the heart of one confirmed bachelor.

“Now don’t cry,” Jake said, desperation shaking his usually solid baritone. “Your sister will realize that you’ve been left behind, and she’ll probably get off at the next stop and come right back for you.” He abruptly stood and paced to the door, away from the distressed child. He looked out at the dusty street, squinting into the glare.

Henry Bladcomb swept the stoop before his jewelry shop. Gladys Sence gabbed with Miriam Halley in front of the mercantile. The Jones kids laid ambush to the Whitcombs beside the livery. Was there any help for him among these fine citizens of Lawrence?

Jake looked up the street to the station. A pile of luggage blocked his view of the telegraph office.

“Miss Amanda,” said the sheriff, swiveling back to his weeping visitor, “we’ll go right now to the telegraph office and send a telegram. That’s what we’ll do. That telegram will be waiting for your sister when they make the stop at Big Springs.”

Jake jammed his hat on his head and grabbed the little girl’s square basket.

“Come on, now,” he urged. “Let’s do something about this predicament. No use crying when we can do something.”

Amanda bravely lifted her head, sniffing loudly. She delved into a side pocket of her dress and pulled out a white hankie edged in elegant green crochet. With a honk that certainly didn’t fit her diminutive size, she blew her nose. Replacing the hankie, she gathered up her doll and hopped out of the chair.

“Sheriff?” she asked, tilting up her chin to look him in the eye. “I’m tired.”

Jake didn’t quite know how to talk to a yard-high person. He crouched down, almost sitting on his heels. The tears had left tracks on her cheeks. Her little shoulders sagged, and all the sparkle had washed out of her eyes.

“Let’s go out to the pump and wash your face before we go,” he suggested.

Amanda reached out a small hand and took his large calloused one.
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How he came to be carrying the mite, he didn’t know. But there he was walking down Main Street with a chubby bundle of feminine sweetness. Not only did she ride in his arms, but she’d put her head down on his shoulder, and her soft breath tickled his neck.

Jake kept his eyes trained on his destination, giving only curt nods to those who tried to speak to him.

“Hello, Samuel,” he said as soon as he reached the telegrapher’s open window.

Samuel jumped. The balding man ruffled like a hen at the interruption. He scooted his small frame around on his wooden stool and lowered his glasses from where they rested over the top of his head to their proper position on his nose.

“Sheriff,” he clucked, “you startled me. Need to send a telegram?”

“Yes, Samuel.” Sheriff Moore nodded at the child relaxed against his shoulder. “This is Amanda Greer. She was accidentally left when the westbound went through.”

“Oh,” said Samuel, alarmed. “I’ll have to get the stationmaster. Oh, he’s not going to like this. Left, you say.” Samuel tutted, starting up from his chair.

“Wait, Samuel,” ordered Jake. “Before you go get Blake, send off the telegram. We may be able to catch the girl’s sister at Big Springs.”
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