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[image: ]




ANGEL MAY LANE HOISTED the hand painted wooden sign above her head again, her feet keeping pace with the marching of her friends. Raising her voice, she chanted along with them.

"We demand the vote! We demand the vote!"

She and six of her female friends were circling on foot in the center of town, at the intersection of Ridgeway's only two major roads- Town Road and Founder's Avenue. Their small town, about fifteen miles northeast of Oakland, was home to a population of just under two thousand people. The town itself encompassed about twenty square miles, and every passing year seemed to bring new growth and change. Ridgeway now had a library, a general store, barber and beauty shops, and a travel depot where stagecoaches arrived and departed to connect folks to the train routes in Oakland. The jewel of town, the three-story Taylor Hotel, sat behind them on the northeast corner of the two roads. No other small town in the area could boast such well-appointed accommodations. And with her saloon, the Crazy Eights, plus Lilly's Dress Emporium, Ruby's Eatery, and Hats by Zelda, there were four female owned businesses in town.

If women here were capable enough to run profitable businesses, then why couldn't they vote? Why shouldn't they? It was a question she'd grown tired of asking, so she and some of the others had decided to act. They weren't little girls acting out to get their way, no matter how much the men tried to characterize them that way. Angel was thirty-three years old, a full-grown adult, and she was one of the younger members of the group.

She looked up and down the road at the folks around her, beyond the women who'd come to fight for the cause of suffrage. There were mothers walking their children to the schoolhouse, business people opening their various shops, and men driving through town on the way to begin a hard day's work. Some were wealthy, some were poor. There were whites; there were people of color, and some of mixed heritage. While some of them didn't agree with what she and her friends were doing, she didn't see them as enemies. No, when she looked around at the faces of these people, she saw her neighbors.

She looked upon them all in kindness, but that would not hinder her cause. Women deserved the right to vote, and she and her friends aimed to bring attention to the issue, in the hopes of bringing about a positive change. Their presence drew a lot of attention from the townsfolk carrying out their business in town, and effectively shut down most vehicle traffic.

"Go home where you belong!' shouted one angry man seated atop a listing old buggy that had seen better days.

Others trying to traverse the intersection shared his view, and made their opinions known.

"Yeah, take your nonsense elsewhere!"

"Get out of the road!"

All around her, the shouted protests of angry drivers rang out, at times drowning out the chant Angel and her friends continued to repeat in loud, boisterous tones.

One man, having given up on getting anywhere in his buckboard, threw his hands up. She watched as he set his hand brake, climbed down from his vehicle on the eastern side of the intersection, and struck out on foot. Apparently, he'd gotten frustrated enough that he didn't mind leaving his carriage in the middle of the road. As he passed by her, he glared.

"I don't have time for such foolishness, I have an appointment!" He muttered the words through a clenched jaw as he made his way up Founder's Avenue, leaving his vehicle and horse parked in the middle of the road.

While she didn't relish inconveniencing her neighbors, she did believe her cause was a worthy one. In less than a month's time, the men of Ridgeway would report to the polls and cast their vote for a new mayor as well as the next President of the United States. Due to Bernard Ridgeway's decision to retire, the seat would be open, and two candidates were out rustling up votes. While she knew who she favored in both races, she also knew it didn't much matter what she, or any other female citizen of town thought, unless they could cast a ballot. 

The women of Ridgeway didn't consider their demand unreasonable; after all, they were not asking for the right to vote in the upcoming presidential race. All they wanted was a say in the political landscape of their own town. Angel and the other women all agreed that local suffrage should come first. If that could be achieved, then they'd go on with their work to win state voting rights, and beyond. It was their fervent hope that someday, any woman in the country would have the right to vote in any and all elections. But to reach that goal, the work had to begin somewhere. Angel and the other women thought it may as well be here, on the streets of their tiny little California town.

So, amid the angry shouts, threats, and curses being hurled at her by the drivers trying to navigate the road, they marched on, holding their signs high and echoing the chant.

As Angel passed the entrance to the Taylor Hotel for what seemed like the ninetieth time, a tall, broad figure stepped into her path.

She walked right into him, colliding with him so that her nose was crushed against the hard plane of his chest, level with his shoulders.

Her sign fell out of her hand, and landed on the hard-packed dirt road with a thud.

Behind her, the bank clerk Daisy Trice walked smack into her back.

Raising her head, Angel looked into the dark, storm-filled eyes of Deputy Gregory Simmons. The burnished face held a proud nose, full lips, and bore the shadowy remnants of a missed opportunity to shave. He was as painfully handsome as always, but his expression conveyed disdain, perhaps even anger.

"Deputy..." she stammered as more of her compatriots crashed into each other like the wayward cars of a derailed train. Gathering her composure as best she could, she plastered on a smile. "Have you come to join our cause?"

One of his thick eyebrows lifted. "You know I haven't. I told you that if you and your ladies held up traffic again, I would arrest you."

She cocked her head, remembering the threat he'd uttered just three days ago, when she and her cohorts had staged a similar protest in front of the recently opened Ridgeway Travel Depot. "I remember you saying that. But I didn't think you'd actually do it."

A smile holding very little humor lifted the corners of his mouth as he removed a pair of handcuffs from his belt. "Ah, but I was quite serious, Ms. Lane." Deftly, he grasped one of her hands and snapped the cuff onto it, then reached for the other.

She could feel her jaw tightening with indignation. How could he do such a thing? "You're actually going to arrest me? Surely you see the logic in letting women have the vote, don't you, Deputy?"

He shook his head as he fastened her other hand into the cuffs. "Yes, I am arresting you- Sheriff Rogers' orders. And no, I don't see the logic in letting women vote."

She narrowed her eyes. "Why not? We've got just as much right as..."

He rolled his eyes, raising a dismissive hand. "Spare me. The fact that you're out here disturbing the peace and blocking traffic shows just how irrational and foolish you women can be. Now tell your friends to disperse, or they'll all be cooling their heels in the cell right along with you."

She could feel her face fold into a deep scowl. "Why, I never!"

"First time for everything, Miss Lane." He grasped the steel chain linking the cuffs with one hand, and placed the other hand on her waist. With a firm but gentle motion, he turned her around to face the other ladies. 

She trembled at the contact of his hand so near her denim clad hip. The heat from his fingertips penetrated the layers of cloth, making her feel as if they were touching, skin to skin. She had the strangest sensation of wanting the touch to last, of wanting more sensual contact with him.

His gruff words cut through her fantasy. "Miss Lane, send your friends away. Now."

Snatched back to reality, she drew a deep breath. Looking at Daisy, Prissy, and the others who had gathered to protest, she shook her head. She felt a very real sense of defeat. When she'd left the Crazy Eights this morning toting her sign, she'd never imagined she'd be arrested like a common criminal.

Daisy, her eyes wide, spoke. "Lord, Angel. Is he really going to haul you in?"

She nodded. "Ladies, you all best be getting home. There's no sense in all of us going to jail."

Lupe, who tended bar at the saloon, stepped forward. "Don't worry, Angel. We'll have you bailed out before nightfall." 

The others all expressed their agreement, and that brought a smile to her face. Knowing she could depend on her friends made accepting this travesty of justice a bit easier. Turning back toward Deputy Simmons with pursed lips, she gave a single nod. "Let's go, Deputy."

"We will, as soon as I see these ladies disperse." His dark eyes scanned the assemblage of women.

Lupe tucked a dark ringlet of hair beneath her flowered hat. "Come on, ladies." She started walking away from the intersection, staying to the plank walk and headed in the direction of the saloon. The other ladies followed suit.

As if satisfied, Gregory began walking Angel up Founder's Avenue toward the structure housing the sheriff's office and jail.

Once inside, he undid the cuffs and escorted her into the first of three empty cells. When he closed the iron bars and locked her in, she sat down on the short wooden bench situated against the rear wall of the cell.

Her handsome, but surly captor walked away, leaving her to contemplate her current situation. Her eyes darted around the room, taking in the sights. The bench she sat on, and the low cot in the corner, were the only furniture in the space. Above her head, there was a single, square shaped window hewn out of the stone wall. Though it was not very large, the window was still outfitted with three short iron bars. 

She couldn't help wondering if the murderous Crazy Charlie had been incarcerated in this cell. Three years prior, the outlaw had killed Doris Ridgeway, a prominent citizen of town. It outraged her to think that she, an upstanding, taxpaying citizen of town, would be thrown into a cell with only slightly more regard than a hardened criminal like him.

Now that she was in the quiet of the cell, away from the commotion outside, she remembered something the deputy had said. Recalling his accusations made her even madder, and she resolved that if she were going to be stuck here all day, she would make the best use of it by giving him a good-sized piece of her mind.

To that end, she stood and came to the door of the cell. A glance to her right let her see him, sitting at the desk at the end of the hall, just a few feet away. The dark waves of his brown hair barely grazed the base of his neck. He appeared to be writing something, and was a bit hunched over the desktop.

In any other situation, she might have hesitated to interrupt whatever he was doing. But right now, she didn't care what he was busy with. 

He was going to hear her, and hear her good.

She opened her mouth and shouted, "Deputy! I need a word with you!"

***
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GREGORY LOOKED UP FROM his arrest report when he heard Angel shrieking for him. A groan escaped his lips. Whatever she wanted would likely be a waste of his time, but responding to her request was the professional thing to do. With that in mind, he lay down his pen, got up, and took the few steps down the corridor to the first cell.

She stood there, her small hands propped on her denim clad hips. If her tone hadn't given away her displeasure, her posture and facial expression made it clear.  Her full lips were pursed so tight they almost disappeared, and he noticed the same tightness in the chocolate brown jaw. Angel's hazel eyes were flashing with fire and brimstone, and he braced himself for a lecture of some sort. "Yes, Ms. Lane?"

"You called me irrational. I demand an apology!"

He wanted to chuckle, but held back, thinking the better of it. "I didn't call you irrational. I called all women irrational. The fact that you 'demand' anything, when I'm the law and you're the prisoner, proves my point."

She gripped the bars, and narrowed her eyes. "How dare you say such things? Do you presume to know every woman in the world, to make such blanket judgments about an entire sex?"

He shrugged. "I don't need to know all of you. The few I've met have all proven to be crazy on some level."

A sound of utter disgust erupted from her mouth. "How much will it cost my friends for you to release me from this den of charlatans?"

"Seventy-five dollars, the fine for disturbing the peace. If you ladies stop parading around making silly demands, I won't have to arrest you again."

She folded her arms across her chest, squaring her shoulders. "Silly demands, you say? Tell me, Deputy, what do you know about politics?"

He grazed his fingertips over his chin. Venom spitting aside, Angel Lane was a beautiful woman. Chocolate skin, a mop of wavy dark hair that reached her shoulders, and as shapely a figure as he'd ever seen on a woman. With her penchant for tight denim trousers and frilly collared blouses, like the ones she wore now, he could easily make out the curves beneath. 

"Deputy, I'm waiting."

Her impatient tone wasn't lost on him and it was enough to draw his attention back to the present, and the question she'd asked him. "I know that Noah is running against Nathan Greer for mayor, since Bernard's decided to retire."

"And? Don't you know anything further?"

"I know who I'm going to vote for, what more is there to know?"

She shook her head, as if she pitied him. "What do these men stand for? And what of the national elections? America will choose a president this year as well, if you didn't know."

She might think him dim-witted, but he knew when he was being insulted. "I know there's a presidential election going on, I'm not an idiot. I just don't care much for politics."

"Hmph." She gave him a rather dismissive look.

He could see from the tight set of her face that she meant to rile him, but he remained calm. Folding his arms across his chest, he leaned his back against the wall opposite the cell. "I already know who I favor in the mayor's race here, what more do I need to know?"

She blew out a breath, her hazel eyes rolling as if she were speaking to a child. "Do you really think the mayor's race in a little town like Ridgeway is the only important vote you need to make? What about the presidential race?"

He shrugged. He'd never had much interest in national politics. "I'm not of a mind that my vote counts much when it comes to that."

"Come now. You're a white man, and voting is your birthright. Do you really take it for granted so much that you don't even bother to inform yourself about national elections?"

He didn't like her tone, but fought to keep his expression neutral. "I suppose so. And I suppose you're going to teach me the err of my ways."

She harrumphed, flopped down on the bench inside the cell. "Not sure I can do that. But I can tell you all about the facts in the presidential race."

He watched as she leaned back against the cell's wall, and slung one long, lean leg over the other. The demure positioning somehow managed to cause a tightening in his groin. Clearing his throat as he dragged his gaze upward to her face, he nodded. "Go ahead. My shift's not over till this afternoon."

Raking a graceful hand through her dark locks, she started in. "As you know, Grover Cleveland is the Democrat incumbent in the race—you do know he's the current president, correct?"

He cut her a hard look, but nodded.

Her face softened a bit, and she continued. "Senator Benjamin Harrison, of Indiana, is the Republican candidate running against him, along with his vice-presidential candidate, a mister Levi P. Morton."

He looked at her between the iron bars, amazed by the way her hazel eyes danced with light as she listed the facts of the election. It was a topic most folks, including him, found endlessly dull. Somehow, Angel May managed to be enthralled with it.

"There are a few other candidates- Clinton B. Fisk of the Prohibition Party, Alson Streeter of the Union Labor Party, and of course Belva Lockwood, the only female candidate- she represents the National Equal Rights Party. Out here, though, she'll likely be a write in."

That last sentence gave him pause. "So, there's a woman in the race? Running for President of the United States?"

She pursed her full, pink tinted lips. "Sure there is, and why not? She's run before, back in '84." She paused, touched a fingertip to her chin. "I can see why you're surprised, though, seeing as how you think women too stupid to vote, let alone run for office."

He felt a tinge of guilt, but vowed not to reveal it to her. She was already high and mighty enough without him playing into her little tirade. Grasping the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, he groaned. "Yeah, sure. Just go on and tell me, then. I suppose you'd vote for Lockwood, then, if you could vote?"

She shook her head, her expression giving away her distaste. "Tisk, tisk, Deputy. Once again you think you know all there is to know about women, and once again, you're wrong. I don't base my political decisions on gender."

He felt his jaw tighten as a bit more of his patience with this smart mouthed, headstrong woman slipped away. "Cut the sass and tell me who you'd vote for, Ms. Lane."

She tapped her chin again before she spoke. "Actually, I favor the Prohibition party candidate, Fisk. He was a Union general in the War Between the States, a senior officer of the Freedman's Bureau, and has done a lot of good work for education in the south."

Once again, she'd surprised him with her knowledge of the world. He was still not of a mind that all women were so well informed, though. His own mother had never even mentioned anything remotely political, and really had seemed content with her sewing, washing and cooking. 

"Enough about my view. As a man, you ought to know what's going on, since you've got the vote. The main issue of this election is tariff policy—"

He cut her off. "That much, I know. Noah and I read an AP article about it in the Sacramento paper. Cleveland favors lower tariffs and Harrison favors them higher. Aside from that, Cleveland is against pensions for veterans of the war, and Noah and I don't cotton to that."

Her eyes widened, and a faint smile lifted the corners of her full lips.

"See? I'm not such a dullard on these topics as you thought." He felt the satisfied smirk creep over his face, and did nothing to hold it back. 

Her smile broadened in response. "Aren't you something? There may yet be hope for the male race."

Seeing her beautiful smile and hearing the humor in her voice made him chuckle. "I guess I can say the same for the female race."

A peal of laughter erupted from her mouth.

Perched on the bench, laughing as if she hadn't a care in the world, she was as beautiful a creature as he'd ever seen. She threw her head back, the dark waves of hair falling away to reveal the lovely contours of her chocolate-skinned face. Her pert bosom, the round tops revealed by the flouncy lace collar of her blouse, bounced in time with her giggles.

He was enraptured. The lovely, mirthful lady before him bore precious little resemblance to the angry faced snapping turtle he'd arrested earlier. Now that he'd had time to survey her, from the crown of her dark hair to the flat soled brown leather boots on her small feet, he couldn't ignore her lush, dark beauty. He'd never spent this much time regarding a woman of color, and this one seemed to possess a certain quality that made him wonder why.

She managed to tamp down her laughter, and drew a deep breath. "What time is it?"

He pulled the pocket watch out of the inner pocket of his buckskin vest and glanced at it. "Half past noon. Got somewhere to be?"

She shook her head. "No, and I'm sure Lupe can handle things at the saloon until I'm bailed out. I know my aunt Myrna will be upset about all this, though, and I'd like to see to her as soon as possible."

"Ah, I see." He was quite familiar with her aunt, who often played piano at the Crazy Eights. Myrna was over the age of sixty, and a retired stage actress. From everything he'd seen, Angel loved her aunt very much, and made caring for her a high priority.

She leaned forward, propping her elbow on her knees and resting her chin in her upturned palms. Her eyes mirrored the concern in her voice. "I hope she remembers to take her medicine. If she gets wrapped up in a book, she'd forget all about it, and next thing you know I'll be taking her down to Doc Wilkins' clinic."

He remembered Lupe's promise to bring bail money to the jail later in the day. Nothing in his interactions with her made him think her dishonest, so he made a decision. Removing the ring of keys from the waistband of his denims, he searched through them for the key to Cell #1. "Tell you what, I'll prove I'm reasonable by letting you go a bit early, so you can see to your aunt's care."

She perked up, scooting to the edge of the bench. "Truly? You would do that?"

He nodded, locating the correct key. Inserting it into the lock, he turned it. "Yes, but there are conditions. You must pay your fine no later than five o'clock this evening, and you must give me your solemn vow not to let your protests interfere with traffic again. Agreed?"

Already on her feet, she waited near the door. "Yes, yes, I promise. Will you get into trouble with Noah for this?"

"Long as the fine is paid by day's end, all's well." He opened the door, and as it swung open into the hallway, she stepped out into the narrow corridor.

The door swung shut behind her, and she took a single step backward.

The movement, along with the tight space of the hallway, caused the back of her body to make contact with the front of his. Her back grazed his chest, and her comely, round bottom pressed against the front of his denims. 

His body reacted to her closeness, and the sweet floral scent floating up from the bare column of her throat. Heat filled him, and it seemed every bit of blood running through his upper body took a southward turn. His hands, of their own accord, came up to rest on her hips. His palms burned, his mind wandering to all the scandalous things he could have demanded in exchange for her release. But he was not that kind of man.

The contact lasted several long moments before she gasped. Her body tensed against his, her back becoming stiff; rigid.

Heart pounding in his ears, he dragged his hands away, knowing such boldness wasn't proper between a man of the law and an unmarried woman of town.

She sidled away, putting a bit of distance between them. When she looked up at him, her face cheeks glowed a rosy flush of heat. "Why, Deputy. If I didn't know better, I'd say you were being a little bit fresh."

He stammered a bit as he searched for the right words. "I... forgive me....my apologies, Miss Lane. That wasn't appropriate."

She blinked a few times. "It's quite alright. Thank you for allowing me to leave, Deputy."

He gave a solemn nod. "Sure. Just remember your promise."

She showed him her back as she walked up the corridor, into the front office and toward the door. As she stepped to the threshold, the afternoon sun casting a brilliant glow on her dark halo of wavy hair, she paused. "Good day, Deputy."

"Good day Miss Lane. Please, call me Gregory. And again, my apologies for my behavior." 

The golden, feline eyes locked with his. "Apology accepted, Gregory. And just so you'll know, it wasn't altogether unpleasant." 

His mouth fell open.

A ghost of a smile crossed her face, then she turned and walked out, soon disappearing into the gaggle of townsfolk moving up and down the plank walk.

Shaking his head in the wake of her brazen words, he sat on the edge of the desk and looked out the door for a long while.
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Chapter 2
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GREGORY SAT BACK IN the wooden chair he occupied, taking a sip from a tin mug of coffee. Today was his first day off in nearly two weeks. Instead of sleeping in, he'd risen early to make his way here to Buck's Barbershop. He ran a hand over his shaggy hair as he waited for the chair to open, and lamented again at how overdue he was for a shave and haircut.

Edward "Buck" Buckner, the town's barber, snipped the ends of hair hanging in the face of his patron, a man Gregory didn't recognize. "Be done in just a minute, Greg."

He offered a nod, then cast his eyes toward the door. Propped open by a large stone, the doorway acted as a portal for him to view the goings-on outside the shop. The day had dawned misty and foggy, and remained that way now that the breakfast hour had passed. The citizens of Ridgeway went about their business as usual, undaunted by the cloud shrouded, gloomy conditions.

He watched Prissy, the librarian, sweep up the walk in front of Ridgeway's small library. Bernard, the retiring mayor, tidied the bins of vegetables and dry goods displayed outside his mercantile. Folks greeted each other as they moved in and out of the building housing the telegraph and post office.

Buck's voice interrupted his observations. "Alright, Greg. Pony up to the chair." He slapped the backrest of the leather chair with his towel, emphasizing his words.

Standing, Gregory moved from his waiting spot to the barber's chair. As he settled in, he realized he'd been so focused on what was happening outside, he hadn't even noticed the previous patron's exit.

Buck spread a large canvas cape over him, securing it around his neck by doing up the long ties attached to it. "So, how goes the law keeping?"

"About the same as ever." He couldn't help thinking of Angel as he answered Buck's question, and wondered what she might be doing now. She was a saloon owner; an unorthodox career for a woman. Odds were she was still in bed at this early hour.

"I bet. Heard you arrested our saloon keeper yesterday." Buck used his shears to trim away some of the overgrowth atop his head, and the clipped hairs began to fall on the shoulders of the cape like dark snowflakes.

He cringed, though he wasn't surprised Buck knew about the incident. In a town as small as Ridgeway, there were no secrets, at least not for long. "I did. She and her troublemaking friends were blocking traffic, not to mention disturbing the peace with all their shouting and carrying on."

That drew a chuckle from Buck. "I gathered as much. One of my customers walked in here claiming to have left his horse and buggy in the middle of the street."

He wanted to shake his head, but refrained so as not to interfere with the haircut. "She went quietly, mostly. Once she was actually in the cell she wouldn't button her lip for nothin'. "

"She's a sassy one, ain't she? Just like the girls back home in Buffalo." Buck often spoke fondly of his hometown back East in New York. "If I hadn't grown accustomed to these mild California winters, I'd move back there."

He recalled his conversation with Angel in the jail, and felt a slight smile creep over his face. "Sassy doesn't begin to cover it. She's stubborn, mouthy, and a shrew. Still, she's smarter than most females I've seen around these parts."

Buck ran a comb through Gregory's hair, and brushed away the loose strands left from the trimming. "Smart females can be a handful. Maybe that's why I'm past forty and still a bachelor. Just haven't found the one worth the trouble yet."

Gregory gave a dismissive wave. "Pshaw. You're probably better off on your own. Women are more trouble than they're worth."

Buck chuckled. "Maybe, but being coupled up has its benefits, if you get my meaning."

He did. A man had needs, needs that he himself kept tucked away so he could remain focused on his work. "I want a woman like my ma. She's quiet, docile, and always there to see to my Papa's needs." Truly, Marie Simmons was the model after which the female race should have been patterned.

"That may be so. But a woman like Angel will keep you young and spry for a good long while. She may be mouthy, but she's a beauty." With the leather strap mounted to the counter pulled taut, Buck began sharpening his straight razor.
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