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Chapter One

1896

Kansas City, Missouri

“I have come to place a lonely hearts ad.”

Tamar Freeman jumped at the booming voice that cut through the silence of the Advocate’s office. A lady journalist such as herself shouldn’t jump out of her composure and skin at the slightest sound. But I am not an ordinary journalist, she thought, attempting to reign in her nerves and exhaustion. The Advocate was the only newspaper in the area for the colored citizens—black, brown, and tan-hued men and women—who made Kansas City their home. She didn’t write about home and hearth, recipes and religion. She was a crusader for truth and justice. As the lone colored woman publishing a newspaper in the state, she made some friends and many angry enemies who were upset with her editorials. Threats were commonplace. She just hoped that this week she could live in peace. 

The bronze colored gentleman cleared his throat and primed the bell on the counter. The chime echoed through the office. She glanced around at the storefront’s three cramped rooms and grimaced. It could hardly be called an office with all the things she had crammed in here.

Again, he spoke. “Ma’am, I have come to place a lonely hearts ad,” he said, clutching his hat in a death grip. His eyes looked over every bit of the room as if he was making sure no one could surprise him from any angle.

Tamar’s youngest sister Delilah placed the form on the counter. “Sir, complete this. Have you written one before?”

The man harrumphed, his loud exhale rumbled through the space and possibly the barbershop next door. “Too many to count. Love is a vain and cruel mistress.”

Delilah clucked like a mother hen, her soft face beaming with joy and happiness. “But you cannot give up hope. Love is superb and worth it.”

“My dear, you are young and naïve. Heartbreak has a way of grinding you down to where the hurt and pain isn’t worth it. It’s never worth it.”

“Delilah!” Tamar called her to the back of the room. “Take care of these for me,” she said, handing the scissors and twine to her sister. Tamar had learned the lessons of love the difficult way and at forty knew what the man was talking about. Delilah was twenty years younger than she was and was filled with fanciful hope and cheer. No old codger was going to convince her that love and adventure were impossible to have without trouble and melancholy. “These have to get ready for distribution before we run the next edition.” The paper had moved to a twice a week publication schedule. A big reason for the success of the paper was the lonely hearts ads. The hard and lonely life on the farms and towns drove people to sell love any way they could. Luckily, they came to the Advocate to find love, and wrote to the Agony Aunt column to keep it. Her sister’s suggestions for fun and diversions in the newspaper had made her a tidy profit but she hoped that people read the news and politics pieces too. She had a sinking suspicion that no one cared about progress and civil rights as much as she did.

The amount of work and manpower needed to make the operation grow was staggering. She could afford the help, but did she need the headache? For ten years, she’d struggled to make this paper a success, borrowing and scraping what she could to make her dream a reality. Now they had it—but with a steep price.

As if in answer to her thoughts, a rock crashed through the plate glass window. The man jumped in surprise, but the two Freeman women continued to work. The man started for the door, his hand on the doorknob and his feet ready to chase before Tamar stuck two fingers in her mouth, and whistled. “Sir, I’d advise you to not pursue.”

“Someone demolished your property.”

“The someone is the Klan,” Delilah piped up from the back.

Tamar sighed. Her sister gave little thought about discretion and believed all of the skin folk were fans of the radical leaning paper. “It’s not the Klan,” she said loud enough for her sister to hear. It was a lie. She was certain of it, but it was easier to keep her sister’s mind free of worry and anxiety.

“May I?” Without waiting on her answers, the man snapped a dazzling white handkerchief from his coat’s pocket and scooped up the rock. “What do we have here?” He peeled the white paper wrapping off the rock and stretched it taut on the counter. His face blanched as much as a man the color of mud could. “Inappropriate and vile. No lady should read this.”

“I’m no lady.” She pulled the post close to her for inspection. The words formed mean and ugly statements about her and explicitly stated that her office would burn, before going into how much better her slim neck would look with a noose around it. Clearly she had made some people angry with her last few statements about the segregation of schools and the rampant lynchings happening across the country. These were things one was supposed to accept as a part and parcel of life. She wasn’t going to accept anything but full human rights and dignity.  Good—that’s what she was supposed to do. Put clamps on those who made the lives of others impossible to live, even if she had to suffer intimidation and terror. “This is tame in comparison,” she muttered.

“In comparison to what?”

Tamar shook her head at the gentleman. This was no time to discuss the awful nature of mankind as evidenced by her piles of hatred mail. The letters arrived and she shoved them into drawers without opening them. A woman could only take so much disparagement and hate in a day. “It is not important. The men and women who write this hateful trash will not stop me from my work, so how may I help you today?” she asked, twisting a smile and pleasant look onto her face.

The man’s concerned face didn’t budge. “You should call for the sheriff.”

“Ha,” she said, stuffing the offensive notice into a drawer. “I have darkened his door several times. He said I can’t prove anything.”

“They wrote their name on it,” the man said with a grumble. “That’s from the Ku Kluxers. I didn’t realize they were prominent in this area.”

“Well, they are. And the sheriff has an affinity for that group, being a former rebel. He’s not a man we go to for security or assistance. Now, enough about that. May I see your lonely hearts request?” Tamar snatched the piece of paper from under the heel of his hand and squinted at the mash-up of hieroglyphics and chicken scratch all over the page. “I cannot read this.” She passed it back to him.

He chuckled, folding the note into tight quarters and tucking it into his pocket. “My handwriting is abysmal. Let me dictate my words to you.” He took a deep breath and started to compose his note. “Ada, my dear. You have gone astray. I am certain I have lost you. I will move on alone. This is your last chance; give me a sign. Meet me where we last met before you broke my heart.”

She raised her hand to stop the stream of words from his mouth. “Just a warning—we charge by the word.”

“Money’s no object. I need to get that off my chest.”

Whoever this woman was had surely hurt this man. Tamar was certain of that. Her normal prying questions danced on her tongue and she yoked them into submission. Asking questions to the brokenhearted led to long discussions, lamentations about the curses of love, and crying jags. And I have time for none of that, she thought. She had to go through the newspapers and insights she collected from the mail and set type. “Is that all you have to say to her? Most men want to end with a declaration of love or promise of intentions.”

Delilah piped in. “Or at least tell her that you forgive her and all can be made well.”

The crumbling of the hard look on his face confirmed Tamar’s thoughts. A reconciliation was not going to happen. “I gave you all the words I had. I trusted her. She broke my trust. I waited and still no response.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said, patting his heavy hand. For a large man with fists that resembled mallets, his skin was soft. “She will come back to you. This Ada.”

“I don’t have high hopes. She ruined my plans.”

“Strange,” Delilah muttered, wandering back into the room. “A woman named Ada has been mentioned many times in the recent love matches pages.”

Tamar swirled around and shot her sister a withering look that caused her to retreat and shush her mouth. It was true. Ada had been a popular woman. Messages had been flying back and forth between Ada and several suitors. That dexterity of balancing suitors and their interests and needs was more drama and work than any woman in her right mind needed. And Tamar was in her right mind. The man didn’t need to know that his one-time love was collecting admirers across the plains. “It will be three dollars.”

The man unfurled several bills from his money clip. “Make it as large as possible.”

The size of type didn’t show the strength of love, but Tamar would take the money and set the press for his desire.

“Am I done here?” the man asked.

“Of course. We will take care of this.”

“And if you need anything related to that window … ” The man dropped a calling card on the counter. “Let me know.”

Tamar nodded, holding her grimace until the man left. She would take care of the window later with a dispatch to the handyman she used for times like this. She had lined his pockets more in the past few months than ever before. She glanced at the card, then read it again to make sure her eyes hadn’t deceived her. Bart Quarles, primary investigator, Pinkerton national detective agency. Curiosity tickled her brain. Pinkertons were celebrated and notorious for their investigations and union busting. What was a Pinkerton agent doing here? And who exactly was Ada? Tamar checked the personal ad and dismissed the last question. Pinkerton agent or not, he was a man sustaining a broken heart. Those were common for any human.


Chapter Two

Ada, my dear. You have gone astray. I am certain I have lost you. I will move on alone. This is your last chance; give me a sign. Meet me where we last met before you broke my heart.

The man known as Deadwood Dick in the company of robbers lazily perused the newspaper, lollygagging in the manner customarily pinned to him. The men here thought that they knew him. They had no idea who the real man was.

The man lifted his eyes off the lonely hearts ad and only saw one other man in the clandestine ace in the hole far away from the city and roads. Their last job had only been hours ago, and they needed to cool off before the next bank and mail heists in Kansas City. They had five weeks to wait things out. One more goddamned month in hell with Beelzebub’s minions. 

The Pinkertons had needed an agent to crack the confidence and trust of a band of outlaws, and Bart had sought him out for the impossible job with a nice pot of money attached. So now he was posing as a criminal, and using a dead man’s name—a man he had arrested years before, when he was a sheriff. They spoke through the wanted ads. Amos delivered messages to Ada in the code they’d created months prior. This was a matter of life and death.

Now, this notice from Ada changed the game. He leaned into the chair and smirked, a small bit of joy coursing through him. Ada wasn’t a real woman. It was a code that he used when talking to his deputies when he was wearing the white hat and on the right side of the law. Only one man—the one who put him on this job—knew how to reach him through the want ads of this paper.

The last message he sent was two months ago. Silence meant one of two things: either he had turned and forgotten his duty or he was dead. Bart was sending an SOS to his Pinkerton agent, and right then, Amos Tanner—former sheriff and Pinkerton agent to some, and Deadwood Dick to others—knew he had to get to Kansas City earlier and make amends to the Pinkerton boss.

Bart couldn’t string a series of loving words together if he had a Colt pointed at his dome. The fine words belied seething anger. Deadwood understood. If one of his Pinkerton men had gone off the book and hadn’t surfaced except for sightings and thefts, he would have felt the same way. Plans weren’t predictions. If they were, Amos would be back in Oklahoma on his farm, living life in the boundaries of legitimacy and freedom, untethered to the Pinkerton Agency, his former boss, or the past undercover work he once did. But he was close to getting the answers, and the head of the crime ring, the agency wanted.

One more month, and he would have his serene life back. The man snorted at the idea of a clean, simple life. No Pinkerton agent made clean breaks from the agency. Traces of old cases haunted you. Debts and promises made to fellow agents were never forgotten and could always emerge from the shadows. A man saves your life, and he comes to you with a favor five years later. I could have turned him away, Amos thought. He knew that he couldn’t. Pinkertons never gave up and never turned down a case.

Underneath Bart’s note was another code. 9th and Central. Cut and shave special. D only.

His gut roiled, and his jaw tightened. It was too soon. The gang was hot and on the lam. But the mastermind of the gang, the General, had made his move, as he’d promised, with the ad and the words. The next heist was ready to go, and the General had the final instructions.

The General had never seen a day of service to his country. Deadwood Dick called him that nickname in all of his reports to his Pinkerton contact. He was an old criminal mastermind who kept several groups doing his bidding across the Western states. They were paid mercenaries, working to create havoc through simple grafting and complicated robberies and reaping the mastermind a fortune. Deadwood Dick reread the last line. D only. The old man only wanted to meet him, the unofficial chief of the crew.

A bit of joy broke through his dark mood. The Great Spirit was having mercy on him. He might be able to get this man to admit his evil deeds and finally be free of his debt to Bart.

Finally, free and able to press toward the new call on his life.

One of his posse members made coffee on the stove and was now attempting to fry the eggs that he’d stolen from a chicken coop a few miles back. A squeal from the other room, followed by the masculine rough words, grunting, and bedspring squeaks, told him that his other partners were still sharing the calico queen who let them live in her house in exchange for hard fucks and orgasms.

He hated all of this.

“You gonna do something today, Dick?” the man at the stove asked. Harry was the name his mama gave him after pushing him out, but the sour-faced man went by Buster. “Get off your ass with those books and do some man things?”

Once he was off his job, he was useless, unproductive, and of no use to the men around him. In fable, he lived up to that nickname. In truth, he was never parted from his job, intimately wrapped up in the lies and details of his life as a criminal.

He folded the newspaper and tucked it into his pocket. No one in here could read. They needed him to decipher codes and documents. Even if they didn’t like him, they trusted him to do his job. “Kansas City is what, two hours away?”
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