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War-Torn Heart 

The ball was more than Joanna had expected, the swirl of fine lace and silk spanning as far as the eye could see. In one hand, she held a goblet of sparkling wine, a gift from a Texan rancher who had been seeking her hand for as long as the debutante could recall.

“There is not a sight in here as breathtaking as you,” the Texan, a burly, oafish man by the name of Robert Tarley cooed into her ear, causing Joanna to shudder internally whilst maintaining her serene smile. “I could stare at your comely features for days on end.”

“Oh, you do flatter me, Mr. Tarley,” Joanna replied lightly, her blue eyes searching the landscape for her father or brother. “But surely there are dozens of other ladies who could capture your heart here.”

She wished he would agree, if only to give her a moment or two of reprieve but Robert Tarley showed no signs of moving along. 

“Have I told you about my part in the War of Northern Aggression?” Robert purred, his breath too close to her ear for Joanna’s liking. 

“I believe you have, sir,” Joanna replied demurely. 

Dozens of times, she added silently. She had no interest in hearing the rancher’s fabricated story, his boast of how he he had apprehended Yanks who had dared stumble upon his property one cold November night. For Joanna, the mere mention of the war was enough to ruin her holding mood, even though it was nearly impossible to avoid the topic. She would be a fool to ignore the mounting pressure in the War Against the States and while she did not consider herself particularly savvy on such matters, Joanna knew enough to be alarmed. 

“You needn’t worry your pretty little self,” Robert told her, boldly reaching for her gloved hand. Joanna resisted the instinct to pull back as she realized he had read the expression on her face. “You will never want for anything in this plantation, darling...”

He leaned in closer, lowering his voice meaningfully as he narrowed his eyes leeringly. 

“Especially not if you take on a rich husband with the means to give you the life you deserve.”

Joanna opened her mouth to respond, to remind him that her family was well off in their own right but before she could, someone screamed at her. 

“You! Are you bloody deaf?” 

Joanna turned her head and looked, her kerchief slipping down over her sweat-laden brow. She blinked rapidly, the reverie slipping away into a cloud of smoke as she took in her surroundings. The sound of brash piano music filled her ears and Joanna finally locked gazes with the drunken miner who leaned across the bar. His bloodshot eyes spoke volumes to his intentions but before Joanna could speak, the barkeep appeared at her side. 

How could I have forgotten where I was, even for a moment? This is my terrible life now, not one filled with dinner parties and crystal goblets. 

No, Joanna was no longer a wealthy debutante but a chambermaid in a questionable inn. 

“What is it, Murphy?” Jackson growled before Joanna could respond the irate patron who vied for her attention. 

“I was speaking to the lady,” Murphy spat back. Joanna gave her employer a wary look and Jackson nodded her away. Gratefully, she gathered her filthy skirt in one hand and made herself scarce along the back wall of the tavern.  She should have known better than to show her face on the lower levels after the workday was done. All she was doing was asking for trouble—trouble like Murphy and his ilk. 

“It ain’t fair that she ain’t for sale!” Murphy howled, not for the first time. Joanna gritted her teeth together, covertly eying the other patrons who now seemed fixated on her. “You could make a pretty penny off that one, Jack!” 

“Mind your tongue,” Jackson snarled. “Before I chop it out of your mouth.”

Murphy grunted, perhaps hearing the truth in the barkeep’s threat but the words troubled Joanna much more than they did the intoxicated patron. She knew what was coming—she had heard it before. Jackson would pull her aside and give her a gentle lecture. Keeping her employed at the tavern was more trouble than it was worth, not if she was not willing to pedal more than ale and stew to the miners. It was time to move on again, away from the sleepy California town that no longer fruitfully produced the gold it once had before the war. 

But how? How and where will I go this time?

It seemed impossible to Joanna that only four years ago, she was living in her plantation house under the care of her father, the belle of every ball as she bided her time for marriage. How quickly her world came crashing down around her, without warning or time to prepare. In some ways, Joanna knew she should be grateful she escaped the south with her life when so many of her friends and neighbors had not. Her father and brother had been imprisoned for crimes of which Joanna did not claim to understand. All she knew was that she had been instructed to leave in the night and never return to Virginia, if only to save herself. 

It had taken her almost two years to find herself in California, the promise of a husband luring her west but when she had arrived, she realized that she could not marry any of the men she discovered. She had become far too enshrouded in the life as a wanderer, alone and independent. She wondered if that was not the reason that Robert Tarley had entered her mind only moments before. 

To think that was once my fate—wedded to a man like that. Now I cannot think of a worse future. 

True, she was desperately poor and scrounging for resources that had once been at her fingertips but that did not bother Joanna in the least. She had learned the rough ways of the frontier and she intended to rebuild on her own, something she had never considered before. Women were not meant to be nomadic, after all. Her place had always been carved out for her, at the side of a husband. 

Could I ever live that life now? 

It seemed impossible to fathom. 

“Matters are only going to get worse for you here,” Jackson told her, joining her side. “They see a bonnie lass and they want to claim her as their own. This ain’t the first time this happened and it ain’t gonna be the last, you know.”

Joanna stifled a sigh and looked at Jackson, grinding her teeth to keep the words of indignation from spilling out of her lips but she did not have to wait long. Jackson continued. 

“I can only do so much, Miss Grayson but I ain’t gonna be everywhere at once. Something can happen when I ain’t around.”

His meaning was unmistakable. He was warning Joanna that she couldn’t be protected. Of course, he did not know about the pistol she kept looped at her thigh, inside her garter. She had not had occasion to use it yet but Jackson’s warnings did not fall on deaf ears. The man had a valid point. It was only a matter of time before something terrible happened, one way or another. 

“You know I like you, Miss Grayson,” Jackson continued, darting his eyes away almost shyly. “But it ain’t safe for a young lady in these parts on her own. You ain’t daft. Surely you can see that.”

He paused and cast her a sidelong look. Joanna instinctively knew what he was about to say before the words left his mouth. 

“But...” he continued, scuffing a foot against the dirty wood floors. “If you were my wife, well, I don’t think ain’t no one gonna give you a problem. They ain’t gonna want a problem with me, after all.”

Joanna was neither offended nor surprised by the offer. It was not the first one she had received and as far as betrothals went, Jackson was one of the kinder men she had encountered which was not saying much. The man was still very much a brute. 

“You are right, Mr. Jackson,” Joanna sighed and she watched as his face lit up with happiness, misconstruing her words for an acceptance. Before he could speak, she completed her thought. “I have no business being in these parts on my own. I should not be alone.”

Jackson nodded in approval, his scruffy face bobbing. 

“I can find the pastor right now,” he said but Joanna interjected, cutting him off mid-sentence. 

“Which is why I must thank you for your kindness in employing me and bid you adieu.”

Shock colored Jackson’s face as her words sunk in. 

“Y-you would rather leave than marry me?” he choked. Joanna gave him a tight smile. 

“Indeed, I would, Mr. Jackson,” she replied. “But please do not take it to heart. I would rather leave than marry anyone. Good day, sir.”

She turned to leave but Jackson’s voice called out to stop her. 

“Where will you go?” he demanded furiously. “You ain’t got any money!”

Joanna paused at the swinging doors and cast him a pensive look, nodding in agreement. 

“Indeed,” she murmured, her brow furrowing. “I suppose I am going to have to do something about that now, won’t I?” 

~ ~ ~

Sweat formed in beads at his back, so much so that Henry was certain whomever was behind him could clearly see the wet spots in lines zigzagging across his fine coat tails.  He was grateful for the thickness of the material but he sensed that everyone’s eyes were elsewhere. It had cost Henry everything he had to fashion a suit so grand but he hoped it would be well worth it in a few moments. 

Swallowing the lump that had formed in his throat, he ambled forward, nose twitching delicately above his freshly groomed moustache. It felt strange to be so clean and fresh. He could not recall the last time he had bathed prior to that occasion. 

“Good morning, sir. Fine day is it not?” the over-eager bank manager cried, taking in Henry’s outfit with too much interest. A wave of satisfaction swept through Henry as he realized that his plan was working thus far. 

“Indeed,” Henry agreed, sitting himself before the robust man and sinking back to peer at the manager with cool, calculated amusement. “If you play your cards right, sir, it could get better for both of us.”

If possible, the manager’s eyes widened more, giving him an almost animal-like quality. 

A weasel, Henry determined. That is what he most resembles. A wide-eyed weasel who will be easily manipulated. 

“How can I be of service to you, Mr....?”

“Collingwood,” Henry lied. “Phoebus Collingwood, of the San Francisco Collingwoods? Surely you know of us.”

The look on the banker’s face told Henry that he had not but that was irrelevant. He nodded anyway, leaning forward to heartily shake Henry’s hand. 

“Of course, Mr. Collingwood. A pleasure. I am Dalton Guilvery, bank manager and available for all your needs.”

Henry laughed rudely and Dalton seemed taken aback. 

“Forgive me, sir,” Henry snorted. “But do I seem like the type of man who needs for anything?”

“Oh...oh, no, sir, Mr. Collingwood.” Dalton was fumbling over his words now, giving Henry the confidence he needed to push forward. 

“It is I who can help you, Mr. Guilvery,” Henry continued, sinking back to examine his nails. He immediately wished he had not, noticing the dirt underneath them. He hoped that Guilvery would not make the same observation. Casually, he lowered his hands, again leaning in. 

“I have a sizeable sum I am looking to invest, Mr. Guilvery and given the lack of opportunity in these parts, I admit, I am disheartened to entertain it now.”

“H-how sizeable, sir?” Dalton asked and Henry could see he was trying to determine if it was worth attempting to sell the idea of his small Californian town on the newcomer, wealthy as he appeared. 

“Seven million dollars.” 

Dalton Guilvery quite nearly fell out of his chair and for a moment, Henry thought he might suffer apoplexy on the spot. 

Do not die until I have done what I have come here to do, he told the banker silently. 

“S-s-seven m-million?” Dalton rasped. 

“To start,” Henry agreed. “There would be more if this town shows the promise I was expecting but I am not convinced.”

“Oh, oh, no sir. This is most certainly the place to invest. The opportunities here are endless. Why there are...I mean, there is...” 

Dalton trailed off and Henry swallowed a smile. Instead, he leaned forward, eyes narrowed. 

“Has this bank any money of its own or are the walls merely for show?” he demanded angrily. “Have I wasted my time in a swindle? I should have followed my instincts and walked past!”

Dalton balked, shaking his porcine head vehemently. 

“No, sir! No, I assure you, we are well stocked here. In fact, we have a full safe as we speak.”

“Is that a fact?” Henry muttered, falling back. He managed to look unconvinced. 

“Oh, it is, Mr. Collingwood. Allow me to take you to the vault.”

Almost falling over his own feet, Dalton rose and ushered Henry toward the rear of the building, fumbling with his keys as he moved. 

“Right through here, Mr. Collingwood,” Dalton blubbered and Henry was again struck at how easy it had all been. Guilvery opened the door to the vault, hurrying to light a lamp, giving Henry the opportunity to make his move. 

There were stacks upon stacks of currency, gold and silver coins and bonds ripe for the taking. It would take no effort for Henry to steal from this bank unnoticed, without the use of violence nor suspicion. 

“As you can see, Mr. Collingwood, we are quite well supplied. Your money would be well insured with us and—”

“Ain’t nobody make a move and ain’t nobody has to die!”

Dalton abruptly stopped speaking, his head whipping around from the lamp where he stood as Henry drew his hands back hastily to do the same. In the doorway, a slender man stood, his face all but covered by a kerchief, bright blue eyes shadowed by a ten-gallon hat. 

“Howdy boys,” the man chittered, entering the room with his pistol drawn on Henry. Their eyes met and for a moment, he felt a flash of excitement course through him. 

“I won’t be but a moment,” the robber continued, hastily opening a potato sack to fill with goods. “Ain’t gonna do you a lick of good to call out for help. I already have my men on the customers out there.”

“Take what you want, sir and be on your way,” Dalton choked. 

“Well that is mighty white of you, sir. I’ll do just that,” the thief chuckled, winking at Henry. He could not tear his eyes away from the robber, his pulse racing as he watched. There was no indignation, knowing that this man had come in to steal what Henry had worked so hard to take. There was no anger or hostility toward this man at all. 

Because that is not a man. That is a woman, Henry realized, his heart hammering wildly. No matter how she tried to deepen her voice or strut about in chaps, he could tell with certainty that she was not a man. 

Oddly, Dalton did not seem to clue into that fact, perhaps his sense overshadowed by the gun in his face. 

“Please, sir,” the manager whimpered. “There is no need for violence.”

The female robber paused and scoffed. 

“Sometimes there is a need for violence,” she retorted but she did not point the gun again. Instead, she sealed the sack and pretended to tip her hat before heading out of the vault, leaving the two men alone. 

For a moment, time seemed to freeze, neither Henry nor Dalton speaking a word. Finally, Dalton exhaled in a rush of breath. 

“Oh, Mr. Collingwood, I am terribly sorry, sir—”

But Henry did not hear another word. He had already taken off after the mysterious woman in man’s clothing. 

~ ~ ~

With her blood roaring in her ears, Joanna rushed from the bank site, dropping items of clothing as she moved, baring acknowledging the puzzled looks she received from passersby. 

What do I care if they look at me? She thought, struggling to breathe through the tightness in her chest. In mere hours, I will be free of California and on my way to Butte and the silver mines to start anew. 

She had not been certain she could pull off such a daring endeavor, robbing a bank in broad daylight no less but after days of living the gutters, she knew she had little other choice. Since refusing to marry Jackson, he had all but tossed her into the street, leaving Joanna with no money or shelter. She was desperate and she would not settle into marriage. She would sooner die. 

For two days, she had studied the comings and goings of the bank and its employees but she had not been certain she would be able to do what she had in mind, despite knowing the direness of her situation. It was not until she had seen the finely dressed man enter that morning that she had finally built the courage to see through the act, his presence somehow inspiring her for reasons she did not quite understand. 

Without giving herself time to consider the repercussions, she had hurried off to dress, gathering her courage and her weapon to enter the bank before she could change her mind. What she had not been prepared for was the impact the well-dressed stranger had had on her when their eyes locked. 

Do not be foolish, she chided herself, ducking into a laneway between two buildings where she finally paused to rest. It was merely the excitement of the heist which inspired such a heady feeling inside you. 

Yet as she caught her breath, her blonde hair flowing freely now she could not eliminate the image of the wealthy man’s face from her mind. 

Not when he appeared before her. 

A strangled gasp escaped Joanna’s lips and she reeled back in shock, her hands clutching the sack full of money as she did. Before she could move another inch, the man held up a hand. 

“I mean you no harm, Madam,” he assured her and Joanna caught the southern drawl of his voice, an unexpected heat rising through her as their eyes met again. “I only wanted to see if my instinct was true.”

“I haven’t a clue what you mean,” Joanna replied haughtily, spinning to run off again but before she could move, a strong hand encircled her upper arm. 

“I believe you do, Ma’am,” he said gravely. “You may have lost the kerchief and hat but you forget you remain in men’s pants.”

A humiliated flush filled Joanna’s cheeks and she wrested against his grip but as she looked down, she realized that the man’s hands were filthy. The realization alone made her relax inexplicably, her eyes traveling upward to meet his gaze steadily. 

What man of his standing has such dirty fingernails? She wondered, a peculiar feeling of interest overcoming her body. 

“Unhand me,” she said firmly. “Or I will scream.”

Her words were filled with more confidence than she felt but they were enough to make the stranger let her go. 

“If you do that, you will only call attention upon yourself, Madam.”

Joanna wished he would stop calling her Madam. 

“It is uncouth to corner a lady in an alley,” she insisted, determined to maintain her innocence. 

“I am a gentleman,” he replied, a charming smile falling over his lips. 

“Are you?” she countered, looking pointedly at his hands. “It seems to me that you are merely acting the part.”

He blinked and withdrew slightly, hiding his hands as he cocked his head to the side. 

“You are well spoken for a bank robber,” he offered. “And I do detect a southern drawl, Miss...?”

Joanna was taken aback by his brazen introduction but more so by his astute observation. 

“As are you, Mr....?”

“Dupont,” he replied quietly. “Henry Dupont.”

An expression of surprise crossed his face then, as though he was surprised he had spoken the truth about his name and suddenly, Joanna had a twinge of memory flood her. 

“Henry Dupont,” she murmured. “Of the Tennessee Duponts.”

He blinked, apparently dismayed that he had been recognized, his feet carrying him further back. 

“I-I think you have me confused with another,” he muttered. 

“I remember you,” she insisted. “We met once.”

He froze, his eyes raking over her face as he struggled to remember her but why would he? Joanna had been a girl when Henry Dupont had come to the plantation in Virginia, a guest of her father’s from a lifetime ago. 

“You are running from the war,” she commented, ambling back slightly, her fingers clenching to the ill-gotten gains she had taken from the bank. 

“As are you, apparently, Miss...?”

He tried again desperately to learn who she was but Joanna steeled herself from answering. She could not permit herself to become entangled with this man or any other. She needed to be on a train heading to Butte by dawn, on her way toward a new beginning. 

“There is no need for introductions,” Joanna told him flatly. “We will never lay eyes upon one another again.”

She whirled about to flee again but Henry seemed to have predicted her next movement and before she knew what was happening, the bag of stolen money was wrenched from her hands. 

Shocked, she whipped back around but Henry was already sprinting away, his voice carrying toward her. 

“I hope you are right, Madam,” he chortled. “I wish you the best of fortune in your future endeavors.”

~ ~ ~

He did not allow the guilt to settle into his bones until after he found himself back at a tavern, seeking a room for rent. Henry did not dare return to the place in which he had been staying, the risk far too great. He would count the money he had rightfully stolen back from the lovely blonde robber. After all, if she had not come along, the money would have already been in his hands. He had merely reclaimed what was his. 

“One room for one night,” Henry told the proprietor. 

“Need some company?” the owner leered suggestively, nodding toward the scantily dressed women who lounged about. 

“Not tonight,” Henry replied, accepting the key and making his way up to the second floor. He did not miss the wide-eyed looks of the men in his presence who took in his fine clothing and Henry knew every moment he spent in the tavern was filled with danger, especially when he had so much money in his possession. 

I will not stay the night. I will leave before dawn when all is quiet, he vowed, locking the door in his wake but when he finally sat on the squeaking brass bed, all he could think of was the woman who had so daringly robbed the bank at gunpoint. 

He wondered how she had known him. He certainly could not remember her face and it was not one he would easily forget. The blue of her eyes seemed etched in his mind, distracting him from his count. 

Every noise in the tavern seemed to ricochet through his ears, the impending danger of his mere presence heightened. He wished he had used some of his money to purchase a gun rather than the ridiculously expensive suit he donned. 

But if I had not been in the bank at that time, I would not be sitting here with this money, he reasoned, ignoring the pang of guilt that flittered through him again. He wondered what would become of the girl now that he had taken what she had stolen. 

If she did it once, she can do it again, he thought. By then, I will be far from California. 

With that, he settled back against the mattress, putting his feet upon the soiled sheets to rest his eyes for a few moments. When he woke, he would be on his way again, hopefully to a place where he could rebuild his life to the former splendor he had once known. 

~ ~ ~

“I knew you would come back,” Jackson sniggered as Joanna made her way back into the tavern. The moon was riding high in the sky and she had spent the day and night wandering through town, unsure of what else to do. She had been taken for a fool, her ego terribly hurt for permitting herself to let her guard down with Henry Dupont. 

Why did I not shoot him dead? She thought furiously, replaying the scenario in her mind a hundred times over. Why did I not scream for help?

Yet no matter how she tried to reenact the situation, she knew why she had not reacted with more force—getting Henry caught would only mean she would get herself caught. Joanna needed to accept that her heist had been for naught and make another plan. 

But what plan was there to be had? Another robbery? Surely the sprinkling of banks in the area would be on high alert now. She was only one woman with a pistol. She had been lucky once and she had no faith that her good fortune would continue. 

I will not die this way, she vowed. Joanna walked until her legs ached and she had nowhere else to turn but back to the tavern which had housed her since arriving in California. 

How bad would it be to marry Jackson? She wondered, realizing that she did not even know her employer’s first name. It is better than risking my life as a bank robber. 

Or was it?

Joanna was no longer sure anymore. She only knew that she wanted to live and the way matters were going, she was not clear on how much longer that dream was sustainable. 

At midnight, she found herself in the doors of the saloon, defiantly meeting Jackson’s eyes. 

“I have considered your offer,” she choked, feeling the burn of tears behind her eyes. “And I will marry you in the morning if you will still have me.”

Jackson’s face broke into an ugly smile and he nodded in agreement. 

“That will do,” he agreed. “You can spend the night in your room and I will send for the pastor on the morrow.”

The words made Joanna shudder, knowing that in merely a few hours, her life would again be forever changed once more. 

She nodded, heading up the stairs toward her room and tried to dismiss the heaviness in her heart. So close, she had come, so close to being free of California and the dismal life she had fallen into. If it had not been for—

Her thoughts stopped abruptly as one of the doors opened, a shadow appearing in the hall before her. Instinctively, Joanna ducked back, unsure of why she felt the need to hide but she stood stalk still, waiting for the figure to materialize. 

She could not believe her eyes when Henry Dupont stepped from the room, his eyes darting along the hallway before shuffling forward, the sack pressed over his shoulder. 

Am I dreaming? Joanna wondered, shaking her head in disbelief but it was no dream. This time, she would not hesitate, a renewed hope flowing through her veins as she reached for her pistol beneath her faded work dress. Henry stole closer to her spot and when he was upon her, she ambled forward, cocking the gun in his face. 

“Hello, Mr. Dupont,” she purred. “I daresay you have something that belongs to me.”

Gasping, Henry reeled back, his eyes widening in disbelief. 

“H-how did you find me?” he choked, trying to retreat
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