
R E C K L E S S 
L O V E

B E T H  W H I T E

O

3

_White_RecklessLove_BB_jck.indd   5_White_RecklessLove_BB_jck.indd   5 3/18/20   8:30 AM3/18/20   8:30 AM

Beth White, A Reckless Love
Revell Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



© 2020 by Elizabeth White

Published by Revell
a division of Baker Publishing Group
PO Box 6287, Grand Rapids, MI 49516-6287
www.revellbooks.com

Printed in the United States of America

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted in any form or by any means— for example, electronic, photo-
copy, recording— without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only 
exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data
Names: White, Beth, 1957– author.  
Title: A reckless love / Beth White.  
Description: Grand Rapids, Michigan : Revell, a division of Baker Publishing 

Group, [2020] | Series: Daughtry house; 3 
Identifiers: LCCN 2019056019 | ISBN 9780800726911 | ISBN 9780800738587 

(hardcover)  
Subjects: GSAFD: Christian fiction. | Love stories. 
Classification: LCC PS3623.H5723 R44 2020 | DDC 813/.6—dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019056019

Scripture used in this book, whether quoted or paraphrased by the characters, is taken 
from the King James Version of the Bible.

This is a work of historical reconstruction; the appearances of certain historical figures 
are therefore inevitable. All other characters, however, are products of the author’s 
imagination, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

The author is represented by MacGregor Literary, Inc.

20 21 22 23 24 25 26   7 6 5 4 3 2 1

20 21 22 23 24 25 26   7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data is on file at the Library of Con-
gress, Washington, DC.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Control Number: 0000000000

_White_RecklessLove_BB_jck.indd   6_White_RecklessLove_BB_jck.indd   6 3/18/20   8:30 AM3/18/20   8:30 AM

Beth White, A Reckless Love
Revell Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



This book is dedicated to the best  
of neighbors and friends—
Danny and Kim Carpenter.

_White_RecklessLove_BB_jck.indd   7_White_RecklessLove_BB_jck.indd   7 3/18/20   8:30 AM3/18/20   8:30 AM

Beth White, A Reckless Love
Revell Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



9

PROLOGUE

April 27, 1865 
North of Memphis, Tennessee

Zane’s first thought when he came to was that the world was 
coming to an end. Lying flat on the ground, hearing muffled, 
mud up his nose and in his good eye, he turned his head to 
squint against the giant boiling, roaring flare on the Missis-
sippi. Fire on the water— how could that be?

But then he’d seen hell in all its various forms over the 
last four years. Maybe God had decided to start over, like 
he did with Noah’s family. Zane wouldn’t quibble with the 
Almighty over the need for a fresh start.

He pushed to his hands and knees, shaking his head to 
rid himself of the sensation of battle aftermath. The war 
was over. He was on his way . . . somewhere upriver. Maybe 
St. Louis or Cairo. Not home, because he didn’t have one. 
Mainly he wanted to get beyond Mississippi and Alabama, 
a place where a man could live in peace.

Sounds began to come and go— small explosions, inhuman 
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screams, the roar of the flames— and he fought the urge to 
curl up on the ground, arms over his head, knees drawn in. 
No. He was here for a reason. Left behind for some purpose 
only God knew. If he didn’t believe that, he’d have given in 
long ago.

Dragging in a breath that pierced his lungs and launched 
a spasm of coughing, he forced himself upright on his knees, 
wiping the slime from his face, spitting grit out of his mouth. 
His ears cleared long enough to distinguish—

The screams were real. Human. In a flash of recall, he 
remembered what brought him here. The man he’d followed 
by horseback along the river. The explosion—

Right, the steamboat— the boat he’d been aboard from 
Vicksburg to Memphis— had exploded, knocking him un-
conscious.

He stared in horror at the inferno on the river. There were 
people everywhere, floating past on doors and shutters and 
tree stumps, calling out, drowning, burning, shrieking like 
demons, the scene comparable to the worst wartime engage-
ment he’d experienced.

As he staggered to his feet, something dripped into his 
good eye. He reached up to wipe it away, then stood looking 
at his hand by moonlight and the flickering fire, rubbing the 
sticky moisture between his fingers. His head was bleeding, 
though the patch over his bad eye remained miraculously 
in place.

He took off his coat, ripped off one of his shirtsleeves and 
tied it about his forehead, then put the coat back on.

By now his senses had straightened enough that he could 
think. He took stock of the tragedy around him and began 
to formulate a plan. That was what the Provost Guard of the 
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Indiana Iron 44th did. Take any unorthodox situation, assess 
the most critical problems, and deal with them step by step. 
It was how he’d survived the last eight months in prison. It 
was how he’d made it to Vicksburg mainly on foot, how he’d 
secured a berth on that hell- bound steamer.

It was why he wasn’t on it when it exploded.
Step by step, Sager, he told himself. There are people in 

the water worse off than you. Help them.
Before he could act, voices pierced the chaos— not from 

the survivors on the river but from somewhere just ahead, 
behind a stand of trees near the top of the muddy, flood- torn 
riverbank. Though Zane’s hearing still came and went, he 
thought he distinguished two voices. One of them had him 
crouching, reaching for the pistol he’d bought in Memphis.

Jones. He’d know that high- pitched raspy voice any-
where.

He froze. So he’d been right that the saboteur on the Sul
tana seemed familiar. His instinct to follow the man had 
saved his life, and now he had a choice to make. He could 
apprehend Jones with no proof— other than his own word— 
that he’d done anything wrong. Or he could dive into the 
river and save as many lives as possible.

As the screams of burning, drowning men and women and 
the crackling roar of the blazing vessel splintered the night, 
he reeled with the pain in his head. Maybe he wasn’t strong 
enough to accomplish either task.

Suddenly he could hear the judge’s voice in his head. Ven
geance belongs to the Lord, Zane. Don’t take that on your
self.

The judge. Judge Teague had been on that boat— in Zane’s 
spot on the upper deck. It seemed impossible that he could 
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still be alive. But Zane had never bowed to the inevitable in 
his life.

Praying for strength, he turned back toward the river.

The explosion jerked her awake. Aurora sat up, heart slam-
ming in her throat. The second- floor bedroom was dark 
and quiet, but she could still feel the iron bedstead quiver-
ing. Cousin ThomasAnne lay beside her, snoring a prosaic, 
ladylike purr. How could she sleep after that concussion? 
For that matter, Aurora herself seemed to be the only one 
awake in the house.

Everyone always said she had the hearing of a bat, but 
had no one else felt the reverberation, the shudder of the 
house? Some nights she lay awake long after everyone else 
slumbered, listening to the hoot of the steamboats pushing 
upriver from exotic places like Natchez, Vicksburg, Baton 
Rouge, New Orleans. Now that the war was over, the Missis-
sippi River had opened to civilian traffic. The daily symphony 
of sounds from the landing below the bluff had thickened 
with longshoremen calling to the crews of boats docking or 
steaming away, loaded with passengers, cotton, and other 
crops headed north. Nighttime was quieter, with a rhythm 
and music all its own: distant foghorns, the call of night 
watchmen, perhaps a drunken sailor singing a bawdy song 
on his way out of a waterfront saloon.

Now— only muffled silence, as though her ears had sud-
denly gotten stuffed with cotton wadding.

Shoving aside ThomasAnne’s bony knees, she lay back and 
pulled the quilt under her chin. With spring slow to arrive this 
year, the night was sharp and cool for late April. The river 
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had been roiling with snowmelt for weeks, overflowing its 
bounds, flooding the plains of the delta on the Arkansas side 
and across the state line in Mississippi. Though Memphis, 
high on its bluff, remained safe from the angry water, she 
breathed a prayer for the roustabouts below.

She lay awake for a long time, unable to shake the feeling of 
unease. Maybe that disturbance had been a dream after all. 
She hoped it had been. But sometime later, her eyes flew open 
at the sound of feet on the stairs just outside the bedroom 
door. The room had lightened, but shadows still lingered 
in the corners. Then, oddly, a flare of light penetrated the 
blackness beyond the open streetside window.

Scrambling out of bed, Aurora ran to lean over the win-
dowsill. Lamplight flickered and swam along the street like 
giant fireflies, all headed in the direction of the river. A wagon 
rattled by, then a couple of horses, then more wagons. Sud-
denly the street was alive with chaos and noise, men pouring 
out of their houses, calling to one another.

“Steamboat exploded!” The words came clear at last in 
the melee. “Fire! People in the water—”

Craning to see beyond the mad activity pouring toward 
the bluff, Aurora spotted a stream of boats backing out into 
the river. Impossible to distinguish individual vessels from 
amongst the various sizes and shapes, but the US military 
packet Pocahontas, a midsized steamer charged with round-
ing up Confederate blockade runners and habitually moored 
at the foot of Beale Street at nightfall, was no doubt among 
the rescuers. That very day, Aurora and her sisters had been 
at the Soldiers’ Home, serving members of the Pocahontas’s 
crew, along with paroled Union prisoners from the steamboat 
Sultana. Stopping in Memphis to unload a hundred tons 
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of sugar and nearly as many barrels of wine, the Sultana’s 
pilot had allowed the passengers to disembark for supper. 
The ladies of Aurora’s church had brought blankets and 
food, tea and conversation, to men so gaunt and ill from 
incarceration at Cahaba Prison over in Alabama that they 
hardly seemed human.

The men, clearly giddy with joy at the knowledge that 
they were on their way home, had seemed grateful for femi-
nine kindnesses. Some had had the means to purchase new 
clothes in town, but others remained in stinking uniforms so 
black with grime that the original color could no longer be 
discerned. Aurora had held her breath and bravely smiled at 
each man she encountered, some who seemed hardly older 
than her own fourteen years, some aged beyond reality by 
their travails. All but blinded by pity, Aurora had ignored the 
revolting of her stomach and sat beside a poor man with an 
amputated leg and a ferocious head wound while a troupe 
of opera singers from Chicago, also traveling on the Sultana, 
had performed a program of comic scenes.

Could the Sultana be the afflicted vessel?
She thought it likely, and if  so, the disaster could not 

be overstated. The steamboat had been monstrously over-
loaded— so much so that it nearly capsized while passengers 
ganged on one side to pose for photographers on the wharf. 
Everyone at the Soldiers’ Home had been talking about it 
this afternoon.

Or, more properly, she supposed, that had been yesterday. 
Dawn could not be far away now.

“Aurora?” came ThomasAnne’s soft voice. “What’s the 
matter?”

Aurora looked over her shoulder and found her older cousin 
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sitting up in bed, nightcap askew over curly, reddish- brown 
hair straggling in plaits over her shoulders. “I’m not sure.” Au-
rora turned back to the ruckus outside the window. “Sounds 
like a steamer up the river exploded and caught fire. Those 
poor people . . .”

“Oh mercy! Come back to bed before—”
“Tom, it can’t reach us here.” Aurora squelched her own 

anxiety to reassure her cousin. “It’s almost time to get up 
anyway, so I’m going to get dressed. I’m sorry I woke you. 
Go back to sleep.”

“Heavens, no, you can’t . . .”
Ignoring her cousin’s bleating protests, Aurora shucked 

out of her nightgown. Feeling her way in the dark, she found 
her undergarments, stockings, and day dress lying across the 
cedar chest at the foot of the bed and quickly put them on. 
“Go to sleep, ThomasAnne,” she said soothingly, slipping 
out into the hallway, carrying her shoes— and stopped in her 
tracks at the sight of her grandmother mounting the stairs. 
“Grandmama! What are you doing up?”

“I might ask you the same thing, young lady.” Grandmama 
reached the landing with a thump of her ebony- head cane, 
an accessory which Aurora suspected was carried mainly for 
effect. “Turn right around and get back to bed.” Once a fa-
mous titian- haired beauty, the old lady had not lost the raised- 
eyebrow expression of one used to commanding a retinue.

“I’m not sleepy.” Aurora tipped her chin, imitating the 
autocratic tilt of Grandmama’s well- coiffed head. “Besides, 
it’s very noisy outside. What is happening out on the river? 
I heard the explosion.”

“You heard the . . . You couldn’t possibly have—” Grand-
mama buttoned her lips, then sputtered an exasperated breath. 
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“Pish. I told your grandfather we might as well wake you girls 
up. Go on down to the breakfast room and find something to 
eat. We’ll need to start making bandages and send them on 
to the hospital. I’ll wake the other girls— oh, ThomasAnne, 
you’re up too? Good, then. Hurry and put some clothes on.”

As Grandmama stumped past Aurora to knock on her 
sisters’ bedroom door, ThomasAnne ducked back into the 
room from whence her white, freckled face had briefly ap-
peared like a lace- frilled daisy.

Aurora hurried down the stairs to the breakfast room. 
Finding the table laid and an array of breakfast foods— 
bacon, biscuits, grits, fried eggs, and fig preserves— already 
spread on the buffet by the window, she marveled at the 
servants’ ability to pull together such a bounteous meal in 
the middle of the night.

Thoughts of the unfortunate souls who had undoubtedly 
perished in the accident killed her appetite. She had gone to 
the buffet to pour a cup of coffee when a sudden banging 
on the front door startled her into dropping the coffeepot. 
Jumping up to deal with the spill spreading over the Aubus-
son carpet, she heard the butler, Alistair, go to the door, 
tut- tutting at the racket.

“Hold your horses,” Alistair muttered, and Aurora heard 
him jerk open the door.

“Doc McGowan sent me!” came a rough male voice that 
Aurora didn’t recognize. “Said tell the mistress to get ready 
for an emergency ’cause the hospital’s already full—”

Aurora hurried into the foyer. “Grandmama’s upstairs. 
I’ll take the message.”

The wiry young Negro at the door snatched his cap off. 
“Miss— Doc said not to—”
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“Pish!” Aurora said, again in deliberate imitation of her 
grandmother. “How many?”

The man looked over his shoulder, then back at Aurora 
and apparently decided he’d better deliver his information 
fast and get back to the hospital. “As many beds as you can 
find, miss. Some going straight to the morgue, of course— 
excuse my bluntness— and the surgical cases will stay at the 
hospital, but the ones can easily be treated will need nurses 
and simple comfort. Blankets, bandages—”

“Yes, yes, we’ll take care of it. I’m sure you’re needed else-
where. Thank you.”

As the man ducked away, Alistair shut the door and turned 
to Aurora. He looked at her with reluctant respect glimmer-
ing in his dark eyes. She’d known him all her life, and he and 
his wife, Vonetta, the family cook, had half raised her. “Well 
done, little miss. I’ll start down here rounding up blankets 
and laying out pallets, move some furniture around.”

“Good. I’ll go up and help Grandmama with bandages.” 
She headed for the stairs, then hesitated, a hand on the newel. 
“I’m sorry about the mess in the breakfast room. I dropped 
the coffeepot.”

Alistair responded with a grim smile. “I got a feeling we 
gon’ have more to worry about than spilt coffee ’fore this 
day’s over, Miss Aurora.”

She nodded, then pattered lightly up the stairs, praying.
God, give me strength to be useful and kind and coura

geous.

Adams Hospital was a madhouse. Screams of pain ulu-
lated over the shouts of medical personnel, the grunts and 
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questions of volunteers, and a general roar of disaster. The 
iron smell of blood and stench of burned flesh permeating 
the hallway would have knocked Zane to his knees— but he’d 
already sagged against a wall outside the ward where he and 
a freedman named Lucky Tolbert had just left Judge Teague.

Tolbert and his dugout fishing canoe had saved his life.
By the grace of God, Zane had managed to pull five vic-

tims to safety before the current yanked his tired body under 
and nearly swept him downriver. But just as he feared he’d 
lost the will to fight, he caught sight of a dark- skinned arm 
reaching for him. Tolbert dragged him into the canoe and 
pumped the water out of his lungs, then the two of them set 
to work ferrying as many as they could safely carry to the 
Negro’s island fishing camp.

Zane knew he shouldn’t have been surprised that the judge 
was one of those survivors floating along on a door from the 
pilot house. It was a night of disasters and miracles. He closed 
his good eye and let his head fall back against the wall. He 
was so weary, and he wanted to sleep. Yet he dreaded what 
he knew he’d dream of— the nightmare of what he’d seen 
this night would haunt him for years to come. Maybe he’d 
never forget it. Maybe he’d never sleep again.

“Son, get up from there and let’s find you a bed,” ordered 
an aristocratic Southern soprano located somewhere above 
him. He felt a gentle, gnarled hand rest on his head. “Where 
are you hurt?”

Zane peered upward, his vision oddly doubled. He couldn’t 
tell much about the woman, other than that she had once 
been beautiful. And she was willing him to do something he 
was incapable of accomplishing. “I’m fine,” he said. “Just 
resting. I’m about to go . . .” Where was he going? He had 
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no place to go. Besides, he had to stay and make sure the 
judge recovered. “I’ll just stay here, if it’s all right with you.”

“It is not all right,” she said imperiously. “Never mind. 
I’ll send someone for you—”

“No, ma’am.” Forcing his exhausted legs to support him, 
he stood up, tottering. “I need to stay here. Judge Teague is 
in there—”

“Judge Teague is in the hands of the best surgeon in Mem-
phis— my husband, Dr. McGowan. I might let you check on 
him later— after you’ve gotten into some dry clothes and had 
a meal and a good sleep.” Her blue eyes twinkled. “Now, since 
you seem to be ambulatory, come with me, before I have to 
call an orderly to haul you out of the way.”

Recognizing a stronger will than his own, Zane pushed 
away from the wall, ignoring the arm she extended to assist 
him. Hanged if he’d let an old lady serve as a crutch.

By midmorning, McGowan House had been turned into 
a makeshift hospital. Aurora stood in the doorway of the 
dining room with a basin of clean water propped against 
her stomach. She watched her sisters— tall, gangly Joelle 
and no- nonsense Selah— work together to bring comfort to 
some poor burned soul. Frankly she wasn’t sure if it was a 
man or a woman, as every bit of hair had been burned from 
the blistered head, and the body was covered by a blanket.

It was a hopeless cause. Selah closed the sightless eyes and 
brought the blanket up to cover the person’s face, then sat 
back on her heels and stared at Joelle. “I’ll get one of the 
men to come for the body,” she said and rose.

Joelle nodded and moved to the next patient.
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Aurora wanted to weep with exhaustion and sorrow, but 
there wasn’t time for such maudlin selfishness. For once she 
could be grateful for her upbringing under Grandmama’s 
spartan philosophy. She had been trained to cope with hard-
ship when necessary.

At the moment, it was necessary.
Joelle, her strawberry- blonde hair hanging in messy dis-

order about her face, looked over her shoulder. “Is there any 
water in that bowl?”

“Yes.” Aurora approached her middle sister and knelt 
beside the pallet. Ladies from the church benevolence com-
mittee had brought over piles of blankets first thing after the 
alarm had gone out, along with stacks of red flannel shirts 
and drawers. Many of the survivors of the disaster had been 
stark naked when brought in, having stripped off their clothes 
in an effort to avoid being dragged under by the current or 
drowned by other desperate swimmers. Aurora’s initial shock 
had quickly turned to numb stoicism. In the emergency there 
was no time for missish sensibilities.

She held the bowl while Joelle dunked in a clean cloth and 
wrung it out. Joelle began to methodically wipe the dirty face 
of a man who had somehow, miraculously, escaped anything 
more than a severe chill. Eyes squeezed shut, he lay trembling 
and moaning.

“I’m glad I can’t see what’s in his head,” Aurora blurted. 
“Can you imagine what that was like— being blown out of 
your sleep into fire and cold floodwater? Everyone around 
you drowning or burning?”

Joelle looked at her, blue eyes bloodshot, lines of fatigue 
bracketing her mouth. “I know. We’ve all seen awful things 
in this war, but this . . .” With a sigh, she laid the cloth gently 
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across the man’s creased forehead. “These men were on the 
way home. I don’t understand God at all sometimes.”

Aurora hadn’t even considered God’s thoughts on this situ-
ation. But then everyone called her the Princess of Rainbows. 
Joelle was the deep thinker of the family.

Suddenly the front door slammed open. Male voices echoed 
from the foyer, along with the sound of boots on the marble 
floors.

“Hello the house!” someone shouted. “Doc McGowan 
sent us.”

Leaving the bowl on the floor, Aurora sprang to her feet 
and ran to the dining room doorway. “Here we are. What’s 
the—” The rest of her sentence splintered. Four men car-
ried the corners of a litter on which lay an injured fifth man. 
There was blood everywhere, but it seemed to originate at his 
blood- soaked bandaged left hand. Aurora put her hands to 
her mouth in an effort to collect herself. Maybe she hadn’t 
seen the worst yet. “Come this way,” she told the man at the 
head of the litter.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and the men tromped behind her 
into the dining room.

As two servants removed the deceased burn victim, Aurora 
took a clean blanket from the stack on the dining room table 
and arranged it in the empty space on the carpet. The litter 
bearers carefully rolled their unconscious burden onto the 
pallet, then helped Aurora settle him on his back.

She made herself study the patient so she’d know how 
to help. His plain bearded face was oddly veined, as if from 
drink, and he seemed generally healthier than the other pa-
roled prisoners who had come up from Vicksburg on the 
Sultana. An unattractive specimen with greasy, graying brown 
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hair, he was short, barrel- chested, and perfectly dry. His only 
real injury seemed to be the bloody hand. “Did Grandpapa 
give you any instructions? How was he hurt?”

“Knife fight at the Soldiers’ Home. Nobody knows who 
he is nor where he come from.” The man shrugged. “Your 
grandpa’s coming right behind us.”

“Grandpapa’s coming home?” Her grandfather had been 
gone since the alarm went out in the middle of the night, and 
she hadn’t expected him back before nightfall, if then. One 
of the few trained surgeons in town, Belmont McGowan, 
MD, drove himself hard during emergencies, his family and 
his own well- being coming in a distant second and third to 
patients who needed his care.

The litterman nodded. “Yes’m. The hospital didn’t have 
no more beds, so Doc said make this man comfortable here 
and he’d sew up that hand when he got home.”

Aurora nodded. “What about my grandmother?”
“I don’t know, miss.” The man shrugged. “Judge Teague 

was brought in around six this morning, and I think she’s 
been caring for him.”

Aurora’s hand flew to her mouth. “Judge Teague? Was he 
on the Sultana?” She knew how much Marmaduke Teague 
meant to her grandparents. The judge might be a Unionist, 
but he and Grandpapa had been friends since childhood and 
owed one another enough favors that even a civil war hadn’t 
been able to strip their mutual devotion.

The man nodded. “Yes’m. Apparently so. The judge got 
burned pretty bad in the explosion but got away on a door 
from the pilot house. Young fellow with one eye and a colored 
man with a log canoe rescued the judge and couple others 
hanging onto some tree branches out in the river. When they 
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got to the little island where the Negro had been camping, 
the young fellow knew enough to cover the survivors’ burns 
with flour. Your grandpa says that’s what saved the judge’s 
life. Not too long after that, the Pocahontas stopped to take 
everybody to the hospital in Memphis.”

“Well, thank the Lord for them both.” Throat tight, Au-
rora dropped to her knees in a floof of skirts and started 
unwrapping the nasty bandage about the ugly man’s hand. 
“All right, I’ll get him cleaned up so Grandpapa can deal 
with him when he gets here.” Casting aside the bandage, she 
reached for the bowl of water Joelle had abandoned before 
attending to some errand that took her out of the room.

Grandpapa treated saints and sinners, heroes and trai-
tors, without regard to their deserving of his care. The least 
Aurora could do was to follow his example.
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One
Five years later 
June 1, 1870 
Oxford, Mississippi

What a waste, Aurora reflected, that the most brilliant, ex-
travagantly beautiful woman below the Mason- Dixon line 
lacked the sense to come in out of the rain.

Irritated, she eyed her sister Joelle, who stood in front of 
a full- length mirror, reading the ingredients of a receipt for 
calamine lotion she’d picked up at the pharmacy. With her 
chin- length red- gold hair caught up at the sides with ivory 
combs, cheekbones like a Botticelli angel, and full lips pursed, 
she could have been posing for an illustration in Godey’s 
Lady’s Book.

“It was such a shame about the fire over at Daughtry 
House.” Mrs. Clancy, the bridal shop couturier, buzzed 
around, twitching at the lace, ribbons, and ruffles adorning 
the massive white skirt of the dress Joelle had reluctantly 
agreed to try on. “Especially after y’all had just had such a 
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lovely house party with the Forrests and the opera singer— 
what was her name? Delfina Fabulous or something like that? 
Weren’t you all just scared to death? And I could hardly be-
lieve my dear friend Mrs. Scully’s husband— that would be 
Mr. Scully, you know— was involved in the tragedy of your 
father’s death, God rest his soul. Poor Mrs. Scully having to 
keep her head up, with her husband charged with . . . some-
thing. What was it? Arson? Train sabotage?”

Aurora did her best to ignore the woman’s gossip. Maybe 
a shopping trip so soon after all the traumatic events of the 
spring had not been such a good idea.

“I’m going to get Wyatt to mix this up for me when I get 
home.” As Joelle stuffed the leaflet into the front of the dress, 
she caught sight of herself in the mirror and gasped. “Pete! 
Have you lost your mind?”

Joelle’s horrified use of her childhood nickname jerked 
Aurora back to the subject at hand. “What’s the matter?” 
she asked.

Joelle grabbed the front of the dress. “I’m not wearing 
this monstrosity! I look like an unbaked lemon meringue 
pie! Schuyler would hurt himself laughing.”

If pressed, Aurora would confess to some doubt as to 
the likelihood of the dress passing down Tupelo Method-
ist Church’s center aisle without knocking someone’s eye 
out. But one should never concede wholesale in a battle of 
wedding fashion. She reached up to jerk the cap sleeves off 
Joelle’s creamy shoulders. “You’re right. It is entirely too 
conservative.”

Mrs. Clancy gave Aurora a doubtful look. “Miss Joelle is 
already exposing a significant amount of décolletage. Are 
you sure—”
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“I’m sure this is not the right dress.” Aurora moved her 
hands, mimicking Joelle’s tall, hourglass shape. “Haven’t 
you anything that clings more to the body?”

Joelle yanked the sleeves back up. “I do not plan to expose 
any décolletage at all. And the shape of my body is nobody’s 
business but mine— and eventually Schuyler’s,” she added 
with a smug glance at the sapphire adorning her ring finger.

Aurora laughed. At least the goddess had a sense of humor. 
“Touché. But we came all this way to—”

“— to see our lawyer,” Joelle said, with one of her whiplash 
reversions to pragmatism. “You dragged me in here against 
my will.”

Aurora sighed. What was the use of looking like a mer-
maid out of a fairy tale if one refused to take advantage of 
it on the most important day of her life? “All right, all right. 
Let’s collect Sky from the music store and go up to see Mr. 
Greene.” She gave the proprietress an apologetic look. “I’ll 
talk to her and bring her back when—”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Clancy,” Joelle said sweetly, “but we won’t 
be back. I promised my dear friend Charmion that she could 
make my wedding dress.” She dipped a curtsey. “Thank you 
for your time. You have a lovely shop, and I’ll be happy to 
send you any business it’s in my power to influence. I’m 
going to change now.” With a vague flutter of her hand, she 
darted into the changing room before Aurora could argue.

Exchanging a harassed look with the dressmaker, Aurora 
hustled after her sister.

Already skinned out of the wedding dress, which had been 
kicked into a giant pile of fabric in the corner, Joelle looked 
up from straightening her stockings. “You’re not going to 
make me go back in there, are you?”
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The idea that she, the youngest and smallest of the three 
Daughtry sisters, wielded any influence at all over her elders 
continued to secretly astonish and gratify Aurora. “If you 
promise to let me go with you to choose the fabric for your 
wedding dress.”

Joelle dropped her simple blue- print dress over her head 
and began to do up buttons. “You do have good taste. Though 
I warn you, I’m not baring my cleavage, even in the interest 
of high fashion.”

“Consider me schooled, Miss Daughtry.” Shaking her head 
with a smile, Aurora helped her sister finish dressing.

As they bid good day to Mrs. Clancy and left the shop, 
Aurora looked regretfully over her shoulder. She’d been look-
ing forward to shopping in Oxford, a much bigger town than 
poky little Tupelo. She hadn’t been back to Memphis since 
early April, and though she didn’t precisely miss Grand-
mama’s constant interference, rural life had become rather 
slow of late. Ah well. Maybe she could come back another 
day. She skipped to keep up with Joelle’s long stride. “What 
do you think Mr. Greene has to say?”

At Aurora’s breathless tone, Joelle blinked and looked 
down at her. “Sorry, Pete.” Slowing her pace, Joelle let Aurora 
catch up. “I’ve no idea, but he’s not going to be happy that 
we came without Selah.”

The girls’ visit to Oxford today resulted from a very pe-
culiar and cryptic telegraph they’d received three days ago 
from the family lawyer, requesting that they call on him at 
their earliest convenience, as he had some news of interest 
to the entire family that he wanted to impart in person.

Their older sister would normally have been the designated 
representative, but Selah had been feeling poorly, and Levi 
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Riggins, her husband of barely six weeks, balked at putting 
her on a train. Joelle, next in line, flatly refused to go any-
where without Schuyler Beaumont, to whom she had become 
affianced two weeks ago, and who followed her about like 
a lost puppy. However, his unchaperoned escort would be 
inappropriate until the two of them were actually married, 
so Aurora had volunteered to go along, braving the half- day 
trip by train from Tupelo to Oxford in hopes of luring Joelle 
into the mercantile for fittings.

A hollow victory, as it turned out. Since becoming a school-
marm and an engaged woman (twice in one month, of all 
things, to two different men), Joelle had developed an alarm-
ing tendency toward stubbornness and keen observation. It 
was getting harder and harder for Aurora to coax her for-
merly absentminded sister to fall in with her excellent plans.

With a mixture of exasperation and affection, Aurora 
glanced up at Joelle’s serene, flawless profile. During those 
long years of separation during the war, while Papa was 
away in the Confederate army, Aurora had resided in Mem-
phis with her grandparents— for her own safety, they said. 
Meanwhile, Joelle and Selah had been permitted to stay with 
their mother at Ithaca Plantation. Oh, how she had longed 
for her sisters’ company.

Now even she recognized the irony that their reunion for 
the purpose of holding on to the family property had resulted 
in both her sisters finding the love of a lifetime and ultimately 
going their own ways. Against all odds, at the advanced age 
of twenty- seven, Selah had married a Yankee- born Pinkerton 
detective, while Joelle had jilted the preacher and snared the 
heart of their longtime family friend and business partner.

Aurora didn’t begrudge them their happiness, but when 

_White_RecklessLove_BB_jck.indd   28_White_RecklessLove_BB_jck.indd   28 3/18/20   8:30 AM3/18/20   8:30 AM

Beth White, A Reckless Love
Revell Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2020. Used by permission.



BEth WhitE

29

the excitement of Joelle and Schuyler’s wedding passed, she 
would be left alone. Again.

Well, so be it. She had always been capable of creating her 
own fun. She would just have to work for it a little harder 
than before. Grandmama or no Grandmama.

They quickly reached a store with big plate- glass win-
dows, lettered J. A. Spencer, Fine Musical Instruments 
and Piano Tuning. Schuyler had elected to pass the time 
with the large, friendly family of Justice of the Peace Spen-
cer, while Aurora and Joelle went to the bridal shop. (“I as-
sure you, Schuyler, you have no interest in this procedure,” 
Aurora had informed him when he asked plaintively why 
he couldn’t come along. “Your part is over, until you see 
Joelle coming down the aisle.”) Now she braced herself for 
the inevitable saccharine outpouring that ensued whenever 
Schuyler and Joelle had been apart for more than ten min-
utes. It was enough to give one a toothache. Hopefully, the 
spooning would dissolve into the normal rhythms of their 
previous bantering relationship.

As she opened the door, Aurora was bombarded by a brassy 
wall of music, overlaid by a couple of flutes and clarinets, 
with percussion clunking along underneath. Following the 
cacophony to the back of the store, she found the community 
wind ensemble in its weekly rehearsal, conducted by Mr. 
Spencer himself. Schuyler, never one for sitting still when 
there was noise to be made or mischief afoot, had confiscated 
a bass drum and mallet and joined in. With little regard for 
tempo and less for dynamic sensitivity, he whaled away at 
the drum as if it had committed some heinous sin. Though 
he was clearly having a grand time, the second he saw Joelle, 
he dropped the mallet and went for her.
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Rolling her eyes, Aurora waved at Mr. Spencer and headed 
for the stairs. Shortly she found herself at a second- floor 
landing in front of a brass doorplate etched with D. Vaughan 
Greene, Esq. When her knock was answered by a deep, 
firm “Enter, please,” she turned the knob and pushed open 
the door.

“Mr. Greene?” She smiled at the genial, well- dressed gentle-
man who rose to greet her. “I’m Aurora Daughtry.”

“Miss Daughtry! How nice to meet you.” The lawyer cov-
ered a startled glance by hurrying to pull a chair out and indi-
cating that she should sit. “I was, er, expecting Miss Selah—or 
rather, Mrs. Riggins. She has been the one to handle our 
business dealings in the past.”

“Yes, I know.” Aurora folded her hands in her lap and 
tucked her feet under her dress as her grandmother had taught 
her to do during the course of many agonizing deportment 
lessons. “Selah wasn’t feeling up to traveling, so Joelle and I 
came in her stead. I assure you, I have both the intellect and 
the authority to deal with whatever information has come 
to light.”

“Forgive the question, but have you reached your major-
ity, Miss Aurora? Perhaps we should wait until Miss Joelle 
has joined us.”

Aurora bit her lip. The poor man was staring at her in 
bemused embarrassment, as if he might offer her a box to 
sit upon. “Well, here’s the thing. Joelle is extremely bright, 
of course, but she couldn’t care less about money or legal 
obligations, and she’d go off into a brown study the minute 
she sat down. At the end we’d have to repeat for her every-
thing that was said anyway. So it’s best if you and I take care 
of things, then I can tell her what we decided.”
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Greene’s florid face became even redder as he mopped a 
handkerchief across his high forehead. “My dear, I didn’t 
mean to be insulting. It’s just that you look so—”

“— young, I know,” she finished with a grin. “I’m aware 
that I come in a small package, and the dimples are somewhat 
deceptive, but I am fully nineteen years old and quit playing 
with dolls some time ago. I have a letter from Selah, if it will 
make you feel better.” She produced the document from her 
reticule and passed it to the lawyer across his desk.

He took it and cast a skeptical eye over Selah’s neat script, 
his expression relaxing by a fraction. “I see.” He cleared his 
throat and looked up at Aurora. “That is, I do apologize for 
my initial hesitation. You understand that I am bound to be 
very careful—”

“Never mind, Mr. Greene, I am completely unoffended. 
And as you can see, even Selah agrees that Joelle won’t have 
much to contribute to the conversation— she’s downstairs 
with the musical people, much more to her interest, I assure 
you— so let’s you and I deal with whatever this mysterious 
business is, and I’ll be, as they say, out of your—” She caught 
herself, noticing that Mr. Greene looked a bit glassy- eyed. 
Grandmama was forever telling her that she spouted more 
words in thirty seconds than most people used in a day. 
“Never mind. Please. Carry on.”

Folding Selah’s letter, the attorney nodded. “Very well. I’m 
happy to hear from your sister’s hand that your business ar-
rangement with Mr. Beaumont is about to be altered slightly 
by his marriage to Miss Joelle. I will consult with your grand-
father to make sure the Daughtry interests are protected, 
particularly yours. With your two older sisters joining their 
thirds of the property to their husbands’ holdings, I strongly 
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advise that you continue to invest your share of the earnings 
so as to provide a stable income.”

Aurora nodded, restraining herself from burbling further.
Greene rewarded her with an approving smile. “All right. 

With that said, let me come right out with it. I needed to 
inform you and your sisters of some property your father 
owned in town.”

Aurora waited. When the lawyer sat back as if  he had 
nothing further to add to that bald statement, she said, “Mr. 
Greene, my father has been dead for over two months. We 
thought he was dead long before that— in fact, the planta-
tion came into our possession five years ago. Why is this just 
now coming to light?”

Greene removed his spectacles and polished the lenses 
vigorously with his handkerchief. “This property is some-
what different in nature than a plantation. It’s more of a 
. . . business.”

“A business? What kind of business?”
Greene mumbled something.
“Excuse me,” Aurora said. “It sounded like you said ‘sa-

loon.’”
The glasses resumed their perch upon Mr. Greene’s eagle 

nose. He sighed. “I did.”
Aurora blinked. “Well, it’s not a crime to own a saloon, 

though I understand why he wouldn’t want my mother to 
know about it. But I can’t say I’m surprised. Papa was a 
complex man, and everybody knows he liked both earning 
and spending money. What I don’t understand is why the 
existence of this business has been kept from us, when we’ve 
been struggling with the debt on the plantation all these 
years. Presumably the saloon has been earning a profit, no?”
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Evidently taken aback by her willingness— and perhaps 
her unladylike ability— to discuss commerce in such frank 
terms, Greene stared at her. “As a matter of fact, it was quite 
lucrative. But to keep you girls and your mother away from 
the somewhat shady nature of the Dogwood—”

“The Dogwood?” Aurora said. “That’s the one across from 
the train station, the first thing you see when you come into 
town. No wonder it’s lucrative.”

“Yes. That’s the one.” The leather chair squeaked as 
Greene shifted. “Anyway, your father was a silent partner 
in a rather convoluted arrangement with Romulus Oglesby. 
Oglesby took complete ownership when your father died.”

“Well, then why—”
“Let me finish, Miss Aurora. Perhaps you knew that Mr. 

Oglesby has recently passed to his reward?”
“I’m sorry to hear that, but I’ve spent most of my growing-

 up years in Memphis. This is the first I’ve heard of his ex-
istence.”

“Fair enough,” Greene said, “though I imagine the male 
members of your household would be conversant with his 
name. In any case, he died without issue, and as I represented 
him as well as your father in the terms of their partnership, it 
devolves to me to inform you that, according to Mr. Oglesby’s 
last will and testament, you and your sisters are joint heirs 
to the Dogwood.”

“So Selah and Joelle and I own a saloon.” Aurora con-
templated all the implications of that fact for a moment, 
then began to giggle. “Grandmama is going to have a hissy!”
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