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        Hailey Jefferson, yearning to break free from the shadow of her mother's scandalous legacy, embarks on a bold journey as a mail-order bride. But her quest for a fresh start comes with a catch: a trial marriage. Firm in her resolve, Hailey sees this arrangement as the perfect opportunity to script her destiny, unshackled by the bonds of actual matrimony. Yet, as time weaves its unpredictable tapestry, she questions the walls she's built around her heart.

      

      

      
        
        Alex Croft, an orphan who has long dreamed of a family to call his own, believes he has found the missing piece to his life's puzzle in Hailey. His deep-seated longing for a lifelong partner leads him to embrace this unconventional union, but Hailey's terms challenge his most profound hopes. With the deadline of Christmas Eve looming, Alex finds himself in a race against time, striving to kindle a spark that will convince Hailey to abandon her guarded stance and embrace a future together.

      

      

      
        
        As the countdown to Christmas draws them ever closer, will Hailey and Alex discover a love that transcends the terms of their agreement, or will the season of miracles pass them by?
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        Woodward, Oklahoma Territory, 1907

      

      

      “Take your grubby hands off me, Clayton Jackson!” Hailey Jefferson yelled, swallowing the panic rising up her throat. The man in question only laughed and pressed her back against the brick wall of the hotel where she’d grown up. She was trapped.

      He groped her breast with one hand and leaned forward, slobbering wet kisses along her neck. His whiskey-laden breath burned her nostrils. Her last meal threatened to make an appearance as fear and desperation gripped their icy fingers around her heart.

      “Yer not git’n away from me this time. I’m tired of chasin’ you. I’m gonna show you just how much of a man I am.”

      She tried to turn her head away from the stench of his rancid breath as it poured across her face. She opened her mouth to scream again when he let out a loud grunt, slowly sliding to the ground at her feet. She stood with her eyes closed and her body shaking, afraid if she looked, she’d find herself in an even worse predicament.

      “Oh, laws, Hailey, that was a close one!”

      Hailey’s eyes flew open and she jerked her head up. Her best friend, Jocelyn Duncan, stood in front of her with a wide-eyed expression, her hand still gripping the neck of a broken bottle. Hailey glanced at the man lying at her feet, a trickle of blood oozing from a gash on the side of his head. “Joss, what did you do?’

      Jocelyn tossed the bottle to the ground and wrapped her hand around Hailey’s arm, pulling her down the alley toward the sliver of yellow light spilling over the rocky dirt from the open door of the hotel’s back entrance. “Come on! Before someone comes looking for him.”

      They raced up the back stairwell to the third floor where their rooms were. Hailey pulled out the skeleton key the owner had given her years before and unlocked her door. With a glance down one end of the hallway to the other, she shoved Jocelyn inside and locked it behind her.

      Jocelyn let out a puff of air and leaned against the door. “Hailey, honey, that was too close a call. I only came downstairs to ask if you were going to stop cooking early like we planned. What if⁠—”

      “Don’t go there, Joss.” Hailey sat on the edge of her bed, staring at the threadbare rug beneath her feet. “If you say it....” She bit back a sob, her eyes filling with tears. Tears she refused to shed.

      Furious, she blinked several times, forcing her eyes to dry up. She threw back her shoulders and lifted her chin. “I’m not staying here any longer.” She met Jocelyn’s watery green gaze, her best friend’s eyes similar to hers.  “And neither are you or Toby.”

      She stood and pulled the old carpetbag from underneath the bed and shoved her few belongings inside: a tarnished silver brush and the matching mirror, which had a crack down the middle, her only nightgown, and her second gray dress.

      She fastened the closure and moved in front of Jocelyn, holding the bag’s handle with both hands. “Snap out of it, Joss. We need to pack you and your husband’s things.”

      Unmoving, Jocelyn stared at her. “And just where do you think we are going to go? This hotel has been your home for most of your life and now ours. We don’t have anywhere else to go and you know it.”

      Hailey twisted the doorknob and jerked the door open. She grabbed her best friend’s arm and pulled her to the room next to hers. Without knocking, she opened it and shoved Joss inside. Toby glanced up from his book, his brows rising as they stumbled into the room.

      “Pack your bags. Both of you. We’re going to Dollie’s ranch.”

      Toby let out a loud yahoo and reached under the bed for their bags. As quickly as Hailey had, he packed their meager belongings. “It’s about time.”

      He stopped and turned to face Hailey with a frown, crossing his thick arms over his broad chest. “But why are we suddenly leaving now...in the middle of the night?”

      His wife rubbed her hands up and down her thin arms. “Nine o’clock is not the middle of the night. Clayton Jackson tried to accost Hailey again. If I hadn’t gone downstairs⁠—”

      “And hit him over the head with a bottle of whiskey.” Hailey smiled.

      “And hit him with a bottle. Well, I don’t even want to think about what might have happened,” Jocelyn finished, her voice barely more than a whisper.

      Toby’s lips twitched as he stared down at his wife. “You hit him?”

      She threw her arms up in the air. “I had to! He had Hailey pinned against the wall down in the alley. I grabbed the first thing I saw. Thankfully, Clayton took his bottle with him when he left the saloon, otherwise, I would have had to jump on his back and start whaling on him.”

      Toby let out a bark of laughter and slapped his knee. “Always knew your pretty red hair would come in handy.”

      Jocelyn hit him in the shoulder and rolled her eyes. “Oh, please...” She grabbed her bag from the bed and marched over to stand beside Hailey, who loved watching her two best friends battle it out.

      They hadn’t changed in that respect since they were ten years old. She adored them for it. They were the closest thing to family she had left. Joss was more of a sister than anything else. They even looked alike, with similar features and bright green eyes. Their hair was the only thing about them that was different, with Hailey’s being a dark, rich brown to contrast Jocelyn’s vibrant auburn.

      They quietly walked through town and headed south toward Dollie Kezer’s ranch. They walked the four miles in about an hour, but when they arrived, the house sat in total darkness, the green-painted front door only a dark shadow sitting in the middle of the long covered porch.

      Hailey sat on the wooden planks of the porch, set her bag in her lap, and leaned on it with her elbows, her chin in her hands. “Now what? She’s evidently in bed.”

      Jocelyn sat beside her. “Or away. Didn’t she say she was leaving on a trip sometime this month?”

      Hailey shrugged, her gaze on the darkness surrounding them.

      “One of us could knock, you know,” Toby pointed out.

      “What if she’s asleep? That would be rude,” Jocelyn snapped.

      “Well, it’s better than sleeping on her front porch.”

      Hailey sighed. “Stop bickering. I’m sure Dollie wouldn’t mind if we slept in the barn. We used to do it all the time when we were little. I’m sure it’s not that bad now that we’re grown.”

      “How about sleeping in real beds instead?” a soft voice said behind them.

      The girls jumped to their feet and spun around. Standing in the open doorway, Dollie’s silhouette against the room’s dark interior was a stark contrast as she faced them in her white robe, her long brown braid draped over her shoulder.

      “What are you three doing here so late?” Her gaze lowered to the bags still clutched in their hands, then rose to meet Hailey’s, one sculpted brow rising.

      “I’m sorry, Dollie, but we had nowhere else to go. The hotel isn’t safe anymore⁠—”

      “Clayton Jackson tried to attack Hailey again. This was the third time in two days!” Jocelyn interrupted, stepping onto the porch. “She can’t stay there any longer. And neither can we. Toby hasn’t been able to find a job yet, and we can’t afford to pay for the room anymore.”

      “Hmmm. That is most certainly a problem.” Dollie motioned for them to go inside and lit a small lantern hanging on the wall by the door. Closing the door behind her, she walked through the living room toward the hallway.

      Hailey breathed deeply, smelling the wonderful scent of leather and wood as they followed her toward the bedrooms. Dollie stopped in front of the first room and waved her hand with a smile. “Jocelyn, you and Toby can sleep in here.”

      She turned to the room behind her. “Hailey, this will be your room. Get some sleep, and we’ll discuss options in the morning over breakfast.” She walked to the end of the hallway to her room but stopped in the doorway, her head slightly turned. “Oh, and Hailey? You’re cooking,” she added, closing the door behind her.
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      The next morning, Hailey served breakfast and got a second pot of coffee made before sitting down to eat. Taking a bite of her omelet, she relished the flavors of the melted cheese, tomatoes, and peppers as they burst over her tongue.

      Dollie was the first to push away her plate, wiping her mouth with a satisfied smile. “Delicious, as always. Thank you, Hailey. I believe that’s the only thing I miss about living in town. Your meals.”

      She took a sip of her coffee and set the porcelain cup down in front of her. “Now, we need to discuss what the three of you are going to do.” Her brown gaze moved from one person to the other, as if waiting for someone to begin.

      Hailey sighed and pushed away her half-eaten breakfast, no longer hungry. “That’s just it, Dollie. We have absolutely no idea. That’s why we came to you. You always have wonderful solutions.”

      The older woman smiled, raising her cup to her lips. “Well then, I do have an idea, but I’m not sure how much you will like it. Recently, I’ve had to help several of the girls get away. Unfortunately, for the same reason you are here.” She walked over to a small roll-top desk, pulled out several papers, and sat again. “I’ve found that starting over is nearly impossible for a woman.”

      “But—” Hailey said, immediately closing her mouth when Dollie’s gaze speared hers.

      “I said nearly impossible.” She spread open a newspaper and refolded it, laying it in front of Hailey and pointing to the first ad. “Read.”

      Hailey read the first line in bold print. Wanted: Mail-order Bride. She gave Dollie a quick frown but looked back down at the paper and continued, carefully reading through each ad. Pushing them across the table to Dollie, she sat back in her chair. “The last thing I want is to get married. You know this. I want to live in Boston, be treated like a lady, and maybe even open a bakery.”

      Dollie’s nostrils flared. She took a deep breath, covering Hailey’s hands with her own. “I love you as if you were my own daughter, Hailey. Before your mother died, I promised her I would watch over you. Do you trust me?”

      Hailey sat back with a frown. “What?”

      “Do you trust me? It’s a relatively simple question.”

      “Yes, Dollie, I trust you. More than I ever trusted my mother.”

      Dollie smiled. “Your mother loved you. She just didn’t know how she could provide for you after your father was killed.”

      Hailey stared at their hands, still linked together. “I still miss Daddy, but I can’t approve of what my mother did because her choices are affecting me now. Every man in that town thinks he can manhandle me and take advantage because my mother was a saloon girl—a prostitute. I refuse to go back there, Dollie!”

      The older woman nodded. “As I said, I’ve helped several other girls leave. Now, if you listen with an open mind, I will help you. I’m sorry, Hailey, but there aren’t many chances for women to earn money. At least, not in the proper way. Women’s suffrage has come a long way since 1848, but there are still many hurdles to overcome...not that I agree with everything. Personally, I think Carrie Nation is getting a little carried away by destroying saloons, but that’s neither here nor there. In your situation, I’m afraid, your choices are limited.”

      Hailey sighed, her gaze still focused on their hands. “What do you suggest I do? I’ve never wanted to get married...and to be a mail-order bride? Who knows where I’ll end up or with whom?”

      Dollie patted Hailey’s hand then poured them all more coffee. “That’s my point exactly, my dear. Who knows where you will end up? You’ve always dreamed of going somewhere with culture and the finer things in life, but your dreams are based on the small town of Woodward. There are many other larger, more cultured cities right here in the Territory. Guthrie and Oklahoma City, for example. I’ve even heard Tulsa is up and coming, and almost as grand as Oklahoma City. My point is you have to apply a bit of reason to your dreams, too.”

      Hailey met the older woman’s gaze, knowing she was right, but it didn’t make that knowledge any easier to bear. “Fine,” she agreed in a small whisper, taking the letters from Dollie’s grasp as the woman held them out to her. She reread the first letter and shook her head and moved it to the bottom of the pile. Two more letters moved to the bottom until she’d read through the entire pile, her hopes dwindling.

      She began reading the last letter, and her breath hitched, making it hard to swallow past the lump in her throat. The man who wrote this ad had given it a lot of thought. His words were simple yet spoke to her heart. Mr. Alexander Croft wanted a partner, not just a wife to take care of his home. He asked for someone to talk to. Someone who enjoyed the same things he did such as traveling, walking at sunset, and books. He loved reading and learning, as did she.

      Staring at the neat handwriting, her heart raced, pounding loud enough that she was sure her friends could hear, but she didn’t care. She made her decision.
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        Guthrie, Oklahoma, November 16, 1907

      

      

      Hailey clutched the satchel to her abdomen, her fingers worrying at the strings as she made her way through the throng of people walking toward the Carnegie Library where the statehood ceremony was about to begin. Her fear at what she was about to do became a living, breathing entity writhing deep inside her. Her hand ached but continued to shake, refusing to relax.

      Hailey wished she hadn’t given in to Jocelyn’s pleas for her to put on something other than her gray dress. Before leaving Woodward, both Dollie and her best friend had insisted she needed to buy more than one outfit, but she refused.

      She didn’t like deciding what to wear and preferred the gray skirt, which was plain and simple with no frills. Nondescript clothes kept her from being noticed. Deep down, she knew it was a silly thing to do, but her clothing allowed her to disappear, and she liked it that way.

      She tugged at the white lace collar, snug around her throat, feeling as if she were being strangled. Forcing her arm down, she swiped her sweaty palm over the matching gray wool of the walking coat, which Dollie had given her.

      She knew Jocelyn didn’t understand, probably never would. But if all she had to do was dress in boring outfits to not end up like her mother, then it was a price she was willing to pay.

      Relieved to be in a new town where no one knew who she was or, more importantly, who her mother had been, she breathed in the cool fall air. She took the first step in letting go of the bad memories and hurt feelings she had grown up with.

      It would not be easy for her to get over being the daughter of a prostitute, but accepting Mr. Croft’s marriage proposal and moving away from Woodward was a good start. She had to admit, arriving in Guthrie on the eve of becoming an official state was exciting.

      She was glad she had asked Mr. Croft not to meet her at the train station. Even with the stress of meeting her new husband today, she had enjoyed last night with only Jocelyn and Toby. Quite possibly her last night as a young, single woman.

      She swallowed the growing lump of trepidation. She didn’t want to get married, much less to someone she didn’t know. She let the crowd of people move her along as she tried to figure a way out of her current predicament.

      Unfortunately, most of the money Mr. Croft sent her was gone. A train ticket, a few new articles of clothing, and a hotel room were more expensive than she realized.

      Stepping off the low curb in front of the library, Hailey wished she had waited for the carriage the Swan Hotel provided for its patrons. Six blocks was a long way to walk in new boots.

      The distance from the hotel hadn’t even entered her mind, nor what it would do to her now aching feet. She should have put on the only other pair she owned, but Joss would have thrown a fit not only because of their worn condition but also because they were inappropriate to wear with a dress, much less a new one.

      Following the sidewalk around the large building, she discovered the small, secluded garden Mr. Croft described in his letter. She walked toward the empty wooden bench and sat, letting out a loud sigh as the burning in her feet eased. She pulled a book from the satchel and quickly turned to the page where she’d left off the night before. But after rereading the same paragraph twice, she closed it again.

      Glancing around, she spotted a pretty red bird hopping along the lowest branch of the tree overhead and chirping a happy song. It dropped to the bush near the trunk’s wide base and, after taking a few more hops, stopped and stared at her.

      “I don’t want to get married,” she said, and the bird tilted its small head to one side as if listening. “Since I was ten, I’ve dreamed of moving to Boston to become a lady.” The bird chirped and then pecked at something underneath the branch where it perched. Standing upright again with an empty beak, its black eyes stared at her.

      “What?” She glared at the small bird. “Jocelyn is right. I can’t do this on my own, and staying in Woodward is no longer an option.”

      “Do you usually talk to birds?” a male voice said.

      Covering her pounding heart with a fist, she turned and looked into the softest brown eyes she had ever seen. His medium brown hair was on the long side. He had tried to brush it away from his handsome face, but a stubborn lock had fallen across his forehead, reminding her of a sweet little boy. One side of his mouth rose in a crooked smile.

      Her breath caught in her throat as tiny laugh lines appeared in the outer corners of his eyes. Her neck ached from looking up at him. As her gaze lowered, the sharp cramp eased. She stared at his clothes. Unlike the fashionable men standing around them, the man wore a white dress shirt and, strangely enough, blue jeans.

      She frowned. “Are you here for the ceremony?”

      “I am.”

      Her scowl deepened as she continued to stare at his jeans. “Then why aren’t you wearing a suit like all the other men?”

      He chuckled. “Don’t own one, and I refuse to buy clothing I’ll only wear once. Besides, I don’t like suits. They make me feel like I’m being strangled.”

      Her lips twitched. Hadn’t it been only a few minutes ago she thought the same thing about her own dress? She cleared her throat and stood, hoping she wasn’t about to make another mistake. “I presume you are Alexander Croft?” she said in a shaky voice. He nodded.

      She let out the breath trapped inside her lungs and stuck out her hand. “My name is Hailey Jefferson.” His mouth curved into that crooked grin again. Her stomach clenched. My, but he was handsome, even if unconventional in his appearance. She wasn’t quite sure what to think about that either. It seemed Alex Croft liked to stand out.

      He wrapped his hands around hers, the heat from his palms sinking into her chilled skin. She stared at his long, tapered fingers. “It’s very nice to make your acquaintance, Miss Jefferson.”

      He released her hands and stepped back. “We still have a few minutes before Governor Haskell’s speech. Would you care to sit and talk here...get to know one another a bit better? Or go inside the library? I’m certain the local women’s clubs have set up food and drink tables.” His gaze lowered to the book clutched in her hands. “Do you like to read?”

      Her stomach jittered nervously, but her aching feet decided for her. “I...I’d like to sit here for a while longer, if you don’t mind. And yes, I do like reading.”

      He held out his hand, palm up, to the seat she just vacated. Once she took a seat, he sat beside her. She wished she had the gift of gab like Jocelyn, who had never met a stranger, but she had no clue what to say. She pulled in a deep breath and smiled. He smelled of freshly cut wood and fresh air. “Did you grow up in the Territory?”

      “No. I was born in Massachusetts but moved to Chattanooga, Tennessee, when my sister became a mail-order bride.”

      She glanced over at him in surprise. “Your sister was a mail-order bride?”

      He nodded. “Our parents died when our house caught on fire.” He stared out across the garden. “I owe her everything. Lucie did it so I wouldn’t be put in an orphanage. I was only twelve at the time.”

      He turned his brown gaze toward her. “She and Sebastian have been happily married for seventeen years with two boys of their own. Sebastian already had a daughter, Stella, who’s now married and living in Carlsbad, New Mexico.”

      “Was she a mail-order bride too?”

      He smiled with a quick nod. “Surprised me to no end—her wanting to get married. As wild as she was growing up, I figured she’d end up in something like the women’s suffrage movement, not raising kids and running a hotel.”

      “People change,” she said, the thought more for herself than the man next to her.

      “There you are!” Jocelyn said, stepping into the small sanctuary and glancing around. “Took us forever to find you.” She smiled at Alexander. “Hello, you must be Mr. Croft. I’m Hailey’s best friend, Jocelyn Duncan.” She waved her hand to someone behind them
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