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PRAISE FOR THE BOOKS OF 
#1 INTERNATIONAL 
BESTSELLING AUTHOR
KERK MURRAY



The Christmas Angel






“I’ve never ugly cried reading a Christmas book until this one. It’s so good!”— Reader Review



“I found Kerk Murray’s books last year and read all of the Hadley Cove series and loved them. But The Christmas Angel is even better. I can’t wait to read the rest.”— Reader Review



“I love Sugarberry Ridge! Kerk’s new series is amazing!”— Reader Review



Little Black Dog





“Okay so I literally never leave reviews but I HAVE to for this one. This is THE best dog book. Max reminds me so much of my Winston.”— Reader Review



“As someone who lost my beagle last spring, I approached this book with caution. I’m glad I read it. It was more than what I expected.”— Reader Review



“I was lucky enough to get an early copy and I’ve already read it twice.”— Reader Review



Since the Day We Promised



“Books don’t often make me sob, but this one did. There was an innocence and nostalgia about the story that gave me all the feels.”— Reader Review



“I have only two words for this series and this book in particular. Absolutely amazing!”— Reader Review



“What a finale. I am glad to have read and enjoyed all six books.”— Reader Review



Since the Day We Left


“Haven’t cried that hard over a book in a long time.”— Reader Review



“I read this in one sitting on a rainy weekend and it was PERFECT. Already ordered copies for my book club.”— Reader Review



“I picked up this book on a whim and now I’m ordering everything Kerk Murray has ever written.”— Reader Review



Since the Day We Wished


“I read it in one sitting! If you love small town romance with realistic characters, you need to read this. I already pre-ordered the next one.”— Reader Review



“Loved every page. The Wishing Tree concept was so romantic and unique. Kerk Murray is an auto-buy author for me now.”— Reader Review



“I hope this gets made into a movie. So good!”— Reader Review



Since the Day We Kissed


“This is the first romance I’ve read written by a male and won’t be my last by this author. His take on romance was surprisingly insightful—you can’t help but cheer for Kara and Ethan.”— Reader Review



“The best story in the series by far!”— Reader Review



“I can’t wait to read more Kerk Murray books! He’s my favorite new-to-me author.”— Reader Review



Since the Day We Fell


“Hadley Cove feels like a character in itself. It’s a place that feels both real and magical and one that I never want to leave.”— Reader Review



“Kerk has a gift for capturing the nuances of human emotion. I found myself stopping to highlight several passages.”— Reader Review



“I’ve been a fan of Kerk’s work since Pawprints On Our Hearts, and Since the Day We Fell did not disappoint.”— Reader Review



Since the Day We Danced


“Murray’s writing is simply gorgeous.”— The Book Commentary



“An emotional rollercoaster that will make you fall in love with love all over again.” — Reader Review



“A beautiful escapist Nicholas Sparks type romance.”— Reader Review



Pawprints On Our Hearts


“Animal lovers will feel connected to Murray’s almost spiritual awakening and admire his devotion to following his heart, even in the face of tremendous sacrifice. This touching memoir overflows with intense emotion.”— Booklife by Publishers Weekly



“A deeply moving memoir... one of the best books that capture the connection between human beings and dogs... Pawprints on Our Hearts inspires a love for animals while exploring the painful edges of the human heart in need of love and healing.”— The Book Commentary



“A powerful and emotional story.”  — Alyson Sheldrake, Bestselling author of “Kat the Dog"











  
  
BY KERK MURRAY


Dog Lovers


Pawprints On Our Hearts


Little Black Dog


Hadley Cove Sweet Romance


Since the Day We Danced 


Since the Day We Fell 


Since the Day We Kissed 


Since the Day We Wished 


Since the Day We Left


Since the Day We Promised



Sugarberry Ridge Holiday Romance



The Christmas Angel



The Christmas Star



The Christmas Wish



The Christmas Miracle



The Christmas Train



The Christmas Cottage

















  
  
BEFORE YOU BEGIN …


I started my Facebook Reader Group as a place to connect with readers like you—people who love small towns, second chances, and rescue animals. You’ll be the first to hear about new releases, book clubs, and the occasional update from Maximus and Spartacus. 


Join here:



Kerk Murray’s 


Facebook Reader Group












  
  
STORY PLAYLIST


Set the mood while you read.


Listen on your favorite music streaming platform. 



Download it by clicking here.

Kat’s listens:




	“I Hope You Dance” — Lee Ann Womack


	 “Because of You” — Kelly Clarkson


	 “Wide Open Spaces” — Dixie Chicks


	 “Fighter” — Christina Aguilera


	 “The House That Built Me” — Miranda Lambert


	 “Where Are You Christmas?” — Faith Hill


	 “Take My Breath Away” — Berlin


	 “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” — Judy Garland


	 “Unwritten” — Natasha Bedingfield


	 “When I Look at You” — Miley Cyrus





Eli’s listens:



	“I Walk the Line” — Johnny Cash


	 “The Dance” — Garth Brooks


	 “My Heart Will Go On” — Celine Dion


	 “Go Rest High on That Mountain” — Vince Gill


	 “If I Die Young” — The Band Perry


	 “Here Without You” — 3 Doors Down


	 “Blue Christmas” — Elvis Presley


	 “Iris” — Goo Goo Dolls


	 “Holes in the Floor of Heaven” — Steve Wariner


	 “This Gift” — 98 Degrees













  
  





To my friend Kathy and 


her beloved Fangue, who loved Christmas. 


May he be remembered forever.
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DEAR READER,

This is the first book in the Sugarberry Ridge Holiday Romance series, and I couldn’t be more excited to share it with you. 

The Christmas Angel is a story about broken things and the people brave enough to fix them. It’s also about grief, grace, and showing up even when you’re not sure you’re ready. 

My hope for you is that you’ll see a piece of yourself in these characters and realize some of your best days haven’t even happened yet.

If you’ve been with me for a while, thank you for trusting me with another story. 

If you’re new, pull up a chair. There’s always room for you here.

Welcome home to Sugarberry Ridge.

Love,
Kerk











  
  













“It’s been told that God sends 


some of them without wings so


 we’d never know they were angels.” 

—Unknown














  
  

1

Kat





Kat Dawson swore she’d never come back. 

By the time she crossed out of Tennessee into north Alabama, empty paper cups littered the passenger seat and floorboard.

Nine coffees or ten?

She’d had seventeen hours to think about every wrong turn that had brought her here. Somehow, her bladder had held up with only a few stops. When she’d left Boston yesterday in her silver Toyota, she hadn’t said goodbye to anyone. There was no one left there to miss. 

On the radio, Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas started to play.

She turned it off. The highway thinned to two lanes, curving through a canopy of trees. Her hands moved on the wheel, already prepared for each bend. Fence posts and ditches slid by. Later, a few rusted gates and mailboxes passed in uneven intervals. Just beyond the old field, words sharpened on a familiar hand-painted sign: Welcome Home to Sugarberry Ridge.

She exhaled.

As the road widened, a few parked cars appeared along the shoulder. Soon, brick storefronts rolled past with warm lights looping under the eaves. Red bows wrapped the lampposts, wreaths hung on doors, and more strings flickered to life as the afternoon slipped away.

To her left, a striped awning hung above the old candy shop window, glowing with jars of pastel sweets. Next to it, the boutique showcased scarves draped over wooden forms and boots lined beneath them. She slowed as she neared a cream-colored sign with cursive blue letters: Miss Lila’s.

Kat could almost smell the pastries.

At the end of the block, she signaled and turned off Main Street. The road narrowed, and the buildings gave way to small houses tucked behind dark hollies. She passed the bridge, then the park where she’d once played hopscotch. Farther down, the white clapboard cottage with green shutters and a wraparound porch came into view. She parked in the driveway and cut the engine.

Kat didn’t reach for the door right away. She stayed there, letting her gaze drift to the red mailbox on its wooden post: 718 Berry Drive.

So this is it.

The December air nipped at her face when she finally got out. She stretched, then walked to the trunk and lifted it open. Inside were duffel bags, a suitcase, and some boxes. She stared for a moment.

How had her entire life come down to what could fit in a trunk?

It felt like too much to carry in right now, so she lowered the lid. 

It bounced back. 

She pressed it down again.

Same result.

“Ugh!”

Kat climbed onto the bumper, grabbed the edge of the trunk, and forced her weight onto it, riding it all the way down.

Click.

When she straightened, the back window was right there: more bags stuffed in the backseat, stacked higher than the headrests.

Definitely later.

Squaring her shoulders, Kat started up the stone path. She reached for the railing, gave it a shake, and went up the steps. At the top, she paused and nudged one of the rocking chairs with her boot. She watched it sway and settle, then rose on her toes and tapped the seashell wind chimes. Their soft clinking carried her back to the beach trip to Hadley Cove, where she’d picked them out and insisted on bringing them home.

As the sound faded, she dug into her purse for the key that had been sitting in her junk drawer for almost a year—under the unopened letter from her mom she’d almost thrown away a dozen times, but never could. Kat turned it in the lock and pushed.

Still sticks?

She leaned into it, then shoved it the rest of the way. When it opened, dust caught in her throat. She coughed as she set her purse on the stand against the wall. Under it, she noticed her scuffed Nikes, laces knotted together.

So that’s where I left those.

Kat moved farther in. The butter-yellow walls had paled in some places. The couch, with its outdated floral cushions, sat where it always had. Her fingers trailed across it as she passed, stopping at the bookshelf. It was still crammed with photo albums, VHS tapes, and paperbacks. She pulled one free.

Ethan Frome.

Inside the cover, stamped in block letters, were the words: Property of Sugarberry Ridge High.

Junior year, she’d borrowed it from her crush just to get him to talk to her. It had worked, though he never asked for it back.

Wonder if he got fined.

Kat smirked and closed the book. As she set it down, her eye caught the golden frame on the top shelf. The photo inside showed two women bundled in coats at Sugarberry Ridge’s first Christmas Angel Lighting. Her mom was smiling—really smiling. And so was she ... 


      [image: ]“Here.” Her mom pressed a steaming cup into Kat’s gloved hands.

Kat wrapped her fingers around it and took a sip. The hot chocolate was almost too sweet, but she didn’t say anything. 

Slowly, they wandered the cobblestone square. Christmas music floated from somewhere overhead. Strings of bright lights ran from shop to shop, tying the whole scene together in a warm glow. A food truck hissed as someone flipped something on a griddle, and the air smelled like sugar and cinnamon. 

Couples leaned in for photos. Families drifted past with mittened kids tugging at their waists. An older man in flannel and a knit cap flipped the hardware store sign, while a little girl twirled beneath the lights, shouting, “Daddy, Daddy, look at me!”

Kat watched as the dad kneeled and applauded. She felt a familiar ache, briefly, but let it pass.

As they continued, her mom didn’t ask about her first semester at Boston College, and Kat didn’t bring up the argument from last week. They just strolled. By the time they’d lapped the square for the second time, a crowd had gathered. Her mom took their empty cups and tossed both into the trash, then reached for her hand and led her toward the front. Breaths fogged into little clouds around them as they huddled in with the others. 

Pastor Brooks stepped onto the riser beside a large, covered object. “Friends,” he said, and the surrounding chatter quieted. “Tonight, we light our angel for the first time since we rebuilt this town. May it be a symbol of hope and love, and a reminder that together, Sugarberry Ridge can make it through anything.”

Nearby, a child’s voice piped up, met with a quick “Shhh!” and a ripple of smiles.

“One of our own carved this.” The pastor motioned toward the crowd. “Come on up here, young man.”

People shifted and turned as someone made their way forward. 

Kat stared as the guy moved closer.

He came up to Pastor Brooks, who clapped him on the back. “This is Eli Mercer. He spent the summer and most of fall bringing her to life.”

Eli gave a small wave, buried his hands in his jacket pockets, and looked down.

His dark, tousled hair was longer than Kat remembered. He looked taller somehow too, or maybe it was just the platform.

“On three,” Pastor Brooks said, gripping the tarp. “Help me count it down.”

“Three!” voices shouted in unison.

Kat’s mom squeezed her hand.

“Two!”

Eli scooted to the side.

“One!”

The tarp fell away, and a hush swept through the square.

The wooden angel stood nearly eight feet tall, wings spread, cradling a baby in her arms. A gentle smile curved across the angel’s lips. Light traced the span of her wings. Soft curls fell against her shoulders, and tiny fingers clutched a fold in her robe, holding this moment in place.

A few voices rose around her:

“It’s gorgeous.”

“Boy’s got a true gift.”

“Must’ve taken a thousand hours.”

Kat glanced over at Eli, who was at the edge of the raised steps, accepting handshakes and pats on the back. He looked uncomfortable with the attention, nodding and offering thank-yous. Still, something in his face seemed steadier than she’d ever seen him at school.

She should go up there. She should say something.

Kat took a step forward. Then another.

But what would she even say? “Hey, remember me? The girl who borrowed your book three years ago?”

He probably didn’t. He’d barely looked at her when he handed it over.

She stopped.

Her mom touched her elbow. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Kat looked at Eli one more time. “It really is.”

When everyone dispersed, Kat’s mom slipped her arm through hers, and they walked back across the square to where they had parked. On the ride home, Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas played on the radio. Her mom hummed along while Kat rested her head against the window, watching stars fill the dark.


      [image: ]... That night was the last time she’d seen her mom.

Or Eli.

The thought lingered before Kat made her way to the kitchen, past a table with two chairs, white cabinets, and a window that looked out onto the backyard.

She moved to the refrigerator and opened it.

Bottles of water and half-used sauces crowded the shelves: soy sauce, mustard, and several jars of something she couldn’t identify. 

She closed the door and tugged the freezer handle. It stuck for a second before opening. Inside sat a few frost-bitten bags of vegetables and a carton of maple pecan ice cream from Caldwell’s Creamery.

Daughter of the year.

She’d meant to drive down, sort through the closets, box up the kitchen, and decide what to keep. But there was always a reason not to: work, William, or the eleven hundred miles that made it easy to put off for another month, which eventually turned into a year.

Kat shook off the thought and closed the freezer, squeezing the handle.

When she finally let go, she walked to the back door and stepped out. Beneath the gray sky, matted straw-colored grass stretched out. She pulled her jacket tighter as her eyes landed on the dented aluminum shed. She remembered being fourteen, her mom standing near the porch, one hand raised, reminding her to take it slow while she learned to cut the grass for the first time.

The memory drew a sigh, and she headed into the yard. Her boots left prints in the damp grass as she made her way to the old sugarberry tree.

The rope was still there, looped over the thick branch. She hadn’t thought about the swing in years, or how many times she’d tried to touch the sky with her toes.

She smiled and pushed the tire. It swung back and forth, creaking the same way it had thirty years ago. 

No—forty.

Her mom had set it up when she was in kindergarten. Most afternoons that year, a friend from school came over, hollering, “Ms. Joanne, watch me!” as they took turns pushing higher and higher until the lightning bugs came out. 

Grace McCarthy.

They’d been inseparable through middle school, before Grace’s family moved across town and they drifted into different groups in high school. Kat hadn’t heard from her in decades. 

Probably still here.

The tire swung slower. Then stopped. She placed her hand on the rubber. It was cracked along the bottom and the tread had worn smooth where she used to sit.

Hmmm.

Technically, she could still fit. At least she had that going for her. 

But she wasn’t that girl anymore. Hadn’t been for a long time. Growing up hadn’t changed who she was. It just changed what she could afford to hope for.

She let her hand fall to her side.

Ding!

She flinched, then reached into her back pocket and pulled out her phone. 

A message flashed on the screen: 

Meet me at Miss Lila’s.
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