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            DESCRIPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      🐶 Christmas magic comes in small packages and wet noses! 🐶

      Imagine vowing to never celebrate Christmas again only to be snowed in with your hunky husband in a cabin rich in Christmas pasts.

      Juliette Martin isn’t happy when her husband, Gabe, surprises her with a Christmas tree at their winter getaway. The grief she carries for her six-year-old son overwhelms her, and all she wants is to hide from the holidays.

      When Juliette and Gabe find themselves snowed in, they discover a small boy and his puppy behind the woodpile. Who put them there, and can these two little strays and a Christmas miracle restore Juliette’s faith in the power of love?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Christmas Stray is the 2016 Readers’ Favorite Gold Award Winner in Christian Romance.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Christmas Stray is also available in French, Italian, Portuguese, and Spanish.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR CHRISTMAS STRAY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Christmas Stray is a deeply heart-felt and beautifully inspiring story of choosing to live again in the wake of personal tragedy.” – Amber McCallister

      

        

      
        “Touching story of love and miracles.”

        – Chantel Rhondeau

      

        

      
        “A story of hope, forgiveness and moving on when you no longer think you can.” – Rebecca Austin

      

        

      
        “This book is so true, so emotional and so magical that it makes you want to read several times.”

        – Elisabete C.F. Martins

      

        

      
        “A heartfelt, uplifting novella that draws you in and makes you hope for miracles.” – Sharon Coady

      

        

      
        “Miracles do happen in so many forms.”

        – Jessica Cassidy

      

        

      
        “This heartfelt Christmas tale will leave you wanting a stray of your very own.” – Corissa Palfrey

      

        

      
        “A heartwarming holiday tale!” – Michele Shriver

      

        

      
        “Sad, sweet, and quite realistic.” – Linda Scarchuk

      

        

      
        “I cried, I laughed, I love a book that can evoke all of my emotions.” – Brandi Pletcher

      

        

      
        “Ms. Ayala was able to surprise me, and that's a very good thing.” – Tope Awofeso

      

        

      
        “The most sweet and tender story …” – Vera Neves

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            HOLIDAY HEARTSTRINGS ROMANCE SERIES
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            WELCOME

          

        

      

    

    
      I invite you to explore my world romances, from dangerous suspense to sweet family drama, featuring hot, steamy flirts, brainy, strong heroines, and hunky men with big, gigantic hearts and melty, warm hugs.

      For book descriptions, go to the Reading List with Heat Levels section or check out my Reader’s Guide at:

      http://rachelleayala.net/books/

      Note: As of 2024, most of my books have audiobooks, either human-narrated or using AI voices. My goal with audiobooks is to provide accessibility and low prices with AI voices.
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        * * *

      

      Look at my current list of free books at:

      https://www.rachelleayala.net/free-books

      [Includes audiobooks. List subject to change].

      If you’re a writer or want to learn how to write romances, please see my list of writing books.

      https://rachelleayala.net/writingbooks

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      For updates and two more free books, sign up for my newsletter at:

      https://www.rachelleayala.net/newsletter

      To chat and read new works in progress, join my Reader’s Club at:

      http://www.facebook.com/groups/ClubRachelleAyala/

      Check out my new pen name for humor and fun:

      https://clarechu.com

      The first book, “Why Your Cat Is Plotting to Kill You: A Paranoid Pet Owner’s Manual” is FREE
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for coming into my story world and letting me take you on an unforgettable excursion. Turn the page to begin.

      Bon voyage!
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        To everyone who misses someone.

        May you see and feel your personal miracle.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1
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      The little cabin was almost perfect. Remote, tucked beneath fir and pine trees, rustic, and private. Snowdrifts were piled on each side of the plowed driveway, and the snow-covered tin roof was sloped at a steep angle just like in the Alps.

      As soon as her husband, Gabe, shut off the ignition, Juliette Martin pounced out the door of their Mercedes Benz. She hadn’t spoken to him the last two hours of the drive, not since he mentioned the Christmas tree.

      Sure enough, there was a tree twinkling with lights in the window of the cabin. Juliette pulled out her cell phone to call the management company.

      “Ah, it looks quite lovely, don’t you think?” Her husband massaged her shoulders.

      “Lovely or not, I specified no Christmas decorations. They need to remove the tree.”

      She spoke to the management company while Gabe retrieved the key from the lockbox.

      “Let’s go in and warm up,” he said. “I still don’t see why you don’t want the tree. It’s not as if it has any of our own ornaments on it.”

      A pang of grief caught in her throat. Gabe really didn’t understand. Either that, or he was tired of her being an emotional wreck. This getaway was supposed to revive their marriage. From the looks of it, it was more like the last gasp of a beached whale.

      “I don’t want a tree. No decorations. Nothing.” She followed Gabe into the cabin. “I thought you told them.”

      Which was why she was so angry with him. He’d meant for them to have a tree. He knew about it when he mentioned it two hours back, and darn it all, he knew exactly how she felt.

      He feathered his fingers down the side of her neck and peered into her eyes. “Hey, I thought it would cheer you up. Us coming here to create new memories.”

      Juliette melted, a little. Her husband was a kind man, a tad insensitive, but his forehead was creased with concern, and face it, he was as gorgeous as they came. Except nothing, but nothing would take away Jeremiah’s death. Nothing.

      “No memories will replace Miah.” She lowered her face before he could see the sprinkling of tears in her eyes.

      Last Christmas Eve had been Jeremiah’s last one—spent in the children’s hospital. He’d been so weak with leukemia he couldn’t lift his head when they trimmed the spindly little tree in his room. But he’d still smiled at the ornaments she’d made for him. And she’d been stupid and thought God would grant her prayers and give them a miracle.

      She well remembered the star she’d placed on the top. One that she’d named the miracle star. It was a silly little thing, of course. One made of cardboard painted white and sprinkled with silver glitter.

      “You’re thinking about the miracle star, aren’t you?” Gabe caressed her cheek, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

      She tore away from him. She didn’t deserve his attention and care. Not when her heart was crushed under the weight of guilt. She hadn’t wanted Jeremiah when she first discovered she was pregnant. The time hadn’t been right. She’d actually hoped for a miscarriage. But by the time he was born, she was head over heels in love with her little Miah. Too bad God had other plans for him, plans that included striking him with leukemia when he was four and letting him linger two years before his body gave out the day before Christmas.

      “Just get this crap out of here.” She attacked the Christmas tree, knocking the star from the top. “I will never, ever celebrate Christmas again.”

      “Whoa, whoa, don’t break anything.” Gabe pulled her from the tree and into his arms. “We won’t celebrate Christmas, but you need to get control of yourself.”

      “Let me hibernate all December and wake up after the New Year when all the trees have been composted and people are thinking income taxes instead of eggnog.”

      Juliette couldn’t help the sobs of another impending breakdown. The last few days of Jeremiah’s life had been full of fake holiday cheer. He’d made his Christmas wish list, been greeted by Santa and his elves, all of them wearing face masks, and was even allowed to pick one gift to open.

      He’d chosen a stuffed dog, a black and brown wiry one with pointy ears and large sad eyes.

      Juliette hastily wiped her eyes and pushed herself out of Gabe’s bear hug. He was right. She should pull herself together. And she would, if only she could stop the regret and the layers of guilt. She’d continued working at her law practice after Jeremiah was born, taking only a six-week maternity leave. Since Gabe’s schedule was filled with business travel, she’d left Jeremiah at an expensive extended daycare which allowed her to drop him off as early as six in the morning and pick him up as late as eight in the evening.

      Stomping out onto the snowy drive, she retrieved her purse and a large shopping bag from the car. A pickup truck drove up and a man jumped out.

      “Ma’am, I heard there was a problem with the Christmas tree?”

      “No problem. I don’t want it. We don’t celebrate Christmas.”

      “Okie dokie. I’ll get it removed. Did you guys find all the food we stocked? Is there anything else you need?”

      “I haven’t had a chance to check it out, but I’ll let you know.” Juliette couldn’t wait to retire to the bedroom and soak in the jetted tub. “I’m going to unpack now.”

      “Sure, we’ll get that tree removed right away.” The man tipped his baseball cap, but she couldn’t help noticing the wry face he wore and the certainty that he thought her to be a Grinch to end all Grinches.

      If it takes being a Grinch to have people leave me alone, so be it. Juliette hurried to the bedroom while Gabe chatted with the man. She really should get her head together if she wanted to return to her practice after three years leave. For one, she’d have to stop the tears and settle her heart rate to a steady beat. She’d have to be able to sit still and go back to the orderly world of precedents and statutes. She’d need her composure to stand in front of judges and speak calmly to clients. And then there was Gabe. He’d practically threatened her with divorce to get her to come on this trip—this getaway which was supposed to mend their marriage.

      Juliette let her eyes adjust to the candlelit room. The four-poster bed was covered with a homey looking quilt and enough throw pillows to start a fight. The room was equipped with a small gas fireplace dividing a jetted tub on one side and the foot of the bed on the other. Someone had filled the tub with water and sprinkled rose petals on it. No doubt, Gabe had arranged all of it. If only he hadn’t tried to sneak in the Christmas tree. He was a good man, though, and he’d stopped traveling after Jeremiah’s leukemia diagnosis, and took more than his fair share of the hospital duties. She owed him an apology and a genuine try at attending to his needs.

      A few minutes later, Gabe poked his head into the bedroom. “Here are your suitcases.”

      “Thanks. And about that tantrum I had, I’m sorry.”

      “Let’s try and have a good time.” He placed the suitcases on the rack. “Tree’s gone. They even vacuumed up the needles.”

      “It’s just that it triggers memories.”

      “You don’t have to explain.” Gabe patted her back. “Why don’t we unpack and then relax to some of that wine and cheese they left in the kitchen. The larder is stocked with fruits and vegetables, and we even have a whole Virginia ham. I also brought the best of our own wines.”

      “Let’s make sure we have everything in case we have to make a run to the drugstore.” Juliette unlatched her vanity case. “I guess I can endure one more round of ho, ho, ho’s and holiday cheer for a week of peace and quiet.”

      “Very funny, but I think we have everything. I checked and double-checked before packing the car.” Gabe shut her vanity case and took her hand. “The caterers are bringing dinner in tonight, and I’m dying to open that bottle of Bordeaux I’ve been saving since our wedding.”

      Gabe always knew how to sweep her worries away. Yes, a bottle of wine with a man who still lit her sparks, despite the gloom of the past few years, was the right prescription for moving forward.

      Before leaving the bedroom, Juliette opened her suitcase and extracted the stuffed dog. She kissed his nose and set him on the pillow. She never slept anywhere without him.

      “You give him a name yet?” Gabe gave her a lopsided grin.

      “Not yet.” The image of Jeremiah too weak to name his puppy brought a lump to her throat. “Miah hasn’t told me yet.”
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