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Happy Holidays
from
Finch’s Crossing

Dear Reader,
Happy Holidays from Finch’s Crossing! Your favorite characters are busy preparing for
the holidays, looking for the perfect gift in the shops on Pittsburgh Street, ordering pies
and rolls from Miss Elsie’s Tea Room, and finding the perfect recipes to make for loved
ones. The shop windows sparkle and shine with their holiday finery, and the Greystone
Manor is booked solid for the season. I invite you to take a stroll through these pages
for decorating ideas, tips for keeping your greenery fresh, and your pets safe, and a lot of
other useful and fun information.
In this holiday planning guide, you’ll meet all the interesting and quirky characters who
appear throughout the cozy, small-town Finch’s Crossing series. The books are available
on Amazon and other online booksellers. And you can learn more about the series on
my website, www.amyruthallen.com.
I wish you and all of your loved ones—near and far—the happiest of holidays.
I’ll look for you in the Crossing in the New Year!
Amy Ruth Allen

4

Holiday
Planning

- by mayor peggy

-

With two teenage sons, a disabled husband, and a

4. As you go about your normal grocery shop-

town to run, I’ve got my hands full! So I’m a plan-

ping in November, start buying non-perishable

ner. Practical and practiced. If I don’t plan, I don’t

items that you will need for cooking and

progress, especially around the holidays. Here are

baking. Keep them on a separate shelf in your

some of my tips to make your holidays run like a

pantry so when it’s time to get the rest of your

well-oiled machine.

ingredients, you’ll know what you already have.

1. Ah, the dreaded Christmas card list! A little
work up front this year will make the coming
years much easier. Type your list directly into
a labels template using your word processing
software. Do the same with your return address
labels. And to save money, buy your cards in an
after Christmas sale. I try to send my cards out
the first week of December. One year (and only
one year) I knew I wouldn’t get them out in time,
so I sent New Year’s cards instead.

5. Don’t try to be Martha Stewart and Betty
Crocker rolled into one. Order your rolls and
desserts from a local bakery. I get my pies and
yeast rolls from Miss Elsie’s Tea Room. Make
sure you put in your order early, though. Most
bakers have an order-by deadline.
6. It’s so important to make time for family and
friends over the holidays. I tell my boys that we
are going to do three family activities over the
holidays, and I make sure they get on the fam-

2. In November, take stock of your wrapping supplies, such as paper, gift tags, ribbons, and gift bags.
Replenish your supply early because if you wait,
all the nice items will be gone.

ily calendar. Somehow it’s less painful for them
if they can brace themselves for the uncool
things I make them do!
7. To keep yourself on track, on time and on
budget, make a holiday planning calendar

3. I like to start my Christmas shopping in Finch’s

marking events, deadlines, mail-by dates, etc.

Crossing on Small Business Saturday, the day af-

Make use of the Planning Templates at the end

ter Black Friday. Support your local economy and

of this book. Keeping track of all the moving

visit the shops in your hometown! I know that

pieces will take the stress out of the holiday

sometimes you have to shop online or at the

season and help you enjoy this special time of

big-box stores, but try to find a happy balance.

year.
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Decorating
- by autumn -

If you’ve read book one in the Finch’s
Crossing series, you know how much I love
Christmas! Growing up, my parents took

at Christmas time!) that she doesn’t even

their holiday decorating very seriously, and

put a wreath on the door during the

it rubbed off on me. Every year, I like to try

holidays, so I’m keeping it for her on a

something new, like the cloches pictured

table in my living room. In this cloche, I like

here. As an artist, I love to

to think that I captured a moment in time

create small “moments” of

when a dog, frolicking in the snow, has

tranquil beauty throughout

caught wind of a frisky squirrel scampering

my home, often bringing

up a tree in the woods.

Mother Nature’s gifts inside.

Turning another bell jar upside down

Cloches have their origins

(bottom left photo), I made a pinecone

in agriculture. Transparent

tableau around a candle. It’s very romantic

glass domes covered out-

on a cold, blustery winter evening to light

door plants and protected them from the
harsh elements, and they were first used in

candles and eat dinner by the firelight.
The cloche pictured above is my favor-

Italy in the 1600s. A French word, “cloche”

ite. I created a whimsical outdoor winter

translates to the word “bell,” and so they

scene using the small wooden orna-

are also called bell jars. If you look at the

ments my parents bought during a trip to

cloches to the left, you’ll see how they flare

Germany when they were first married. I

out to a bell shape.

hung the yellow clock from the top of the

I made the first cloche, top left, for my

dome to represent the coming new year

friend Meg, who loves dogs and raises Ger-

and all the possibilities that accompany it.

man shepherds for law enforcement. But

I wish you and your family a beautiful holi-

as you know, she is such a grouch (Grinch

day and all good things in the new year.
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Caring for Live
Holiday Dec-orations
- by jack

When people buy fresh greens, holiday plants, and Christmas trees at
my Town and Country Nursery, I try to give them tips about how to
care for their various purchases. Hope my advice helps you, too!

u

u
v

To keep cut greens and decorative berries fresh and
robust indoors, soak them in water overnight to hydrate them before you start decorating. When placing
them throughout your home, keep them out of direct
sunlight if possible, as it will dry them out. Monitor
them regularly, cutting back any parts that look dead.
Eventually you will most likely have to replace portions

w

of them, depending on how long you leave them up.
Remember, dried greenery is a fire hazard, so please be
careful.

v

Keep your Christmas cactus out of direct sunlight, but
make sure it still receives some sun. Don’t over water,
or let it sit in water. You can let it dry out some between
waterings. If you’re lucky, you will get two bloom cycles.

w

With its bright leaves, the poinsettia is probably the
holiday season’s most popular plant, and I sell hundreds
of them every year. They prefer indirect sunlight and
humidity. If your home is cold, spritz your plant several
times a week. Keep it evenly moist and never let it dry
out. If you care for it properly, a poinsettia can last well
beyond the holidays.

x

An outdoor Christmas wreath requires little care if you
keep it out of direct sunlight. If it begins to look droopy
or dry, spritzing it with a little water will perk it up.
7
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Pet Safety Tips
for the Holidays
- by meg -

Look. I know how much you love your pets. Well, now’s the
time to step up and show just how much. You think the
holidays are stressful for you? Try being a dog or cat amidst
all the hubbub of unfamiliar smells, new stuff taking up

are protected. You need to monitor the floors every day

residence in their ordered world, and not to mention a lot

in case something has fallen. And don’t get me started on

of strange people. There are a lot of things you can do to

the Christmas tree water. That’s just gross and a hotbed

make the holidays less stressful for your pets. And there

for bacteria.

are things that you HAVE to do to keep them safe. Take
my word for it. I know. I’ve been around animals all my life.

3. Many traditional Christmas menu items contain a lot

Okay. Let’s get started.

of no-no ingredients, such as chocolate, onions, raisins,
grapes, macadamia nuts, and walnuts. For a complete list

1. I know you probably decorate your home for the

of foods (and plants) your pets should not eat, visit

holidays. (I think everyone in Finch’s Crossing does

www.aspca.org. If you think your pet has been poisoned,

except me. Autumn calls me the Grinch.) Anyway, you

call the SPCA poison hotline: (888) 426-4435. And don’t

have to pet-proof your house around the holidays.

feed your pets bones from your turkey. They can cause

When you’re not watching, your pets will nibble on

choking or splinter internally and puncture an intestine.

anything at their eye level, such as gifts under the tree
and low-hanging ornaments. Consider shutting the

4. And finally, your pets are relying on you for their mental

door to the room with the Christmas tree in it. Pets

health in addition to their physical safety. Try to keep their

can mistake tinsel, ribbons and electrical cords for toys.

routines as normal as possible. If there is a lot of activity in
your home, make sure your four-leggeds have a place away

2. Your house may look beautiful with all your trim-

from the action where they can unwind and de-stress.

mings, but you have to watch your pets around certain

Spend a little more time with them. And for goodness’

plants, flowers, and berries. Poinsettias, pine, mistletoe,

sake, whatever you do DON’T put bows around their

and amaryllis are poisonous to pets, so make sure they

necks. When in doubt, always remember: SAFETY FIRST.
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Office Party
Etiquette
- by ethan -

Contrary to what you may think, the office holiday party is not the time to let loose, get to know
your boss better by telling him or her about your pending divorce or money troubles, or wear
your new skimpy, rhinestone-studded dress. Like it or not, your professional reputation is on the
line. If you’re not careful, in ten minutes you can undo years of hard work.  The culture in my top
New York City law firm was “buttoned-up” and “straight arrow.” But regardless of your
corporate culture, you should adhere religiously to the following tips.

1. This may seem obvious, but it’s amaz-

3. You wouldn’t wear a skimpy outfit or

6. Coworkers and gifts tend not to mix,

ing how many people do this. Drinking

torn jeans to work, so don’t wear them

unless you’re doing an office Secret

too much at the office holiday party

to the office holiday party. It’s always

Santa or you privately give a gift to a

is one of the biggest no-nos. Over-

better to be overdressed than to be

particularly close colleague. It’s best not

indulging shows a lack of control and

that person who didn’t bother to dress

to bring gifts for your coworkers or

discipline. And you can bet that your

appropriately. The same thing goes for

boss unless the party is at someone’s

coworkers and boss will remember

what you say. If you wouldn’t say it at

home, in which case you should bring a

that the next time a big project or

work, don’t say it at the party. Remem-

hostess gift. I recommend a plant, a box

potential promotion comes your way.

ber, in a party setting, people are in

of holiday candy, or something equally

Stick to the two drink limit. Or better

close proximity. Even if you whisper, you

innocuous. Don’t show up with a bottle

yet, don’t drink at all.

take the chance of someone overhear-

of Jim Beam or a jug of wine.

ing what you say.
7. Don’t bring a plus-one without veri-

2. Your work team may have had a particularly hard year, and you’re all grateful

4. Don’t arrive late to the office party.

fying that guests are allowed. A lot of

for a little fun. But before you get too

Think of it as any other meeting or

office parties are for staff only. So make

goofy, remember that anyone who has

mandatory work-related function you

doubly sure before you invite your

a cell phone also has a camera. Even

attend during the course of your job.

mother to come along!

if you think no one is watching as you

You wouldn’t dare be late for a meeting

and your best work friend are making

with a boss or lunch with a client.

8. Finally, remember that someone
worked hard to organize the party.

rude gestures behind the boss’s back
or sticking your fingers in the food, rest

5. Make sure not to look bored or

Even if it is a small affair, it takes time

assured that someone’s got a camera

disinterested. You may not want to be

and planning. Be sure to thank the

going in the room. Think before you

at the party, but your bad attitude will

organizers and your boss.

act, lest your lesser moments and poor

make other guests uncomfortable and

judgment end up on YouTube!

spoil the fun for them.
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Gift
Advice

- by kyle & autum

n

-

Social Media & Holiday Shopping

Autumn’s Hostess Gift Ideas

Hey, everyone, Kyle here! You may remember that I am a

Hostess gifts tend to be like the proverbial gifts for

newcomer in Finch’s Crossing and am working as a market-

teachers. (How many “Number One Teacher” mugs do

ing and social media consultant.

you think they can take?) Try to

I’ve been helping the down-

be creative with your hostess gifts

town merchants attract cus-

when going to a party. If you’re

tomers and increase revenue.

going to the home of someone

Along the way I’ve picked up some great tips for using social

you don’t know, perhaps as a plus-

media to help with gift giving.

one,” stick with something basic,
like a plant or Christmas candy. But

1. Stalk your friends’ and family members’ social media pages.

when you’ve been invited to a party given by someone

These accounts are the perfect place to see what they like,

you know, try to be creative with your gift. Does the

what they’re talking about, and what pages they’re following.

hostess have a beloved dog that is more like a child

Social media is like an accidental wish list that you can tap

than a pet? A holiday-themed doggie outfit is definitely

into for gift ideas that will rock their world.

something she will remember. Tree
ornaments are always a nice gift and

2. I showed the Finch’s Crossing merchants how to set up

you can find one for just about anyone.

Twitter alerts to find customers. You can do the same thing.

Is the couple recently married? Do they

Set up Twitter alerts for words like “discount” and “sale.” You

love fishing? Take the time to think about

can even drill it down by geography. You’ll be notified when

their interests and find a complemen-

these words appear in tweets by area stores, and you’ll be

tary ornament. If your hosts have small children, you

ready to hit the shops.

might think of bringing a token gift for them as well,
such as small stuffed animal or a book. Don’t go over-

3. You can do your own tweeting and get responses. If you

board and spend too much money, or worse, bring a

tweet something like #holidaysale #WestmorelandCounty,

toy with a lot of small parts or one that makes a lot of

nearby store owners looking for customers will respond

noise. Your hosts will not appreciate that in the least!

with what’s on sale in their shops!
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Remember to
Remember -

- by miss elsie & m

artha

Miss Elsie
When Kyle was helping us downtown merchants with our holiday marketing, he let
the cat out of the bag. I run Miss Elsie’s Tea Shop in Finch’s Crossing and for years I
have sent leftover food from my establishment to the men’s homeless shelter in Mt.
Pleasant. I just hate waste, especially perfectly good food that hasn’t been touched
except by the hands that made it. It makes me feel good when I help others. I guess
that’s selfish in a way. When it comes to giving, I like to make my gifts count for
something and to make a difference. My children and grandchildren are grown and
have been blessed with happiness and prosperity. Truth is, they don’t need a thing,
except to know that I love them. Every year, I make a donation in their honor to a
charity. My sons appreciate the donations to the military charities, (the Wounded
Warriors Project and Toys For Tots), and their wives, who are both animal advocates,
love it when I donate to their favorite animal rescue organization in California, where
they live (Rescue From the Hart). I’m very partial to the Salvation Army because my
late husband was a bell ringer for years. Now, in case you’re wondering about my
young great-grandchildren (I have four, all under ten-years-old). Well they are a different story. I shower them with toys and books, all year long!

Martha
As a widow, I know how lonely the holidays can be. When my husband died, my friends and neighbors were often by my
side, checking on me and bringing me meals. But of course they had to get on with their lives, and eventually their visits
became rarer and rarer. That first year, only my dear neighbors, the Hamiltons, invited me to join them for Christmas dinner. They, too, are long gone, but their daughter, Autumn, has faithfully continued the tradition. My son is grown and halfway
around the world serving in the military. But I always have a place at Autumn’s table. As you make your holiday plans,
remember those who are alone. Invite them to join you, and let them know they matter in this world. The same goes for
the people who provide you a service, day in and day out. A tin of Christmas cookies for the garbage men, letter carrier,
and even a friendly grocery store clerk, will them know that they—and the services they provide—are appreciated, not
just during the holidays, but all year round. This holiday season, please don’t forget to remember!
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Writing a
Letter to S-anta
- by heather

This is what you gotta do ...
1. Don't ask for too much stuff!

i drew this for Santa. Autumn helped me.

2. Always say Hi to the elves, Mrs. Claus, and Rudolph in your letter.
3. Tell Santa how to get into your house.
4. Tell Santa what kind of snack you're going to leave for him.
5. Leave a gift for Santa, like a drawing or something you made.
6. Tell him three good things you've done in school and at home.
7. Take the letter to the post office. The address is Mr. Santa Claus at
The North Pole.
PS If you see Santa at the mall, tell him you mailed him a letter.
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Jack’s Sweet Potato Casserole
Ingredients:
2 large mashed cooked sweet potatoes
1 C sugar
1 Tbsp cinnamon
1 tsp nutmeg
2 eggs
1/2 stick melted butter
For Topping:
2 C corn flakes
1/2 C brown sugar
1/2 C chopped pecans
3/4 stick melted butter
Combine first six ingredients using mixer
until smooth. Pour batter into a 9 x 13inch pan. Bake at 350 degrees for 45
minutes to an hour. For topping: Crush the
corn flakes. Combine with the remaining
ingredients and sprinkle over top of baked
casserole. Return to oven for 15 minutes.

For topping:
Melted butter
Sugar

Autumn’s Ginger Cranberry Sauce
Ingredients:
One bag fresh cranberries
Crystallized ginger medallions
Slivered almonds
Sugar
Water
Put fresh cranberries in a pan and on
low heat. Mix with water and sugar
until you get a nice chunky consistency. While the cranberries cool, slice
crystallized ginger into slivers and stir
into the cooled sauce, to taste. Make a
few days before serving and refrigerate
until ready to use. Right before serving,
lightly toast the slivered almonds and
place them on top of the sauce.

Combine flour, 1/2 C sugar, baking
powder, and salt in a large mixing bowl.
Make a well in the center of the mixture. Combine milk, oil, and egg, and
add to dry ingredients, stirring until
moistened. Toss the blueberries with 2
Tbsp sugar and lemon rind. Gently fold
into batter. Fill greased muffin tin 3/4
full. Bake at 400 degrees for 25 minutes until muffins are golden brown.
While they are still warm, dip tops in
melted butter and then in sugar.

Meg’s Mashed Potatoes
Ingredients:
Yukon Gold potatoes
Milk
Butter
Cream
Salt and pepper to taste

Martha’s Blueberry Muffins
Ingredients:
1 3/4 C all-purpose-flour
1/2 C sugar + 2 Tbsp sugar
2 1/2 tsp baking powder
3/4 C milk
1/3 C vegetable oil
1 egg, beaten
1 C fresh blueberries
13

So, really, this isn’t rocket science. Boil
the potatoes until they’re done, drain,
then mash in a pot with all the other
stuff, adding slowly to desired consistency and tasting as you go along. Two
very important things: Don’t peel the
potatoes before you boil them. Don’t
listen to anyone who tells you you’re
doing it wrong.
Sources: Patterns for Food, Volume 2; Melissa M.
Ruth; Cooks.com;  Amy Ruth Allen

Greystone Manor Hermits
Ingredients:
1/2 C raisins
1 C brown sugar
1 egg
1/2 C walnuts, chopped
1 1/3 C sifted flour
1/2 C butter
1/4 C coffee
1/4 C sour cream
1/4 tsp baking soda
3/4 tsp cinnamon
1/2 tsp ground cloves
Toss the raisins and nuts in 1/4 C of
the flour. Cream the butter, and add
the brown sugar gradually until light
and fluffy. Beat in egg and the sour
cream and coffee. (It will look like a
big mess at this point, but don’t worry.) Then gradually add the remaining
dry ingredients to the mixture. Stir
in raisins and nuts. Drop onto cookie
sheet lined with parchment paper, and
bake 12 to 15 minutes in an oven,
preheated to 375 degrees.

3/4 C sugar
2 Tbsp all-purpose-flour
1/2 tsp ground cinnamon
1/2 tsp ground nutmeg
1/2 tsp ground cloves
1/2 tsp grated lemon peel
2 tsp apple juice
4 Granny Smith apples, peeled and sliced
1 Tbsp butter
Milk
In a small bowl, combine sugar and
next five ingredients. In a separate
bowl, splash apples with the apple
juice and mix with the dry ingredients.
Line a 9-inch pie plate with one of
the pastry shells, and fill it with the
apple mixture. Dot the top with butter.
Put the top pie crust over the apple
mixture, folding the overhanging dough
together and pinching tightly. Make
three slits in the top of the dough. If
you have leftover dough, make decorative shapes and affix on top of the pie.
Brush the top pastry shell with milk.
Bake pie for 40 to 50 minutes in a 425
degree pre-heated oven. If the edges
start to get too crisp before the pie has
finished baking, wrap them in tin foil.

Ethan’s Green Beans
Ingredients:
Fresh green beans
Butter
Lemon pepper
Miss Elsie’s Apple Pie
Ingredients:
2 store-bought pastry shells (rolled)

Parboil the beans for two seconds, then
drain and cover with ice cubes. When
they have cooled, melt butter in a skillet,
throw in the green beans and toss with
14

lemon pepper. Sauté to taste and consistency. Heather and I like ours “al dente.”

Heather’s Banana Bread
(For Santa Claus)
1 3/4 C flour
1 1/4 C sugar
1/2 C walnuts
1/2 C raisins
2 large, ripe bananas, mashed
2 eggs
1/2 C vegetable oil
1/4 C + 1 Tbsp buttermilk (Note: regular milk works just fine)
1 tsp baking soda
1 tsp baking powder
1/2 tsp salt
Toss the nuts and raisins in 1/4 C of
the flour. Then combine all the ingredients and mix well. Grease and flour
a loaf pan and pour batter into pan.
Bake about 1 hour and 20 minutes.
Note: This recipe works very well if
you want to make muffins. Just reduce
the baking time to about 20 minutes,
or until a toothpick inserted in the
center of one of the muffins comes
out clean.
Note from Heather:
i make this for Santa and i know
he likes it because it's all gone on
Christmas morning. it's okay that he
eats it all. Maybe he gives some to
the Reindeer!
Sources: Martha Rhodes;  The Good Housekeeping Illustrated Cookbook;  Amy Ruth Allen;
Patterns for Food, Volume 2

As the owner of the Et Cetera Boutique and Christmas Shop, a small business in
Finch’s Crossing, I like to have things all wrapped up as soon as my post-Christmas
sale is over. I store all my holiday decorations and merchandise in my stockroom,
and then I haul out my stash of Valentine’s Day accoutrements.  Any unsold
gourmet food items go home with me or to a food pantry. I conduct my personal
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post-Christmas activities with the efficiency of an army general. I can’t help it.
Maybe some of my tips will help you as you wrap up the holidays. This year, make
a resolution to ring in the new year with a clean, tidy, and organized home!

Leftovers

thoroughly. You can reheat in a pan on

mas tree lights and wrap each delicate

What to do with all that food? First

the stove and probably will need to

ornament individually in tissue paper, you

of all, make sure you refrigerate your

whip in a little milk to get the consis-

will be glad you did this time next year.

Christmas feast leftovers within two

tency you want.

And take the time to organize, putting

hours of your dinner. You can keep
leftovers safely in the fridge for three
to four days and in the freezer for
three to four months. I take the time to
divide my leftovers into single servings,
so when I defrost something I know

Cooked stuffing is easy to freeze. Just
wrap it up tightly. Another option is to
bake “stuffing balls” in a muffin tin. This
creates the individual servings that I
recommend freezing.

like items together for easier labeling. Just
think of how stress-free next year’s holiday will be when you don’t have to paw
through eight boxes before finding the
one thing you’re looking for! When taking
down your fresh greens and Christmas

exactly how much I am defrosting. It’s

Gravy is a snap. Run it through a

tree, invest in contractor-quality black

a bad idea to refreeze food. Make sure

blender to prevent the ingredients from

garbage bags. You’ll be glad you did.

you label and date everything. You may

separating. Freeze in an airtight jar.

think you’ll remember what everything
is, but in three months, the containers will be a mystery. And be sure to
wrap everything tightly. My sister and I
used to joke that my mother wrapped

The best tip for freezing green bean
casserole is to use fresh beans. Canned
beans are watery and will make the
reheated casserole soggy.

Returning Gifts
This is always a sticky wicket. As a
shop owner, I see the time and effort
that most people put into finding that
perfect gift. The giver wants to give you

leftovers so well they could survive a

Traditional desserts are easy to freeze.

something that you will enjoy. If you

nuclear explosion.

Cut leftover fruit pie into individual

don’t like it, and won’t use it, you will

slices in the pie dish. Place them in the

receive no pleasure from it. Instead, it

freezer for one hour. When the slices

will haunt you from the back of the

are frozen, wrap them tightly in tin foil

closet where you stashed it. If you’re

and return them to the freezer. When it

lucky enough to receive a gift receipt

comes to cookies, I like to freeze them

(something I give all my customers,

in Tupperware, placing waxed or parch-

even those who don’t ask for one) with

ment paper between the layers.

your present, you’re golden. The only

Who doesn’t have an obscene amount
of turkey left over after the holidays?
After you’ve gotten sick of eating turkey sandwiches and soup, wrap what’s
left in single servings in aluminum foil
and then slip them into a ziplock bag.

time I recommend hanging on to a gift

Freeze mashed potatoes in zip-lock
bags, and seal them so they’re airtight.

De-Decorating

you don’t like is when you know you

Before serving, make sure you defrost

As annoying as it is to neatly coil Christ-

will offend the giver if you take it back.
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Holiday
Planning
Templates

A Note from Mayor Peggy
If you read my essay on planning for the holidays earlier in this
book, you’ve probably guessed that these planning templates are
mine. I use them religiously every year. Print as many as you need,
and always keep them nearby in a folder so they’re handy
wherever you are. Come Christmas morning, you’ll be glad you did!
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Holiday
Budget

Item
Cards
Church Donation/Charity
Clothes
Decorations-Home Decor
Decorations-Lights
Decorations- Ornaments
Decorations-Outdoor Display
Decorations-Tree
Decorations-Wreaths/Greenery/Flowers
Entertainment/Christmas Party
Food-Baked Goods
Food-Drinks
Food-Holiday Dinner
Food-Holiday Party
Gifts-Family
Gifts-Friends
Gifts-Hostess
Gifts-Office/Coworkers
Gifts-Teachers
Gifts-Service Providers
Pet Supplies
Stamps/Postage
Stocking Stuffers
Travel
Wrapping Paper, Ribbons, Tags

Budget

Actual Cost

General
Planning

U

______________________________________________________________________

U

______________________________________________________________________

U

______________________________________________________________________

U

______________________________________________________________________

U

______________________________________________________________________

U

______________________________________________________________________

U

______________________________________________________________________

U

______________________________________________________________________

U

______________________________________________________________________

U

______________________________________________________________________

Gift
Ideas

Name: ___________________________________________________________________________
Ideas: ____________________________________________________________________________
Budget: __________________________________________________________________________
Date purchased/ordered: ___________________ Store: ___________________________________
Shipped/given: ____________________________________________ Gift receipt? r Yes r No
Name: ___________________________________________________________________________
Ideas: ____________________________________________________________________________
Budget: __________________________________________________________________________
Date purchased/ordered: ___________________ Store: ___________________________________
Shipped/Given: ____________________________________________ Gift receipt? r Yes r No
Name: ___________________________________________________________________________
Ideas: ____________________________________________________________________________
Budget: __________________________________________________________________________
Date purchased/ordered: ___________________ Store: ___________________________________
Shipped/Given: ____________________________________________ Gift receipt? rYes r No
Name: ___________________________________________________________________________
Ideas: ____________________________________________________________________________
Budget: __________________________________________________________________________
Date purchased/ordered: ___________________ Store: ___________________________________
Shipped/Given: ____________________________________________ Gift receipt? rYes r No
Name: ___________________________________________________________________________
Ideas: ____________________________________________________________________________
Budget: __________________________________________________________________________
Date purchased/ordered: ___________________ Store: ___________________________________
Shipped/Given: ____________________________________________ Gift receipt? rYes r No

Gifts Holiday
Budget

Name

Gift

Budget

Actual Cost

Kids’
Wish List

Name _______________________

Name _______________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

Name _______________________

Name _______________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

_____________________________

Christmas
Dinner

Item: _______________________________________
Assigned to: __________________________________
Fix or order on: _______________________________

Ingredients Shopping List
___________________________________

Pick up: _____________________________________

___________________________________

Notes: ______________________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________

Item: _______________________________________
Assigned to: __________________________________
Fix or order on: _______________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________

Pick Up: _____________________________________

___________________________________

Notes: ______________________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________

Item: _______________________________________
Assigned to: __________________________________
Fix or order on: _______________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________

Pick Up: _____________________________________

___________________________________

Notes: ______________________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________

Item: _______________________________________
Assigned to: __________________________________
Fix or order on: _______________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________

Pick Up: _____________________________________

___________________________________

Notes: ______________________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________

Item: _______________________________________
Assigned to: __________________________________
Fix or order on: _______________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________

Pick Up: _____________________________________

___________________________________

Notes: ______________________________________

___________________________________

Holiday
Baking

Item: _____________________________________
Quantity: __________________________________
Baking date: ________________________________
For: ______________________________________
Item: _____________________________________

Ingredients Shopping List
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

Quantity: __________________________________
Baking date: ________________________________
For: ______________________________________

___________________________________

Item: _____________________________________
Quantity: __________________________________
Baking date: ________________________________
For: ______________________________________

___________________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

Item: _____________________________________
Quantity: __________________________________
Baking date: ________________________________
For: ______________________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

Item: _____________________________________
Quantity: __________________________________
Baking date: ________________________________
For: ______________________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

Item: _____________________________________
Quantity: __________________________________
Baking date: ________________________________
For: ______________________________________

___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________
___________________________________

Travel
Planning

Dates: ____________________________________________________________________________
Mode: ____________________________________________________________________________
Details: ___________________________________________________________________________
Host: ____________________________________________________________________________
Hostess gift: ______________________________________________________________________
Hotel: ____________________________________________________________________________
Dining reservations: _________________________________________________________________
Notes: ___________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Dates: ____________________________________________________________________________
Mode: ____________________________________________________________________________
Details: ___________________________________________________________________________
Host: ____________________________________________________________________________
Hostess gift: ______________________________________________________________________
Hotel: ____________________________________________________________________________
Dining reservations: _________________________________________________________________
Notes: ___________________________________________________________________________

Packing Checklist

________________________________________________________________________________
r Boarding passes downloaded		

r Travel-size toiletries

r Hotel information			

r Phone chargers

r Rental car information			

r Computer/tablet & chargers

r Driving directions			

r Prescriptions/medicine

r Passport					

r Quiet toys/games for kids

r ID						

r Movies/books downloaded

r Gifts					

r Prescription glasses

r Keys					

r Arrangements made for pets

Decorating
Projects

Project: ___________________________________________________________________________
Supplies needed: ___________________________________________________________________
Timeline: __________________________________________________________________________
Tasks: _____________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
Notes: ___________________________________________________________________________
Project: ___________________________________________________________________________
Supplies needed: ___________________________________________________________________
Timeline: __________________________________________________________________________
Tasks: _____________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
Notes: ___________________________________________________________________________
Project: ___________________________________________________________________________
Supplies needed: ___________________________________________________________________
Timeline: __________________________________________________________________________
Tasks: _____________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
Notes: ___________________________________________________________________________
Project: ___________________________________________________________________________
Supplies needed: ___________________________________________________________________
Timeline: __________________________________________________________________________
Tasks: _____________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
Notes: ___________________________________________________________________________

Holiday
Activities

Date and time: _______________________________ RSVP: _______________________________
Hosted by: ______________________________________ Hostess gift: ________________________
Location: _______________________________________________ Adults only? r Yes
r No
Details: ____________________________________________________________________________
Attended with : ___________________________________ Thank you note:
r Yes
r No
Date and time: _______________________________ RSVP: _______________________________
Hosted by: ______________________________________ Hostess gift: ________________________
Location: _______________________________________________ Adults only r Yes
r No
Details: ____________________________________________________________________________
Attended with : ___________________________________ Thank you note:
r Yes
r No
Date and time: _______________________________ RSVP: _______________________________
Hosted by: ______________________________________ Hostess gift: ________________________
Location: _______________________________________________ Adults only? r Yes
r No
Details: ____________________________________________________________________________
Attended with : ___________________________________ Thank you note:
r Yes
r No
Date and time: _______________________________

RSVP: _______________________________

Hosted by: ______________________________________ Hostess gift: ________________________
Location: _______________________________________________ Adults only: r Yes
r No
Details: ____________________________________________________________________________
Attended with : ___________________________________ Thank you note:
r Yes
r No
Date and time: _______________________________ RSVP: _______________________________
Hosted by: ______________________________________ Hostess gift: ________________________
Location: _______________________________________________ Adults only? r Yes
r No
Details: ____________________________________________________________________________
Attended with : ___________________________________ Thank you note:
r Yes
r No

Thank-You
Notes

Gift

From

Note Written By

Note Mailed

What’s in the
Freezer?

Food Item

Amount

Date Frozen

Left-Over Ideas

About the Finch’s Crossing Series
Amy Ruth Allen’s small town fiction series, Finch’s Crossing, was launched in 2015 with Book One,
“Autumn.” In this charming town in the Laurel Highlands of southwestern Pennsylvania, the four
Hamilton sisters search for deep, sustaining love. For each, Finch’s Crossing is a powerful force that
always draws them home. Autumn, the artist, longs to be whole again. Spring and Summer contemplate
the crossroads in their lives.  And Winter is looking for nothing, and finds … everything. We invite you to
stroll along the cobbled streets and slate sidewalks in the tranquil neighborhoods, then settle on a stool
at the lunch counter for a bite to eat. Later you can shop in the stores on Pittsburgh Street, then enjoy
refreshments at Miss Elsie’s Tea Room. We promise that everyone will make you feel right at home!
Amazon: "Felt like a good Hallmark movie. I was looking for an autumn-themed book and this was a
perfect choice. I can almost feel the autumn leaves rustling at Finch’s Crossing."
Amazon: "A heartwarming story. I became attached to all the characters and wanted to know more.You
will want to experience small town living after reading this beautifully written book.”
Amazon: “Finch’s Crossing Autumn was a great read with fully developed characters and enough plot
twists and turns to keep things interesting. Appealing to all age groups......You will really care about
what happens to the residents of this quaint small town.”
Goodreads: “I thorough enjoyed the character-driven romance with a mystery thrown in for good measure.”

Finch’s Crossing Book One: Autumn
Scroll down to read an excerpt!
This cozy holiday-themed sweet romance features a Halloween pet parade, a fall harvest festival, and a Christmas widows’ and orphans’
dinner. What could possibly go wrong? Everything!
Artist Autumn Hamilton is stuck in a creative block so strong she wonders if she will ever emerge. Inwardly determined to find her way
back to painting, she puts on a brave face and pretends all is well, even fooling her best friend, Meg. But then a distraction—in the form of
hard-hearted Ethan Rasmussen—pulls her into a complex family saga. Autumn must stop Ethan from making a huge mistake, regardless of
his good intentions, and no matter how handsome he is.
Meanwhile, online shopping and big box stores have taken their toll on the once vibrant shops and restaurants in downtown Finch’s
Crossing. Major Peggy Brightwell has hired entrepreneur Kyle Oswald to bring the merchants into the world of internet marketing and
social media, in time to entice Black Friday shoppers to Finch’s Crossing. The eccentric and loveable merchants fall instantly in love with
Kyle, but it’s Meg he wishes would notice him. But Meg is hiding a fierce loneliness from everyone, including herself. Kyle is determined to
find a chink in her armor, no matter how grumpy and resistant she is.
Autumn and Meg must work through their own problems before romance even stands a chance. And to further complicate matters,
Ethan and Kyle have the kind of baggage that just might be a little too heavy for Autumn and Meg to carry.
Finch’s Crossing is a heart-warming, small-town sweet romance series, following the lives of the four Hamilton sisters, Autumn, Spring,
Summer and Winter, who are all searching for the same thing: sustaining, unconditional love. The series features a supporting cast of lovable eccentrics, and a lot of small town quirkiness.
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Finch’s Crossing Book Two: Spring
Spring Hamilton has reached a crossroads in her modeling career. No longer young, but still beautiful, she
has severed ties with her controlling and unimaginative manager, and for the first time she must chart the
course of her future alone. The only thing she knows for certain is that if she doesn’t figure out how to
make a transition in her career she will end up as a grandmotherly model in mail-order catalogs. As she
relocates from Los Angeles to New York, she detours to Finch’s Crossing for a quick visit with her sister. But
a chance encounter with her high-school sweetheart rekindles their love, launching Spring into unbelievable
circumstances she never could have predicted. She had never thought of herself as the kind of person who
would fall in love with another woman’s husband. But when life throws you a curve ball, you…

Martha: A Finch’s Crossing Holiday Novella
A delightful holiday novella featuring the loveable and unforgettable characters from “Autumn,” the first book in
the Finch’s Crossing small town fiction series.
Love is ageless! Just ask seventy-two-year-old Martha, who has set her cap on Jack Staub, Finch’s Crossing’s
most eligible senior bachelor. But Jack is painfully shy, and nothing she does seems to get his attention. And
much to Martha’s dismay, some of the other Golden Girls in Finch’s Crossing have Jack in their cross-hairs.
Martha must up her game if she’s ever going to get Jack to notice her. With the help of her friends and
neighbors, Martha begins her strategic pursuit. But is she going too far? And will she end up pushing Jack
away, and into the arms of her competition?

A Finch’s Crossing Christmas Sampler:Tips, Ideas, and Recipes to Create a Beautiful Holiday
Your favorite characters in Finch’s Crossing are gearing up for the winter holidays. Miss Elsie is baking up a
storm, Autumn is going overboard with her decorating, and Meg is telling everyone she knows how to keep
their pets safe around all those holiday plants and decorations. And Kyle, of course, is using his social media
savvy to find Christmas sales and deals. Spend a little time with all of them in this complimentary Finch’s
Crossing Christmas Sampler—a gift for you. In it you’ll find a collection of tips, tricks, ideas, and
recipes, plus printable planning templates to keep you on track throughout the holidays.

Finch’s Crossing Book Three: Winter
Winter “Win” Hamilton’s high-school nickname, “The Ice Queen,” has followed her all her adult life and she is, in fact, just that—cold, selfish,
and emotionally detached. But her steely demeanor helped her achieve a full partnership in a prestigious international architectural firm.
True, she doesn’t have many friends, but she lives in a beautiful penthouse, has a fat 401K, drives a brand-new Porsche Cayenne SUV, and
dresses flawlessly in designer clothes. When she breaks her leg in a skiing accident, she reluctantly returns to her childhood home to recover.
As the broken bones heal, with the help of the handsome local doctor, W. Armistead “Trip” Brubaker, she rediscovers the traditional values
she grew up with and wonders how on earth her life got so out of balance. As her strength returns and she embarks on a self-improvement
campaign Win realizes that the unflappable and aloof doctor is the one man in town who isn’t rendered tongue-tied in her presence. Accustomed to getting her way she bristles at his lack of interest in her. Realizing she’s met the male version of herself, she knows she has her
work cut out for her.
Finch’s Crossing Book Four: Summer
Free-spirited Summer Hamilton has worked as a chauffeur, a waitress, an obituary writer, and a house painter. But when she is fired from her
job as a nanny because she rebuked her employer’s advances, she points her pink VW Bug east and travels from Seattle to Finch’s Crossing.
After a ten-year vagabond life, she yearns to decide what she wants to do when she grows up. Upon arriving in Finch’s Crossing, she meets
carefree Trevor Banks, whose job building adventure parks takes him away for weeks at a time. She is torn between the kind of life she has
just abandoned and the one she yearns to make for herself. Having just tamed her wanderlust, Summer must decide whether or not to hit
the road again with Trevor in order to be with the man she loves. But as their relationship blooms, a nagging voice in her head keeps asking,
“Just exactly how ‘carefree’ is Trevor?”
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An Excerpt from Finch’s Crossing Book One: Autumn
By Amy Ruth Allen
Chapter One
Autumn walked across the parking lot and into
the pumpkin patch, not caring that her favorite
red cowboy boots were sinking into the mud.
Jack Staub, who had owned the nursery,
pumpkin patch, apple orchard, and Christmas
tree farm for as long as she could remember, appeared by her side and offered to help her make
her selection. Unable to gauge which pumpkin
Heather had been enamored with, Autumn
noticed a particularly unattractive specimen and
spontaneously decided to purchase this mistake
of Mother Nature for the man as punishment for
his callous disregard of Heather’s simple wish.
“I’ll take that one, please,” she said to Jack,
who was just a little surprised to see her make
a decision so quickly. Jack had observed that
whenever she bought something, she normally
returned within a couple of hours—which was
enough time for her to go home, arrange her
purchases, change her mind, and drive back to
the nursery.
“Which one?” Jack sought confirmation,
because Autumn was pointing to the biggest,
dirtiest, knobbiest pumpkin in the field.
She pulled a twenty-dollar bill out of her
jeans pocket and had it at the ready.
“You sure?” Jack asked. “It’s kinda lumpy.”
He spun it around on its stem and showed her
where it was already indented and where the
pulp had started to leak out. “Let me at least take
it inside and wipe it off for ya.”
“Oh, I’m positive,” she assured him. “And
give me that small, cute, smooth, almost-perfect
one there, too.” She wiped the little one off on

Autumn Hamilton stood at the entrance of
the Town and Country Nursery, a yellow chrysanthemum in each hand, scowling. She grew angrier
and angrier as she watched the exchange between
her neighbor’s granddaughter and the man who had
come not only to take custody of her, but to extricate her from Finch’s Crossing. Five-year-old Heather Christianson, who hadn’t spoken a word since
her parents died six weeks earlier, was pointing at a
big pumpkin languishing in the field, still attached to
the vine. The man, whom Autumn judged to be in
his mid-thirties, and probably not too happy to be
standing on the edge of a muddy pumpkin patch in
his expensive Italian loafers, shook his head no.
“We’ll get one later when we can come
back with Nanna’s truck,” he said, loudly and slowly,
the way people do when they are unaccustomed
to speaking to children. “We have to buy Nanna’s
apples first, remember?” Then he tugged Heather
away from the pumpkins toward the pick-your-own
orchard beyond. The little girl glanced longingly
back over her shoulder at the pumpkins as she
tripped along behind him. Autumn was incredulous.
How on earth could anyone deny a pumpkin, such
a simple pleasure, to this tragic little girl? This was
just another of many reasons why Ethan Rassmusen,
the slick playboy lawyer from New York City, should
not have custody of Autumn’s favorite neighbor’s
granddaughter.
Shaking her head at the unfairness of it all,
Autumn put the chrysanthemums she had purchased in her Jeep and was about to jump in and
drive away when she suddenly changed her mind.
Heather would have her pumpkin, she decided, and
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her retro Charlie’s Angels T-shirt.
Autumn grabbed the big ugly pumpkin first,
not caring about the dirt that came off onto her
jeans, and Jack balanced the smaller one on top,
which she held in place with her chin. For reasons
Jack didn’t understand, but didn’t question, she
insisted on carrying the pumpkins herself. When she
exited the pumpkin patch, victoriously stepping into
the parking lot, she shook her long dark hair out
of her eyes as she surveyed the lot, looking for her
target. There were only two cars in addition to her
Jeep: an ancient silver Oldsmobile that belonged to
Reverend Frye and a flashy, immaculate black Jaguar
sedan. She grinned. She had found her target.
It was all she could do to carry her load
the twenty yards over to the Jag, the small, perfect
pumpkin balanced precariously on top of the ugly
one. She set the pumpkins carefully on the ground
and tugged on the door handle of the front driver’s
side door, but it was locked. Undeterred, she walked
around the car and tried the front passenger door.
It was open! She walked back around the car,
retrieved her big ugly prize, and carried it gingerly
over to the open door. She attempted to wedge
the freak of nature in between the seats and the
dashboard, but of course, it wouldn’t fit. So she just
plopped it onto the seat, mud and knots and all.
Then she put the small, perfectly rounded pumpkin
on top, intended of course, for Heather. Autumn
grabbed the seat belt and belted the bulbous orb
in good and tight, and when she was convinced it
was secure, she shut the door. She spun around and
race-walked as fast as she dared toward her Jeep,
not wanting to attract attention to herself and trying not to look like someone who had just defiled a
stranger’s luxury car.
It was too late. The voice was deep and a lot
closer than she expected.
“Hey you!” it boomed behind her.
She kept walking and pretended she didn’t hear him.
“Hey! You. Lady with the big pumpkin,” he
said again. “I saw you break into my car with that
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dirty pumpkin.”
Autumn turned around, laughing, hands on
her hips. “Really? Did you just call me a big dirty
pumpkin?” This was more fun and excitement than
she had had in a long time.
Then she felt two tiny arms wrap themselves around her knees and the weight of a little
body sink itself against her legs.
The man was standing in front of her. “I saw
you put that pumpkin in my car,” he said angrily. “You
can’t deny it.”
She was still laughing. “I won’t,” she said.
“Guilty as charged.” And she raised her hands in
front of her, crossing her wrists, as if submitting to
being handcuffed. “Call out the pumpkin brigade,
throw me into the pumpkin patch, and let me serve
my time, but first I have to say hello to this little
munchkin.”
Autumn went down on her knees so her
face was level with Heather’s, and she brushed the
girl’s blonde curls back from her face. The sadness in
this little angel’s face was heart wrenching. She had
known Heather all her life, from the first time her
parents brought the tiny bundle to visit her Nanna
Martha, and from all the long weekends and birthdays and Christmases since.
Autumn kissed Heather’s forehead and held
her little face in her hands. “You okay, kiddo, considering?” she asked.
Heather nodded solemnly then turned to
the man and stuck out her tongue at him with considerable enthusiasm, all the while still leaning against
Autumn.
Autumn looked up at the man, not at all
expecting to be taken in by his handsome features,
and considered the flash of anger she had felt
toward him for not buying Heather the pumpkin
she wanted. His dark, wavy hair was controlled by
a close cut, and his angry eyes were just as dark as
his hair. He had the glow of health on his face, as
if he had just returned from a Caribbean vacation
where he played tennis and snorkeled all day. She

got a closer look at his expensive, shiny loafers, now
caked with dirt, getting secret satisfaction that he
would very likely get the rest of his designer clothes
dirty hauling the pumpkin out of the car.
She turned back to Heather. “Well, he can’t
be that bad. I think he bought you a pumpkin after
all.” Autumn grinned up at the handsome, perturbed
man, then back at Heather. “It’s in his car. Go look
for yourself. Yours is the perfect one on top of the
ugly one. The big ugly one’s for him,” she continued,
glancing back toward the man.
The little girl began a triumphant sprint
toward the Jaguar, stopping to give the man an
unexpected, reluctant, and dutiful hug. He seemed
surprised as he bent down to hug her back. Autumn
refocused on the man who was now holding his
hand out to her, ready, apparently, to get down to
business.
“I’m Ethan F. . .” he began.
“I know who you are,” she interrupted,
rather rudely ignoring his outstretched hand.
He lowered his, but she couldn’t tell how offended, if offended at all, he had been by her refusal
to shake. “Then you know I’m an attorney with
Morgan, Gladstein, Hi…”
She interrupted again. “Morgan, Gladstein,
Hirsch. Yes, I’m well aware of who you are, and
more importantly, what you are doing here.” She
glanced over at Heather, who had gotten the door
to the Jaguar open and was trying to wedge herself
into the seat next to the pumpkins. However, she
had only succeeded in getting herself and the car’s
interior muddy as she squirmed with joy, patting and
caressing the pair of pumpkins.
“Well, if you know so much, then you must
also know that you have no business interfering
with me, or with Heather.” He spoke uncharacteristically haltingly, with the tone of voice he usually
reserved for the first-year associates at his law firm,
who sometimes needed prodding. He immediately
wished he had made his point more judiciously and
been bossy.

There was something about this woman
that made him nervous and intrigued him at the
same time. He had never in all his years been this
unsure in a conversation. One of the strengths that
had made him such a successful lawyer was his gift
for being an unparalleled conversationalist. He could
talk confidently with anyone—CEOs, the richest of
the rich, famous people from every walk of life, anybody, really, from any walk of life. But this woman’s
boldness took him by surprise. It made her different
for some reason, and he wondered if he would have
the chance to find out why.
“Who said anything about interfering?” she
asked mischievously. “I’m just trying to pay it forward, spreading the love, delivering gifts and goodwill to my fellow man. Just think of me as the Finch’s
Crossing welcome wagon.”
“Uh, huh,” he said. “I could use a little less of
your goodwill. And it looks like you could, too.” He
pointed at the front of her Charlie’s Angels T-shirt,
which was now covered in dirt with a large smear
of orange pumpkin guts clearly visible.
Oh crud, the first new, young, handsome,
successful man Finch’s Crossing had seen in about
two decades and she’d already trashed her clothes
in front of him. He must have thought she was such
a country bumpkin. Pumpkin bumpkin, she thought
to herself, almost laughing out loud. Oh well. He
was the enemy, after all, swooping in to take Heather away from her grandmother.
“I don’t see what’s so funny,” he demanded
of her and crossed his arms over his chest.
She did the only thing she could think of,
which was to repay his initial attempt to shake
hands by now offering her hand to him. He hesitated, but reached out, and surprisingly, warmly took
her hand. He didn’t shake her hand—he just held it
for a second.
“Nice to meet you, Ethan Fuller,” she said,
smiling, and he let go of her hand. “I’m Autumn
Hamilton, Martha’s neighbor.” She turned to walk
back to her Jeep before he could offer a response.
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The conversation was clearly over.
He wished now that he had said more, had
engaged her. What did she do? Was she married?
What was her story? Compared to every other
stranger he had ever spoken to, this one had practically rendered him tongue-tied.
After he watched her stroll across the gravel
parking lot and slide into her Jeep, he whispered her
name to himself, barely audible. “Autumn Hamilton.”
Something about the feel of her name on his lips
gave Ethan a little shudder. He didn’t know whether
to feel good about meeting her, or to be afraid of
her. Something told him it should be a little bit of
both.

As she drove away, Autumn flashed on an
image of Ethan Fuller, in his khaki pants with their
razor-sharp creases, dragging the ugly pumpkin from
his car onto Martha’s front porch, orange pumpkin
goop dripping onto his loafers and silk shirt. Maybe
even getting into his hair if he slipped on the gravel.
Then she stuck out her tongue, as Heather had
done just a few minutes earlier, and collapsed into
schoolgirl giggles. It felt good to laugh. It had been a
long time. But her happiness disappeared quickly, as
it always did. She could only keep up the façade for
so long.

End of Chapter One

Want more? To read the rest of the story, purchase the
e-book or a paperback on Amazon and other places
books are sold. Learn more about the series and Amy
Ruth Allen at website: www.amyruthallen.com
An Excerpt from Martha, a Finch’s Crossing Holiday Novella
By Amy Ruth Allen
Chapter One
Martha Kelly watched as Jack Staub, Finch’s
Crossing’s most eligible senior bachelor, opened
the tailgate of his pickup truck and raked the load
of gravel onto her already well-graveled driveway.
This was about as unromantic as things could get.
She was getting tired of finding places to put all the
gravel, mulch, and other nursery supplies she had
bought from Jack over the past few months. The

last time he delivered the mulch she had ordered,
but didn’t need, she had to call Reverend Frye at
the Methodist Church and ask him to take it off her
hands. If he could find someone to haul the mulch
away, the church could have it for the flower beds
in the churchyard. Gracious, Martha had never had
so much mulch in her life. When would Jack realize
that she ordered truckloads of mulch and gravel she
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didn’t need, just to see him? Wasn’t it obvious when he
delivered the last load of mulch, that the previous load
had suspiciously disappeared without being used in the
make-believe flower beds she had never dug out? How
could he not wonder what she had done with it?
Like Martha, Jack was in his seventies, his handsome face leathered from years of being in the sun.
His snow-white hair was impressively thick for a man
his age. She couldn’t help but notice how nicely he
trimmed his eyebrows. So many men his age just let
them grow wild. He was lean and fit, from a lifetime of
running the Town and Country Nursery, an immense
operation on the outskirts of Finch’s Crossing, Pennsylvania, where he sold plants and grew pumpkins, apples,
and Christmas trees.
“Awright, Martha,” Jack said, removing his work
gloves to hand her a receipt. “That should hold you a
while.”
That should hold you a while?
Martha couldn’t help but wonder what that
meant. Was he trying to tell her to stop ordering
supplies from him? Did he know what she was doing,
and wanted her to stop? Gracious, she felt like a silly
schoolgirl with a crush on the boy next door.
She took the proffered receipt. “Thank you,
Jack,” she said, trying to keep the hesitation out of her
voice. “I think my driveway will make it through the
winter with this load.”
What else could she say? She had to save face,
after all.

****

Once again foiled by Jack’s cluelessness, Martha
went back into the house. Fall had definitely arrived
in Finch’s Crossing and had made its presence known
by the nip in the air and the leaves swirling down her
driveway in a bright dance of yellows, reds and oranges.
She typically loved the season, as it was a prelude to
Christmas. In years past, she had enjoyed a full house
over the holidays and baked enough cookies and pies
to feed an army. She always began her Christmas shopping on Black Friday and Small Business Saturday, pa-

tronizing her friends’ shops in downtown Finch’s Crossing.
After Jack left, she puttered around the kitchen
in the way that women who live alone do. She straightened the dish towels on the counter to the angle she
preferred. They were a cheery yellow, but did nothing
to cheer her that day. Stupid towels. She watered her
African violets on her window sill and re-arranged the
cookbooks on her counter. She filled the almost-full salt
and pepper shakers and wiped down the clean counters.
Then she sat at the kitchen table with a cup
of coffee, and looked around the empty room. Until a
few weeks ago, she had taken care of her only granddaughter, Heather. But now Heather was in New York
with her new guardian, Ethan Rasmussen, and Martha
was alone. And although Heather was doing very well
following the death of her parents, Martha ached with
the loss of Denise, her only daughter, and her son-inlaw, whom she had loved like a son. The telephone call
in the middle of the night from the state police had
been heart-wrenching, and then the hours and days and
now weeks that followed had been equally as painful, although the dust was starting to settle some. The
small family had been on its way to drop Heather off
at Martha’s house in Finch’s Crossing. Denise and Troy
had booked a room at a resort hotel outside of Pittsburgh for a romantic weekend. They had gotten caught
in a downpour and had pulled over on the side of the
highway to wait it out. It was dark, and according to the
police report, a truck had hydroplaned and clipped their
SUV parked on the shoulder. Denise and Troy had been
killed instantly. By some miracle, Heather, asleep in her
car seat, had not been seriously hurt. It was Heather
who helped soften Martha’s deep ache. Knowing she
had to be strong for her granddaughter gave her something to focus on, other than her desperate grief. And
then Heather’s guardian was appointed, and Heather
was whisked away from her.
Martha looked out the window that overlooked
the side yard, and was thrilled to see Autumn Hamilton,
her neighbor and friend, emerge from the hedgerow
that separated their properties. The Hamiltons had
lived next to Martha for what seemed like forever, and
over the years the neighbors had forged a path as they
popped over to borrow sugar, deliver Christmas cook-

ies, or commiserate a loss.
“Hi Martha,” Autumn greeted her from the
kitchen door, “You have time for a cup of hot cocoa?”
She held up a thermos and basket of cookies. “I need a
break from painting.”
Martha knew very well that Autumn wasn’t
painting that day, or any day. She hadn’t seen her artist
friend in her paint-splattered overalls for weeks now.
Good, she thought, maybe she could help Autumn with
whatever was bothering her, rather than miring herself
even further into her own sad thoughts.
They settled in Martha’s comfortable living
room with its oversized sectional couch arranged in a
U-shaped configuration around the fireplace, giving the
room a snug, cozy feeling.
“I saw Jack Staub delivering more gravel earlier
today,” Autumn said nonchalantly, as she poured them
cocoa and offered Martha a cookie. “You must have a
lot of outdoor projects going on,” she mused. “You sure
get a lot of deliveries.”
Martha knew she was turning pink. She gestured
around the living room, “Well, this is a big place, you
know. Lots of grounds to keep up.” She paused. “Maybe
it’s getting to be too big for one person,” she said softly
into her mug.
Autumn admonished her. “Nonsense. And
you’re not one person. You have Heather coming to
stay with you quite often. Besides, you know you won’t
ever sell this house. You couldn’t bear to be separated
from me.”
“Well there you are quite right, my dear,” Martha answered warmly. “And speaking of you. Are you
doing alright these days? I ask because it’s been a while

since I’ve seen you in your painting coveralls. Used to
be whenever I saw you in town or at the market you
were wearing those ratty, paint-splattered old things,
just dashing out from your studio for a quick shopping
trip.” She kept her gaze on Autumn, who looked away.
“Never mind, honey,” Martha said and patted her arm.
“You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”
“How are you doing, Martha?” Autumn asked
softly, changing the subject. “I know how much you miss
Heather.”
There was a long pause. “I’m lonely,” Martha
admitted, and after another sad, deliberate pause, she
said again, “I’m just plain lonely.”
Martha reached out and covered Autumn’s
hands with her own. “Thank you, dear friend, for looking out for me. I hope you know how much it means to
me.”
“I think there’s someone else out there who’d
like to look out for you, too,” Autumn teased. “Every
time Jack hears your name, he goes pink. I told him last
week how much you love his sweet potato casserole.
I wouldn’t be surprised if he brings extra to Christmas
dinner, just for you. Remember last year, there were no
leftovers. He knew how disappointed you were.”
“All right, now, let’s have none of that this evening. Only time will tell what’s going to happen on that
front. It does no good to force together two people
who don’t come together naturally. If it doesn’t unfold
itself, then it wasn’t meant to be.”
To herself she wondered, what on earth can I do
to move things along with Jack Staub? Lord knows I’m not
getting any younger.

End of Chapter One
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