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Midnight at Pumpkin Hollow

The Return to Pumpkin Hollow

The sign appeared between two ancient oak trees, its painted letters faded by a decade of sun and rain.

WELCOME TO PUMPKIN HOLLOW

Population: 2,847  

“Where Every Autumn Tells a Story”

––––––––
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Clara Whitmore slowed her car to a crawl, her fingers tightening on the steering wheel. The words blurred as her eyes burned with a sudden, unwelcome heat. Ten years. She’d been gone ten years, and yet the sign looked exactly the same. The same cracked wooden post. The same hand-painted pumpkins curling at the edges of the letters. The same sense that she was crossing a threshold into a world that had continued spinning without her.

She pressed her foot to the brake, the old sedan shuddering to a stop on the deserted road. To her left, cornfields stretched toward the horizon, their stalks brown and rustling in the October breeze. To her right, a low stone wall marked the boundary of the Whitmore family property—or what used to be the Whitmore family property, before her father had let it slip through his fingers like dry sand.

The farmhouse was visible in the distance, just beyond the first row of apple trees. The roof had sagged in the middle, and the front porch listed at an angle that made her chest ache. But the old maple in the front yard had turned a brilliant, defiant orange, and someone—Olivia, probably, or one of the volunteers from the historical society—had hung a wreath of dried corn husks and bittersweet on the front door.

Clara pulled her gaze away and checked her rearview mirror. The road behind her was empty, as it always was on the back roads of Pumpkin Hollow. No one to witness her hesitation. No one to see the fear she’d been carrying for the past three hundred miles.

She’d left New York at dawn, slipping out of her apartment before the city had fully woken. She’d told Maya she was going. Told her boss at the gallery she’d be gone for two weeks, maybe three. She hadn’t told anyone else. Hadn’t told her mother, who was somewhere in Florida with her new husband. Hadn’t told the lawyer who’d called her three weeks ago to inform her that the farm was officially hers now, along with a mountain of debt and a crumbling legacy.

And she certainly hadn’t told Ethan.

The thought of his name sent a sharp, familiar pain through her chest, as fresh as if she’d only just heard it yesterday instead of a decade ago. She pressed her eyes closed and forced herself to breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth. The meditation app on her phone had taught her that, back when she’d first arrived in the city and the panic attacks had been so bad she couldn’t leave her tiny studio apartment.

She was different now. Stronger. She’d built a life. A career. A reputation as someone who could handle pressure, who could curate exhibitions and manage artists and navigate the cutthroat world of contemporary art. She could handle a small town and an old farm and a man she’d sworn never to see again.

She could.

Clara released the brake and guided the car through the intersection, past the sign, down the road that wound through the heart of Pumpkin Hollow. The town unfolded before her like a memory she’d tried to bury. The old brick buildings on Main Street, their storefronts decorated with bales of hay and mums in every shade of orange and gold. The bakery, where she’d bought her first pumpkin spice latte at sixteen, feeling so grown-up and so certain that she was going to escape this place and never look back. The hardware store, where her father had spent more time than he’d ever spent at home.

And there, at the end of the street, the town square. The center of Pumpkin Hollow, where the harvest festival had been held every October for over a hundred years. Where she’d kissed Ethan for the first time, under a canopy of string lights, with the smell of apple cider and woodsmoke all around them. Where he’d told her he loved her, and she’d believed him with every fiber of her being.

The square looked different now. Tired. The gazebo in the center had peeling paint, and the benches that lined the perimeter were missing several slats. A banner stretched across the front of the bandstand, its letters printed in cheerful orange font that seemed almost defiant in the face of decay:

**THE MIDNIGHT HARVEST FESTIVAL**

*October 31st*

*Celebrating 112 Years*

Clara pulled the car into an empty spot in front of the old diner and turned off the engine. The silence that followed was deafening. No sirens, no honking horns, no distant rumble of subway trains. Just the rustle of leaves and the distant caw of crows.

She sat there for a long moment, her hands still gripping the wheel, her heart pounding hard enough that she could feel it in her throat. Then she opened the door, stepped out into the cool autumn air, and immediately heard her name.

“Clara? Clara Whitmore?”

She turned to find a woman approaching from the direction of the diner, a dish towel slung over her shoulder and a smile that stretched from ear to ear. Olivia Whitmore. Well, Olivia Whitmore-née-Simmons, technically—she’d married a man from the next town over and kept the name out of stubborn pride, or so Clara’s grandmother had always said. Olivia had been Gran’s closest friend, her partner in crime, her confidante through fifty years of marriages and births and funerals and everything in between.

And she looked exactly the same as Clara remembered. The same silver hair pulled back in a neat bun. The same bright, knowing eyes that saw more than they let on. The same gentle smile that could somehow make you feel both completely safe and completely exposed.

“Olivia,” Clara said, and her voice came out weaker than she’d intended. “Hi.”

Olivia closed the distance between them in three quick steps and pulled Clara into a hug that smelled like cinnamon and apples and something deeper, something that smelled like home. “Oh, honey. You’re really here. I wasn’t sure you’d come.”

Clara hugged her back, blinking hard against the sudden sting in her eyes. “I got the lawyer’s letter,” she said. “They said the farm is mine now. That I needed to come and sign the papers.”

Olivia pulled back, her hands still resting on Clara’s shoulders. Her eyes searched Clara’s face with an intensity that made Clara want to look away. “The papers are just the beginning,” she said gently. “There’s more to it than that, Clara. You know that.”

Clara nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

“Come on,” Olivia said, slipping her arm through Clara’s. “Let’s get you some lunch. You look like you haven’t eaten since New York.”

She led Clara into the diner, past the familiar red vinyl booths and the old jukebox in the corner, past the counter where Clara used to sit and do her homework while her grandmother worked the register. The place was almost empty—just an old man in the corner nursing a cup of coffee and a young couple sharing a milkshake in the window—but it still felt exactly the same.

“How’s your mother?” Olivia asked, sliding into a booth by the window. “She’s in Florida now, isn’t she? With the new husband?”

“She’s fine,” Clara said. She didn’t mention that they’d barely spoken in years, that her mother had made it clear she wanted nothing to do with the farm or the town or any of the memories that came with them. “She’s happy.”

Olivia nodded slowly, as if she knew more than she was saying. “And your work? The gallery?”

Clara blinked in surprise. “You know about the gallery?”

“Your grandmother kept up with everything,” Olivia said. “She had a whole box of clippings. Reviews, announcements, photographs. She was so proud of you, Clara. She never stopped talking about you.”

Clara’s throat tightened. Gran had died two years ago, and Clara hadn’t come home for the funeral. Hadn’t even been able to bring herself to make the phone call, to tell the woman who’d raised her that she was sorry, that she’d wanted to come but couldn’t face it. The guilt had been a constant weight in her chest ever since.

“She wrote to me,” Olivia continued, “about you.” She paused, her eyes softening with something that looked almost like sadness. “Near the end, when she was sick, she wrote to me every week. All about her Clara. How proud she was of you. What a fine young woman you’d become. She was always so sorry that you two weren’t close at the end.”

Clara looked down at the table. The Formica was cracked in the same spot she remembered, a white streak running from the edge to the napkin dispenser. “I should have come,” she said quietly. “When she was sick. I should have been here.”

“You were doing what she wanted you to do,” Olivia said. “Your grandmother always wanted you to leave this place. To build a life for yourself away from all of this.” She gestured vaguely at the window, at the town beyond. “She loved you more than anything. But she also knew that you needed to go.”

“Was it really that bad?” Clara asked. “Here, I mean. Was it really so terrible?”

Olivia was quiet for a moment. “It’s not the place that’s bad,” she said finally. “It’s the memories. The things that happened here. The people we loved and lost and wished we could have kept.” She reached across the table and took Clara’s hand. “Your grandmother carried a lot of secrets, Clara. Some of them she took to her grave. Some of them she wrote down. Some of them she told me, in those letters she sent.”

Clara looked up. “What kind of secrets?”

Olivia smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “The kind that don’t always stay buried,” she said. “The kind that have a way of coming back when you least expect them.”

Before Clara could ask what she meant, the front door of the diner swung open, and a gust of cool air swept through the room. Clara turned to see who had entered, and her heart stopped.

Ethan Blackwell stood in the doorway, framed by the golden October light.

He looked different. Older. The boy she remembered had been all sharp angles and restless energy, forever fidgeting, forever in motion. This man was broad-shouldered and still, his jaw square and shadowed with a day’s growth of beard. His dark hair was shorter than it used to be, neat and professional, and his eyes—

His eyes were the same. Grey and clear and filled with a depth that had always made her feel like he could see straight through her. They met hers across the diner, and Clara felt the world tilt sideways.

Ethan’s expression flickered. Just for a moment, she saw surprise. Then pain. Then something else, something that looked like old, worn-out anger. And then his face smoothed into careful neutrality, the kind of blankness that takes years of practice to perfect.

He crossed to the counter without looking at her again, sliding onto a stool with the easy grace of someone who’d done it a thousand times before. His voice carried across the room, low and steady, as if nothing had happened.

“Hey, Liv. The usual?”

Olivia’s hand tightened on Clara’s, but her voice was casual when she replied. “Coming right up
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