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Chapter 1

The Last Pumpkin Festival


Back to Willow Creek
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The letter arrived on a Tuesday, buried between a catering invoice and a fabric swatch for a wedding Sophie Bennett had been planning for eight months. She had almost thrown it away without opening it, assuming it was another piece of junk mail forwarded from an old address, another reminder of a life she had deliberately left behind.

But the handwriting stopped her.

It was shaky, the letters formed with the careful deliberation of someone whose hands had grown unsteady with age. Sophie knew that handwriting. She had spent eighteen years watching it write grocery lists, birthday cards, and the occasional note tucked into a lunch bag. The sight of it now, on a plain white envelope with a Willow Creek postmark, made her chest tighten in a way she had not expected.

She set down her coffee, suddenly aware of the silence in her apartment. It was early October, and the city was still clinging to the last remnants of summer, but Sophie had already decorated her small living space with the trappings of autumn—a wreath of dried leaves on the door, a bowl of miniature pumpkins on the kitchen counter, a cinnamon-scented candle burning on the windowsill. She had always loved this season, even when she had tried to convince herself she didn’t.

The letter was from Henry Bennett, her grandfather’s oldest friend and, according to the brief note inside, the current caretaker of her grandmother’s pumpkin farm.

*Sophie,*

*I hope this letter finds you well. I know it has been many years since you left Willow Creek, and I do not write to you lightly. But I am afraid I have news that cannot wait, and I believe you deserve to hear it from someone who knew your grandmother as well as I did.*

*The farm is in trouble. The town council has been discussing the future of the Pumpkin Festival, and there are those who believe it should be cancelled permanently. The reasons are complicated—money, mostly, and a disagreement about what Willow Creek should become. But the farm is caught in the middle of it. Your grandmother left it to you, Sophie, though I suspect you already know that. What you may not know is that if the festival is cancelled, the farm will likely be sold to developers. There are people who would like to see it become something else entirely.*

*I am not asking you to come back. I know you have built a life for yourself in the city, and I would not presume to tell you what to do. But I wanted you to know the truth before it was too late. If you want to save the farm, if you want to save the festival, you will need to act quickly.*

*The first festival was held fifty-two years ago. Your grandmother was there. She helped create something beautiful, something that brought people together. I believe she would want you to know that.*

*Please consider coming home.*

*With fondness,*

*Henry Bennett*

Sophie read the letter three times, her fingers gripping the paper so tightly that the edges began to crumple. Outside her window, the city hummed with its usual indifference—cars honking, construction crews drilling, the distant wail of a siren. None of it reached her.

She thought of her grandmother, Eleanor Bennett, who had died six years ago while Sophie was in the middle of planning a charity gala in Chicago. She had not gone to the funeral. She had told herself it was because the timing was impossible, because she could not leave the event, because her grandmother would have understood. But the truth was simpler and more painful: Sophie had been afraid to go back. Afraid of what she would feel, what she would remember, what she would have to confront.

She had not returned to Willow Creek since she was twenty years old.

Ten years.

Ten years since she had packed her car in the middle of the night and driven away from everything she had ever known. Ten years since she had left behind the farm, the festival, and the boy she had loved with a ferocity that had terrified her.

Jackson Reed.

She had not spoken his name aloud in years, but it lived in the back of her mind like a splinter she could not remove. She had trained herself not to think about him, not to wonder what had become of him, not to imagine his face or his voice or the way he had looked at her on that last night. But the letter had cracked something open, and now the memories were flooding back, unstoppable and overwhelming.

She thought of the pumpkin farm in autumn, the fields stretching out toward the horizon, the orange orbs nestled among the green vines like buried treasure. She thought of her grandmother’s hands, rough from years of working the soil, teaching her how to choose the perfect pumpkin, how to carve a face that would make children laugh, how to roast the seeds with just the right amount of salt.

She thought of Jackson, standing in the doorway of the old barn, his dark hair falling across his forehead, his eyes—those deep brown eyes that had always seen straight through her—watching her with a mix of longing and hurt that she had never been able to forget.

She thought of the night she had left, the words that had been exchanged, the accusations and the misunderstandings and the silence that had followed. She had told herself it was for the best, that she was protecting them both, that leaving was the only way to save herself from a future she was not ready for. But she had never been able to explain it to him, never been able to make him understand. And now, ten years later, she was not sure she understood it herself.

Sophie set the letter down on the kitchen counter and walked to the window. The city skyline was bathed in the pale gold of late afternoon, and she could see the first hints of autumn in the trees that lined the street below. She had spent a decade building a life here, a life that was successful and fulfilling and completely devoid of the messy, complicated emotions that came with loving someone.

She was thirty years old. She had a career she was proud of, friends who cared about her, a comfortable apartment in a nice neighborhood. She had everything she had ever wanted.

So why did she feel so empty?

She picked up her phone and dialed a number she had not called in years.

“Emily?” she said when the call connected. “It’s Sophie. Sophie Bennett.”

There was a pause, then a shriek of delight that made Sophie pull the phone away from her ear.

“Sophie! Oh my God, Sophie! Is it really you? I can’t believe it! I’ve been trying to find you for years! Where are you? What are you doing? Are you okay?”

Sophie laughed, a sound that surprised her. “I’m fine, Em. I’m still in the city. I just—I got a letter from Henry Bennett. About the farm. About the festival.”

The silence on the other end of the line was heavy with meaning. “You heard about that, huh?”

“I heard it might be cancelled. I heard the farm might be sold.”

“That’s right.” Emily’s voice was quieter now, more serious. “It’s been a mess, Soph. The council’s been fighting about it for months. Some people want to sell the land to developers, build some kind of resort or something. Others want to keep the festival going, but there’s no money for it. It’s been dying for years, honestly. Ever since—” She stopped abruptly.

“Ever since I left,” Sophie finished.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.”

There was another pause. Then Emily said, “Are you thinking about coming back?”

The question hung in the air between them, heavy with possibility and fear.

“I don’t know,” Sophie admitted. “I don’t know if I can.”

“Sophie.” Emily’s voice was gentle now, the way it had been when they were children and Sophie had scraped her knee or lost a beloved toy. “I know it’s hard. I know you have a lot of reasons to stay away. But this place—it’s not the same without you. The festival isn’t the same without you. And your grandmother’s farm—” She hesitated. “It’s beautiful, Soph. It’s still beautiful. But it needs someone to fight for it.”

Sophie closed her eyes. She thought of her grandmother, who had taught her everything she knew about creating magic out of ordinary things. She thought of the festival, which had been the heart of her childhood, the place where she had first learned to believe in possibility. She thought of Jackson, and the pain she had caused him, and the pain he had caused her.

And she thought of the letter, sitting on her counter, with its shaky handwriting and its desperate plea.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

But she already knew she was going to go back.

—-
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The drive to Willow Creek took six hours, and Sophie spent most of it trying to remember why she had ever thought this was a good idea. The highway stretched out before her, flanked by fields of corn and soybeans, the trees along the roadside turning gold and crimson as she drove further north. She had forgotten how beautiful it was, this part of the country, the way the landscape seemed to breathe with a life of its own.

She had also forgotten how small it felt.

When she finally turned off the highway and onto the winding road that led into town, the familiarity of it hit her like a physical blow. The old wooden sign that read “Welcome to Willow Creek—Population 2,847” was still there, though it had been repainted at some point. The gas station on the corner was still open, though it looked slightly more run-down than she remembered. The diner where she had spent countless hours with Emily, drinking milkshakes and talking about boys, was still serving customers, its neon sign flickering in the fading afternoon light.

She drove slowly through the town center, past the library and the church and the little park where she had learned to ride a bike. Everything was the same, and yet it was not. There was a For Sale sign on the old hardware store. The bakery that had once been famous for its pumpkin bread had closed, its windows papered over. The town seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for something that might never come.

She parked in front of what had once been her grandmother’s house—the house where she had grown up, where she had spent eighteen years of her life—and sat in the car for a long moment, unable to move.

The house was smaller than she remembered. Its white paint was peeling, and the porch sagged slightly on one side. But the garden was still there, overgrown and wild, and the old oak tree in the front yard was still standing, its branches reaching up toward the sky like arms outstretched in welcome.

She had not cried when her grandmother died. She had not cried at the funeral she had not attended, or in the years that had followed. But now, sitting in her car in front of the house where she had once been happy, she felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes.

She wiped them away quickly, angry at herself for being so weak. She was not here to grieve. She was here to save the farm.

She got out of the car and walked toward the house, her heels sinking slightly into the soft earth. She had dressed for the city, in a tailored blazer and sleek leather boots, and she felt absurdly out of place. She had forgotten how different things were here, how the air smelled of wood smoke and fallen leaves, how the silence was broken only by the distant sound of a dog barking.

She was reaching for the doorknob when she heard a voice behind her.

“Sophie?”

She turned.

Jackson Reed was standing at the edge of the driveway, a basket of pumpkins in his arms, looking at her like she was a ghost.

He had changed in ten years, she thought. The boy she had known had been lean and quick, with an easy smile and a restless energy that had drawn her to him like a moth to a flame. The man standing before her now was broader, stronger, his shoulders filled out with the kind of muscle that came from years of physical labor. His hair was still dark, though there was a hint of gray at the temples, and his face was weathered by sun and wind. But his eyes—those deep brown eyes that had always seen straight through her—were exactly the same.

“Jackson,” she said, and her voice sounded strange to her own ears, thin and breathless.

They stood there for a long moment, neither of them moving, the silence stretching out between them like a chasm that could not be crossed. Sophie could feel her heart pounding in her chest, could feel the old familiar ache rising up inside her, the one she had spent a decade trying to bury.

“I didn’t know you were coming,” Jackson said finally, his voice carefully neutral.

“I didn’t know I was coming either,” Sophie admitted. “I got a letter from Henry. About the farm.”

Jackson nodded slowly, his eyes never leaving her face. “He told me he was going to write to you.”

“You knew?”

“I knew he was thinking about it.” He shifted the basket of pumpkins, and Sophie noticed that his hands were rough and calloused, the hands of a man who worked the land. “I didn’t think you would actually come.”

The words stung, though she knew she deserved them. “I’m here now,” she said.

“So you are.”

Another silence. Sophie could feel the weight of everything unsaid between them, the years of distance and misunderstanding and pain. She wanted to explain, to tell him why she had left, to make him understand that it had never been about him—not really. But the words would not come. They never had.

“I should go inside,” she said. “I need to see the house.”

Jackson nodded. “I’ll be at the farm if you need me.”

He turned to go, and Sophie felt a sudden, desperate urge to call him back. But she did not. She watched him walk away, the basket of pumpkins swinging gently at his side, and felt the old familiar ache settle into her bones like a sickness she could not cure.

She had come back to save the farm. But she was beginning to realize that saving the farm might mean confronting something far more difficult than she had anticipated.

She turned back to the house and opened the door.

—-
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The house smelled of dust and old memories. Sophie stood in the doorway for a long moment, letting her eyes adjust to the dim light. Nothing had changed since her grandmother’s death. The same floral wallpaper covered the walls, faded now with age. The same rocking chair sat by the window, its cushions worn thin from years of use. The same photographs hung on the walls, capturing moments of a life that had ended too soon.

She walked through the house slowly, her fingers trailing over the furniture, the books, the small treasures her grandmother had collected over a lifetime. She stopped in the kitchen, where a worn wooden table held a single item: a leather-bound journal, its cover cracked with age.

She picked it up, her hands trembling slightly. The journal was heavy, its pages yellowed and brittle, and when she opened it, she saw that it was filled with her grandmother’s handwriting.

*October 1, 1972*

*Today we held the first Willow Creek Pumpkin Festival. I never imagined it would be so beautiful. The whole town came together—farmers and shopkeepers and families and children—and for one day, we were not just neighbors. We were a community.*

*I am writing this journal so that the truth will not be forgotten. There are things that happened this year, things that no one else knows. I am not sure if I should write them down. But I am afraid that if I do not, they will be lost forever.*

*And some things are too important to lose.*

Sophie turned the page, her heart pounding. The next entry was dated a week later.

*October 8, 1972*

*The festival was a success, but there is a secret at the heart of it. A secret that could tear this town apart if it ever came to light. I do not know what to do. I do not know who to trust.*

*But I know that I cannot keep silent forever.*

The journal continued, but Sophie’s hands were shaking too much to read further. She closed the book and held it against her chest, feeling the weight of it—not just the physical weight, but the weight of all the secrets it contained.

She had come to Willow Creek to save the farm.

But she was beginning to realize that the farm was only part of the story.

The real story—the one her grandmother had been trying to tell—was hidden somewhere in these pages.

And Sophie was determined to find it.
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chapter 2

The Man From the Past
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Sophie did not sleep that night. She sat at her grandmother’s kitchen table, the journal open before her, reading by the light of a single lamp. The words were faded, some of them barely legible, but she read them anyway, piecing together the story her grandmother had been trying to tell.

The entries from 1972 were not the only ones. The journal continued for years, filling page after page with observations, reflections, and confessions. Sophie read about the early days of the festival, the way the town had come together to create something beautiful out of nothing. She read about the struggles and the setbacks, the arguments and the compromises. And she read about the secret—the one her grandmother had hinted at in that first entry.

But the secret itself remained elusive. Her grandmother wrote around it, alluding to it without ever naming it directly. There were references to “the agreement” and “the promise we made” and “the night everything changed.” But the details were always just out of reach, hidden behind careful phrasing and deliberate omissions.

By the time the sun rose, Sophie had read the entire journal and was no closer to understanding what her grandmother had been trying to protect.

She made herself a cup of coffee—the kitchen was still stocked, she noticed, which meant someone had been looking after the place—and stood at the window, watching the light spread across the fields. The farm stretched out before her, rows of pumpkin vines turning brown and brittle in the autumn air, the old barn standing at the edge of the property like a sentinel. It was beautiful, she thought. It was home.

And she was going to lose it if she did not figure out how to save it.

She found Henry Bennett at the farm later that morning, sitting on the porch of the old farmhouse with a cup of tea and a newspaper. He was eighty-three years old, but he looked younger, his eyes bright and sharp behind his wire-rimmed glasses. He had been her grandfather’s best friend, and after her grandfather died, he had become something like a grandfather to Sophie as well.

“Sophie,” he said, rising from his chair with a smile. “I was wondering when you would come find me.”

She hugged him, surprised by how frail he felt in her arms. “Thank you for writing to me,” she said. “I’m sorry it took me so long to come.”

“You’re here now,” Henry said. “That’s what matters.”

They sat together on the porch, looking out at the fields. Henry told her about the farm—how he had been keeping it up since her grandmother’s death, how he had tried to sell some of the pumpkins to local markets to keep the place afloat, how the town council had been pressuring him to sell the land to developers who wanted to build a resort on the property.

“The festival is the key,” Henry said. “If










[image: ]


























[image: ]














[image: ]
















[image: ]



















[image: ]
















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
PUMPKIN

FESTIVAL

A SMALL TOWN ROMANCE

Some traditions
are worth saving.
Some loves

worth fighting for.

MOURAD ERRAHLA 7«





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





