
PUMPKIN EVERYTHING

BETH LABONTE



“G

C H A P T E R 1

randpa’s driven through Dunkin’ Donuts!”

“So what?” I asked, crinkling my forehead as I

walked to the refrigerator. My mother’s hysterical

tone wasn’t quite matching up with the mundane words she

spoke into the phone. Leave it to my mother to be overly

dramatic about Grandpa going out for a coffee. If anyone had

cause to be hysterical and dramatic, it was me. Cheating scumbag

fiancé. Wedding canceled. Writing career hanging by a thread

thanks to mega case of writer’s block, thanks to cheating

scumbag fiancé. It had been quite the chain reaction. But had she

asked me about any of these tragedies recently? Nope. Here she

was freaking out because Grandpa had utilized a drive-through

window. I opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of water.

“Drive-throughs are a modern-day convenience, Mom. You

might want to try one sometime.”

“You’re not getting it. He drove through a Dunkin’ Donuts.”

I froze midway through unscrewing the cap. “You don’t

mean...literally?”

“Yes, literally,” said Mom. “Your grandfather has literally

driven his Jeep through the front window of Dunkin’ Donuts! It’s
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probably all over the news! I just got a call from the Autumnboro

police. I’m due on-air in ten minutes, Amy, and now I’m visibly

shaken. Who wants to order cruise-wear from a person who

looks visibly shaken?”

I walked back toward the couch with one hand clamped

across my mouth. The police were involved? This was serious.

“Is he okay?” I asked, sinking down into the cushions. “Was

anyone hurt?” A vision of Grandpa, alone and scared in a court‐

room, on trial for involuntary manslaughter, flashed through my

mind. He didn’t deserve to spend his last remaining years in

prison.

“He’s fractured his wrist,” said Mom. “But nobody else was

hurt. Thank God. He claims he was pressing the brake when the

car just shot forward! Same old story they all use at that age

when they forget which pedal is the accelerator.” I could almost

hear the eye roll in her voice. “I knew this would happen. I knew

if I let him keep his driver’s license that it was only a matter of

time before disaster struck. I never should have left him alone up

there.”

“He’s been up there alone for ten years, Mom. And he’s been

totally fine until just now.” I slumped back into the couch, still

processing my relief that Grandpa hadn’t killed anybody.

“Besides, he loves Autumnboro. You know it would crush him if

you made him move.”

Autumnboro, New Hampshire—the self-proclaimed Autumn

Capital of the World—was bursting with pumpkins, mind-

blowing fall foliage, and a population of just over five thousand.

It was also the hometown I’d been successfully avoiding since

escaping to Penn State ten years ago. A memory of soft green

eyes, filled with the sort of sadness I couldn’t even begin to

understand, invaded my mind, followed by a familiar twang of

guilt.

“It’s inevitable, Amy,” she said. “He’s not getting any younger,

and we can’t keep dealing with these types of things if we’re
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seven hours away. Plus, he didn’t kill anybody this time, but next

time...”

“Well, I doubt he’s going to be driving again anytime soon.”

“That’s for sure. His Jeep was totaled, and I’m taking away his

keys once and for all. For everybody’s safety.”

I frowned at the definitive tone in her voice...and at the trace

of glee. Taking away his keys would eliminate a great deal of her

Grandpa-induced stress, of which she’d been having quite a lot

lately. Even with five hundred miles between us, our living

arrangement with Grandpa had been running fairly smoothly.

That was, until six months ago when he’d started calling Mom at

all hours—confused about whether or not he’d taken his medica‐

tion or panicked because he couldn’t find his wallet. They were

small things, but they’d put the idea in her head that he was

getting too old to be living on his own, and now...Dunkin’

Donuts.

I wanted him to be safe, of course. But, I also wasn’t sure how

he would survive on his own in New Hampshire without any

wheels. I pictured him alone in his house, surrounded by empty

pizza boxes and dead houseplants. Both his landline and his cell

phone were dead for some reason, the lights flickering as a

grandfather clock mournfully bonged each endless, passing hour.

The howling of a lone coyote, his only connection with the

outside world. I swallowed past the lump in my throat.

“So, are you taking some time off to go up there?” I asked.

“He’s probably going to need some help until his wrist is healed.”

My image of Grandpa surrounded by pizza boxes and dead

houseplants was replaced by an image of him pathetically trying

to unscrew lids from various jars—jelly, mayonnaise, pickle—as

each one slipped from his hand and shattered into sharp, deadly

shards on the floor. A barefooted Grandpa crunched down on

them like Marv from Home Alone. I shuddered.

“You know I can’t go up there,” Mom said, indignantly.

“They’ve got me working nonstop straight through Christmas.
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I’m with Isaac Mizrahi every night this week, and they’re flying

Dennis Basso in on Saturday to showcase his new Christmas

ornaments. Take time off? Pffft!”

I rolled my eyes as she scoffed loudly into the phone. She was

always going on about Isaac Mizrahi. My mother hosted her own

show on QVC—that’s the home shopping channel headquartered

down here in Pennsylvania—called Sharyn’s Closet. She’d audi‐

tioned for the spot as soon as I’d accepted my admissions offer to

Penn State, citing it as her secret, lifelong dream. Personally, I

think her secret, lifelong dream was to get the heck out of

Autumnboro as soon as I’d finished high school. Whatever the

case, QVC booked her for the show, and she and Dad followed

me south, leaving Grandpa alone up in New Hampshire. I saw a

flash of those tragic green eyes again. Not Grandpa’s. His were

blue and merry and buried beneath two white puffs of eyebrows.

The green ones weren’t family, but they’d also been left behind—

and the reason I’d gone, to be honest.

“So, what then?” I sighed, running my hand over the soft

leather couch, suddenly wishing I had a nine-to-five office job, a

husband, and kids. Anything to use as an excuse not to go up to

Autumnboro myself. But I wrote horror novels from home—

after college I’d become a bit of a self-published success story—

and my cheating scumbag fiancé had moved out four months

ago. Writer’s block had settled in as soon as the wedding was

canceled, meaning my days and nights were now filled by staring

wide-eyed at stark white Word documents. I was alone, devoid of

responsibilities, and at risk of developing chronic dry eye. But,

still...I closed my dry eyes and waited for Mom’s response.

“Well, it’s a shame that nobody else from the family can go up

there,” she said.

“Mom, you know I can’t—”

“I know, I know.” She huffed. “You’ve been hiding down here

for ten years. Why should I expect you to go and visit your poor,

sick grandfather now?”

4



P U M P K I N  E V E R Y T H I N G

“He’s not poor or sick, Mom. Merely maimed. And you know

my leaving had nothing to do with him.”

“I’m just going to have to hire a home health aide,” she went

on, ignoring me. “Even though, you know how he gets with

strangers. You remember Greta, don’t you?”

Greta was the housekeeper Mom had hired for him a few

years back. As soon as he’d found out she was coming, Grandpa

had hidden every potential valuable in the house beneath his

mattress, which Greta found the first time she attempted to

change the sheets.

“Of course, I remember Greta. And I would go, Mom, if

only—”

“No, no,” she interrupted. “He’ll just have to deal with it. His

wrist will be healed in a few weeks, anyway. And if the help does

steal all his belongings, it’ll just make the move that much easier

on us.”

“The move?” I furrowed my eyebrows. She’d always talked

about moving Grandpa down here in an abstract sort of way. But

this...this sounded certain.

“I’ve already looked into it, Amy. There’s a nice assisted living

facility right here in West Chester. He’d have his own room, three

good meals a day, housekeeping...”

“Have you forgotten about Greta?”

She ignored me. “We’ll have to notify the Parkers before

putting the house on the market, but selling it will cover the cost

of assisted living for quite a few years.”

My stomach churned at the mention of the Parkers, and at the

thought of selling our historic, two-family Victorian home. That

house had been in our family for generations, and Grandpa had

transferred ownership of it to my mother after Gram had died. It

was in the most fantastic location, overlooking the town

common, and the view from the turret during fall foliage season

was like nothing else. Grandpa had grown up in that house, as

had my mother and my uncle Pete—who now lived in Utah—and
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then me. The Parkers were our downstairs neighbors for as long

as I could remember—Rebecca, her mother, and her two boys,

Kit and Riley.

“I can probably take some time off during the New Year’s

clearance events,” she continued. “Doreen or Jane can fill in for

me. It’s not like they need to waste their top talent selling the

same junk nobody wanted last year!” She snickered into the

phone, Grandpa’s plight momentarily taking a backseat to her

ginormous ego. “Anyway,” she cleared her throat, “your father

and I will go up there, pack up his things, maybe have a big yard

sale...”

I pictured my mother sweeping coldly through the house like

some sort of Wayne Szalinski packing machine—mechanical

arms scooping Grandpa and a couple of his shirts into a box and

mailing him off to an assisted living facility in a state he didn’t

know. I saw all his belongings spread out across the lawn, heart‐

lessly slapped with neon yard sale price stickers, and it made my

heart sink.

Poor Grandpa. He must have been so embarrassed, sitting

there in his Jeep, half-in, half-out of Dunkin’ Donuts, his wrist

snapped like a twig and everybody staring. The poor guy prob‐

ably didn’t even get his chocolate glazed. And now suddenly

everything was in jeopardy just because he’d made one tiny

mistake. Gas instead of brake.

It could have happened to anybody.

“Wait,” I said, another horribly depressing thought occurring

to me. “What about Pumpkin Everything?”

When my grandmother passed away many years ago,

Grandpa had taken over the operation of her beloved country

store on Main Street.

Mom sighed. “We’ll have to sell that, too, Amy. Grandpa

only took it over because he thought Gram would haunt him if

he let it go. But it’s too much for him now. He’s only been

opening for a few hours a day, a few days a week. At this rate, I
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doubt he’ll be able to keep up with the rent much longer. It’s

got to go.”

It’s got to go. There wasn’t an ounce of nostalgia in her voice.

Sure, we’d both left Autumnboro behind, but it had been a harder

step for me. I’d loved growing up in that town, and I still

dreamed about my view from the turret and the smell of autumn

leaves as I walked across the common, kicking them up around

my feet. Not Mom, though. Love for Autumnboro had clearly

skipped a generation. I’d asked her once if she ever missed it and

she’d replied with, About as much as I miss my debilitating menstrual

cramps. Mom had had big city dreams. Big city dreams that were

somehow fulfilled by hosting infomercials in the middle of Penn‐

sylvania. But I couldn’t fault her for that. The heart wants what

the heart wants. But what about Grandpa’s heart? It would crush

him to not only have to leave his home but to sell the store that

Gram had left in his care.

“But Pumpkin Everything is a landmark,” I argued. “It’s a

fixture on Main Street! The town wouldn’t even know what to

do with itself if it closed!”

“Oh please. They sell scented candles not cures for cancer. I’m

sure the town would manage. Somehow.”

“But it belongs in our family!” I cried, feeling panicky. “And so

does that house.” Through all the panic, the words sounded a bit

hollow to my own ears. I hadn’t been back to Autumnboro in a

decade. Not even once. Mom and Dad drove up to New Hamp‐

shire to visit Grandpa a few times a year without me, and I saw

him when he flew down to Pennsylvania for the holidays, but

that was it. What right did I have to say such things?

Yet, I’d had my reasons for staying away.

After all these years, Kit Parker still lived in the downstairs

unit, and I couldn’t go back and face him. Not after the way I’d

treated him during the most difficult time in his life, when he’d

been at his most vulnerable. I saw those eyes and that pleading

look of abandonment that had appeared right before I’d skipped
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town. That familiar twang of guilt rose again in my stomach, but

this time it was coupled with a hearty dose of Grandpa-guilt. If I

hadn’t run off to Penn State, we would never have left him

behind either. None of this would be happening right now.

“What do you want from me, huh?” asked Mom, her voice

uncharacteristically gentle. “I finally have my dream career down

here. Unless you’re willing to pack your things and go up there—

which you’ve made perfectly clear you are not—then I’ve run out

of choices. The house and the store, they’ve always been the

center of your grandparents’ life, Amy. Not mine.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond. I glanced at my wedding dress,

still hanging on the door to the hall closet. I hadn’t let myself put

it away yet. I’d actually moved it into the living room from the

bedroom so I’d be forced to look at it more often. Some

demented part of me felt that I deserved to stare at it, night after

night, regretting the life choices that had led me to Pennsylvania

and straight into the arms of my cheating scumbag ex-fiancé. If

only I’d stayed with Kit...if only I’d tried a bit harder...yet, with all

that regret, I’d never actually considered going back.

Unless you’re willing to pack your things and go up there.

Was I? Was I finally willing? Before Grandpa had gunned it

through a Dunkin’ Donuts, my plan was to simply go on staring

at blank Word documents, regretting my life choices, and waiting

for it all to course correct into something tolerable. But now,

things were happening very quickly. If I didn’t move quickly too,

Mom might sell everything out from under me—and with glee.

But going back to Autumnboro? Yikes. As much as I loved

growing up there, the thought of facing up to my past gave me

the cold sweats.

“Well?” asked Mom, after I didn’t reply for a good fifteen

seconds. I was actually surprised she’d waited that long.

“Does Grandpa still do the scarecrows?”

“What?”

“You know, the scarecrows.”
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Every fall, after the first round of leaves had been raked into

piles, Grandpa, Kit, Riley, and I would spend an entire weekend

stuffing scarecrows. Grandpa provided bags of old clothing, hats,

and shoes that he picked up from the local thrift shop, and the

four of us sat outside in the crisp mountain air, drinking apple

cider and hot chocolate, stuffing and sewing and turning it all

into a motley cast of characters. We’d put the scarecrows on the

front porch and all around the front yard—sitting them in wicker

chairs, on railings, in the tire swing. It was quite the display. We

even put some on the roof. People walking the town common

would stop to take pictures, and every few years our house would

end up in the newspaper. One year we even made it into the

Union Leader.

“Oh, that,” Mom said as if she were remembering a small-

town murder scandal rather than my most treasured childhood

memory. “Who would he still be doing that with?”

I shrugged. “I dunno. I always sort of hoped that he’d kept up

the tradition with Kit and Riley, even as adults.”

“That would be weird.”

Right. Better that a scarecrow-less Grandpa sit alone in his

empty pizza box-infested house until my mother drags him off to

assisted living, severing my last connection to Autumnboro—and

Kit Parker—forever than to be weird.

I stood and looked at myself in the mirror above the couch,

twisting my hair up into a loose bun and letting it drop back

down. My wedding dress was visible over my left shoulder, like a

creepy, headless ghost bride from a horror film. Knowing what I

had to do, I thought over the words I was about to say, and what

they would ultimately mean for me. I swallowed down the

resulting anxiety.

“I’ll do it,” I said, not quite loudly enough for her to actually

hear.

“Excuse me?”

“I’ll do it,” I repeated with more confidence. “I’ll pack my
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things, and I’ll go up there, and I’ll take care of Grandpa. I’ll get

him back on his feet and I’ll check on the store. I’ll make sure the

house is safe and that he’s taking his meds and whatever else you

need. And maybe...maybe he won’t need to move just yet. We

don’t need to rush into selling anything yet, right? Just...just let

me see what I can do. Please?”

There was a long pause on the other end. Either she was

contemplating what I’d said, or she’d passed out cold on the floor.

“How soon can you leave?” she asked at last, sounding a bit far

away. She may have actually been flat on her back surrounded by

QVC medics.

I told her I could be on the road the next morning, then hung

up and sat on the couch for a long time, alternating between

silently pondering what on Earth had just happened, and

shouting rhetorical, swear-filled questions out into the universe.

Still, I knew I had made the right choice. Maybe I would feel

differently once I was pulling into Grandpa’s driveway and Kit

Parker was glaring at me from the front porch, but right now, I

knew I couldn’t abandon Grandpa in his time of need. I couldn’t

let my mother whisk him off to an assisted living facility, in

another state, without at least trying to keep him in his own

home. When I was young he’d always put my joy ahead of his

own, and now it was my turn to return the favor.
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never should have listened to Google Maps.

It meant well, I realize that. By directing me up the

scenic route, it was trying to help me avoid a major traffic jam on

the interstate. What it also helped me avoid, however, was any

chance of rapid assistance should my car suddenly lurch forward

like a cat with a hairball, clouds of smoke pouring out from

beneath the hood. Google probably didn’t even care what it had

done to me. Just another dumb human to recalculate into an

oblivion. Moving on! Too-da-loo!

I’d been sitting alone in the grass on the side of the road for

forty-five minutes, only a few miles short of Autumnboro. I’d had

enough cell phone reception to call AAA for help, but they were

certainly taking their sweet time sending somebody out to get

me. They were probably overloaded with calls from Google

Maps victims. It was just as well. I’d been hoping to sneak

stealthily into town via a deserted side street, so I wasn’t exactly

dying to get paraded down Main Street in a clunky old tow

truck.

I kept glancing back into the woods, expecting a moose or

bear to come ambling out. Autumnboro was pretty far up in New
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Hampshire—right in the heart of the White Mountains—so it

wasn’t out of the question. At this time of year, they were prob‐

ably stocking up on food, and what better food to grab than a

defenseless hunk of meat just sitting there in the grass? Although,

I couldn’t recall anyone ever being eaten by a moose. Bears, sure.

But bears didn’t collect food for winter, did they? It would prob‐

ably go bad while they were hibernating. It’s not as if they sat

around their caves salting meat like the Pilgrims.

I sighed as I watched the other cars zipping past. They were

probably filled with sweater-clad leaf-peepers, happily bickering

over radio stations and speed limits. Four short months ago, I

thought that I, too, would be joining the ranks of the sweater-

clad leaf-peepers, happily bickering with my husband—Orion

Corcoran. I know, I should have realized way earlier than four

months before the wedding that marrying someone with a name

like Orion Corcoran couldn’t possibly lead to anything good. But

he was handsome, and athletic, and welp, here we are.

Even after all the years I’d lived in New Hampshire, I’d never

been stranded alone on the side of a road before. I’d barely even

had my driver’s license before moving away for college. I took a

deep breath and tried to force myself to think about something

else. Someone else. I sounded like the intro to Arrow. I must

become someone else. I must become...something else. That made me

smile a bit, and I spent the next few minutes thinking about

Oliver Queen, all suited up in a pair of tight black leather pants

before my thoughts eventually drifted back to Kit Parker and my

smile pretty much disintegrated. I’d already spent a good part of

my seven-hour drive thinking about him and obsessively

rehearsing what I would say when we finally met.

I plucked a dandelion out of the grass and rolled it between

my fingers. We’d been a complicated thing, Kit and me. We’d had

an idyllic boy-next-door, best-friends-to-romance type situation

going on for years before everything changed, literally overnight.

Kit’s mother passed away suddenly from a heart attack the
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summer before our senior year. After that, he went so quickly

from my funny, eternally optimistic boyfriend, to Kit Parker 2.0

—a cold shadow of himself, filled with emotions that I couldn’t

begin to understand. I tried for months to bring him back

around, thinking that my love should have been enough to help

him fight through his depression. But it wasn’t. The fact that I

wasn’t enough to make him happy was a tough pill to swallow for

a seventeen-year-old girl.

As senior year went on, things only got worse. Kit’s grades

started dropping and he began cutting classes. He refused any

sort of help from anybody and didn’t want to talk about how he

was feeling—even with me. And then, in January, when talk of

the senior prom was just starting up, he told me that he wasn’t

going. He knew I’d been picking out dresses and planning for it

for years. He knew I’d been planning to go to it with him for

years. Yet, as I sat on his bed that dreary afternoon, staring at the

back of his head as he tapped sullenly at his computer, he told me

that he couldn’t bring himself to suffer through it. Suffer through

it. The words hurt, even now. After everything I’d put up with—

his moods, his snarky remarks—he couldn’t do this one thing for

me. I’d hoped that after such a rough year, the senior prom might

be a relief. That it might be one night for us to let loose and bring

us closer again.

But he didn’t think that he could suffer through it.

That had been the final straw. Such a shallow thing to be a

final straw, in comparison to everything he’d been through—I

knew that, and I hated myself for it—but I’d had enough, and I

ended it. It was then, when I finally ended things between us, that

I saw that flicker of emotion come back into his eyes. That

desperate, pleading look of abandonment. A look that suggested

that maybe, at zero hour, he did still feel something for me. But

he said nothing. He let me go. The next day, I accepted my admis‐

sions offer from Penn State, a blessed seven hours away from

Autumnboro.
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My first semester, I met Orion—business major, lacrosse

player, and obvious rebound guy—while the guilt I carried for

breaking up with Kit continued eating away at me. Perhaps that

was why I stayed with someone like Orion for so long. Had

almost allowed myself to marry him.

At the sight of a tow truck slowly making its way up the

breakdown lane, I dropped the dandelion on the grass and shot

to my feet. Finally! I wrapped my arms tightly around my chest

as the driver pulled the truck in front of my car, backed up a few

feet, and rolled down the window. A pumpkin-headed scarecrow,

holding a pair of jumper cables, was painted on the passenger

door. Autumnboro Towing, it read beneath its splayed-out straw

feet. That was our town mascot—a creepy scarecrow with a

smiling pumpkin head and possibly murderous intentions.

Autumnboro’s answer to Mayor McCheese.

“Amy?” called out the driver, his eyes squinted. A note of

recognition in his voice. “Amy Evangeline Fox?”

“Yes. That’s me,” I said, raking my fingers through my wind‐

blown hair. I didn’t remember giving my über long middle name

to the AAA lady. “Thank you for coming.”

He stepped out of the truck, slammed the door, and walked

around to meet me on the grass. I bit back a laugh as I took in his

red buffalo check flannel shirt, puffy black vest, and jeans.

Northern New Hampshire couldn’t have sent a more generic

ambassador. He was tall, with a short, scruffy beard, dark blond

hair, and—

I sucked in my breath as I met his eyes. Not because they were

a heart-stopping shade of molten chocolate, or a paralyzing,

Edward Cullen shade of amber, but because they were a simple,

soft shade of green that I’d been hoping to avoid at least until I’d

managed to cross the town line. I mean, what were the odds? In a

town of five thousand, quite good, I supposed. Crikey.

“Kit?” I breathed, squinting up at him against the backdrop of

a brilliant blue autumn sky. He’d changed so much. The high
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school boy with the sweet face and the neatly kept dirty blond

hair had been replaced by this more rugged, more lumberjacky

model.

Kit Parker 3.0. Holy moly.
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