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It was the day before Halloween. The air was filled with a spooky buzz as the whole town prepared for the great festival of frights.

Plum the plump pumpkin peered out of the window of his tiny shop. He was placed on the windowsill to attract potential customers, as he was the best pumpkin in the shop. No other pumpkin could match his shiny skin, his juicy colours, and his thick stem. But this meant that Plum had to stay near the window until the very last pumpkin was sold, which made him sad.

You see, Plum was no ordinary pumpkin. He was a Halloween pumpkin, who was grown just in time for everyone's favourite festival. Pumpkins believed that the highest honour for them was to be carved on Halloween. Sure, they were happy to be cooked into a yummy pie or a delicious stew. But that would only serve its purpose for a few hours. Cooked pumpkins were seldom remembered. A work of art rested far longer in people’s minds.

And so, on the eve of Halloween, Plum the plump pumpkin waited patiently on the chilly windowsill, hoping someone would snatch him up at the last moment.

The tangerine sun fell on what was a particularly tiring autumn day. Shoppers filed in and out all day like a chain of ants hoping to secure their precious pumpkins. Plum found it especially tiring. Each time the bells rang, he had to sit upright and force some colour into his shell.

As the sun set down on the bustling town, Plum’s eyes followed suit. Soon he was asleep and dreaming. He found himself flying over lush, green lands overlooked by majestic pumpkin shaped castles. Inside these castles, he encountered pumpkins of different kinds. Some had beautiful smiles and sparkling eyes, while others had mischievous teeth and villainous eyebrows. This was Greendom, the magical world of plants. A place he had never been to, but dreamed of every night. This is where he would travel to once he was carved! 

Plum was still asleep when the first customers entered the shop on the morning of Halloween. It was a family who had just dropped in to buy some candy. He was woken by Chip and Mandy, the only other pumpkins left in the shop. They started muttering as soon as the customers left.

“I was sure they were going to buy me!” chirped Chip, a tiny pumpkin with yellowish skin and twinkling eyes. “Did you see how they kept peering at my waist?”

“Don't wax your stem before it grows. You may have been intended for supper,” replied Mandy in his booming voice. Mandy was a stern looking pumpkin with a slightly wrinkled but hardened shell.

“Ha! I'm too small to feed anything bigger than a child,” said Chip with a cheeky grin. “I stopped myself from growing three weeks ago. I want to be cute and tiny when I reach Greendom.”

“That’s not very nice, Chip. You shouldn’t starve yourself for attention!” Mandy replied in shock.

“It doesn’t matter. I’m going to Greendom, where I’ll eat and drink and be merry forever!”

Greendom. Plum’s insides swelled up at the mention of those words. 

He had been quietly listening in on their conversation. Plum didn’t mingle much with Chip and Mandy. He had a nagging feeling that Mandy didn’t like him very much. Once, he overheard Mandy telling Chip that no one could be that plump without ingesting tons of chemicals.

But it didn’t matter. It wouldn’t be too long now before he left this place. He waited patiently and longingly, watching all kinds of different people pass by the shop. Outside, animated children ran around dressed as ghouls and pirates, while teenagers posed for pictures in their theatrical costumes.

The day passed faster than Plum could remember. Chip and Mandy were long gone, bought by a family of four, who thought two pumpkins was enough money spent.

And so, Plum waited by the window, depressed and dejected. If he wasn’t sold on Halloween, he would be sold the next day as an ordinary pumpkin. He would then be bought by a hungry family and forgotten in a stew. He feared that only carved pumpkins were allowed to travel to Greendom. He wondered if he would ever see the Great Pumpkin Castle, lit by a thousand candles, and guarded by giant pumpkin knights. It looked as if he was never going to find out either.

But just as he was about to shut his eyes, he heard a tiny rustle. A large shadow appeared in the street. Someone was peering into the shop through the window. Someone had finally come to buy him!
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The Stranger
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Plum sat upright, inflating his shell so he could look plump and colourful. The stranger’s face was eerily hidden by the raised collar of his oversized coat. Plum heard him exchange a few terse words with the shopkeeper, who nodded and went to the back of the shop. He returned carrying something tiny in his hands. Plum realised what it was and let out a muffled shriek. It was another pumpkin!

With a heaving heart, Plum realised that he was never meant to be sold. He would always be just a window decoration.

But suddenly, to his surprise, he heard raised voices. The stranger seemed to be arguing with the shopkeeper. Before he knew it, a frightened Plum was being picked up and placed in the stranger’s hands! He had been sold on the day of Halloween! He was saved!

As they made their way home, a very merry Plum had already begun to dream. He pictured himself seated in the middle of a brilliantly decorated table, while little children stood around and watched him adoringly. With ample joy in his heart, the tiny little pumpkin clung to the stranger’s rough arms.

The man’s chest heaved like tides in a rough sea. There was an unworldly stench emanating from his clothes. Plum slipped through his sweaty hands several times, almost hitting the ground. But despite all this, Plum was in good spirits.

They walked for what seemed like a long time before finally arriving at the house. The home was unlit and showed no signs of a party, or indeed of any life. It had a broken gate and looked unkempt from outside. The terrible stench from the overflowing rubbish bin attracted several of the neighbourhood dogs, whom the stranger callously shooed away. Plum held his breath as they entered the house only to be greeted by an even worse smell inside.

His eyes were treated to a depressing mix of colours. The room was painted a sombre grey with dark green curtains. The state of the room seemed to confirm what the smell had already suggested. It was terribly untidy. Dishes on the couch. Clothes in the sink. It was as if something had exploded in the room.

The stranger placed Plum on the table and took off his coat. The room had very little furniture except for a worn-out couch and a small table near the sink. From his vantage point, Plum could finally observe the stranger’s face.

He was a ragged man with a permanent frown, as if he were constantly unhappy with his life. He was tall and lanky with unhealthy skin. He had a large gash on his neck and several scars on his arms. In fact, he didn’t look too different from the Halloween monsters that the kids dressed up as.

By this time, Plum had come to terms with the fact that there would be no party. Judging by the state of the house and the stranger’s appearance, he doubted that anyone else lived there.

The man placed his heavy frame on the dirty couch, which released a large cloud of dust into the air. He then opened a bottle and switched on the television, with which he immediately started a yelling match.

For a long time, Plum wondered why this dreadful man had bought him. But just then, a tiny excited voice sounded from behind.

“A pumpkin!”
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It was a boy, of nine or ten, his tiny frame supported by an oversized T-shirt and brightly coloured shorts. He looked malnourished and his clothes were torn in places. His narrow face showed ancient traces of round cheekbones. His dark brown hair was long and uneven, as if he had failed to cut it himself. His tired, twinkling eyes appeared constantly in wonder despite being lined with dark circles. All in all, he looked quite hopeful, though hope seemed to have eluded him so far.

The man didn’t bother to turn around despite having clearly heard the boy.

“You bought me a pumpkin for Halloween!” the boy exclaimed, moving closer to Plum.

This time the man staggered, his drink spilling everywhere.

“Are you stupid, boy?” the man growled. “You think I have enough money to waste on a pumpkin for a stupid party?”

The smile on the boy's face faded faster than the man's drink, which he was chugging at a rapid pace.

“But you could cook it anyway. I just want to give it a pretty face,” the boy cried desperately.

“I said no! Straight to your room, or no dinner for you again!”

Plum had just enough time to see the tears in the boy's sparkling eyes before he hurried back upstairs. He felt worse than he had in the shop. This was the most unpleasant home he could have chosen to spend Halloween.

As midnight approached, Plum sat gloomily on the dusty table. There were no children to adore him. No decorations to reflect his brilliant colours. And no one to give him a pretty face. Despairingly, he closed his eyes while the man continued to trade barbs with the television.

Midnight approached and sleep caught up with Plum. Soon he was dreaming, floating inside the orange castle, happily wandering its magnificent halls.

He was laying on the soft grass, serenaded by a group of beautiful lavenders, when he was awakened by the sensation of someone scraping his skin. Startled, he lightly opened one of his eyes. The man had passed out on the couch. Plum was still on the table, but he was being held by a pair of tiny hands.

Plum suppressed an excited squeal as he swelled up inside.  It was the boy! And he was carving him! 

It wasn't so much the carving itself that pumpkins enjoyed on Halloween. It was the care with which they were handled, the thought that went into the design, and most of all, the smiles on the faces of the children when they were finished. It was the brief moment of true friendship that a pumpkin enjoyed with someone before leaving the planet.

Thirty minutes later, and just before midnight, an overjoyed Plum sat with a beautifully carved face. Satisfied with his hard work, the boy put finishing touches to his precious decoration.

The boy’s big-hearted smile brought a deluge of warmth to Plum’s insides. He couldn’t have asked for a better sight before travelling to Greendom.

BAM!

A thunderous crash brought Plum rudely back to the present. The man was now on his feet, slightly wobbly, with a puzzled look on his face. 

“Who is it?”

It took the man a while to register what was happening. When he saw Tom next to the pumpkin, he became furious.

“How dare you disobey me?”

He couldn’t hear the rest as the man lost his balance and fell onto the table, sending Plum crashing to the floor. Startled, Plum let out a scream. 

“What was that?” the man asked.

“The pumpkin!” shouted the boy.

“What? Who made that noise? Who’s there?”

The boy took this brief opportunity to escape. He grabbed the pumpkin he had carved with so much care and bolted up the stairs. The gruesome man ran behind him. He lifted his bottle and threw it straight at the boy.

And that was the last thing Plum remembered seeing.
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“Plum the pumpkin!”

Plum was still asleep when the strange voice called his name. He was in the middle of yet another vivid dream: he was gliding through the palatial gardens of the Great Pumpkin Castle and chasing the most exquisite flowers through its grand corridors.

“Plum the pumpkin!” cried the voice for the second time.

Annoyed at being woken up, Plum gently opened his tiny button eyes. His eyelids were unusually heavy, and for some reason he felt completely weightless. He opened his eyes with great difficulty, blinded by the harsh, glaring lights. It was as if a giant torch was pointed at him.

He rubbed his eyes with his tiny hands. Once they had adjusted to the lights, he sat up. But something felt wrong. He couldn’t feel the ground beneath him. He looked down at his body and let out a scream. He was floating above the ground!

He soon discovered that floating was no easy feat, struggling to keep his balance. He tried to pull himself up, but ended up dangling upside down. Soon he was spinning on his head, going round and round like a Ferris wheel. 

Once he got used to the sensation of floating, he looked around to see where he was. 

He was in the centre of a vast hall that stretched for miles in all directions. Huge brown pillars that looked like tree trunks supported the hall every twenty metres or so. The pillars stretched to the roof, which was so high that Plum could hardly see where it ended.

The floor was covered in mud and seemed to move eerily in places as if some giant insect were crawling underneath.

He wasn’t alone in the room either. He saw hundreds of strange-looking figures, hovering on either side of him. But they were so far away that he couldn’t make out their shapes yet.

“Come on now. We haven’t got all day. Plum the pumpkin. Is there a pumpkin here called Plum?”

What a silly name, thought Plum. How could a plum be a pumpkin? A plum is round and purple, and a pumpkin is... A pumpkin is... Hmm, I have no idea what a pumpkin is.

While Plum was having an imaginary conversation with himself, he heard someone approaching.

“You there! The pumpkin! Is your name Plum?” a voice shouted, making him jump.

Plum squinted his eyes to make out the strange shape that was now floating towards him. As the shape came into focus, he took a step back. It was a carrot.

The reddish-yellow vegetable was at least twice the size of Plum. A large bunch of green leaves, carefully held up by a pin, sat atop its head. Long white marks lined its body, likely caused by years of peeling. It glared at him through a pair of rimless glasses, hovering behind a huge stand that moved along with it. The stand had the word Registration inscribed on the front, and a large book perched on top, the pages of which miraculously kept growing. 

The carrot had a screeching, high-pitched voice that hurt Plum’s tiny ears. It waved its hand in front of Plum’s face. But there was no reaction from the fazed pumpkin. He still believed all this to be a strange dream.

“Hmm, no memory. Bizarre...” said the puzzled carrot.

“Here. Drink this,” it said, while offering him a green frothy liquid that it seemingly conjured out of thin air.

Plum reluctantly took a sip. It was cold and stung his throat. But within seconds, he felt a bolt of electricity charge through his shell. Soon, his mind was flooded with a stream of memories, flashing through like a fast-forwarded film: his birth as a seed, his plucking from the fields, Chip and Mandy, Halloween, the boy... The boy!

Plum’s memory had returned, but along with it came a sinking feeling. He felt terrible for the little boy who had tried to save him.

“That’s better,” said the carrot. “Now tell me, are you Plum the pumpkin?”  
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