The farm was a hundred miles from anywhere, as near as Tom could tell.  It had only one road coming to it and only one road leaving.  The gravel road was straight as an arrow, except right before it got to the farm it jumped sideways just in time to miss the old barn.  And out beyond the barn…


The fields.


Rows and rows of stalks, just built for hiding in.


Ruts for water to gather in.


And when the wind blew, oh, the rattling.  

Tom, age twelve, loved to hear the stalks rattling.  

It was fall, alright.  Fallen leaves, brown grass and dead flowers.  All the sounds were different, walking and running and the wind blowing were all so much better in the fall.  The air was cleaner, and of course there were the fires.  Bonfires and marshmallows and staring at the stars.


And Halloween!


Tom rushed off his porch and climbed the fence and ran past the barn into the fields.  And Chance, his dog, leaped off the porch and crawled under the fence and ran through the barn after him.  Laughing and barking and screaming and howling and rolling the afternoon away.  Until…


The field burst into brilliant browns and oranges and golds and maybe just a hint of greens and pinks.


And the sun was gone.  And the winds picked up.  And rattling that was light and fun during the day was different…somehow.


Tom stopped and looked at Chance.  Yes, Chance felt it to.  Hackles raised and teeth barred, but tail tucked firmly between his legs.


Tom felt strange, not afraid really.  Just strange.  Then he noticed.  During the day the fields were bright and loud and the place where he went to hide.  At night they were eerie and calm and a place where things could hide from him.  He didn’t know what sort of things, but that only made the fields darker.


“C’mon, boy,” Tom said quietly. 


He turned his back on the night and began to walk back home.  But walking wasn’t fast enough to escape the fields so he picked it up a bit.  And the fields were still rattling so he began to jog, but he wasn’t afraid.  But the dark grew darker and jogging would never get him to his mom fast enough.  He passed the barn at a dead run, and over the fence lickety-split and on the porch, a quick goodbye to Chance and through the door.  Both locks locked and time to breathe.


Breathe.


“You alright, Tom?” his mom called from the kitchen.


“Yep.”  He hadn’t been afraid.  What’d he think he’d needed his mom for, anyway?


“Well, don’t come busting in here and slammin the door then!”


“Alright.”


Tom headed to his room, turning on every light on the way.

*
*
*


“If the fields scared you, Tom, why don’t you do something about it?”


“What do you mean, dad?” Tom asked interested, though trying not to show it.


“Do something, Tom!  Scare the scares, spook the spooks!  We’ll whip something up, you and I.  What’ll it be boy?  What’ll it be?”


“Something big.”


“Scary.”


“Fast.”


“Mean.”


“Dark!”


“That’ll do it, won’t it?  Now what fits?  Gotta have it fit the season or the scares’ll never believe it.”  Tom’s dad paced a few steps then stopped with a snap.


“What? A witch? A giant? A vampire?”


“Strike three, Tom.  Wrong on each.  No, those would never do.  It has to be something that looks like it belongs.  Like it’s supposed to be there.  Do you know what creature’s stood guard over fields all across the world all across time?”


“The farmer guards his field, right?”


“Too right, but he can’t stand guard all day and all night.  He’s gotta eat and sleep and make sure the missus is taken care of.  So he makes his own likeness, the Scarecrow.  But a scarecrow can’t move around and yell and scare things, so the farmer makes him bigger, meaner.  So that’s what we’ll do, boy.”


“Won’t the spooks know it’s fake?  If it just stands there?” Tom wondered.


“We’ll move it.  Each day, when the spooks are away, I’ll move it; change it a little.  We’ll fool the night itself.”


“Let’s do it.”


“Then hop to it!  Fetch me some hay, I’ll get an old shirt…”


They were off.  Making and unmaking, stuffing and pulling apart.  It had to be just right.  Soon the sun was nearing the horizon and Tom’s dad stopped.


“Better quit, boy.”


“Huh?”


“Darkness is coming.  It wouldn’t do any good to let it know about our deception.  Gotta keep our plans hidden from the shadows.”


So they stopped for the night.  And when Tom went off to school in the morning his mom worked on the face while his dad stood over her shoulder muttering: “No, meaner,” “Deeper eyes” “Would you be scared of this?” and so on.


When Tom got home he opened the door and…


Screamed.


And screamed.


“Like it, do you boy?”


“N…no.” Tom said, horrified of the face that gaped back at him.  The empty sockets, where eyes should have been, seemed to suck him in, pulling, pulling.


“Good.  Then it just might work.  Let’s go put it up.”


“No… I don’t…like it.” Tom managed.  That smile! he thought.  How could something so terrible as that face even pretend to smile?  It was an evil smile, Tom decided.  One that took joy in all the horrible things it would do to a little boy.  No, the scarecrow wouldn’t protect him, and he didn’t want it up.


“Hop to it!  Can’t scare the scares without something terrifying, can you?”  


And he grabbed the scarecrow in one hand and Tom in the other.  Tom had no choice but to follow.

*
*
*


A few days more and it was the weekend.  No school, no homework, no chores.  Sleep late or rise early, his choice.  But most of all the weekends meant Charlie.


Charlie.  Three days older than Tom, but a world of difference.  Tom and Charlie would race and wrestle and hide and seek and build and sneak.


Faster?  Charlie.


Stronger?  Charlie.


Fearless?  Charlie.


Brains?  Well, when it came to thinking it usually fell to Tom.


Charlie could climb, throw and spit better than any other boy.  When the weekends came, so did Charlie.  Charlie loved the fields and wouldn’t be afraid of the scarecrow.  Tom hadn’t wanted to go out there without Charlie.  Tom wanted Charlie to laugh at the scarecrow and say: “This is what you’re afraid of?”


So Tom sat in a tree and waited.  Waited for the speck of dust that would rise on the horizon.  He waited for the car to slow around the road’s only curve.  Waited for Charlie to burst forth and join him in the tree.  Then a race to the top and parents yelling “Not so high,” and higher still.


Charlie, brave Charlie.


Higher still, until the winds blew and the branches waving and Charlie hanging on but waving with them.  The winds picked up and up goes Charlie, holding tight.


Tom watches and thinks “Oh, come down, Charlie, come down,” but instead yells and laughs.


Then CRACK!  Charlie’s falling and parents scream and Tom’s head jerks down watching, just watching and THUNK.  Parents running and Chance barking and Charlie, just lying there.  Tom watches, just watches as they take poor brave Charlie inside.


Tom comes down slowly, focusing on where every foot is placed and where each hand goes.  His mom calls out instructions but mostly jut warnings: “Be careful, honey,” “Just a little to your left,” “Can that branch hold you?”


There were no tears from Tom, not yet.  He needed to find out what happened.  He needed to get to Charlie.  Because he thought he’d heard something the adults hadn’t.  Right before Charlie fell Tom heard laughter, mixed with his own; only darker.  The same laughter that had chilled him each night since the scarecrow had gone up.

*
*
*


It was quiet, now. Tom’s parents were talking in hushed whispers but he just stared out the window.  He could see the barn, and just beyond it was the scarecrow. 


He watched it for any sign of movement. Its shirt and hat swayed with the stalks. Tom couldn’t see its face. His dad always had it facing the fields. 


“To keep the spooks away!” his dad exclaimed. 


But it was the spook!  And poor Charlie in the hospital and the scarecrow just standing there.  Just standing, and waiting.


Tom thought.  If only he’d gotten to talk to Charlie. He’d do something, but not Tom. Charlie led and Tom tried to keep up. Charlie slowed his pace just enough for Tom to keep up, and Tom pushed himself just a little hard so as not to lose Charlie.  But Charlie wasn’t here, and there was still the whole weekend.


Tom watched the scarecrow as the sun sank low.  A deep orange and all he could see was its outline. So dark against the dying sun, and still it waited.


Tomorrow, Tom thought. I’ll go out again tomorrow.


Just as he turned away from the window he heard the laughter.

*
*
*

Tom couldn’t find it.  He ran up and down the fence line, searching.  He checked in the barn then ran up the fence line again.  Chance followed, nipping his heels and barking.

Suddenly he stopped dead, a cold thought running through his had. Had the scarecrow left?  Tom had never actually seen it move, but was certain it could. He turned and ran back inside.

“Dad!” he called when he burst through the door.

“In or out, Tom. Don’t stand there with the door open all day.”

“Where is it dad? Where’d you put the scarecrow this morning?”

“Miss it already, eh boy?  Well, I thought we’d really get’em good today.  I’ve been leaving the scarecrow on the edge of the field; just letting the spooks see it but not get to it. You can’t just rush into a ruse against the night!

“I left it outside the field so the spooks would wonder what it was.  They’d see it each night and it would wait and watch them.  Each day I’d move it so they never knew where to expect it when the moon finally peeked her head above the horizon.  I imagine that they’ve slowly begun to fear what they don’t understand. That’s how fear works, Tom.

“But it’s been a week and we don’t want the scares to lose interest. No, we want to scare away the scares.  I put the scarecrow where it will do the most good. When all the scares and spooks come out tonight they’ll rush to the edge of the fields to find it, but they won’t!  Not until they turn around and go back in, right when they get to the center of the field… BAH!” his dad suddenly yelled and jumped at Tom. A slow smile crept onto his face.

“See, Tom? They’ll be terrified. The night itself will flee before your scarecrow, Tom. By the end of the night I doubt there’ll be a single spook left in the field.”

“But what about the scarecrow, dad?  Can we take it apart tomorrow?” Tom asked anxiously.

His dad’s brows wrinkled together as he looked at Tom. He thought for a moment before sighing. “We’ll wait and see if it’s done its job properly. Now go on outside. A boy’s got better things to do on a Saturday than to hang around inside all day.”

And with that Tom was ushered out the door.  Chance barked and rushed up to meet him.

*
*
*

Tom ran around, playing with Chance. He tried to keep his mind away from the scarecrow, but was having no luck. Tom felt his thoughts pulled to it, pulled by the thought of those empty eyes and joyless smile. 

He jumped.

Ran.

Climbed.

Yelled and jumped some more. But Tom was pulled to the scarecrow. The more he tried to ignore it the more it pulled. 

Tom climbed the fence and sat on the top of a wooden post. He tried to see over the tops of the stalks, but couldn’t find its hat anywhere.

“Why’d you put it out in the middle, dad?” Tom sighed. 

Chance barked, danced, and hopped at the post while nipping Tom’s leg.

“Well, boy… C’mon.” And Tom hopped off the fence and walked slowly, ever so slowly, through the barn and into the field. Chance caught the change of mood and slowly followed.

The stalks were swaying lazily in the field. The rattling, that Tom had once loved, worried Tom. He knew that the scarecrow had been waiting for this. It had Tom alone in the field and Tom wouldn’t be able to hear it coming because of the rattling.

Chance occasionally ran off barking after some stray noise only he could here, before lazily trotting back.

Tom looked behind him, but couldn’t see the barn. The stalks were taller than he was, hiding him from the world. From his home. Keeping him hidden with only the scarecrow and Chance.  He couldn’t see the sun but knew it was getting closer and closer to setting.

Tom began to jog, not sure of what he wanted, knowing only that something had to happen tonight.

“Keep up, boy! You don’t want to get lost,” Tom called over his shoulder after a while, but Chance was gone again. Tom slowed to look for him, but jumped when he heard Chance bark. He stopped, listening.

Something was moving in the field. Something big was crashing through the stalks.

“Chance!” Tom yelled, a note of panic in his voice.

The crashing turned, coming toward him. Chance didn’t answer, but Tom knew it wasn’t his dog that was making the noise. Chance was small enough to move between the stalks.

Tom moved away, as quietly as he could. But not quiet enough! He bumped into stalks, and tripped in ditches. The light was fading but the noise was growing.

“Chance, come!” Tom yelled as he broke into a run. Why didn’t Chance answer?

Tom threw his hands in front of his face to keep from running into the leaves. Running blindly in the fading light. He turned towards what he thought was home, zigzagging to lose his pursuer. 

It was close now, following him. When he changed direction so did it. What would it do when it reached him, he wondered frantically. What could it do?

Tom risked a glance behind him and saw a flash of color.

Faster, Tom.

Faster.

Turn right, run faster. And faster still.

Tom’s lungs burned and he knew he was almost out of breath.  But he couldn’t slow down. Not yet. He had to get out of the fields. 

Then he saw it. The barn was up ahead. But it was right behind him.

Arms down to pump at his sides and…

Tom broke free of the fields. He turned and saw something else emerge. A tall straw hat followed by empty eyes. The scarecrow was right on top of him. It leaned over, smiling. It leaned closer, closer.

Tom jumped back, throwing his hands up to cover his face. Tom winced in anticipation, but heard only a small thump and someone breathing heavily.

He moved his hands just enough to peek.

“Dad!”

“That’s right, Tom. Look there, boy.” His dad pointed at the ground, where the scarecrow lay facedown. Chance was sitting quietly at his feet, a bone in his mouth.

“Wha-”

“That’s what you’re afraid of, Tom. Now come here.”

His dad knelt down and rolled the scarecrow onto its back.

“Look at it, Tom. Really look.”

Tom’s breath was slowly returning. With it came anger.

“It was you chasing me.” Tom accused.

“It was your own fear. And what you afraid of? Not the spooks. Not the night. Your own creation! Open its shirt, Tom. What’ll you find?”

Tom didn’t move so his dad did it for him.

“Straw, Tom. Straw that you picked up off the floor of the barn. Look at its face. Eyes your mother painted. My own hat, Tom, mine.” He paused to look up at Tom.

“But why did you chase me?” 

“I wanted you to see. Do you see, Tom? Give it a good look. Kick it if you need. What’s it made of, Tom?”

Tom looked.

“Only straw, dad.”

“Too right. And what about your spooks, did you find them in the fields tonight? Did you even worry about them?”

“No… I… There aren’t any spooks are there?”

“Oh, there are spooks alright,” His dad stood and moved closer to Tom. He gently tapped Tom’s forehead. “They live right here. Do you see? Your spooks are but shadows, and your tormenter is but straw. 

“Your mind jumped at shadows, so we tried to scare the shadows. I was using the scarecrow to scare away your fears. But your fear played its own trick. Made you afraid of what you built. I thought you were afraid of the shadows because you couldn’t see them, didn’t understand them. When I learned you were still afraid, I knew I had to make you see.”

“But Charlie…”

“Charlie was just climbing too high in a tree, Tom. We were all yelling at him to come down, you heard us.”

Tom jumped at his dad, startling him with a hug. Tom just wanted to be held for a minute. His dad grabbed his arms and, with a grunt, lifted Tom onto his shoulders.

“Dad…? Can we still take it apart tomorrow? All the way?”

His dad paused for just a moment before answering.

“I think we can, Tom. I’m pretty sure it’s scared away every spook in the field.”

*
*
*

