R L. Stine: The Scarecrow Wal ks At M dni ght (Gooseb
unps #20)
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"Hey, Jodie —wait up!"

| turned and squinted into the bright sunlight. My
brother, Mark, was still on the concrete train pl

atform The train had clattered off. | could see i

t snaking its way through the | ow, green neadows i
n the distance.

| turned to Stanley. Stanley is the hired man on m

y grandparents' farm He stood beside ne, carrying
both suitcases. "Look in the dictionary for the w

ord 'slowoke,'" " | said, "and you'll see Mark's p
icture.™

Stanley smled at ne. "I |ike the dictionary, Jodi
e," he said. "Sonetinmes | read it for hours."

"Hey, Mark —get a nove on!" | cried. But he was t

aking his good tinme, walking slowy, in a daze as
usual .

| tossed ny blond hair behind ny shoulders and tur
ned back to Stanley. Mark and | hadn't visited the
farmfor a year. But Stanley still |ooked the sam
e.

He's so skinny. "Like a noodle,"” ny grandnma al ways
says. Hi s denimoveralls always | ook five sizes t
00 big on him

Stanley is about forty or forty-five, | think. He

wears his dark hair in a crewut, shaved close to
his head. His ears are huge. They stick way out an
d are always bright red. And he has big, round, br
own eyes that rem nd ne of puppy eyes.

Stanley isn't very smart. G andpa Kurt always says
that Stanley isn't working wiwth a full one hundre
d watts.

But Mark and | really like him He has a quiet sen
se of hunor. And he is kind and gentle and friendl
y, and always has lots of amazing things to show u
S whenever we visit the farm

"You | ook nice, Jodie," Stanley said, his cheeks t



urning as red as his ears. "How old are you now?"
"Twelve," | told him "And Mark is eleven.™

He t hought about it. "That nmakes twenty-three," he

j oked.

We bot h | aughed. You never know what Stanley is goi
ng to say!

"I think I stepped in sonething gross,
| ned, catching up to us.

| al ways know what Mark is going to say. My brothe
r only knows three words —cool, weird, and gross.
Really. That's his whol e vocabul ary.

As a joke, | gave hima dictionary for his last bi
rthday. "You're weird," Mark said when | handed it
to him "What a gross gift."

He scraped his white high-tops on the ground as we
followed Stanley to the beat-up, red pickup truck
"Carry ny backpack for ne," Mark said, trying to
shove the bul gi ng backpack at ne.

"No way," | told him "Carry it yourself."

The backpack contai ned his Wal kman, about thirty t

apes, com ¢ books, his Gane Boy, and at |east fift

y gane cartridges. | knew he planned to spend the

whol e nonth |ying on the hammobck on the screened-i
n back porch of the farmhouse, listening to nusic

and pl ayi ng vi deo ganes.

well . . . no way!

Mom and Dad said it was ny job to nake sure Mark g
ot outside and enjoyed the farm W were so cooped
up in the city all year. That's why they sent us
to visit Gandpa Kurt and G andma Mriamfor a non

th each sunmmer —to enjoy the great outdoors.

We st opped beside the truck while Stanl ey searched
his overall pockets for the key. "It's going to ¢

et pretty hot today," Stanley said, "unless it coo
| s down."

A typical Stanley weather report.

| gazed out at the wde, grassy field beyond the s
mal |l train station parking |ot. Thousands of tiny

white puffballs floated up against the clear blue

sky.

It was so beauti ful!

Naturally, | sneezed.

Mark conpl a



| love visiting ny grandparents' farm My only pro
blemis, I"'mallergic to just about everything on
i t.

So Mom packs several bottles of ny allergy nedicine
for me —and lots of tissues.

"Gesundheit," Stanley said. He tossed our two suit

cases in the back of the pickup. Mark slid his bac
kpack in, too. "Can | ride in back?" he asked.

He loves to lie flat in the back, staring up at the
sky, and bunping up and down really hard.

Stanley is a terrible driver. He can't seemto con
centrate on steering and driving at the right spee
d at the sane tine. So there are always |lots of qu
I ck turns and heavy bunps.

Mark lifted hinmself into the back of the pickup an
d stretched out next to the suitcases. | clinbed b
eside Stanley in the front.

A short while later, we were bouncing along the na
rrow, twsting road that led to the farm | stared
out the dusty wi ndow at the passing neadows and f
ar mhouses. Everything | ooked so green and ali ve.
Stanl ey drove with both hands w apped tightly arou
nd the top of the steering wheel. He sat forward s

tiffly, leaning over the wheel, staring straight a
head t hrough the w ndshield w thout blinking.

"M. Mortinmer doesn't farmhis place anynore," he
said, lifting one hand fromthe wheel to point to
a big, white farmhouse on top of a sloping, green
hill.

"Why not?" | asked.

"Because he died," Stanley replied solemly.

See what | nean? You never know what Stanley is goi
ng to say.

We bounced over a deep rut in the road. | was sure
Mark was having a great tine in back.

The road | eads through the small town, so small th
at it doesn't even have a nane. The farners have a
| ways called it Town.

It has a feed store, a conbination gas station and
grocery store, a white-steepled church, a hardwar
e store, and a mail box.

There were two trucks parked in front of the feed



store. | didn't see anyone as we barrel ed past.
My grandparents' farmis about two mles fromtown
| recogni zed the cornfields as we approached.

"The corn is so hi gh already!" | exclainmed, starin
g through the bouncing wi ndow. "Have you eaten any
yet ?"

"Just at dinner," Stanley replied.

Suddenly, he slowed the truck and turned his eyes
to ne. "The scarecrow wal ks at m dnight," he utter
ed in a |l ow voi ce.

"Huh?" | wasn't sure |I'd heard correctly.

"The scarecrow wal ks at m dnight," he repeated, tr

aining his big puppy eyes on ne. "I read it in the
book. "

| didn't know what to say, so | |aughed. | thought
maybe he was naki ng a j oke.
Days later, | realized it was no joke.
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Wat ching the farm spread out in front of us filled
me with happiness. It's not a big farmor a fancy

farm but | |ike everything about it.

| like the barn with its sweet snells. | |like the
| ow nooi ng sounds of the cows way off in the far p
asture. | like to watch the tall stalks of corn, a
|1 swaying together in the w nd.

Corny, huh?

| also |ike the scary ghost stories G andpa Kurt te
|1s us at night in front of the fireplace.

And | have to include Gandma Mriam s chocolate c
hi p pancakes. They're so good, | sonetines dream a
bout them back hone in the city.

| also |like the happy expressions on ny grandparen
ts' faces when we cone rushing up to greet them

O course | was the first one out of the truck. M
rk was as slow as usual. | went running up to the
screen porch in back of their big, old farmhouse.

| couldn't wait to see ny grandparents.

Grandma M riam cane waddling out, her arnms outstre
tched. The screen door slammed behind her. But the



n | saw Grandpa Kurt push it open and he hurried o

ut, too.

Hs |inp was worse, | noticed right away. He | eane

d heavily on a white cane. He'd never needed one b

ef ore.

| didn't have tine to think about it as Mark and |
were snothered in hugs. "So good to see you! It's
been so long, so long!" Gandma Mriamcried happ

ily.

There were the usual comments about how nuch taller
we were and how grown up we | ooked.

"Jodie, where'd you get that blond hair? There are

n't any blonds in ny famly," Gandpa Kurt would s

ay, shaking his mane of white hair. "You nust get

that fromyour father's side.

"No, | know. | bet you got it froma store," he sa

id, grinning. It was his little joke. He greeted m

e wth it every summer. And his blue eyes would sp

arkl e excitedly.

"You're right. It's awg," | told him Iaughing.

He gave ny long blond hair a playful tug.

"Did you get cable yet?" Mark asked, dragging his b

ackpack al ong the ground.

"Cable TV?" Grandpa Kurt stared hard at Mark. "Not
yet. But we still get three channels. How many no

re do we need?"

Mark rolled his eyes. "No MIV," he groaned.

Stanl ey nade his way past us, carrying our suitcase

s into the house.

"Let's go in. I'Il bet you're starving," Gandm M
iriamsaid. "I nade soup and sandw ches. W'l 1l hav
e chicken and corn tonight. The corn is very sweet
this year. | know how you two love it."

| watched ny grandparents as they led the way to t
he house. They both | ooked older to ne. They noved

nore slowy than | renenbered. G andpa Kurt's |im
p was definitely worse. They both seened tired.
Grandma Mriamis short and chubby. She has a roun
d face surrounded by curly red hair. Bright red. T
here's no way to describe the color. | don't know
what she uses to dye it that color. |'ve never see
n it on anyone el se!



She wears square-shaped eyegl asses that give her a
really ol d-fashioned | ook. She likes big, roony h

ousedresses. | don't think |'ve ever seen her in |

eans or pants.

Grandpa Kurt is tall and broad-shoul dered. Mm say

s he was really handsone when he was young. "Like

a novie star," she always tells ne.

Now he has wavy, white hair, still very thick, tha

t he wets and slicks down flat on his head. He has
sparkling blue eyes that always nake ne smle. An

d a white stubble over his slender face. G andpa K
urt doesn't |ike to shave.

Today he was wearing a | ong-sl eeved, red-and-green
-plaid shirt, buttoned to the collar despite the h
ot day, and baggy jeans, stained at one knee, held
up by white suspenders.

Lunch was fun. W sat around the | ong kitchen tabl
e. Sunlight poured in through the big window. | co
uld see the barn in back and the cornfields stretc
hing behind it.

Mark and | told all our news —about school, about
nmy basketball team going to the chanpi onships, ab
out our new car, about Dad grow ng a nustache.

For sone reason, Stanley thought that was very fun
ny. He was | aughing so hard, he choked on his spli

t-pea soup. And Grandpa Kurt had to reach over and
sl ap hi mon the back.

It's hard to know what will crack Stanley up. As M
rk woul d say, Stanley is definitely weird.

Al through lunch, | kept staring at ny grandparen

ts. | couldn't get over how nuch they had changed
I n one year. They seened so nmuch qui eter, so nuch
sl ower.

That's what it neans to get older, | told nyself.
"Stanley wll have to show you his scarecrows," &
andma M riam said, passing the bow of potato chip
s. "Wn't you, Stanley?"

Grandpa Kurt cleared his throat loudly. | had the
feeling he was telling G andnma Mriamto change th
e subject or sonething.

"I made them" Stanley said, grinning proudly. He
turned his big eyes on ne. "The book —it told ne



how. "

"Are you still taking guitar |essons?" G andpa Kurt
asked MarKk.

| could see that, for sone reason, G andpa Kurt di

dn't want to tal k about Stanley's scarecrows.
"Yeah," Mark answered with a nouthful of potato ch
i ps. "But | sold ny acoustic. | switched to electr
Ic.”

"You nean you have to plug it in?" Stanley asked.
He started to giggle, as if he had just cracked a

funny j oke.

"What a shanme you didn't bring your guitar," G andm

a Mriamsaid to Mark.

"No, it isn't," | teased. "The cows would start giv
i ng sour mlk!"

"Shut up, Jodie!" Mark snapped. He has no sense of
hunor .

"They already do give sour mlk," Gandpa Kurt nutt

ered, lowering his eyes.

"Bad | uck. When cows give sour mlk, it neans bad
| uck," Stanley declared, his eyes wi dening, his ex
pressi on suddenly fearful.

"It's okay, Stanley," G andma Mriam assured himgq
ui ckly, placing a hand gently on his shoulder. "G

andpa Kurt was only teasing.'

"I'f you kids are flnlshed why not go with Stanl ey
," Gandpa Kurt said. "He'll give you a tour of th

e farm You always enjoy that." He sighed. "1'd go
along, but ny leg —it's been acting up again."
Grandma Mriamstarted to clear the dishes. Mark a
nd | followed Stanley out the back door. The grass
i n the back yard had recently been nowed. The air
was heavy wth its sweet snell.

| saw a humm ngbird fluttering over the flower gar

den beside the house. | pointed it out to Mark, bu

t by the tine he turned, it had humed away.

At the back of the |ong, green yard stood the old
barn. Its white walls were badly stained and peeli
ng. It really needed a paint job. The doors were o
pen, and | could see square bales of straw inside.
Far to the right of the barn, alnost to the cornfi

el ds, stood the small guest house where Stanley |i



ved wth his teenage son, Sticks.

"Stanl ey —where's Sticks?" | asked. "Wy wasn't he
at lunch?"

"Went to town," Stanley answered quietly. "Went to

town, riding on a pony."

Mark and | exchanged gl ances. W never can figure S

tanl ey out.

Poking up fromthe cornfield stood several dark fi

gures, the scarecrows G andma Mriamhad started t

o talk about. | stared out at them shielding ny e
yes fromthe sun with one hand.
"So many scarecrows!" | exclained. "Stanley, |ast

summer there was only one. Wy are there so nmany n
ow?"

He didn't reply. He didn't seemto hear ne. He had
a bl ack baseball cap pulled down |ow over his for
ehead. He was taking long strides, |eaning forward
with that storklike walk of his, his hands shoved
into the pockets of his baggy deni moveralls.
"We've seen the farma hundred tinmes," Mark conpl a
| ned, whispering to ne. "Wy do we have to take th

e grand tour again?"

"Mark —cool your jets," |I told him "W always tak

e atour of the farm It's a tradition."

Mark grunbled to hinself. He really is lazy. He nev

er wants to do anyt hing.

Stanley Il ed the way past the barn into the cornfie
| ds. The stal ks were way over ny head. Their gol de
n tassels gleaned in the bright sunlight.

Stanl ey reached up and pulled an ear off the stalk
. "Let's see if it's ready," he said, grinning at
Mar k and ne.
He held the ear in his left hand and started to shu

ck it wwth his right.

After a few seconds, he pulled the husk away, revea
ling the ear of corn inside.

| stared at it —and let out a horrified cry.
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"Ohhhh —it's disgusting!" | shrieked.



"G oss!" | heard Mark groan.

The corn was a disgusting brown color. And it was

novi ng on the cob. Wiggling. Squirm ng.

Stanley raised the corn to his face to examne it.
And | realized it was covered with worns. Hundred

s of wiggling, brown worns.

"No!" Stanley cried in horror. He let the ear of c

orn drop to the ground at his feet. "That's bad |lu

ck! The book says so. That's very bad | uck!"

| stared down at the ear of corn. The worns were wr
iggling off the cob, onto the dirt.

"It's okay, Stanley,” |I told him "I only screaned
because | was surprised. This happens soneti nes.

Sonetinmes worns get into the corn. Grandpa told ne

"No. It's bad," Stanley insisted in a trenbling vo
ice. Hs red ears were aflane. H s big eyes reveal

ed his fear. "The book —it says so."

"What book?" Mark demanded. He kicked the worny ea
r of corn away with the toe of his high-top.

"My book," Stanley replied nysteriously. "My supers

tition book."

Uh-oh, | thought. Stanley shouldn't have a book ab

out superstitions. He was al ready the npbst superst

i tious person in the world —even w thout a book!
"You' ve been readi ng a book about superstitions?"
Mar k asked him watching the brown worns crawl ove
r the soft dirt.

"Yes." Stanley nodded his head enthusiastically.
It's a good book. It tells nme everything. And it's
all true. Al of it!"

He pulled off his cap and scratched his stubby hai
r. "I've got to check the book. |'ve got to see wh
at to do about the corn. The bad corn.™

He was getting pretty worked up. It was naking ne

feel alittle scared. |I've known Stanley ny whol e
life. | think he's worked for Grandpa Kurt for nor
e than twenty years.

He's al ways been strange. But |'ve never seen him
get so upset about sonething as uninportant as a b
ad ear of corn.

"Show us the scarecrows,"” | said, trying to get his



m nd off the corn.
"Yeah. Let's see them" Mark joined in.
"Okay. The scarecrows." Stanl ey nodded. Then he tu
rned, still thinking hard, and began |eading the w
ay through the tall rows of cornstal ks.
The stal ks creaked and groaned as we passed by them
. It was kind of an eerie sound.
Suddenly, a shadow fell over ne. One of the dark s
carecrows rose up in front of us. It wore a tatter
ed black coat, stuffed with straw. Its arns stretc
hed stiffly out at its sides.
The scarecrow was tall, towering over ny head. Tall
enough to stand over the high cornstal ks.
|ts head was a faded burlap bag, filled with straw
. Evil black eyes and a nenacing frown had been pa
inted on thickly in black paint. A battered old-fa
shi oned hat rested on its head.
"You nade these?" | asked Stanley. | could see sev
eral other scarecrows poking up fromthe corn. The
y all stood in the sane stiff position. They all h
ad the sane nenaci ng frown.
He stared up the scarecrow s face. "I nmade them"
he said in a | ow voice. "The book showed ne how. "
"They're pretty scary | ooking," Mark said, standin
g cl ose beside ne. He grabbed the scarecrow s stra
w hand and shook it. "What's up?" Mark asked it.
"The scarecrow wal ks at mdnight," Stanley said, r
epeating the phrase he had used at the train stati
on.
Mark was trying to slap the scarecrow a high-five.
"What does that nean!" | asked Stanley.
"The book told ne how," Stanley replied, keeping h
IS eyes on the dark-painted face on the burlap bag
. "The book told nme how to nake them wal k. "
"Huh? You nean you make the scarecrows wal k?" | ask
ed, very confused.
Stanl ey's dark eyes | ocked on m ne. Once again, he
got that very solemm expression on his face. "I k
now how to do it. The book has all the words."
| stared back at him totally confused. | didn't kn
ow what to say.
"I made them wal k, Jodie," Stanley continued in a



voi ce just above a whisper. "I nmade them wal k | ast
week. And now |I'mthe boss.™

"Huh? The boss of the s-scarecrows?" | stammered.
Do you nean —"
| stopped when, out of the corner of ny eye, | saw

the scarecrow s arm nove.

The straw crinkled as the armslid up.

Then | felt rough straw brush against ny face —as
the dry scarecrow arm noved to ny throat.
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The prickly straw, poking out of the sleeve of the
bl ack coat, scraped agai nst ny neck.
| et out a shrill scream
"I't"'s alive!™ | cried in panic, diving to the groun
d, scranbling away on all fours.
| turned back to see Mark and Stanley calmy watchi
ng ne.
Hadn't they seen the scarecrow try to choke ne?
Then Stanley's son, Sticks, stepped out from behin
d the scarecrow, a gleeful grin on his face.
"Sticks —! You creep!" | cried angrily. | knew at
once that he had noved the scarecrow s arm
"You city kids sure scare easy," Sticks said, his
grin grow ng wider. He reached down to help ne to
nmy feet. "You really thought the scarecrow noved,
didn't you, Jodie!" he said accusingly.
"I can make the scarecrows nove," Stanley said, pu
|1ing the cap down |l ower on his forehead. "I can m
ake themwalk. | didit. It's all in the book."
Sticks's smle faded. The |ight seened to dimfrom
his dark eyes. "Yeah, sure, Dad," he nurnured.
Sticks is sixteen. He is tall and |anky. He has |o
ng, skinny arns and |l egs. That's how he got the ni
cknane Sticks.
He tries to | ook tough. He has | ong bl ack hair dow
n past his collar, which he sel dom washes. He wear
s tight nmuscle shirts and dirty jeans, ripped at t
he knees. He sneers a |lot, and his dark eyes al way
s seemto be |aughing at you.



He calls Mark and ne "the city kids." He al ways sa

ys it wwth a sneer. And he's al ways pl ayi ng stupid
jokes on us. | think he's kind of jeal ous of Mark
and ne. | don't think it's been easy for Sticks t

o grow up on the farm living in the little guest
house with his dad.

| nmean, Stanley is nore |like a kid than a father.
"I saw you back there," Mark told Sticks.

"Well, thanks for warning ne!" | snapped at Mark.

| turned back angrily to Sticks. "I see you haven'

t changed at all."

"Great to see you, too, Jodie," he replied sarcast
ically. "The city kids are back for another nonth

wi th the hicks!"

"Sticks —what's your problenf?" | shot back.

"Be nice," Stanley nmuttered. "The corn has ears, yo
u know. "

W all stared at Stanley. Had he just made a j oke?
It was hard to tell with him

Stanley's face remained serious. H's big eyes star
ed out at ne through the shade of his cap. "The co
rn has ears," he repeated. "There are spirits int
he field."

Sticks shook his head unhappily. "Dad, you spend t
00 nmuch tine with that superstition book," he nutt
er ed.

"The book is all true," Stanley replied. "It's all
true.”

Sticks kicked at the dirt. He raised his eyes to m
e. H s expression seened very sad. "Things are dif
ferent here," he nurnured.

"Huh?" | didn't understand. "What do you nean?"
Sticks turned to his father. Stanley was staring ba
ck at him his eyes narrowed.

Sticks shrugged and didn't reply. He grabbed Mark’
s arm and squeezed it. "You're as fl abby as ever,"
he told Mark. "Want to throw a football around th
i s afternoon?”

"I't'"s kind of hot," Mark replied. He w ped the swe
at off his forehead with the back of his hand.
Sticks sneered at him "Still a w np, huh?"

"No way!" Mark protested. "I just said it was hot,



that's all."

"Hey —you' ve got sonething on your back," Sticks t
old Mark. "Turn around.™

Mar k obediently turned around.

Sticks quickly bent down, picked up the worny corn

cob, and stuffed it down the back of Mark's T-shir

t.

| had to laugh as | watched ny brother run screamn
g all the way back to the farmnmhouse.

Di nner was quiet. Gandma Mriams fried chicken w

as as tasty as ever. And she was right about the c

orn. It was very sweet. Mark and | each ate two ea

rs, dripping with butter.

| enjoyed the dinner. But it upset ne that both of
nmy grandparents seened so changed. G andpa Kurt u

sed to talk nonstop. He always had dozens of funny
stories about the farners in the area. And he alw

ays had new jokes to tell.

Toni ght he barely said a word.

Grandma M riam kept urging Mark and ne to eat nore
And she kept asking us how we |iked everything.

But she, too, seened quieter.

They both seened tense. Unconfortable.

They both kept glancing down the table at Stanl ey,
who was eating with both hands, butter dripping d

own his chin.

Sticks sat glumy across fromhis father. He seened
even nore unfriendly than usual.

Stanley was the only cheerful person at the table.
He chewed his chicken enthusiastically and asked

for a third hel ping of mashed pot at oes.

"I's everything okay, Stanley?" Gandma M riam kept
asking, biting her bottomlip. "Everything okay?"

Stanl ey burped and smled. "Not bad," was his reply

Wiy do things seemso different? | wondered. Is it

just because Grandma and G andpa are getting ol d?
After dinner, we sat around the big, confortable |
i ving room G andpa Kurt rocked gently back and fo
rth in the anti qgue wooden rocking chair by the fir
epl ace.



It was too hot to build a fire. But as he rocked,

he stared into the dark fireplace, a thoughtful ex

pression on his white-stubbl ed face.

Grandma Mriamsat in her favorite chair, a big, ¢

reen overstuffed arnchair across from G andpa Kurt
She had an unopened gardeni ng nagazine in her la

p.

Sticks, who had barely said two words the whol e ev

eni ng, di sappeared. Stanley |eaned agai nst the wal

|, poking his teeth with a toothpick.

Mark sank down into the long, green couch. | sat d

own at the other end of it and stared across the r

oom

"Yuck. That stuffed bear still gives ne the creeps!

| excl ai nmed.

At the far end of the room an enornous stuffed br

own bear —about eight feet tall —stood straight

up on its hind I egs. Gandpa Kurt had shot it nmany
years ago on a hunting trip. The bear's huge paws
were extended, as if ready to pounce.

"That was a killer bear," Gandpa Kurt renenbered,
rocking slowy, his eyes on the angry-1ooking bea

st. "He mauled two hunters before |I shot him | sa

ved their lives."

| shuddered and turned away fromthe bear. | reall

y hated it. | don't know why Grandma Mriamlet G

andpa Kurt keep it in the living room

"How about a scary story?" | asked G andpa Kurt.

He stared back at ne, his blue eyes suddenly lifele

ss and dul I .

"Yeah. We've been | ooking forward to your stories,

" Mark chinmed in. "Tell us the one about the headl

ess boy in the closet."”

"No. Tell a new one,"” | insisted eagerly.

Grandpa Kurt rubbed his chin slowy. H s eyes went
to Stanl ey across the room Then he cleared his t

hr oat nervously.

"I"'mkind of tired, kids," he said softly. "Think I

"Il just go to bed."

"But —no story?" | protested.

He stared back at nme with those dull eyes. "I don'

t really know any stories,” he murnured. He slowy



clinbed to his feet and headed toward his room
What i s going on here? | asked nyself. What is won

g?
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Upstairs in ny bedroomlater that night, | changed
into a long nightshirt. The bedr oom wi ndow was op
en, and a soft breeze invaded the room

| stared out the open wi ndow. A broad apple tree ca
st its shadow over the | awn.

Where the grass ended, the cornfields stretched ou

t under the glow of the full noon. The pal e noonli
ght made the tall stal ks shimer |ike gold. The st
al ks cast | ong blue shadows over the field.

Across the wide field, the scarecrows poked up sti

ffly I'i ke dark-unifornmed soldiers. Their coat slee

ves ruffled in the |ight breeze. Their pale burlap
faces seened to stare back at ne.

| felt a cold chill run down ny back.

So many scarecrows. At |east a dozen of them stan
ding in straight rows. Like an arny ready to march

"The scarecrow wal ks at m dni ght."

That's what Stanley had said in that low, frighten
i ng tone | had never heard himuse before.

| glanced at the clock on the bed table. Just past
ten o' cl ock.

'l be asleep by the tine they wal k, | thought.

A crazy thought.

| sneezed. It seens |'mallergic to the farmair bo
th day and ni ght!

| stared at the | ong shadows cast by the scarecrow
s. A gust of wind bent the stal ks, making the shad
ows roll forward |Iike a dark ocean wave.

And then | saw the scarecrows start to tw tch.
"Mark!" | screaned. "Mark —cone here! Hurry!"



Under the light of the full noon, | stared in horr
or as the dark scarecrows started to nove.

Their arnms jerked. Their burlap heads |urched forwa
rd.

Al of them In unison.

Al of the scarecrows were jerking, twitching, str
aining —as if struggling to pull free of their st
akes.

"Mark —hurry!" | screaned.

| heard footsteps clonping rapidly down the hall.
Mark burst breathlessly into ny room "Jodie —wha
t isit?" he cried.

| notioned frantically for himto cone to the w nd
ow. As he stepped beside ne, | pointed to the corn
fields. "Look —the scarecrows."

He gripped the wi ndowsill and | eaned out the w ndow

Over his shoulder, | could see the scarecrows twt
ch in unison. A cold shudder nade ne wap ny arns
around nysel f.

"I't'"s the wind," Mark said, stepping back fromthe
w ndow. "What's your problem Jodie? It's just th
e wind bl ow ng them around."

"You —vyou're wong, Mark," | stammered, still hugg
i ng nyself. "Look again."

He rolled his eyes and sighed. But he turned back
and | eaned out the wi ndow. He gazed out at the fie
|d for a long tine.

"Don't you see?" | demanded shrilly. "They're all
novi ng together. Their arns, their heads —all nov
i ng together."

When Mark pulled back fromthe w ndow, his blue ey
es were wde and fearful. He stared at ne thoughtf
ully and didn't say a word.

Finally, he swallowed hard and his voi ce cane out

| ow and frightened. "W've got to tell G andpa Kur
t," he said.

We rushed downstairs, but our grandparents had gon
e to bed. The bedroom door was closed. It was sile
nt on the other side.

"Maybe we'd better wait till tonorrow norning," |



whi spered as Mark and | tiptoed back upstairs to o

ur roons. "I think we'll be safe till then."

We crept back to our roons. | pushed the wi ndow sh

ut and locked it. Qut in the fields, the scarecrow

s were still twitching, still pulling at their sta

kes.

Wth a shudder, | turned away fromthe w ndow and

pl unged into the bed, pulling the old quilt up ove

r ny head.

| slept restlessly, tossing under the heavy quilt.
In the norning, | junped eagerly frombed. | ran

a brush through ny hair and hurried down to breakf

ast .

Mark was right behind ne on the stairs. He was wea

ring the sane jeans as yesterday and a red-and-bla

ck Nirvana T-shirt. He hadn't bothered to brush hi

S hair. It stood straight up in back.

"Pancakes!" he managed to choke out. Mark is only

good for one word at a tine this early in the norn

I ng.

But the word instantly cheered ne up and nade ne f

orget for a nonent about the creepy scarecrows.
How could | have forgotten about G andma Mrianms a

mazi ng chocol ate chi p pancakes?

They are so soft, they really do nelt in your nout

h. And the warm chocol ate m xed with the sweet map

| e syrup nmakes the nost delicious breakfast |'ve e

ver eaten.

As we hurried across the living roomtoward the ki

tchen, | sniffed the air, hoping to snell that won

derful aronma of pancake batter on the stove.

But ny nose was too stuffed up to snell anything.
Mark and | burst into the kitchen at the sane tine
. Grandpa Kurt and Stanley were already at the tab

le. A big blue pot of coffee stood steaming in fro
nt of them

Stanl ey sipped his coffee. Gandpa Kurt had his fa

ce buried behind the norni ng newspaper. He gl anced
up and smled as Mark and | entered.

Everyone said good norning to everyone.

Mark and | took our places at the table. W were s

o eager for the fanpbus pancakes, we were practical



| y rubbi ng our hands together the way cartoon char

acters do.

| magi ne our shock when Grandnma M riam set down big

bow s of cornflakes in front of us.

| practically burst into tears.

| gl anced across the table at Mark. He was staring
back at ne, his face revealing his surprise —and
di sappoi ntnent. "Cornfl akes?" he asked in a high-

pi tched voi ce.

Grandma M riam had gone back to the sink. | turned
to her. "Gandma Mriam —no pancakes?" | asked m
eekly.

| saw her glance at Stanley. "I've stopped naking

them Jodie," she replied, her eyes still on Stanl

ey. "Pancakes are too fattening."

"Nothing |ike a good bow of cornflakes in the nor
ning," Stanley said with a big smle. He reached f

or the cornflakes box in the center of the table a
nd filled his bowl up with a second hel pi ng.
Grandpa Kurt grunted behind his newspaper.

"Go ahead —eat them before they get soggy," G andm

a Mriamurged fromthe sink.

Mark and | just stared at each other. Last summer,
Grandma M riam had made us a big stack of chocol a

te chip pancakes al nost every norni ng!

What i s going on here? I wondered once again.

| suddenly renmenbered Sticks out in the cornfields
t he day before, whispering to ne, "Things are dif

ferent here.”

They sure were different. And not for the better, |
deci ded.

My stomach grunbled. | picked up the spoon and sta
rted to eat ny cornflakes. | saw Mark glunmly spoon
ing his. And then | suddenly renmenbered the twi tch
| Ng scar ecr ows.

"G andpa Kurt —" | started. "Last night, Mark and
| —we were | ooking out at the cornfields and we

saw t he scarecrows. They were noving. W —"

| heard Grandma Mriamutter a | ow gasp from behi nd
ne.

Grandpa Kurt | owered his newspaper. He narrowed his
eyes at ne, but didn't say a word.



"The scarecrows were noving!" Mark chined in.

Stanl ey chuckled. "It was the wind," he said, his

eyes on Grandpa Kurt. "It had to be the wi nd bl ow

ng them around."

Grandpa Kurt glared at Stanley. "You sure?" he dema

nded.

"Yeah. It was the wind," Stanley replied tensely.

"But they were trying to get off their poles!" | cr

ied. "W saw thentl"

Grandpa Kurt stared hard at Stanley.

Stanley's ears turned bright red. He lowered his e

yes. "It was a breezy night," he said. "They nove

in the wind."

"It's going to be a sunny day,"
brightly fromthe sink.

"But the scarecrows —" Mark insisted.

"Yep. Looks like a real pretty day," G andpa Kurt m

unbl ed, ignoring Mark.

He doesn't want to tal k about the scarecrows, | rea

i zed.

|s it because he doesn't believe us?

Grandpa Kurt turned to Stanley. "After you take th

e cows to pasture, maybe you and Jodie and Mark ca

n do sone fishing at the creek."

"Maybe," Stanley replied, studying the cornflakes b

ox. "Maybe we could just do that."

"Sounds |ike fun," Mark said. Mark |ikes fishing.

It's one of his favorite sports because you don't

have to nove too nuch.

There's a really pretty creek behind the cow pastu

re at the far end of G andpa Kurt's property. It's
very woodsy back there, and the narrow creek tric

kles softly beneath the old shade trees and is usu
ally filled with fish,

Finishing ny cereal, | turned to G andma Mriam at
the sink. "And what are you doing today?" | asked
her. "Maybe you and | coul d spend sone tine toget

her and —"

| stopped as she turned toward ne and her hand cane
i nto vi ew.

"Ohhhh." | let out a frightened noban when | saw her
hand. It —it was nmade of straw !

G andma M riam sai d
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"Jodie —what's the matter?" G andma M riam asked.
| started to point to her hand.

Then it cane into sharp focus, and | saw that her
hand wasn't straw —she was hol ding a broom

She had gripped it by the handle and was pulling Ii
nt off the ends of the straw.

"Nothing's wong," | told her, feeling like a tota

| jerk. | rubbed ny eyes. "l've got to take ny all

ergy nedicine," | told her. "My eyes are so watery
| keep seeing things!"

| was seeing scarecrows everywhere | | ooked!

| scol ded nyself for acting so crazy.

St op thinking about scarecrows, | told nyself. Sta

nley was right. The scarecrows had noved in the w
nd | ast night.
It was just the w nd.

Stanl ey took us fishing later that norning. As we

started off for the creek, he seened in areally c
heer f ul nood.

He sm | ed as he swung the big picnic basket G andm

a Mriam had packed for our lunch. "She put in all
ny favorites," Stanley said happily.

He patted the basket with childish satisfaction.
He had t hree banboo fishing poles tucked under his
| eft arm He carried the big straw basket in his
right hand. He refused to let Mark and ne carry an

yt hi ng.

The warm air snelled sweet. The sun beaned down in
a cloudl ess, blue sky. Blades of recently cut gra

ss stuck to ny white sneakers as we headed across

t he back yard.

The nedi ci ne had hel ped. My eyes were nuch better.

Stanl ey turned just past the barn and began wal ki n

g quickly along its back wall. H s expression turn
ed solemm. He appeared to be concentrating hard on
sonet hi ng.

"Hey —where are we going?" | called, hurrying to k



eep up with him

He didn't seemto hear ne. Taking long strides, sw
i nging the straw picni c basket as he wal ked, he he

aded back in the direction we started from

"Hey —wait up!"™ Mark called breathlessly. My brot
her hates to hurry when he can take his tine.
"Stanley —wait!" | cried, tugging his shirtsleeve.
"We're going around in circles!”

He nodded, his expression serious under the bl ack
basebal|l cap. "W have to circle the barn three ti
mes," he said in a | ow voi ce.

"Huh? Why?" | denmanded.

We started our second turn around the barn.

"I't will bring us good luck with our fishing," Sta
nley replied. Then he added, "It's in the book. Ev

erything is in the book."

| opened ny nouth to tell himthis was really sill

y. But | decided not to. He seened so serious abou

t that superstition book of his. | didn't want to

spoil it for him

Besi des, Mark and | could use the exercise.

A short while later, we finished circling and star

ted wal king along the dirt path that | ed past the

cornfields to the creek. Stanley's smle returned

I mredi atel y.

He really believes the superstitions in the book, I
real i zed.

| wondered if Sticks believed them too.

"Where's Sticks?" | asked, kicking a big clunp of d
irt across the path.

"Doing chores," Stanley replied. "Sticks is a good
wor ker. A real good worker. But he'll be along so

on, | bet. Sticks never likes to mss out on a fis
hing trip."

The sun began to feel really strong on ny face and
on ny shoulders. | wondered if | should run back

and get sone sunbl ock.

The dark-suited scarecrows appeared to stare at ne
as we wal ked past the tall rows of cornstal ks. |
could swear their pale, painted faces turned to fo

|l ow ne as | went by.
And did one of themlift its armto wave a straw ha



nd at ne?

| scol ded nyself for such stupid thoughts, and turn
ed ny eyes away.

St op t hinking about scarecrows, Jodie! | told nysel

f.

Forget your bad dream Forget about the dunb scarec
r OWs.

It's a beautiful day, and you have nothing to worry
about. Try to relax and have a good tine.

The path led into tall pine woods behind the cornf
ields. It got shady and nmuch cool er as soon as we
st epped into the woods.

"Can't we take a taxi the rest of the way?" Mark w
hi ned. A typical Mark joke. He really would take a
taxi if there was one!

St anl ey shook his head. "City kids," he nuttered, ¢

ri nni ng.

The path ended, and we continued through the trees
It snmelled so piney and fresh in the woods. | sa

w a tiny, brown-and-white chi prunk dart into a hol

| ow | og.

In the near distance | could hear the nusical trick
| e of the creek.

Suddenly, Stanley stopped. He bent and picked up a
pi necone.

The three fishing poles fell to the ground. He did
nN't seemto notice. He held the pinecone close to
his face, studying it.

"A pinecone on the shady side neans a | ong w nter,

he said, turning the dry cone in his hand.

Mark and | bent to pick up the poles. "Is that what
t he book says?" Mark asked.

St anl ey nodded. He set the pinecone down carefully

where he found it.

"The cone is still sticky. That's a good sign," he

sai d seriously.

Mark let out a giggle. I knew he was trying not to
| augh at Stanley. But the giggle escaped sonehow.

Stanley's big brown eyes filled with hurt. "It's a
|l true, Mark," he said quietly. "It's all true."

"I —1'd like to read that book," Mark said, glanci
ng at ne.



"It's a very hard book," Stanley replied. "I have t
rouble with sone of the words."

"I can hear the creek,"” | broke in, changing the s
ubject. "Let's go. | want to catch sone fish befor
e lunchtine."

The clear water felt cold against ny legs. The sno
oth rocks of the creek bed were slippery under ny
bare feet.

Al three of us had waded into the shall ow creek.
Mark had wanted to |ie down on the grassy shore to
fish. But | convinced himit was nuch nore fun —

and nuch easier to catch something —if you stand
in the water.

"Yeah, |I'll catch sonething," he grunbled as he ro
|l ed up the cuffs of his jeans. "I'l|l catch pneuno
ni al"

Stanley let out a loud laugh. It sounded Iike, "Har
I Har! Har!"

He set the big picnic basket down carefully on the
dry grass. Then he rolled up the legs of his deni
moveralls. Carrying a pole high in one hand, he s

tepped into the water.

"Qoooh! It's cold!" he cried, waving his arns abov
e his head, nearly losing his balance on the slipp
ery rocks.

"Stanley —didn't you forget sonething?" | called t
0 him

He turned, confused. H's big ears becane bright red
. "What did | forget, Jodie?"

| pointed to his fishing pole. "How about sone bait
?" | call ed.

He gl anced at the enpty hook on the end of his lin
e. Then he nade his way back to shore to get a wor
mto bait his hook.

A few mnutes later, all three of us were in the w
ater. Mark conplained at first about howcold it w
as and about how the rocks on the bottom hurt his
delicate little feet.

But after a while, he got into it, too.

The creek at this point was only about two feet de
ep. The water was very clear and trickled rapidly,



making little swrls and di ps over the rocky bott
om
| lowered ny line into the water and watched the r
ed plastic float bob on the surface. If it started
to sink, 1'd know |l had a bite.
The sun felt warmon ny face. The cool water flowed
past pleasantly.
| wish it were deep enough to swmhere, | thought.

"Hey —1've got sonething!" Mark cried excitedly.
Stanley and | turned and watched himtug up his lin

e.

Mark pulled with all his mght. "It —it's a big on

e, | think," he said.

Finally, he gave one last really hard tug —and pul

|l ed up a thick clunp of green weeds.

"Good one, Mark," | said, rolling ny eyes. "It's a

big one, all right."

"You're a big one," Mark shot back. "A big jerk."

"Don't be such a baby," | nuttered.

| brushed away a buzzing horsefly and tried to con

centrate on ny line. But ny mnd started to wander

It always does when |I'm fishing.

| found nyself thinking about the tall scarecrows

in the field. They stood so darkly, so nenacingly,
so alert. Their painted faces all had the sane ha

rd stare.

| was still picturing themwhen | felt the hand sli

p around ny ankl e.

The straw scarecrow hand.

It reached up fromthe water, circled ny ankle, an

d started to tighten its cold, wet grip around ny

| eg.
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| screaned and tried to kick the hand away.

But ny feet slipped on the snooth rocks. My hands s
hot up as | toppl ed backwards.

"Ohh!" | cried out again as | hit the water.

The scarecrow hung on.



On ny back, the water rushing over ne, | kicked and
t hrashed ny arnmns.

And then | sawit. The clunp of green weeds that ha
d wapped itself around ny ankl e.

"Oh, no," | noaned out | oud.

No scarecrow. Only weeds.

| lowered ny foot to the water. | didn't nove. | |
ust lay there on ny back, waiting for ny heart to
stop poundi ng, feeling once again |like a total jer

| glanced up at Mark and Stanley. They were staring
down at ne, too startled to |augh.

"Don't say a word," | warned them struggling to m

y feet. "I"mwarning you —don't say a word."

Mar k sni ckered, but he obediently didn't say anythi

ng.

"I didn'"t bring a towel," Stanley said with concer

n. “I"'msorry, Jodie, | didn't know you wanted to

swim"

That made Mark burst out in |oud guffaws.

| shot Mark a warning stare. My T-shirt and shorts

were soaked. | started to shore, carrying the pol
e awkwardly in front of ne.
"I don't need a towel,"” | told Stanley. "It feels g

ood. Very refreshing."

"You scared away all the fish, Jodie," Mark conpl ai
ned.

"No. You scared them away. They saw your face!" |

replied. | knew | was acting |ike a baby now But

| didn't care. | was cold and wet and angry.

| stonped onto the shore, shaking water from ny hai

r.

"I think they're biting better down here," | heard
Stanley call to Mark. | turned to see himdi sappe

ar around a curve of the creek.

St eppi ng carefully over the rocks, Mark foll owed a

fter him They were both hidden from view behind t
he thick trees.

| squeezed ny hair, trying to get the creek water

out. Finally, | gave up and tossed ny hair behind
my shoul der.

| was debating what to do next when | heard a crack



| ing sound in the woods.

A footstep?

| turned and stared into the trees. | didn't see an

yone.

Anot her chi pnmunk scurried away over the bl anket of
dead, brown | eaves. Had soneone —or sonething —

frightened the chi pnunk?

| Iistened hard. Another crackling footstep. Rustli

ng sounds.

"Who —who's there?" | call ed.

The | ow bushes rustled in reply.

"Sticks —is that you? Sticks?" My voice trenbl ed.

No reply.

It has to be Sticks, | told nyself. This is G andp

a Kurt's property. No one el se woul d be back here.

"Sticks —stop trying to scare ne!" | shouted angri
ly.
No reply.

Anot her footstep. The crack of a twg.

More rustling sounds. Cl oser now.

"Sticks —I knowit's you!" | called uncertainly.
"I"'mreally tired of your dunb tricks. Sticks?"

My eyes stared straight ahead into the trees.

| listened. Silence now.

Heavy sil ence.

And then | raised ny hand to ny nouth as | saw the
dark figure poke out fromthe shade of two tall p
I nes.

"Sticks —?"

| squinted into the deep bl ue shadows.

| saw the bul ging, dark coat. The faded burl ap hea

d. The dark fedora hat tilted over the black, pain

ted eyes.

| saw the straw poki ng out under the jacket. The s

traw sticking out fromthe | ong jacket sl eeves.

A scarecrow.

A scarecrow that had foll owed us? Followed us to th

e creek?

Squinting hard into the shadows, staring at its ev
i1, frozen grin, | opened ny nouth to scream —but
no sound cane out.



9

And then a hand grabbed ny shoul der.

"Ohh!" | let out a cry and spun around.

Stanley stared at ne with concern. He and Mark had
cone up behi nd ne.

"Jodie, what's the matter?" Stanley asked. "Mark a
nd I —we thought we heard you calling."”

"What's up?" Mark asked casually. The line on his
fishing pole had becone tangled, and he was workin
g to untangle it. "Did you see a squirrel or sonet
hi ng?"

"No —I —I —" My heart was pounding so hard, | co
uld barely speak.

"Cool your jets, Jodie," Mark said, imtating ne.

"I saw a scarecrow” | finally nmanaged to scream
Stanl ey' s nouth dropped open.

Mark narrowed his eyes suspiciously at ne. "A scare
crow? Here in the woods?"

"I't —it was walking," | stammered. "| heard it. |
heard it wal ki ng."

A choki ng sound escaped Stanley's open nouth.

Mark continued to stare at nme, his features tight w
ith fear.

"I't"'s over there!" | cried. "R ght there! Look!"

| poi nt ed.

But it was gone.
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Stanley stared hard at ne, his big brown eyes tille
d wi th confusion.

"I sawit," | insisted. "Between those two trees."

| pointed again.

"You did? A scarecrow? Really?" Stanley asked. | c

ould see he was really starting to get scared.

"Well . . . maybe it was just the shadows," | said.
| didn't want to frighten Stanl ey.

| shivered. "I'msoaked. |'ve got to get back in th

e sunlight,” | told them



"But did you see it?" Stanley asked, his big eyes

| ocked on mne. "Did you see a scarecrow here, Jod
| e?"

"I —I don't think so, Stanley," | replied, trying
to calmhimdown. "I'msorry."

"This is very bad," he murnured, talking to hinsel
f. "This is very bad. | have to read the book. Thi
s is very bad." Then, nuttering to hinself, he tur
ned and ran.

"Stanley —stop!" | called. "Stanley —cone back! D
on't | eave us down here!"

But he was gone. Vani shed into the woods.
"I"'mgoing after him" | told Mark. "And then I'm
going to tell Gandpa Kurt about this. Can you car
ry back the fishing poles by yoursel f?"

"Do | have to?" Mark whined. My brother is so |azy!

| told himhe had to. Then |I went running along th

e path through the woods toward the farnhouse.

My heart pounded as | reached the cornfields. The

dar k- coat ed scarecrows appeared to stare at ne. As
nmy sneakers thudded on the narrow dirt path, | im

agi ned the straw arns reaching for nme, reaching to
grab ne and pull nme into the corn.

But the scarecrows kept their silent, still watch

over the cornstal ks. They didn't nove or twitch as
| hurtled past.

Up ahead | saw Stanley running to his litt
.| cupped ny hands over ny nouth and call
m but he di sappeared inside.

| decided to find Grandpa Kurt and tell hi m about

the scarecrow | saw noving through the woods.

The barn door was open, and | thought | saw soneon

e noving around inside. "G andpa Kurt?" | called b
reathl essly. "Are you in there?"

My wet hair bounced on ny shoulders as | ran into

| e house
ed to hi

the barn. | stood in the rectangle of light that s
tretched fromthe doorway and stared into the dark
ness. "Gandpa Kurt?" | called, struggling to catc
h ny breath.

My eyes slowy adjusted to the dimlight. | steppe
d deeper into the barn. "G andpa Kurt? Are you her



e?"

Hearing a soft scraping sound agai nst the far wall
, | made ny way toward it. "G andpa Kurt —can | t

alk to you? | really need to talk to you!" My voic

e sounded tiny and frightened in the big, dark bar

n. My sneakers scraped over the dry straw fl oor as
| wal ked toward the back.

| spun around as | heard a runbling sound.

The 1ight grew di mrer.

"Hey —" | shouted. Too | ate.

The barn door was sliding shut.

"Hey! Who's there?" | cried out in stunned anger.
Hey —stop!"”

| slipped over the straw as | started to lurch tow
ard the sliding door. I fell down hard, but qui ckl

y scranbled to ny feet.
| darted toward the door. But | wasn't fast enough.

As the heavy door runbled shut, the rectangle of I|i
ght grew narrower, narrower,

The door slamed wth a deafening bang.

The darkness slid around ne, circled ne, covered ne

"Hey —let me out!" | screanmed. "Let ne out of here
|

My scream ended in a choked sob. My breath escaped
I N noi sy gasps.

| pounded on the wooden barn door with both fists.
Then | frantically swept ny hands over the door,
searching blindly for a latch, for sonething to pu
|l —sone way to open the door.

Wien | couldn't find anything, | pounded on the doo
runtil nmy fists hurt.

Then | stopped and took a step back.

Cal m down, Jodie, | told nyself. Cal mdown. You'l]l
get out of the barn. You'll find a way out. It's
not like you're trapped in here forever.

| tried to force away ny panic. | held ny breath,

waiting for ny heart to stop racing. Then | let ny
breath out slowy. Sl ooooowy.

| was just starting to feel a little better when |
heard the scrapi ng sound.



A dry scraping. The sound of a shoe crunching over
straw.

"Oh." | let out a sharp cry, then rai sed both hands
to nmy face and |i stened.

Scrape. Scrape. Scrape.

The sound of footsteps. Slow, steady footsteps, so
| i ght on the barn floor.

Foot steps com ng toward nme in the darkness.
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"Who —who's there?" | choked out, ny voice a hushe
d whi sper.

No reply.

Scrape. Scrape. Scrape.

The soft, scratchy footsteps cane closer.

"Who is it?" | cried shrilly.

No reply.

| stared into the darkness. | couldn't see a thing.

Scrape. Scr ape.

Whoever —or whatever —was noving steadily toward
ne.

| took a step back. Then anot her.

| tried to cry out, but ny throat was choked wth f
ear.

| let out a terrified gasp as | backed into soneth
ing. In nmy panic, it took ne a few seconds to real
lze that it was only a wooden | adder. The | adder t
hat | ed up to the hayl oft.

The footsteps crunched cl oser. C oser.

"Please —" | uttered in a tiny, choked voice. "Ple
ase —don't —"

Cl oser. Closer. Scraping toward nme through the heav
y darkness.

| gripped the sides of the | adder. "Please —I| eave
me al one!"
Before | realized what | was doing, | was pulling

nyself up the |adder. My arns trenbled, and ny | eg
s felt as if they each wei ghed a thousand pounds.
But | scranbled rung by rung toward the hayloft, a



way fromthe frightening, scraping footsteps down
bel ow.

When | reached the top, | lay flat on the hayl oft
floor. | struggled to listen, to hear the footstep
s over the |oud pounding of ny heart.

Was | being foll owed? WAs the thing chasing ne up t
he | adder?

| held ny breath. | |istened.
Scrabbl i ng sounds. Scrapi ng footsteps.
"Go away!" | screaned frantically. "Woever you are

—go away!"
But the sounds continued, dry and scratchy. Like st
raw brushi ng agai nst straw.
Scranbling to ny knees, | turned to the small, squ
are hayloft wi ndow. Sunlight filtered in through t
he wi ndow. The |ight nade the hay strewn over the
fl oor gleamli ke slender strands of gold.
My heart still pounding, | crawed to the w ndow.
Yes! The heavy rope was still tied to the side. Th
e rope that Mark and | always used to swi ng down t
o the ground.
| can get out of here! | told nyself happily.
| can grab the rope and swing out of the hayloft. |
can escape!
Eagerly, | grabbed the rope with both hands.
Then | poked ny head out the w ndow and gazed down
to the ground.
And | et out a scream of surprise and horror.
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Gazing down, | saw a black hat. Beneath it, a bl ack
coat .

A scarecrow. Perched outside the barn door. As if s

t andi ng guard.

It jerked its arns and |l egs at the sound of ny scre

am

And as | stared in disbelief, it hurried around th

e side of the barn, hobbling on its straw legs, it

s arns flapping at its sides.

| blinked several tines.



Was | seeing things?

My hands were cold and wet. | gripped the rope nor
e tightly. Taking a deep breath, | plunged out of
the small square w ndow.

The heavy rope swng out over the front of the barn

Down, down. | hit the ground hard, landing on ny fe

et.

"OM" | cried out as the rope cut ny hands.

| et go and ran around to the side of the barn. |
wanted to catch up to that scarecrow. | wanted to
see if it really was a scarecrow, a scarecrow tha
t could run.

| gnoring ny fear, | ran as fast as | coul d.

No sign of himon this side of the barn.

My chest began to ache. My tenples throbbed.

| turned the corner and headed around the back of

t he barn, searching for the fleeing scarecrow

And ran right into Sticks!

"Hey —" We both shouted in surprise as we collided

| frantically untangled nyself fromhim Staring p
ast him | saw that the scarecrow had vani shed,
"What's the hurry?" Sticks demanded. "You practi cal
ly ran nme over!"™

He was wearing faded denimjeans, slashed at both
knees, and a faded purple nuscle shirt that only s
howed off how skinny he was. H's black hair was ti
ed back in a short ponytail.

"A —a scarecrow " | stanmmer ed.
And, then —that instant —I| knew.
In that instant, | solved the whole nystery of the

Scar ecr ows.
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It hadn't been a scarecrow.

It was Sticks.

I n the woods down by the creek. And, now, outside t
he bar n.

Sticks. Playing another one of his nean tricks.



And | was suddenly certain that Sticks had sonehow
made the scarecrows twtch and pull on their stak

es | ast night.

Sticks just loved fooling the "city kids." Ever si
nce Mark and | had been little, he'd played the sc

ariest, neanest practical jokes on us.

Sonetines Sticks could be a nice guy. But he had a
real cruel streak.

"I thought you were fishing," he said casually.

"Well, I"mnot," | snapped. "Sticks, why do you kee
p trying to scare us?"

"Huh?" He pretended he didn't know what | was tal Ki

ng about.

"Sticks, give ne a break," | nmuttered. "I know you
were the scarecrow just now. |'m not stupid!"

"Scarecrow? \What scarecrow?" he asked, giving ne a

W de- eyed, innocent expression.

"You were dressed as a scarecrow,” | accused him

"O else you carried one here, and pulled it on a

string or sonething."

"You're totally crazy," Sticks replied angrily. "H

ave you been out in the sun too |long or sonething?

"Sticks —give up," | said. "Wiy are you doing thi

s? Wiy do you keep trying to scare Mark and ne? Yo
u scared your Dad, too."

"Jodie, you're nuts!" he exclained. "I really don'

t have tine to be dressing up in costunes just to

anuse you and your brother."

"Sticks —you're not fooling ne," | insisted. "You
| stopped short when | saw Sticks's expression cha
nge. "Dad!" he cried, suddenly frightened. "Dad! Y

ou say he was scared?"

| nodded.

"I"ve got to find him" Sticks exclained franti cal
ly, "He —he could do sonething terrible!"

"Sticks, your joke has gone far enough!" | cried.

Just stop it!"

But he was already running toward the front of the
barn, calling for his father, his voice shrill an

d frantic.



Sticks didn't find his dad until dinnertinme. That'
s the next tinmne | saw him too —just before dinne
r. He was carrying his big superstition book, hold
ing it tightly under his arm

"Jodie," he whispered, notioning for nme to cone cl
ose. His face was red. H's dark eyes revealed his

excitenment.

"Hi, Stanley," | whispered back uncertainly.

"Don't tell G andpa Kurt about the scarecrow, " Stan
| ey whi spered.

"Huh?" Stanley's request caught nme off guard.

"Don't tell your grandpa," Stanley repeated. "It w

i1l only upset him W don't want to frighten him
do we?"

"But, Stanley —" | started to protest.

Stanley raised a finger to his lips. "Don't tell,

Jodi e. Your grandpa doesn't like to be upset. ']
take care of the scarecrow. | have the book." He

t apped the big book with his finger.

| started to tell Stanley that the scarecrow was o
nly Sticks, playing a nean joke. But Grandma Mria
mcalled us to the table before | could get the wo
rds out.

Stanley carried his superstition book to the table

Every few bites, he would pick up the big, black

book and read a few paragraphs.

He noved his lips as he read. But | was sitting do

wn at the other end of the table and couldn't make
out any of the words.

Sticks kept his eyes down on his plate and hardly
said a word. | think he was really enbarrassed tha

t his father was reading the superstition book at

t he di nner table.

But Grandpa Kurt and Grandma Mriamdidn't act the
| east bit surprised. They tal ked cheerfully to Ma
rk and ne and kept passing us nore food —as if th
ey didn't even notice Stanley's behavi or.

| really wanted to tell Grandpa Kurt about how Sti
cks was trying to scare Mark and ne. But | deci ded
to listen to Stanley and not upset ny grandfather.
Besides, | could deal with Sticks if | had to. He



t hought he was so tough. But | wasn't the | east bi

t afraid of him

Stanley was still reading, jabbering away as he re
ad, as G andma Mriamcleared the di nner dishes. M
ark and | hel ped. Then we took our seats as G andm

a Mriamcarried a big cherry pie to the table,
"Weird," Mark whispered to ne, staring at the pie.
He was right. "Doesn't Grandpa Kurt |ike apple pie?
" | blurted out.

Grandma Mriamgave ne a tense smle. "Too early in
the year for apples," she nurnured.

"But isn't Gandpa Kurt allergic to cherries?" Mark
asked.

Grandma Mriamstarted cutting the pie with a silv

er pie cutter. "Everyone |l oves cherry pie," she re
plied, concentrating on her work. Then she rai sed
her eyes to Stanley. "Isn't that right, Stanley?"

Stanl ey grinned over his book. "It's ny favorite,"
he said. "Grandnma Mriam al ways serves ny favorit

e."

After dinner, Grandpa Kurt once again refused to te
|1 Mark and ne a scary story.

W were sitting around the fireplace, staring at t
he crackling yellow flanes. Even though it had bee
n so hot, the air had grown cool this evening, coo
| enough to build a nice, toasty fire.

Grandpa Kurt was in his rocking chair at the side
of the hearth. The old wooden chair creaked as he
rocked sl owy back and forth.

He had al ways | oved to gaze at the fire and tell u
s one of his frightening stories. You could see th
e leaping flanmes reflected in his blue eyes. And h
is voice would go lower and | ower as the story got
scarier.

But tonight he shrugged when | asked himfor a sto
ry. He stared dully at the huge stuffed bear on it
s pedestal against the wall. Then he gl anced acros
s the roomat Stanley.

"Wsh | knew sone good stories," Gandpa Kurt repl
led wth a sigh. "But |I've clean run out."

A short while later, Mark and | trudged upstairs t



o our bedroons. "Wat is his problen?" Mark whi spe
red as we clinbed.
| shook ny head. "Beats ne."

"He seens so . . . different," Mark said.
"Everyone here does," | agreed. "Except for Sticks.
He's still trying to scare us city kids."

"Let's just ignore him" Mark suggested. "Let's ju

st pretend we don't see himrunning around in his

stupi d scarecrow costune."

| agreed. Then | said good-night and headed into ny
room

| gnore the scarecrows, | thought as | arranged the
bl ankets on the bed.

Just ignore them

|"'m not going to think about scarecrows again, | to

| d nysel f.

Sticks can go junp in the creek.

Cinbing into bed, | pulled the quilt up to ny chi

n. I lay on ny back, staring up at the cracks int

he ceiling, trying to figure out what kind of pict

ure they forned. There were three jagged cracks. |
deci ded they | ooked Iike bolts of [|ightning.

|f I squinted, | could nmake them |l ook |Iike an old m
an with a beard.

| yawned. | felt really sleepy, but | couldn't get
to sl eep.

It was only ny second night here at the farm It a

| ways takes ne awhile to adjust to being in a new

pl ace and sleeping in a different bed.

| closed ny eyes. Through the open w ndow, | could
hear the soft npboing of cows fromthe barn. And |
could hear the whisper of the wwnd as it brushed

t hrough the tall cornstalks.

My nose was totally stuffed up. Bet | snore tonight

, | thought.

That is, if | ever get to sleep!

| tried counting sheep. It didn't seemto be worki

ng, so | tried counting cows. Big, bulky, bouncing

, S| oooo0OW NDOOOOVI Ng COows.

| counted to a hundred twelve before | decided that
wasn't working, either,

| turned onto ny side. Then, after a few m nutes, |



tried ny other side.

| found nyself thinking about ny best friend, Shaw
na. | wondered if Shawna was having a good tine at
canp.

| thought about sone of ny other friends. Mst of
them were just hangi ng around this sumrer, not doi
ng much of anyt hi ng.

When | glanced at the clock, | was surprised to se
e it was nearly twelve. |'ve got to get to sleep,
| told nyself. I'lIl be wecked tonorrow if | don't

get sone sl eep.
| settled onto ny back, pulling the soft quilt up

to nmy chin again. | closed ny eyes and tried to pi
cture not hing. Just enpty, black space. Endless, e
npty space.

The next thing | knew, | was hearing scratching sou
nds.

| ignored themat first. | thought the curtains wer
e fl appi ng agai nst the open w ndow.

Got to get to sleep, | urged nyself. Got to get to
sl eep.

The scratching grew | ouder. d oser.

| heard a scraping sound.

From out si de the w ndow?

| opened ny eyes. Shadows danced on the ceiling. |
realized | was hol ding ny breath.

Li st eni ng hard.

Anot her scrape. Mirre scratching. Dry scratching.

| heard a | ow groan.

"Huh?" A startled gasp escaped ny |ips.

| pulled nyself up against the headboard. | tugged
the quilt up to ny chin, gripping it tightly with
bot h hands.

| heard nore dry scraping. Like sandpaper, | though
t.

Suddenly the room grew darker.

| saw sonething pull itself up to the wi ndow. A dar
k figure. Blocking the noonlight.

"Who —who's there?" | tried to call. But nmy voice
canme out a choked whi sper.

| could see a shadowy head, bl ack agai nst the purpl
e sky.



It rose up in the w ndow. Dark shoul ders. Foll owed
by a darker chest. Bl ack agai nst bl ack.

A silent shadow, slipping into ny room

"H hel p!'" Anot her stammered whi sper.

My heart had stopped beating. | couldn't breathe. C

oul dn't breat he.

It slid over the windowsill. Brushed away the curta
ins as it lowered itself into ny room

Its feet scraped over the bare fl oorboards.

Scratch scratch scratch.

It noved slowy, steadily toward ny bed.

| struggled to get up.

Too | ate.

My feet tangled in the quilt.

| fell to the floor, landing hard on ny el bows.

| raised ny eyes to see it nove cl oser.

| opened ny nouth to screamas it energed fromthe

shadows.

And then | recognized him Recogni zed his face.

"Grandpa Kurt!" | cried. "Gandpa Kurt —what are

you doi ng here? Way did you clinb in the w ndow?"
He didn't reply. H's cold blue eyes glared down at
me. H's whole face twisted into an ugly frown,

And then he raised both arns above ne.

And | saw that he had no hands.

Cl unps of straw poked out fromhis jacket sl eeves.

Only straw

"Grandpa —no!!" | shri eked.
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"G andpa —please —no!" | shrieked as he |owered h

is straw arns toward ne.

He bared his teeth |ike an angry dog and |l et out a

sharp, frightening grow .

The straw hands reached down for ne.

Grandpa Kurt's face was the sane. The face | had a
| ways known. Except that his eyes were so cold, so
col d and dead.

The straw hands brushed over ny face as | clinbed

to ny feet. | took a step back, raising ny hands |



| ke a shi el d.

"G andpa —what's wong? What's happeni ng?" | whisp
er ed.

My tenpl es were pounding. My entire body shook.

His cold eyes narrowed in fury as he reached for ne
agai n.

"Noooo!" | let out a long wail of terror. Then | tu
rned and stunbled to the door.

His feet scraped over the bare floor as he |urched
toward ne. d ancing down, | saw the straw poking
out fromthe cuffs of his pants.

H s feet —they were straw, too.

"Grandpa Kurt! G andpa Kurt! What is happening!'" W
as that really ny voice, so shrill and frightened?
He swung an arm The straw scratched ny back as it
swept over ne.

| grabbed for the doorknob. Twisted it. Pulled open
t he door.

And cried out again as | collided wwth Gandma Mri
am

"Oh, help! Please help! Gandma Mriam —he's chasi
ng me!" | cried.

Her expression didn't change. She stared back at ne

In the dimlight of the hallway, her face cane into
focus.

And | saw that her gl asses were painted on.

And her eyes. And nouth. And big round nose.

Her entire face was painted on.

"You're not real!" | cried.

And t hen darkness swept over ne as Grandpa Kurt's s
t raw hands wr apped around ny face.
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| woke up coughi ng and choki ng.

Surrounded by darkness. Heavy darkness.

It took ne a few seconds to realize that |'d been s
| eeping with the pillow over ny face.

Tossing it to the foot of the bed, I pulled nyself
up, breathing hard. My face was hot. My nightshir



t stuck wetly to ny back.

| gl anced at the w ndow, suddenly afraid that 1'd s
ee a dark figure clinbing in.

The curtains fluttered gently. The early norning s
ky was still gray. | heard the shrill cry of a roo
ster.

A dream It had all been a frightening nightnare.
Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowy, | |
owered ny feet to the fl oor.

| stared at the gray norning light through the wn
dow. Just a dream | assured nyself. Cal mdown, Jo
die. It was just a dream

| could hear sonmeone noving around downstairs. Sta
ggering over to the dresser, | pulled out sone fre
sh clothes —a pair of faded denimcutoffs, a slee
vel ess blue T-shirt.

My eyes were watery. Everything was a blur. My alle
rgies were really bad this norning.

Rubbi ng ny eyes, | nade ny way to the wi ndow and p
eered out. Ared ball of a sun was just peeking ov
er the broad apple tree. A heavy norning dew made
the grass of the back yard sparkle |ike eneral ds.
The sea of cornstal ks rose darkly behind the grass
. The scarecrows stood stiffly over them arns out
stretched as if wel com ng the norning.

The rooster crowed agai n.

What a stupid nightmare, | thought. | shook nyself
as if trying to shake it fromny nenory. Then | r
an a brush through ny hair and hurried down to bre
akf ast .

Mark was just entering the kitchen as | cane in. W
e found G andma Mriamby herself at the table. A
mug of tea steaned in front of her as she gazed ou
t the wi ndow at the norning sunlight.

She turned and smled at us as we entered. "Good no
rning. Sleep well?"

| was tenpted to tell her about ny scary nightnare

But, instead, | asked, "Where's G andpa Kurt?" |

stared at his enpty chair. The newspaper |ay unop
ened on the table.

"They all went off early," Gandma Mriamreplied.
She stood up, wal ked to the cabinets, and brought



a big box of cornflakes to the table. She notioned
for us to take our places. "Pretty day," she said
cheerfully.

"No pancakes?" Mark blurted out.

Grandma M riam st opped hal fway across the room "I

‘ve conpletely forgotten how to make them " she sa

id without turning around.

She set two bow s down and nade her way to the ref

rigerator to get the mlk. "You kids want orange j

uice this nmorning? It's fresh squeezed.'

Grandma Mriamset the mlk carton down besi de ny

bow . She smled at ne. Her eyes remai ned dull beh

i nd her square-rimmed glasses. "I hope you two are
enj oyi ng your visit," she said quietly.

"W would be if it weren't for Sticks," | blurted o
ut .

Her expression turned to surprise. "Sticks?"

"He's trying to scare us again," | said.

Grandma M riamtsk-tsked. "You know Sticks," she re
plied softly

She pushed at her red hair with both hands. "Wat
are you two planning for today?" she asked brightl
y. "It's a beautiful norning to go riding. Before
they left this norning, Gandpa Kurt had Stanley s
addl e up Betsy and Maggie, in case you wanted to r
| de. "

"Sounds like fun," | told her. "What do you say, M

rk? Before it gets really hot out?"

"I guess," Mark replied.

"You two al ways enjoyed riding along the creek," G

randma M riam said, putting the cornflakes box awa

y.

| stared across the roomat her, stared at her red

, curly hair, her pudgy arns, her flowered housedr

ess.

"Are you okay, Grandma Mrian?" | asked. The words
just tunbled out of my nouth. "Is everything okay
her e?"

She didn't reply. Instead, she |owered her eyes, a

voi di ng ny gaze. "Go have your ride," she said qui

etly. "Don't worry about ne."



Grandpa Kurt always called Betsy and Maggie the "o
| d gray nmares." | guess because they were both old
and they were both gray. And they were as grunpy
as can be when Mark and | clinbed onto their saddl

es and started to urge themfromthe barn.

They were the perfect horses for us "city kids." T
he only tinme we ever got to ride horses was during
our sutmmers at the farm So we were not exactly t
he nost skillful riders in the world.

Bunpi ng al ong on these two old nags was just our s
peed. And even as slow as we were noving, | dug ny
knees into Betsy's sides and held onto the saddl e
horn for dear life.

W followed the dirt path past the cornfields towa
rd the woods. The sun was still clinbing a hazy, y

el l ow sky. But the air was already hot and sticky.
Flies buzzed around ne as | bounced on top of Bets

y. | renoved one hand fromthe saddle horn to brus
h a big one off Betsy's back.

Several scarecrows stared back at us as Mark and |
rode past. Their black eyes glared at us from und

er their floppy hats.

Mark and | didn't say a word. W were keeping to ou
r prom se of not tal king about scarecrows.

| turned ny eyes to the woods and tossed the reins
, urging Betsy to nove a little faster. She ignore

d ne, of course, and kept cl opping along over the
path at her slow, steady pace.

"I wonder if these horses can still get up to a tr
ot," Mark called. He was a few paces behind ne on

the narrow dirt path.

"Let's give it atry!" | called back, grabbing the
reins tighter.

| dug ny sneaker heels into Betsy's side. "Go, gir
| —go!" | cried, slapping her gently with the rei
ns.

"Whoooa!" | let out a startled cry as the old hors
e obediently began to trot. | really didn't think
she woul d cooper at e!

"All right! Cool!" | heard Mark shout behind ne.
Their hooves cl opped loudly on the path as the two
horses began to pick up speed. | was bounci ng har



d over the saddle, holding on tightly, off-bal ance
, beginning to wonder if this was such a hot idea.

| didn't have a chance to cry out when the dark fig
ure hurtled across the path.

It all happened so fast.

Betsy was trotting rapidly. | was bouncing on the
saddl e, bouncing so hard, ny feet slipped out of t
he stirrups.

The dark figure | eaped out right in front of us.

Betsy let out a shrill, startled whinny —and reare
d back.
As | started to fall, | saw imediately what had ju

nped onto the path.
It was a grinning scarecrow.
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Betsy rose up with a hi gh whinny.

My hand grabbed for the reins, but they slipped fro
m nmy grasp.

The sky appeared to roll over ne, then tilt away.

| slid backwards, out of the saddle, off the horse
, my feet thrashing wildly for the flapping stirru
pS.

The sky tilted even nore.

| hit the ground hard on ny back.

| renmenber only the shock of stopping so abruptly,
the surprise at how hard the ground felt, how so
much pai n shot through ny body so quickly.

The sky turned bright red. A glowing scarlet. Like
an expl osi on.

And then the scarlet faded to deep, deep, endlessly
deep bl ack.

| heard | ow nbans before | opened ny eyes.

| recogni zed the voice. Mark's voi ce.

My eyes still shut, | opened ny nouth to call to hi

m My lips noved, but no sound cane out.

"Ohhhh." Another |ow groan fromhim not far fromm
e.

"Mark —?" | managed to choke out. My back ached. M



y shoul ders hurt. My head throbbed.
Everything hurt.

My wist —I think |I broke it," Mark said, his voi
ce shrill and frightened.
"You fell, too?" | asked.
"Yeah. | fell, too," he groaned.

| opened ny eyes. Finally. | opened ny eyes.

And saw t he hazy sky.

Al a blur. Everything was a watery bl ur.

| stared at the sky, trying to get it in focus.

And then saw a hand in front of the sky. A hand | ow
ering itself toward ne.

A bony hand stretching out froma heavy bl ack coat.

The hand of the scarecrow, | realized, staring up h
el plessly at it.
The hand of the scarecrow, com ng down to grab ne.
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The hand grabbed ny shoul der.

Too terrified to cry out, too dazed to think clear
ly, ny eyes followed the dark coat sleeve —up to
t he shoul der —up to the face.

A blur. Al a frightening blur.

And then the face becane clear.

"Stanley!" | cried.

He | eaned over ne, his red ears glowing, his face
tight wwth worry. He gently grabbed ny shoul der.
Jodie —are you all right?"

"Stanley —it's you!" | exclained happily. | sat u
p. "I think I'mokay. | don't know. Everything hur
ts.”

"What a bad fall," Stanley said softly. "I was in
the field. And | sawit. | saw the scarecrow.

His voice trailed off. | followed his frightened ga
ze up ahead of ne on the dirt path.

The scarecrow | ay facedown across the path.

"I saw it junp out," Stanley uttered with a shudder
t hat shook his whol e body.



"My wist . . ." Mark noaned from near by.

| turned as Stanley hurried over to him Mark was

sitting up in the grass at the side of the path, h

olding his wist. "Look —it's starting to swell u
p," he groaned.

"Qooh, that's bad. That's bad," Stanley said, shaki

ng his head.

"Maybe it's just a sprain,” | suggested.

"Yeah," Stanley quickly agreed. "We'd better get vy

ou to the house and put ice on it. Can you get bac

k up on Maggie? I'll ride behind you."

"Where's ny horse?" | asked, searching both ways a

| ong the path. | clinbed unsteadily to ny feet.

"She gal | oped back to the barn," Stanley replied,

poi nting. "Fastest |'ve seen her go in years!"

He gl anced down at the scarecrow and shuddered agai

n.

| took a few steps, stretching ny arns and ny back
. "I"mokay," | told him "Take Mark on the horse.
"Il wal k back."

Stanley eagerly started to help Mark to his feet.

| could see that Stanley wanted to get away fromh

ere —away fromthe scarecrow —as fast as possi bl

e.

| watched as they rode off down the path toward th

e house. Stanley sat behind Mark in the saddle, ho

| ding the reins, keeping Maggie at a slow, gentle

pace. Mark held his wist against his chest and le

aned back agai nst Stanl ey.

| stretched ny arns over ny head again, trying to

stretch the soreness fromny back. My head ached.

But other than that, | didn't feel bad.

"@Quess |'mlucky," | murnured out | oud.

| took a long glance at the scarecrow, sprawl ed fa

cedown across the path. Cautiously, | wal ked over

to it.

| poked its side with the toe of ny sneaker.

The straw beneath the coat crinkl ed.

| poked it harder, pushing ny sneaker hard into the
scarecrow s m ddl e.

| don't know what | expected to happen. Did I thin

k the scarecrow would cry out? Try to squirm away?



Wth an angry cry, | kicked the scarecrow. Hard.

| kicked it again.

The burl ap bag head bounced on the path. The scare
crow s ghastly painted grin didn't nove.

It's just a scarecrow, | told nyself, giving it on
e last kick that sent straw falling out fromthe j
acket front.

Just a scarecrow that Sticks tossed onto the path.
Mark and | could have been killed, | told nyself.
We're |lucky we weren't.

Sticks. It had to be Sticks.

But why?

This wasn't a joke.

Wiy was Sticks trying to hurt us?
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Stanley and Sticks weren't at |lunch. G andpa Kurt s
aid they had to go into town for supplies.

Mark's wist was only sprained. G andnma M riam put
an ice bag on it, and the swelling went right dow
n. But Mark was groani ng and conpl ai ni ng. He was r
eally making the nost of it.

"@Quess |'lIl have to lie on the couch and watch TV f
or a week or so," he npaned.

Grandma M riam served ham sandw ches and honenade
col eslaw. Mark and | gobbl ed down our |unches. All
t hat excitenent had made us really hungry.

As we ate, | decided to tell Gandpa Kurt everythi
ng that had been happening. | couldn't hold it in

any | onger.

| told himabout how Sticks was nmaking the scarecr

ows nove at night. And how he was trying to fright

en us, trying to make us think the scarecrows were
alive.

| caught a glinpse of fear in G andpa Kurt's bl ue

eyes. But then he rubbed his white-stubbled cheeks
, and he got a faraway | ook on his face.

"Sticks and his little jokes," he said finally, a

sm | e spreading across his face. "That boy sure Ii
kes his jokes."



"He's not joking," | insisted. "He's really trying
to frighten us, G andpa."

"We could have been killed this norning!" Mark joi
ned in. He had mayonnai se sneared on his cheek.
"Sticks is a good boy," Gandma Mriamnmurnured. S
he was smling, too. She and G andpa Kurt exchange
d gl ances.

"Sticks wouldn't really hurt you," G andpa Kurt sai
d softly. "He just likes to have his fun."

"Great fun!" | nmuttered sarcastically, rolling ny e
yes.

"Yeah. Geat fun," Mark groaned. "I al nost broke ny
wrist!”

Grandpa Kurt and G andma Mriamjust smled back a
t us, their faces frozen |like the painted scarecro
w f aces.

After lunch, Mark slunped to the couch, where he p
| anned to spend the rest of the afternoon staring

at the TV. He loved having an excuse not to go out

doors.

| heard Stanley's truck pull up the drive. | decid

ed to go find Sticks and tell himhow fed up we we
re wth his stupid scarecrow tricks.

| didn't think his jokes were all in fun. | really
believed he was trying to frighten us or hurt us

—and | wanted to find out why.

| didn't see Sticks or Stanley out in the yard. So
| made ny way across the grass to the guest house
where they |ived.

It was a warm beautiful day. The sky was clear an

d bright. The air snelled fresh and sweet.

But | couldn't enjoy the sunshine. Al | could thi
nk about was letting Sticks know how angry | was.
| knocked on the guest house door. | took a deep b

reath and tossed ny hair behind ny shoul ders, |ist
ening for signs of life inside.

| tried to think of what | was going to say to Sti
cks. But | was too angry to plan it. My heart star
ted to pound. | realized | was breathing hard.

| knocked on the door again, harder this tine.
There was no one inside.



| turned ny gaze to the cornfields. The stal ks sto

od stiffly, watched over by the notionless scarecr

ows. No sign of Sticks.

| turned to the barn, across the wide grass fromt

he guest house. Maybe Sticks is in there, | though

t.

| jogged to the barn. Two enornous crows hopped al

ong the ground in front of the open barn doors. Th

ey flapped their wngs hard and scranbl ed out of m

y way.

"Hey —Sticks?" | shouted breathlessly as | stepped
| nsi de.

No reply.

The barn was dark. | waited for ny eyes to adjust.
Renmenbering ny last creepy visit to the barn, | st
epped reluctantly, ny sneakers scraping over the s
traw on the floor. "Sticks? Are you in here?" | ca

| led, staring hard into the deep shadows.

A rusted baling machi ne stood to one side of the s

traw bal es. A wheelbarrow tilted against the wall.
| hadn't noticed them before.

"@Quess he isn't here," | said to nyself out |oud.

| wal ked past the wheel barrow. | saw sonething els

e | hadn't noticed before —a pile of old coats on
the barn floor. Enpty burlap bags were stacked be

si de them

| picked one up. It had a frowning face painted on

it in black paint. | dropped the bag back onto th
e pile.
These nust be Stanley's scarecrow supplies, | reali
zed.

How many nore scarecrows did he plan to buil d?
Then sonething in the corner caught ny eye. | wal k

ed quickly over the straw. Then | bent down to exa
m ne what | saw.

Torches. At |east a dozen torches, stacked in the
corner, hidden by the darkness. Next to them | spo
tted a large bottle of kerosene.

What on earth are these doing here? | asked nyself.

Suddenly, | heard a scraping sound. | saw shadows s
| i de agai nst shadows.



And | realized that once again | was no | onger alon
e.

| junped to ny feet. "Sticks!" | cried. "You scared
me. "

Hi s face was half hidden in darkness. H s black ha
ir fell over his forehead. He didn't smle. "I war
ned you," he said nenacingly.
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Feeling the fear rise to ny throat, | stepped out

of the corner and noved past him into the |light f
romthe doorway. "I —I was | ooking for you," | st

ammered. "Sticks, why are you trying to scare Mark
and ne?"

"I warned you," he said, lowering his voice to a w
hi sper. "I warned you to get away from here, to go
back hone."

"But why?" | demanded. "What's your problem Stick

s? What did we do to you? Wiy are you trying to sc

are us?"

"I"'mnot," Sticks replied. He glanced back nervousl

y to the barn doors.

"Huh?" | gaped at him

"I"'mnot trying to scare you. Really,

he i1 nsi st ed.

"Liar," | nuttered angrily. "You nust really think
|"'ma noron. | know you threw that scarecrow onto
our path this norning. It had to be you, Sticks."

"I really don't know what you're tal king about,"” he
insisted coldly. "But |I'mwarning you —"

A sound at the doorway nade hi m stop.

We both saw Stanley step into the barn. He shiel de

d his eyes mnth one hand as his eyes adjusted to t

he darkness. "Sticks —are you in here?" he call ed.

Sticks's features tightened in sudden fear. He |et

out a | ow gasp.

"I —I've got to go," Sticks whispered tensely to

nme. He turned and started jogging toward Stanley.

"Here | am Dad," he called. "Is the tractor ready

An



| watched the two of themhurry fromthe barn. Stic
ks didn't |ook back.

| stood in the darkness, ny eyes on the enpty doorw
ay, thinking hard.

| know Sticks was |lying to ne, | thought.

| know he nmade the scarecrows nove at night. | kno
w he dressed as a scarecrow to scare ne in the woo
ds and at the barn. And | know he tossed that scar
ecrow in front of the horses this norning.

| know he's trying to frighten Mark and ne.

But enough is enough, | deci ded.

Now it's payback tine.

Now it's tinme for Sticks to be frightened. Really f
ri ght ened.
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"I can't do this!" Mark protested.

"OF course you can," | assured him "This is going
to be really cool."

"But ny wist hurts again," ny brother whined. "It
just started hurting. | can't use it."

"No problem™ | told him "You won't have to use it

He started to protest sonme nore. But then a smle
spread across his face, and his eyes lit up gleefu

Ily. "It's kind of a cool idea," he said, |aughing.
"OF course it's an awesone idea," | agreed. "I thou
ght of it!"

W were standing in the doorway to the barn. The w
hite light froma full nmoon shone down on us. OMs
hoot ed sonewher e near by.

It was a cool, clear night. The grass shimered fr

om a heavy dew. A soft wind nmade the trees whisper
. The noonlight was so bright, | could see every b
| ade of grass.

After Grandpa Kurt and Grandnma M riam had gone to
bed, | dragged Mark fromthe house. | pulled hima

cross the yard to the barn.

"Wait right here," | said. Then | hurried into the
barn to get what we needed.



It was a little creepy in the dark barn at night.

| heard a soft fluttering sound high in the rafter

S.

Probably a bat.

My sneakers were wet fromthe grass. | slid over th

e straw on the barn fl oor.

The bat swooped | ow over ny head. | heard a high-p
itched chittering up in the rafters. Mre bats.

| grabbed one of the big, old coats fromthe pile.
Then | pulled up one of the burlap bag faces and

slung it on top of the coat.

| gnoring the fluttering w ngs swoopi ng back and fo
rth, back and forth, across the barn, | hurried ou

tside to Mark.

And expl ained ny plan, ny plan to get our revenge o
n Sticks.

It was actually a very sinple plan. We'd dress Mar
k up as a scarecrow. He'd stand with the other sca
recrows in the cornfield.

|'"d go to the guest house and get Sticks. |1'd tell
Sticks | saw sonmething weird in the field. |'d pu
|1 Sticks out to the field. Mark would start to st

agger toward him—and Sticks would be so freaked,
he'd have a cow

A sinple plan. And a good one.

Sticks deserved it, too.

| pulled the burlap bag over Mark's head. The bl ac
k, painted eyes stared back at nme. | reached down,
pi cked up a handful of straw, and began stuffing
it under the bag.

"Stop squirmng!" | told Mark.

"But the straw itches!" he cried.

"You'l |l get used to it," I told him | grabbed his
shoul ders. "Stand still. Don't nove."

"Why do | need straw?" he whined.

"Mar k, you have to look like all the other scarecr

ows," | told him "Qtherwi se, Sticks won't be fool

ed. "

| stuffed the burlap face with straw. Then | held u
p the old overcoat for Mark to put on.

"I can't do this!" he wailed. "I'"mgoing to itch to
death! | can't breathe!"



"You can breathe perfectly fine," |I told him | st
uffed straw into the sleeves. | was careful to |et
clunps of straw hang fromthe cuffs, covering Mar
k's hands. Then | stuffed nore straw into the jack
et.

"WIIl you stand still?" | whispered angrily. "This
is a lot of hard work —you know?"

He grunbled in a low voice to hinself as | continue
d to work.

"Just keep thinking how great it'll be when Sticks
sees you and thinks you're a scarecrow that's rea
lly comng to life," | said.

| had straw stuck to ny hands, straw all down the

front of ny sweatshirt and jeans. | sneezed. Once.
Twce. I'mdefinitely allergic to the stuff.

But | didn't care. | was so excited. | couldn't wa
it to see Sticks's terrified face. | couldn't wait

to pay himback for trying to frighten us all wee

"I need a hat," Mark said. He was standing stiffly,
afraid to nove under all the straw.

"Hmmm " | thought hard. There weren't any hats in
the barn wth the other scarecrow supplies. "W'|
| just take one off a real scarecrow, " | told Mark.
| stepped back to see ny handi work. Mark | ooked pr
etty good. But he still needed nore straw. | set t

o work, stuffing him nmaking the old coat bul ge.
"Now don't forget to stand straight and stiff, wt
h your arns straight out,” | instructed.

"Do | have a choice?" Mark conplained. "I —I can't
nove at all!"

"Good," | said. | arranged the straw that stuck ou

t of his sleeves, then stepped back. "Ckay. You're
ready," | told him

"How do | | ook?" he asked.

"Li ke a short scarecrow," | told him

"I"'mtoo short?" he replied.

"Don't worry, Mark," | said, grabbing his arm "I'm
going to stick you up on a pole!"

"Huh?"

| laughed. "Gotcha," | muttered. "I'mkidding." | s

tarted to lead himto the cornfields.



"Think this is going to work?" Mark asked, wal ki ng
stiffly. "Think we're really going to scare Stick
s?"

| nodded. An evil grin spread over ny face. "I thi
nk so," | told ny brother. "I think Sticks is in f
or aterrifying surprise."

Little did | know that we all were!
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| gripped Mark's armwi th both hands and led himt

o the cornfields. The bright noon bathed us in whi

te light. The tall cornstal ks shivered in a |ight
breeze.

Mark | ooked so nuch |ike a scarecrow, it was scary
. Tufts of straw stuck out at his neck and the cuf

fs of his coat. The enornous old coat hung | oosely
over his shoul ders and cane down nearly to his kn

ees.

We stepped into the field. Qur sneakers crunched o

ver the dry ground as we edged through a narrow ro

W.

The cornstal ks rose above our heads. The breeze nm

de them |l ean over us, as if trying to close us in.
| et out a gasp as | heard a rustling sound al ong

t he ground.

Foot st eps?

Mark and | both froze. And I|i stened.

The tall stalks bent |ow as the wnd picked up. Th

ey nade an eerie creaking sound as they noved. The
ri pe corn sheat hs bobbed heavily.

Creeeeak. Creeeeak.

The stal ks shifted back and forth.

Then we heard the rustling again. A soft brushing s

ound.

Very near by.

"Ow. Let go!" Mark whispered.

| suddenly realized | was still gripping his arm s

queezing it tightly.

| et go. And listened. "Do you hear it?" | whisper

ed to Mark. "That brushing sound?"



Cr eeeeak. Creeeeak.
The cornstal ks | eaned over us, shifting in the w nd

A twi g cracked. So nearby, | nearly junped out of m
y skin,

| held ny breath. My heart was racing.

Anot her soft rustling sound. | stared down at the g

round, trying to foll ow the sound.

A large gray squirrel scanpered across the row and

di sappeared between the stal ks.

| burst out |aughing, nostly fromrelief. "Just a

squirrel,"” | said. "Do you believe it? Just a squi

rrel!™

Mark let out a long, relieved sigh fromunder the

burl ap bag. "Jodie, can we get going?" he denmanded
i npatiently. "This thing itches |Iike crazy!"

He rai sed both hands and tried to scratch his face
t hrough the bag. But | quickly tugged his arns do

wn. "Mark —stop. You'll ness up the straw™

"But ny face feels |like a hundred bugs are crawin

g all over it!" he wailed. "And | can't see. You d

idn't cut the eyehol es big enough.”

"Just follownne," | nuttered. "And stop conpl ainin
. You want to scare Sticks, don't you?"

Mark didn't reply. But he et ne | ead himdeeper in

to the cornfield.

Suddenly, a black shadow fell over our path.

| et out a sharp gasp before | realized it was the
| ong shadow of a scarecrow.

"How do you do," | said, reaching out and shaki ng

its straw hand. "May | borrow your hat ?"

| reached up and pulled the brown, floppy hat off

the burlap head. Then | lowered it over Mark's bur
Iap head and pulled it down tight.

‘Hey —!" Mark protested.
"I don't want it to fall off," | told him

"I"'m never going to stop itching!™ Mark whined. "C
an you scratch ny back? Please? My whole back is i
tching!"

| gave the back of the old coat a few hard rubs.
Turn around,"” | instructed him | gave hima final



| nspecti on.
Excel lent. He | ooked nore |like a scarecrow than the
scarecrows did.
"Stand right here," | told him noving himinto a
small clearing between two rows of cornstal ks. "Go
od. Now when you hear ne bringing Sticks over, put
your arns straight out. And don't nove a nuscle.”
"I know, | know," Mark grunmbled. "Think I don't kn
ow how to be a scarecrow? Just hurry —okay?"
"Ckay," | told him | turned and nade ny way qui ck
|y along the shifting rows of cornstalks. Dry stra
w and | eaves crackl ed beneath ny sneakers.
| was breathing hard by the time | reached the gue
st house. The doorway was dark. But an orange |igh
t glowed dinmly behind the pulled shade in the w nd
OW.
| hesitated at the doorway and |listened. Silence in
si de.
How was | going to get Sticks to cone out alone —w
i thout his father?
| didn't want to frighten Stanley. He was a really
nice man, who woul d never think of playing nean j
okes on Mark and ne. And | knew how scared and ups
et he could get.
| only wanted to frighten Sticks. To teach hima |
esson. To teach him he had no business getting on
our case just because Mark and | are "city kids."
The wind fluttered through ny hair. | could hear t
he cornstal ks creaking behind ne in the fields.
| shivered.
Taking a deep breath, | raised ny fist to knock on
t he door.
But a sound behind ne made ne spin around.
"Hey —!" | choked out.
Sonmeone was novi ng across the grass, half running,
hal f stunbling. My eyes were all watery. It was h
ard to see.
Was it Mark?
Yes. | recognized the floppy hat, the bulky, dark o
vercoat falling down past his knees.
What is he doing? | asked nyself, watching himappr
oach.



Wiy is he follow ng ne?

He's going to ruin the whol e joke!

As he cane closer, he raised a straw hand as if poi
nting at ne.

"Mark —what's wong?" | called in a | oud whisper.
He continued to gesture with his straw hand as he r
an.

"Mark —qget back in the field!'" |I whispered. "You
re not supposed to follow ne. You're going to ruin
everyt hing! Mark —what are you doi ng here?"

| notioned with both hands for himto go back to th
e cornfield.

But he ignored ne and kept coming, trailing straw a
S he ran.

"Mar k, please —go back! Go back!" | pl eaded.

But he stepped up in front of nme and grabbed ny sho
ul ders.

And as | stared into the cold, painted bl ack eyes

—1 realized to ny horror that it wasn't Mark!

22

| cried out and tried to pull away.
But the scarecrow held on to ne tightly.
"Sticks —is that you?" | cried in a trenbling voic

e.
No reply.

| stared into the bl ank, painted eyes.

And realized there were no human eyes behi nd t hem
The straw hands scratched agai nst ny throat.

| opened ny nouth to scream

And the door to the guest house swung open. "Sticks
—"1 managed to choke out.

Sticks stepped out onto the small stoop. "What on e
arth —!" he cri ed.

He | eaped off the stoop, grabbed the scarecrow by

t he coat shoulders —and heaved it to the ground.
The scarecrow hit the ground w thout nmaking a soun
d. It lay sprawed on its back, staring up at us b
| ankl vy.

"Who —who is it?" | cried, rubbing ny neck where t



he straw hands had scratched it.

Sticks bent down and jerked away the burlap scarecr

ow head.

Not hi ng under neat h. Not hi ng but straw.

"I't —it really is a scarecrow"” | cried in horror.
"But it —wal ked!"

"I warned you," Sticks said solemly, staring down
at the headless dark figure. "I warned you, Jodie

"You nean it wasn't you?" | demanded. "It wasn't yo
utrying to scare Mark and ne?"
Sticks shook his head. He raised his dark eyes to
m ne. "Dad brought the scarecrows to life," he sai
d softly. "Last week. Before you cane. He used his
book. He chanted sonme words —and they all cane t
olife.™
"Oh, no," | murmured, raising ny hands to ny face.
"W were all so frightened," Sticks continued. "Es
peci ally your grandparents. They begged Dad to rec
ite the words and put the scarecrows back to sleep

"Did he?" | asked.

"Yes," Sticks replied. "He put them back to sl eep.
But first he insisted your grandparents nake sone
prom ses. They had to prom se not to |laugh at him
anynore. And they had to prom se to do everything
he wanted from now on."

Sticks took a deep breath. He stared toward the gu

est house w ndow. "Haven't you noticed how differe

nt things are at the farn? Haven't you noticed how
frightened your grandparents are?"

| nodded solemly. "OF course | have."

"They' ve been trying to keep Dad happy," Sticks co

nti nued. "They've been doing everything they can t

o keep himfromgetting upset or angry. Your grand

not her fixes only his favorite food. Your grandfat

her stopped telling scary stories because Dad does
nt like them"

| shook ny head. "They're that afraid of Stanley?"

"They're afraid he'll read the chant in the book a

gain and bring the scarecrows back to life," Stick

s said. He swall owed hard. "There's only one probl



em" he nmurnured.

"What's that?" | asked.

"Well, | haven't told Dad yet. But . . ." H's voice
trailed off.

"But what?" | denmanded eagerly.

"Sone of the scarecrows are still alive," Sticks r
eplied. "Sonme of them never went back to sleep.”
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We both let out short cries as the front door to th
e house swung open.

Startled, | |eaped away fromthe doorway.

As the door pulled open, it revealed a rectangle o
f orange light. Stanley stepped into the |ight.

He held on to the door and peered out. H s eyes sh
owed surprise as they |anded on Sticks and ne. But
t hen he goggled and uttered a choking sound as he
spotted the headl ess scarecrow on the ground.
"N-no!" Stanley sputtered. He pointed a trenbling

finger at the scarecrow. "It —it wal ks! The scare
crow wal ks!"
"No, Dad —!" Sticks cried.

But Stanley didn't hear him Stanley had al ready di
ved back into the house.
Sticks started after him But Stanley reappeared i

n the doorway. As he stepped outside, | saw that h
e was carrying the big superstition book.

"The scarecrows wal k!" Stanley screaned. "I nust t
ake charge! | nust take charge of themall now"

H s eyes were wild. H's entire skinny body was tre
nbling. He started toward the cornfields, totally
crazy. Sticks tried to cal mhi m down.
"No, Dad!" Sticks cried desperately, hurrying afte
r him "The scarecrow was dropped here! | dropped
It here, Dad! It didn't walk! It didn't wal k!'"
Stanl ey kept wal king, taking long, rapid strides.
He didn't seemto hear Sticks. "I nust take charge
now " Stanley declared. "I nust be the | eader. |
W ll bring the others back to Iife and take contro
I."



He turned and gl anced at Sticks, who was hurrying
to catch up to him "Stay back!" Stanl ey shout ed.
"Stay back —until | read the chant! Then you can
foll ow "
"Dad —please listen to ne!" Sticks cried. "The sc
arecrows are all asleep! Don't wake thent"
Stanley finally stopped a few yards fromthe edge
of the cornfields. He turned to Sticks and studi ed
his face. "You're sure? You're sure they're not o
ut of my control? You're sure they're not wal ki ng?"
Sticks nodded. "Yes. I'msure, Dad. I'mreally sure

Stanley's face filled with confusion. He kept star
ing hard at Sticks, as if not believing him "I do
n't have to read the chant?" Stanley asked, confus

ed, his eyes on the swaying cornstalks. "I don't h

ave to take charge?”

"No, Dad," Sticks replied softly. "The scarecrows

are all still. You can put the book away. The scar

ecrows are not noving."

Stanley sighed with relief. He | owered the book to
his side. "None of thenP" he asked warily.

"None of them" Sticks replied soothingly.

And that's when Mark —in full scarecrow costunme —
deci ded to conme staggering out of the cornfield.
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"Where' ve you been?" Mark call ed.

Stanley's eyes went wi de, and he opened his nouth i

n a high shriek of terror.

"Dad, please —!" Sticks pl eaded.

Too | ate.

Stanl ey took off, heading into the cornfields, the
bi g book raised high in front of him "The scarec
rows wal k! They wal k!'" he cri ed.

Mark tucked at the burlap bag face. "Did we blow i

t?" he called. "lIs the joke over? What's happeni ng

A

There was no tine to answer him

Sticks turned to ne, his features tight with fear.



"We've got to stop Dad!" he cried. He started run
ning to the swayi ng cornstal ks.

Stanl ey had al ready di sappeared between the tall ro
ws of corn.,

My allergies were really bad. | kept rubbing ny ey
es, trying to clear them But as | followed Sticks
, everything was a shimrering blur of grays and bl
acks.

OM" | cried out as | stunbled in a soft hole and
fell.
Mark, right behind ne, nearly toppled over ne.
He reached down and hel ped pull nme up. | had | ande
d hard on both knees, and they were throbbing wth
pai n.

"Which way did they go?" | asked breathl essly, sea

rching the dark, swaying rows of creaking cornstal

Ks.

"I —I'"mnot sure!" Mark stamered. "What's going o
n, Jodie? Tell me!"

"Not nom" | told him "W have to stop Stanley. W
have to —"

Stanley's voice, high and excited, rose up fromso
mewhere nearby. Mark and | both froze as we |isten

ed to the strange words he was chanti ng.

"I's he reading sonething fromthat weird book?" Mar
k demanded.

Wt hout answering, | headed in the direction of St

anley's voice. It was easy to follow him He was c
hanting the strange words at the top of his |ungs.

Where was Sticks? | wonder ed.

Wiy hadn't Sticks been able to stop his father?

| pushed frantically through the tall stalks. | wa

s noving blindly, ny eyes watered over, brushing t
he stal ks out of the way with both hands.

In a small clearing, | found Stanley and Sticks. T
hey were standing in front of two scarecrows on po
| es.

Stanl ey held the book up close to his face as he ch

anted, noving his finger over the words.

Sticks stood frozen, a blank expression on his face
, a face of cold terror.

Had t he words of the chant sonehow frozen himthere



| i ke that?
The scarecrows stood stiffly on their poles, their
pai nted eyes staring lifelessly out fromunder th
eir floppy black hats.
Mark and | stepped into the clearing just as Stanl
ey finished his chant. He slamed the big book shu
t and tucked it under one arm
"They're going to walk now" Stanley cried excited
ly. "They're going to cone alive again!"
Sticks suddenly seened to cone back to life. He bl
| nked several tinmes and shook his head hard, as if
trying to clear it.
W all stared at the two scarecrows.
They stared back at us, lifeless, unnoving.
The clouds floated away fromthe noon. The shadow o
ver the cornfields rolled away.
| stared into the eerie, pale light.
A heavy silence descended over us. The only sounds
| could hear were Stanley's shallow breathing, te
nse gasps as he waited for his chant to work, for
his scarecrows to cone to |ife.
| don't know how | ong we stood there, none of us m
oving a nuscle, watching the scarecrows. Watching.

Wat chi ng.

"I't didn't work," Stanley noaned finally. H's voic
e cane out sad and low. "I did sonething wong. Th
e chant —it didn't work."

A smle grew on Sticks's face. He gazed at ne. "It

didn't work!" Sticks exclainmed happily.
And then | heard the scratch scratch scratch of dry
straw.
| saw the scarecrows' shoulders start to twitch. |
saw their eyes light up and their heads |ean forw
ard.
Scratch scratch scratch.
The dry straw crinkled |oudly as they both squirne
d off their poles and | owered thenselves silently
to the ground.

25



"Go warn your grandparents!" Sticks cried. "Hurry!

G tell themwhat ny dad has done!"

Mark and | hesitated. W stared at the scarecrows

as they stretched their arns and rolled their burl

ap bag heads, as if waking up after a | ong sl eep.

"Jodi e —I| ook!" Mark choked out in a hushed whisper
He pointed out to the fields.

| gasped in horror as | saw what Mark was staring a

t.

Al over the field, dark-coated scarecrows were st

retching, squirmng, |owering thenselves fromthei

r pol es.

More than a dozen of them silently coming to |ife.

"Run!" Sticks was scream ng. "Go! Tell your grandpa
rents!”

Stanl ey stood frozen in place, gripping the book i
n both hands. He stared in amazenent, shaking his
head, enjoying his triunph.

Sticks's face was knotted with fear. He gave ny sho
ul ders a hard shove. "Run!"

The scarecrows were rolling their heads back and f

orth, stretching out their straw arns. The dry scr

atch of straw filled the night air.

| forced nyself to take ny eyes off them Mark and
| turned and started running through the cornfi el

d. W pushed the tall stal ks away w th both hands

as we ran. We ducked our heads low, running in ter
rified silence.

We ran across the grass, past the guest house. Past
the dark, silent barn.

The farmhouse | ooned darkly ahead of us. The w ndo

ws were dark. A dimporch light sent a circle of y

ellow | ight over the back porch.

"Hey —!" Mark shouted, pointing.

Grandpa Kurt and Grandnma M riam nust have heard ou
r shouts back in the cornfields. They were waiting
for us in the back yard.

They | ooked frail and frightened. Gandma Mriamh

ad pulled a flannel bathrobe over her nightdress.
She had a scarf tied over her short red hair.
Grandpa Kurt had pulled his overalls on over his p



aj amas. He | eaned heavily on his cane, shaking his
head as Mark and | cane runni ng up.

"The scarecrows —!" | excl ai ned breathl essly.

"They're wal king!" Mark cried. "Stanley —he —

"Did you get Stanley upset?" G andpa Kurt asked, h
Is eyes wwde with fear. "Wio got Stanley upset? He
prom sed us he wouldn't do it again! He prom sed

—if we didn't upset him"

"I't was an accident!"” | told him "W didn't nean t

0. Really!"

"We've worked so hard to keep Stanley happy," G an

dnma Mriamsaid sadly. She chewed her lower lip. "

So hard . . ."

"I didn't think he'd do it," Gandpa Kurt said, hi

S eyes on the cornfields. "I thought we convi nced
himit was too dangerous."

"Why are you dressed |like that?" Gandma Mriam ask

ed MarKk.

| was so frightened and upset, | had conpletely fo
rgotten that Mark was still dressed as a scarecrow

"Mark, did you dress like that to scare Stanley?" G
randma M ri am demanded.

"No!" Mark cried. "It was supposed to be a joke! Ju
st a joke!"

"We were trying to scare Sticks," | told them "But
when Stanley saw Mark, he . . ."

My voice trailed off as | saw the dark figures step
out of the cornfields.

In the silvery noonlight, | saw Stanley and Sticks
They were running hard, |eaning forward as they
ran. Stanley held the book in front of him H's sh

oes slipped and slid over the wet grass.
Behi nd t hem cane the scarecrows. They were novi ng
awkwar dl y, staggering, lurching silently forward.
Their straw arns stretched straight forward, as if
reaching to grab Stanley and Sticks. Their round,
bl ack eyes gl owed blankly in the noonlight.
Staggering, tunbling, falling, they cane after Sta
nley and Sticks. A dozen twi sted figures in black
coats and hats. Leaving clunps of straw as they pu
| | ed thensel ves forward.



Grandma M riam grabbed ny arm and squeezed it in te

rror. Her hand was as cold as ice.

W watched Stanley fall, then scranble to his feet
Sticks hel ped pull himup, and the two of themc

ontinued to run toward us in terror.

The silent scarecrows |urched and staggered cl oser.
Cl oser.

"Hel p us —please!" Stanley called to us.

"What can we do?" | heard Grandpa Kurt nutter sadly
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The four of us huddl ed close together, staring in
hel pl ess horror as the scarecrows nmade their way,
chasing Stanley and Sticks across the noonlit | awn.
Gandma Mriamheld on to ny arm G andpa Kurt |ea
ned heavily, squeezing the handle of his cane.
"They won't obey ne!" Stanl ey screaned breathl essl
y. He stopped in front of us, holding the book in
one hand.
Hi s chest was heaving up and down as he struggl ed
to catch his breath. Despite the cool ness of the n
i ght, sweat poured down his forehead.
"They won't obey ne! They nust obey ne! The book s
ays so!" Stanley cried, frantically waving the boo
k in the air.
Sticks stopped beside his father. He turned to wat
ch the scarecrows approach. "What are you going to
do?" he asked his father. "You have to do sonethi
ng!"
"They're alive!" Stanley shrieked. "Aive!"
"What does the book say?" G andpa Kurt demanded.
"They're alive! They're all alive!"™ Stanley repeate
d, his eyes wild with fright.
"Stanley —listen to ne!" G andpa Kurt yelled. He
grabbed Stanley by the shoul ders and spun hi m arou
nd to face him "Stanley —what does the book say
to do? How do you get themin control ?"
"Alive," Stanley murnmured, his eyes rolling in his
head. "They're all alive."



"Stanl ey —what does the book say to do?" G andpa K
urt demanded once agai n.

"I —I don't know," Stanley replied.

We turned back to the scarecrows. They were noving
cl oser. Spreading out. Formng a line as they sta
ggered toward us. Their arns reached forward nenac
ingly, as if preparing to grab us.

Cl unps of straw fell fromtheir sleeves. Straw spil
| ed fromtheir coats.

But they continued to lurch toward us. O oser. d os
er.

The bl ack, painted eyes stared straight ahead. The

y leered at us with their ugly, painted nouths.
"Stop!" Stanley screaned, raising the book high ove
r his head. "I conmand you to stop!"”

The scarecrows lurched slowy, steadily forward.
"Stop!" Stanley shrieked in a high, frightened voi
ce. "I brought you to life! You are mne! Mne! |
command you! | command you to stop!"

The bl ank eyes stared straight at us. The arns rea
ched stiffly forward. The scarecrows pulled thense
| ves cl oser. O oser.

"Stop! | said stop!" Stanley screeched.

Mar k edged closer to ne. Behind his burlap mask | c¢
ould see his eyes. Terrified eyes.

| gnoring Stanley's frightened pleas, the scarecrows
dragged t hensel ves cl oser. O oser.

And then | did sonething that changed the whole nig
ht .

| sneezed.
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Mark was so startled by ny sudden, |oud sneeze tha
t he et out a short cry and junped away from ne.
To ny amazenent, the scarecrows all stopped noving
forward —and j unped back, too.

"Whoa!" | cried. "Wat's going on here?"

The scarecrows all seened to have trained their pai
nted eyes on Mark.

"Mark —quick —raise your right hand!"™ | cried.



Mark gazed at ne through the burlap bag. | could se

e confusion in his eyes.

But he obediently raised his right hand high over h
i s head.

And the scarecrows all raised their right hands!

"Mark —they're imtating you!" Gandma Mriamcrie

d.

Mark raised both hands in the air.

The scarecrows copied himagain. | heard the scratc
h of straw as they lifted both arns.

Mark tilted his head to the left. The scarecrows ti
|ted their heads to the left.

Mark dropped to his knees. The scarecrows sank in

their straw, slaves to ny brother's every nove.

"They —they think you're one of them" G andpa Kur

t whi spered.

"They think you're their leader!" Stanley cried, s

taring w de-eyed at the scarecrows sl unped on the

gr ound.

"But how do | make them go back to their poles?" M

ark demanded excitedly. "How do | nmake them go bac
k to being scarecrows?"

"Dad —find the right chant!" Sticks yelled. "Find

the right words! Make them sl eep agai n!"

Stanl ey scratched his short, dark hair. "I —I'mto

o scared!" he confessed sadly.

And then | had an idea.

"Mark —" | whispered, leaning close to him "Pull

of f your head."

"Huh?" He gazed at ne through the burlap nmask.

"Pull off your scarecrow head," | urged him still

whi speri ng.

"But why?" Mark demanded. He waved his hands in th

e air. The scarecrows obediently waved their straw
hands in the air.

Everyone was staring at ne, eager to hear ny explan

ation.

"I'f you pull off your scarecrow head," | told Mark
, "then they will pull off their heads. And they'l

| die."

Mark hesitated. "Huh? You think so?"

"I't'"s worth a try," G andpa Kurt urged.



"Go ahead, Mark. Hurry!" Sticks cried.

Mark hesitated for a second. Then he stepped forwa
rd, just inches fromthe dark-coated scarecrows.
"Hurry!" Sticks urged him

Mark gripped the top of the burlap bag with both h
ands. "l sure hope this works," he nmurnured. Then
he gave the bag a hard tug and pulled it off.
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The scarecrows stopped noving. They stood still as
statues as they watched Mark pull off his scarecr

ow head.

Mark stared back at them holding the burlap bag b

etween his hands. H's hair was matted wetly to his
forehead. He was dripping with sweat.

The scarecrows hesitated for a nonent nore.

A long, silent nonent.

| held ny breath. My heart was poundi ng.

Then | let out a happy cry as the scarecrows all r

eached up with their straw hands —and pulled off

t heir heads!

The dark hats and burlap heads fell silently to the
gr ass.

None of us noved. W were waiting for the scarecrow

s to fall.

Waiting for the headl ess scarecrows to coll apse and
fall.

But they didn't go down.

| nstead, they reached out their arns and noved stif

fly, menacingly forward.

"They —they're coming to get us!" Stanley cried in
a high, trenbling voice.

"Mark —do sonething!" | shouted, shoving himforw
ard. "Make them stand on one foot or hop up and do

wn. Stop them ™

The headl ess figures dragged thensel ves toward us,
arns outstretched.

Mark stepped forward. He rai sed both hands over his
head.

The scarecrows didn't stop, didn't copy him



"Hey —hands up!" Mark shouted desperately. He wave

d his hands above hi s head.

The scarecrows edged forward, silently, steadily.

"Th-they're not doing it!" Mark wailed. "They're no

t followng ne!"

"You don't look Iike a scarecrow anynore," G andma
M riam added. "They don't think you're their |ead

er."

Cl oser they cane, staggering blindly. C oser.

They fornmed a tight circle around us.

A scarecrow brushed its straw hand agai nst ny cheek

| uttered a terrified cry. "Noooooo!"

It reached for ny throat, the dry straw scratching
me, scratching ny face, scratching, scratching.
The headl ess scarecrows swarned over Mark. He thra
shed and ki cked. But they were snothering him for

cing himto the ground.

My grandparents cried out hel plessly as the dark-c
oated figures surrounded them Stanley let out a s

i | ent gasp.

"Sticks —help ne!" | shrieked as the straw hands w
rapped around ny neck. "Sticks? Sticks?"

| glanced frantically around.

"Sticks? Help ne! Please! \Were are you?"

Then | realized to ny horror that Sticks was gone.
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"Sticks?" | let out a final nuffled cry.

The straw hands w apped around ny throat. The scar
ecrow rolled over ne. My face was pressed into the
dry straw of its chest.

| tried to squirmfree. But it held on, surrounded
me, choked ne.

The straw snell ed sour. Decayed. | felt sick. A wav
e of nausea swept over ne.
"Let go! Let go!" | heard Stanl ey pleading.

The scarecrow was surprisingly strong. It wapped
its arnms around ne tightly, snothering ne in the d
| sgusting straw.



| made one |ast attenpt to pull free. Struggling w
th all ny mght, | raised ny head.
And saw two balls of fire. Orange streaks of |ight.

Fl oati ng cl oser.

And in the orange light, | saw Sticks's face, hard
and det er m ned.

| gave another hard tug. And tunbl ed backwards.
"Sticks!" | cried.

He was carrying two blazing torches. The torches fr
omthe barn, | realized.

"I was saving these just in case!" Sticks call ed.
The scarecrows seened to sense danger.

They let go of us, tried to scranble away.

But Sticks noved quickly.

He swept the two torches, swinging themlike baseba
|1 bats.

A scarecrow caught fire. Then anot her.

Sticks made anot her w de sw ng.

The fire crackled, a streak of orange against the d
ar kness.

The dry straw burst into flane. The old coats burne
d quickly.

The scarecrows twi sted and withed as the bright f

| anmes danced over them They sank to their backs o
n the ground. Burning. Burning so brightly, so sil
ently, so fast.

| took a step back, staring in horror and fascinati
on.

Grandpa Kurt had his armaround G andma Mriam Th
ey | eaned close together, their faces reflecting t
he flickering flanes.

Stanl ey stood tensely, his eyes wide. He hugged th
e book tightly to his chest. He was nurnuring to h
i msel f, but | couldn't make out the words.

Mark and | stood beside Sticks, who held a torch i
n each hand, watching with narrowed eyes as the sc
arecrows burned.

| n seconds, there was nothing left but clunps of da
rk ashes on the ground.

"I't's over," Gandma Mriamnurnured softly, gratef
ul ly.



"Never again," | heard Stanley nutter.

The house was qui et the next afternoon.

Mark was out on the screen porch, lying in the ham
nock, reading a stack of com c books. G andpa Kurt
and Grandma M riam had gone in for their afternoo
n nap.

Sticks had driven into town to pick up the mail.
Stanley sat at the kitchen table, reading his supe
rstition book. H's finger noved over the page as h
e nuttered the words aloud in a | ow voi ce.

"Never again," he had repeated at lunch. "I've | ea
rned ny | esson about this book. I'll never try to
bring any scarecrows to life again. | won't even r

ead the part about scarecrows!"

W were all glad to hear that.

So now, on this |azy, peaceful afternoon, Stanley

sat at the table, quietly reading sone chapter of

t he bi g book.

And | sat al one on the couch in the living room h

earing Stanley's gentle murnurings fromthe kitche
n, thinking about the night before.

It felt good to have a quiet afternoon, to be all a
| one to think about what had happened.

Al alone . . .

The only one in the room. .

The only one to hear Stanl ey’ S | ow munbling as he r

ead the book.

The only one to see the gigantic stuffed brown bear
blink its eyes.

The only one to see the bear lick its |ips, step o

ff its platform snarl and paw the air with its en

or nous cl aws.

The only one to hear its stomach growl as it stared
down at ne.

The only one to see the hungry | ook on its face as
it magically cane out of its |ong hibernation.
"Stanley?" | called in a tiny, high voice. "Stanley
? What chapter have you been readi ng?"



