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Dillon Stone stared intently at Old Nick, the scarecrow. He hung fixed on his crosspiece beneath the unclouded blue, seven feet tall amidst the parched corn stalks, his straw hair stirring in the soft, not yet winter breeze. His weathered fedora shaded him from the waning October sun and his long coat of many colors (it looked like a discarded bathrobe well past its salad days) swallowed his stick arms in its wizard's sleeves. Splayed branch fingers poked from the ends like overused brooms. His eyes were blank buttons, his crooked grin sewed on with baling twine. But Nick, with his vivid garment, looked like a colorful splash of life amidst all the dead and dying brown.

Dillon's eyes were penciled on in a squint and wispy webs nipped at the corners, more profuse than there should be for one so young. Some folks thought maybe the sun had burned his brain. He was a little strange, but not harmful. Kind of like everybody's weird cousin. Quiet. Thin, even though he ate milk and cheese by the barrel and never gained an ounce. Very smart -much smarter than your average bear- but didn't make a case of it. You just sensed it about him. He would laugh at your jokes and go in on a prank with you, but would never be the life of the party. The kind of guy who would only dance with the one that brung him.

He'd followed Donny Casey up here to Jones' pasture, driving his little Cruze and trailing Donny's pickup truck down the dusty, dirt road. The tragic offerings for the evening were jumbled dishonorably in the bed of Donny's pickup. Like every Halloween for as long as Dillon could remember in his little town of Crabtree near the Tennessee border, there would be a great bonfire in the middle of the field, the rippling blaze mirrored in the pond. The Scarecrows gathered up from every corner of town would be thrown on the blaze while the town's teens (and some older, middle aged adolescents) drank beer and cooked out over open pits, using flames from the bonfire to start their own smaller, cooking fires. It was sad and inhumane in a way because, what did every scarecrow fear most? Fire. Everybody who'd seen The Wizard of Oz knew that. It was the wooden stake to the vampire, the silver bullet to the werewolf.  It was a cruel end to a thankless job.

“I've seen it move,” Dillon said, as if speaking to no-one in particular.

Donny turned from tying down bands on the bed of his pickup truck to secure his cargo. He'd just plucked the last couple of scarecrows from either side of Old Nick, leaving him as the sole survivor.

“Yeah, so? It's called wind. It moves a lot of things.” He paused for just a second, giving Dillon a critical eyeballing. “You know, if you weren't so weird, Janet would go out with you. She really likes you.”

“I'm not weird. I have... different interests. Besides, I think she prefers that little queer bait, chicken-necked hobbit, Randy.” He sighed. “I wouldn't have expected her to have a taste for shit.”

Donny had no time to commiserate.

“You comin' with, or are you gonna sit up here with Old Nick to watch the show?”

“I think I'll stay a little longer.” His colorful cheeks betrayed his guilt when he smiled. “I asked Janet to come by.” 

“She's an angel if she does,” Donny grinned, “but I always had a feeling. The two of you look good together.”

“Yeah, we're quite the couple: my horns, her halo.”

Donny climbed into his truck. “Okay, Linus. I'm off to set up the bonfire. You let me know if the Great Pumpkin shows up, huh?”

Dillon smiled. “If he does, any young children and old ladies with walkers standing in my line of retreat are getting trampled while I make my getaway.”

“You'll be coming tonight,” Donny questioned.

“I'll probably make it by a little later.”

“See you then.” Donny drove off with the scarecrows bouncing and clattering like discarded marionettes in the bed of his pickup truck. Their bleak eyes and painted-on grins drooped drab and sad at the thought of their soon-to-be unhappy ending.

Dillon watched Donny drive to the far side of the pasture, down into the low part where the pond glimmered while he and Old Nick stood sentinel on the hill overlooking them from three eighths of a mile away. A knot of toy teenagers and Matchbox vehicles had assembled and the kids set about stacking a mound of kindling on a level spot, then tossing the cast-off scarecrows atop the starter wood. The heap built steadily until it topped out past eight feet and the last victims had to literally be thrown to the top.

Fifteen minutes later he heard a car drive up. He didn't look around, though he hoped it was Janet. She had promised to come by, but when you were trying to spark a green-eyed, red-haired knockout like Janet, it was best not to get your hopes up. But she was true to her word and he liked that. So many broke their promises. Her hair was pulled back in a flaming ponytail. Well-worn blue jeans and a flannel shirt concealed her secret, rosy charms. The sun attempted and failed a pale imitation of her smile. She was just so nice. Too beautiful to be that nice. 

“I was hoping you'd be here,” she said, walking towards him. “I hate to be stood up.”

“I can't imagine that happening,” he said, brushing off his jeans and rising.

“I thought you'd be with everybody else, not up on this hill being moody.”

He grinned and shrugged. “They can make do without me.”

“Don't you have friends? You always seem to be by yourself.”

“I'm not always alone. I just run in a little different circles.”

She looked across the pasture, over the barbed wire that parted the cattle from the corn, at the ongoing preparations.

“It'll be my first one,” she said. “I just missed the last one. We're going together, right? I'll need a guide to make sure I don't make a donkey of myself.” She didn't have to look at him and smile to make him melt, but she did.

“I'm going to say no to you?”

She laughed and touched him on the arm.

“What's all the to-do about anyway? It's like Halloween every day with all the scarecrow iconography. Scarecrows in the stores, the schools...”

“Even the church,” Dillon said.

Janet blinked. “Seriously?”

He shrugged again. “Some towns have acorns, some have peaches. We have scarecrows.”

“You're going to tell me why, right?”

He hesitated for just a second, trying to form his thoughts.

“You asked me while ago if I had any friends. I do, but Old Nick doesn't. He's all alone.”

She looked doubtfully at the scarecrow. “He has a name?”

“Well, no, not really. Just what I call him.”

“Don't go weird on me,” Janet said,  more playful than warning.

“No weirder than usual. Just bear with me. I'm not quite as mad as people think.”

“I'm all ears.”

“I don't really do well this time of year,” Dillon apologized. He stayed mum for just a second as he heard the distant, muted clang of a cowbell somewhere out of sight in the pasture, a cheery sound at a cheerless moment. “The sun and the land are dying, summer's fleeting spark is gone and it's like everything's ending. I don't mind being alone, but I hate the darkness in the daylight, sort of like the old straw man, there. Out here alone, rain, shine, freezing cold or blistering heat. Eyes to see, but they're only buttons. A mouth to speak, but no words to tell the story so many have forgotten.”

“But not you?”

“No. Not me. Never me.”

Janet hooked her arm through his and looked up at him with sparkling green eyes. She was a buxom thing and her heat was comforting in the cooling afternoon.

“Tell me,” she said, “a scarecrow story.”

He gave her a short study, scanning her gemstone eyes for malice or jest.

“Isn't a scarecrow story a little timeworn? Even for Halloween?”

She raised her eyes to look up at Old Nick. His moth-eaten lid, silly/evil grin,  sapling arms and battered coat of many colors spoke what he couldn't.

“He's the last one,” she said, looking back at Dillon. “Maybe he wants his story told.”

“I can do better than tell you,” Dillon said. “I can show you.”

**********
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THEY TOOK HER CAR TO the church. It was only a short drive, Crabtree being two hydrants and a stop sign. He noticed on her keyring in the ignition a four-leafed clover encased in plastic, surrounded by a metal escutcheon plate. A tawdry little trinket, but one which obviously meant something to her.

They didn't speak much, but she did ask him what his name meant, since it was spelled differently than the typical Dylan.

“Faithful,” he told her. “Or lightning. I think the first fits better.” 

They walked into the cemetery behind the church and she quite naturally and unexpectedly took his hand as they walked. The sun peeked part in and part out of the mostly naked treetops and they strolled in a garden of half shadows. He was still amazed at her warmth and vitality, as if she radiated life force enough for ten.

“You'd gain some weight if you ate a little meat,” she said, noting the gauntness of his arm. Her concern was more than just passing. She really liked him.

“I like the smell of meat cooking, but never really developed a taste for it. It's not like I'm starving.”

“You should let me fix something for you. I'm a pretty good cook.”

“That sounds good. But I thought you and Randy had a thing.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Well, you did go to the prom with him.”

She stopped and gave him a stern look, untwining her hand so she could face him.

“He asked me. You didn't.”

He rolled his eyes. “Jeez, I can't argue with a woman who undermines me with facts. Still, you might be better off not getting tangled up with the weird kid. Ever since you moved here a year ago, I've plotted to get you alone, and when I finally do, we end up in a cemetery.”

“It's not so bad,” she said, taking hold of his hand again. “All you had to do was ask. Why are we here, anyway?”

He stopped at a melancholy assemblage of grave markers, ten in all, arranged in an out of the way corner of the churchyard. The first marker was very old, the engraving so eroded that it would almost take a gravestone rubbing to read it. Almost. Janet peered at the writing.

“John... I can't make that out. September tenth, 1785 to October thirty-first, 1792.”

“And this one,” Dillon said, directing her to the next marker.

“Nolan Keith, February twenty-third, 1792 to October thirty-first, 1799.” A chill that wasn't brought on by the cooling afternoon made her shudder. Already she could see where this bleak story told in stone was headed.

At the third marker she gasped out loud. It read “Infant Dunn, October 31st, 1806.”

“Oh, Dillon. This one didn't even have a chance to be named.” 

“Every seven years,” he said soberly. “Always on Halloween. It's a big deal in mythology. Considered a lucky number. When spirit, body and mind, the three, become part of the physical world, the four. I don't know if that's north, east, south and west. Earth, air, fire and water, or height, width, depth and time. But you get the idea. Three plus four is when the spirit becomes flesh.”

They turned from the stones and walked towards the church entrance.

“It's so sad,” Janet said. “But what has
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