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The Jack-O’-Lantern
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Mr. Checkoff watched silently as his seventh-grade class returned from lunch and recess. They poured in like blown leaves in a chaotic circling wind, excitedly chattering away. It was Halloween, and their energy was untouchable. He smiled and asked them to hang their coats and quietly take their seats. Of course, they did not; it would have been a miracle.

They chatted away. Mr. Checkoff said that he had a treat for them. Since today is an early dismissal, the principal has arranged a surprise for you. A few paid attention, but most continued with the noise. He heard the sound.

“Erf,” and the class laughed. 

“Does someone need a leash and taken for a walk?” Mr. Checkoff quipped. The class laughed again.

“Seriously, we have a speaker coming in to talk about the history of Halloween.” Some students moaned; others looked intrigued. Mr. Checkoff walked to the back of the classroom to the coat closet and quietly closed the sliding doors on two students as they continued chatting. Once again, the class laughed. He immediately opened the door and got sarcastic smiles from the girls as they returned to their seats.

“Bagged!” Someone shouted, and the class laughed again, as did Mr. Checkoff.

“As I said, you’re having a visitor, so treat them respectfully.”

“Oh, by the way, I forgot to give you your homework assignment.” The class moaned, but this time, the teacher chuckled.

He started writing on the chalkboard when a spitball splattered a few feet away. “Please keep your lunch down if possible. That’s too bad! Now your assignment has somewhat doubled.” The class moaned. Mr. Checkoff smiled, facing the chalkboard, and couldn’t be seen. He knew that this was the original assignment, but wanted them to feel they were being punished, and they would deal with the guilty party.

He wrote on the board, “From your literature book, read Poe’s The Tell-Tale Heart. Write a creative, short 300 to 400-word essay on anything you feel related to the story. We will read and discuss them on Monday.” Some students moaned; others were excited.

“Before our visitor arrives,” he looks at the clock and says, “We have our last Halloween presentation.”

Janine and Amanda went to the front of the class and began their presentation.

“...They then followed the leprechaun at a safe distance as it entered Caruso’s barn. Moving to a window, they peeked inside. No one could be seen; only a faint rainbow of light remained. Caruso’s Farm in East Boston is now an apartment complex, and now and then, especially on Halloween, the police get reports of little green men moving about. That is the story of the Halloween mystery on Caruso’s Farm.”

The girls curtsied, and the class clapped and whistled, and sounds of Erf showed their appreciation.

“Janine, Amanda, that was spectacular. You captured the spirit of Halloween. I know that area of East Boston and heard that story, but it was never told as well as you did today. Thank You.” He smiled at his students.

There was a tap on the entry door's window. A strange face appeared. Mr. Checkoff waved for the figure to enter.

The class, as though stunned, looked at this funny-looking man. His bright orange hair stuck out of the side of his cocked hat. He had rosy, red cheeks. He was taller than an Oompa Loompa, with some resemblance in his green suit.

As he stood near Janine, she noticed his leather apron shoes were damp, dirty, muddy, and smelled like dirt.

Janine, as did the class, was holding their laughter inside. Janine kicked Amanda’s chair, pointing to their essay, conveying that the man looked like the character in their story.   

They caught sharp glances from Mr. Checkoff and the funny-looking man. It was scary, Janine rubbed a peace symbol hanging from her neck. The strange-looking man looked at Mr. Checkoff, sending a chill down his spine, and nodded to him to continue.

In an Irish Brogue, he introduced himself.

“Good afternoon, my children. My name is Jack T’Ernolan and I’m from Dublin, Ireland. Are you familiar with that area?” with a casual smile. 

Several of the students nodded yes.

“Well, today I’m going to tell you the real story of Jack-O’-Lantern.”

Some students rudely snickered as if they were too old for a pumpkin tale.

He frighteningly disfigured his face, snapping his fingers, pointing at them. “I knew that would be your reaction!” Glaring at them, “I wanted that to be your reaction!” His eyes turned red, demonic lasers.

A chill went through the air and settled into silence. Mr. Checkoff was momentarily frozen and surprised by this behavior and almost said something, but the words didn’t arrive. 

“Now, here is my tale. Listen and listen well!” He smiled like a carved pumpkin. It looked like he had a flame down his throat. There was only the sound of rapidly beating hearts and anxious breathing in the classroom. 

He continued with a friendly smile. “This is the true story of Jack-O-Lantern: Stingy Jack was his name.”

He began his story and walked up and down the aisles, tapping on the desks as he passed. 

“Once upon a time in a small town in Ireland, there was a mean blacksmith named Stingy Jack. Like his name suggests, he is cheap and very stingy! He was a drunk, a cheat, and a trickster.” Shaking his head, “He was not a good man. As the story goes, Jack invites the Devil to drink cider with him at the local pub one day. The Devil thought this a good idea; he was trying to claim Jack’s soul. Once inside the local pub, they had their drink. Jack informs the Devil that he has no money and should pay for it. The Devil said that he had no coins. Stingy Jack said, ‘Turn yourself into a silver coin and return to your original form after
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