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ne Christmas Eve

By ELLIOT O'DONNELL

This strange tale was told to the author by a little boy
who generally speaks the sruth

for her,” said the little boy with
the solemn eyes.

His sister nodded her head dismally.
*'So do I, Charlie, and I feel sorry for my-
self. Granny’s temper is awful.”

There was a long pause after this, and
both children gazed thoughtfully into the
fire.

“I would rather have stayed at school
for Christmas,” the boy murmured, kick-
ing the heel of his left foot, “but for
auntie and you. I—well, I detest granny
—she is always scolding someone.”

“If 1 were auntie, I would elope,” the
girl said. "I am surec Mr. Carson would
do it.”

‘The sound of footsteps echoed along
the passage, and a sharp, high-pitched
voice called out, “"May, May, wherever
are you? It's too bad of you to be idling

"away the morning doing nothing. Come
and read the Guardian to your father, or
alter this blouse for me. You know the
dressmakers can never fit me.”

“Oh, dear,” sighed the little girl,
“poor Auntie May. It's granny. I really
can’t stand her temper today of all days.
She is sure to scold me for something.”

.“P OOR Auntie May, I do feel sorry

So saying, the little giil gently stole to
the door, placed her brown head against
it for a moment, smiled assuringly in the
direction of Charlie, and stole out.

The fire was warm, the weather in-
tensely cold, and Charlie felt too com-
fortable to move far. So he simply
crawled on all fours to the big screen
near the fender, and curled himself up
behind it. By and by he fell asleep.

He hadn't been dozing very long
before voices awoke him, At first, in his
dreamy state, he couldn’t imagine who
they were, but he soon recognized them
as those of his Auntic May and her
fiancé.

There was nothing Charlie hated so
much as eavesdropping, and he would
have been the first to denounce anyone
else; yet he didn’t like to call out, for fear
they should think he had been listening,
and he didn't know how long they had
been talking. He tried to think of some-
thing else; he stopped his ears, but he
couldn’t help hearing some of their re-
marks.

“She really is beyond endurance,” the
young man was saying. ‘I never met a
woman with such a temper.”
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Auntie May sighed. “I can’t help it,”
she replied. “I know she is very trying.
I have often thought I would leave home
and earn my living.”

The young man laughed ironically.

“Earn your living!” he said. “Good
heaven! no other girl in England would
do what you do for the paltry allowance
you get, and with such an irritable step-
mother to bully and hamper you every
minute of the day. I feel as if"—here he
kicked the hearth-rug fiercely—"as if I
would like to——"

“Hush!” Auntie May whispered, plac-
ing her little hand over his mouth; “'re-
member, after all, she is a sort of moth-
er, and, I think, at the bottom she means
well.”

“I wish we had enough money to marry
at once; don’t you, darling?”

Auntie May's eyes beamed. *I do in-
deed! Oh, wouldn’t it be delightful,
Hugh!”

Just then a big flame illuminated the
wall by their side and made them both
look.

“Isn’t she some aacestor of yours, dar-
ling?”” the young man asked, gazing at
the portrait of a lady with curly hair and
gray-blue eyes. It was a very pretty face.

May nodded. "My great-aunt,” she
replied. “Poor thing, she had a sad his-
tory.”

"“What happened to her? She interests
me because she is very like you, only not
o pretty.”

May smiled a little sadly.

“You only say that to please me,” she
said. “I'm not pretty now, I'm too old.
Well, my great-aunt was engaged to be
married to a poor man; her parents were
very rich and they disapproved of the
match. I imagine her mother's temper
must have been a bit like my stepmoth-
er’s, pethaps worse.” Here Hugh grunt-
ed. “Anyhow she was sorely tried, and in
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the end eloped one Christmas Eve. At
least so it was generally supposed, as she
vanished, taking with her a diamond
necklace of immense value. If we only
had the money it is said to have cost, we
could marry. The funny part is that her
young man was seen in the village after-
ward, and was alleged to have made in-
quiries about her. What became of them
both no one ever knew, and the parents
would never allow her name to be men-
tioned.”

“Rather strange about the young man,”
Hugh said, stirring the fire thoughtfully
with the poker. “Do you think she really
did elope?”

May shook her head. "I can’t say,”
she replied, “her parents declared that the
young man was a bad lot and wouldn’t
have him near the house. It was snow-
ing when she was supposed to have left
home, and no footmarks or any other
traces of her were to be found. If she
didn’t join the young man, where could
she have gone?”

“Perhaps she committed suicide; she
was very unhappy, wasn't she?”

May shuddered. “How horrible!” she
murmured; “‘and do you know she is said
to haunt the house on Christmas Eve,
though I can’t say I have ever met any-
one who has seen her.”

Hugh caught hold of the little hand
nearest to him and kissed it tenderly.

“Well, T wish I could see her, dar-
ling,” he said, laughing. ‘“‘Perhaps she
might tell us a way out of our difhculty.”

Just then a well-known voice was heard
from the dining-room. “Now then!
May, come! your father wants you to
make his tea. I suppose you are only
canoodling as usual. Do you hear me?
Oh, what a thing it is to be old!”

“Oh, dear!” sighed May, as she tore
herself away from the strong pair of
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arms holding ber down, “‘there is no
peace for the weary.”

Hugh gazed longingly after her.

“There goes an angel of a girl,” he
said aloud, "with a—well, a most un-
pleasant stcpmother,” and a subdued
murmur from behind the screen re-
echoed those sentiments.

2

AFTBR they had gone, Charlie came
out of his hiding-place.

The room was delightfully cozy, with
its fire no longer throwing out yellow
flames, but rich with crimson embers.
Outside were knots of elms and oaks,
erect and silent, with their branches
covered with snow, and the moon
peeked between them as much as to say,
“You shan’t shut me out; I am deter-
mined to see what Santa Claus is doing
this Christmas.”

Charlie loved the snow. He thought
Churchdale was at its very best when the
leaves and meadows glittered with their
mantle of white.

But his heart was bitter within him as
he thought of his grandmother’s treat-
ment of Auntie May, whom he loved pas-
sionately. He sat and gazed at the pic-
ture of her ancestress, and the longer he
looked the more his imagination led him
to believe the beautiful eyes smiled into
his.

He heard a door open and a shrill voice
cry out, “'Charlie! come down to tea at
once. We can’t keep the things on the
teble for ever!” Then Auntie May as
usual caught it. And his grandfather’s
voice joined in with quotations from the
Guardian, to which they all had to listen,
although it bored them very much.

Then his granny came out and stood at
the foot of the stairs and called louder
than before.

But Charlie felt very rebellious and he
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did not go. He wanted to annoy her as a
punishment for her behavior to Auntic
May, and he also couldn’t remove his
eyes from the picture.

Then he heard Mr. Carson suggest in a
mild voice that Charlie must have gone
out to tea at the vicarage.

After that there was a lull in the angry
storm, and the old people’s voices sub-
sided into calmer and more rational tones.

The room grew darker, for Charlie
didn’t put any more coal on the fire, and
the shadows from without filed in
through the bay windows in rapid succes-
sion.

“You are pretty,” Charlie sighed, as he
looked at the clear cyes. "I am sorry for
you if you had a mother with such a tem-
per as granny. She is enough—well,
enough to make me almost hate her; she
is such a beast to Auntie May, always
scolding. Yes, picture, I am awfully
sorry for you. I heard this afternoon, you
know, what a rough time you had. You
have lovely eyes—just my favorite color.
How I should get ragged if the boys at
school heard me talk like this! They don't
care for reading, as I do. I think most of
them will be doctors or lawyers, or some
such things, but I couldn’t stand anything
like that. I shall be a poet or an author,
and make a name that will go down to—
I don’t know what people call it—but I
shall be in the papers and Idler and tip-
top magazines like that. But I won’t love
anyone as I do you. Do you hear me, pic-
ture? You are my first love! Granny
says, ‘Love at first sight is all rubbish!’
She told auntie so, but she doesn’t know
everything, although she thinks she does.

“Oh, I wish you would help Auntic
May! 1t is Christmas Eve, and they say
you haunt the place tonight. I shouldn’t
be afraid if I saw you. Won't you come
and talk to me? I would like to ask you
to kiss me, you have such pretty lips, only
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it sounds a bit soft; and then a ghost
couldn’t touch one—at least, one can't
touch a ghost.”

It grew darker and darker, and the fire
flickered out its farewell in a tiny yellow
flame that shot up its fork-like head and
licked the face on the wall.

Charlie gave a little jump—the eyes
were most certainly smiling at him now,
and — why — good heavens! the hand
moved.

He bounded to his feet; the picture was
holding out its hands to him to help it
down.

He didn't feel the least bit afraid, but
took the outstretched hands in his own.
They were so cold that they sent a chill
right through him. The lady shook her
curls from her forehead, and leaped light-
ly to the ground.

She didn’t speak, so Charlie held his
tongue. He felt horribly shy, too, for the
lady looked lovely; he was struck with
admiration for the Empire gown she was
wearing.

Putting one finger on her lips to enjoin
silence, she glided to the conservatory
door, and Charlie, who remembered the
duties of a gentleman, hurried to open it
for her. To his surprize, she passed right
through it, and was waiting for him on
the other side.

She smiled assuringly at him, and his
momentary fear departed. He followed
gladly after her, and though he had
neither overcoat, hat, nor boots, he was
unconscious of the cold.

She passed through the conservatory as
if she was familiar with every inch of it,
and then out onto the lawn, where the
snow lay thick.

He kept close to her heels, and she led
him down the avenue, dark, save for the
few patches of light made by the moon.

Finally she struck off to the right, down
a path he seldom visited, and came to a
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balt in a tiny siding. Before her lay a
dark hole overgrown with bushes and
brambles. She pointed to it, and Charlie
saw great tears in her eyes, while her lips
moved as if she was talking to him. He
knew she was in trouble, and a wave of
love and pity swept through him. He
sprang forward, forgetting the death-trap
before him. But she anticipated his move-
ment, and he felt for the second time cold
hands stretched out to save him.

“Oh, kiss me!” he whispered, “just
one—for you are too lovely for any-
thing.”

It seemed to him then that something
icy cold fell on his cheeks, just like the
salt spray of the sea, and the next mo-
ment he was in her arms. A wild
paroxysm of happiness surged through
him—a joy so intense and restful that the
feeling of it came back to him again and
again in the gray days of his manhood.

A drowsiness crept over him, and
though he struggled hard to keep awake
to see her face, it was without avail—he
sank swiftly to sleep.

When he awoke someone was bending
over him, It was Auntie May, and he
was lying on the hearth-rug beneath the

picture.

“I WONDER if thete is anything in it,”
Auntie May asked herself, as Charlie

finished his tale. “I'm afraid it was only

a very pretty dream, dear,” she added,

aloud. “See! there is the picture in its old

place.”

Charlie raised his eyes. Yes, what
auntie said was true. There it was, and
he saw with a pang that the eyes did not
recognize him.

He felt his shoes. "They are wet,
auntie,” he cried. “Yes! they are, in-
deed,” and so they were.

In the moming, Charlie took May and

3
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Hugh down the avenue. He was wild
with excitement, and even Hugh was
obliged to own that it looked promising.
At last they came to the path, then to the
siding, and then, with a shout of triumph,
to the dark hole.

“By Jove!” Hugh exclaimed, “the kid
is right. I don’t believe it was a dream,
but the ghost after all. I will get down
here.”

Auntie May begged him to be careful,
but Hugh was a Celt, and very super-
stitious. '

So a rope was fetched, without the
granny’s leave, and Hugh was lowered
into the well. It seemed an eternity to
all before he reappeared, but when he did
so, they were rewarded for their patience.

At the bottom of the well, which was
dry, lay a skeleton, still clutching in its
hand a jewel-case. The latter contained
a diamond necklace,

“That is it!"" Charlie cried, the moment
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he saw it. “That is the one the picture
was wearing!” '

And what little doubt they had on the
point was set at rest, when the medical
authority pronounced it to be the skeleton
of a woman.

So they found a clue at last to that
mystery of the Christmas Eve of long ago.
The poor lady had missed her way in the
snowstorm and had fallen down the well.
She was laid to rest in the churchyard,
and her spirit has never been seen again,
though Charlie had implored it to come
just for one minute.

Even the cross grandmother became in
a better humor when she saw the jewels,
and yielded, with a good grace, to the
unanimous desire that it should be given
to Auntie May.

It was, and with the money it fetched,
a substantial wedding dower was pro-
vided for the young bride.



