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By Louise Washbrook

Who has not at some time withheld an explanation from a friend because the truth would seem like a clumsy fabrication? What artist has not longed to paint a gaudy sunset and resisted the temptation rather than be tough theatrical, and what writer has not at times exceeded his own wildest flights of fancy by writing a true story in the guise of fiction?

When John Landor stepped from the motor bus which had snorted and puffed as it climbed all day up a steep incline, he looked about the remote mountain resort on the border of French Tonkin and China, where he had elected to break his journey. He did not know that he was about to become a legend, and for years to come the local gossips of his home town in England would speculate about the strange adventure he was about to experience. 

John breathed in the clear mountain air with joy. After a lapse of twenty years or more the scene struck him as startlingly familiar – there was the same recreation ground right in the center of the village, with its three tennis courts and fountain; at one angle stood the oblong church with a gravel path leading up to it; and at another the hotel where he intended to pass the night. He was enchanted by the lush verdure washed by continual rains, and by the mountain heights towering on all sides. High up on one of the western slopes he could detect a tiny house adjoining it, built years ago by a missionary. “I wonder if my crazy countrywoman still lives up there,” he thought.

Well, he must book his room, but first he felt impelled to take a few steps out of his way in order to see the Daivey villa at close quarters, for that, together with the church and the hotel formed the third of the imposing structures which stood around the square. As he drew near, he noted the neglect of the beautiful tropical garden and that he house bore every sign of being unoccupied. The family who owned it must have moved away but it did seem strange that the best villa in the place should have remained untainted. 

John Landor made up his mind to enquire about this one change in the mountain village, which otherwise stood so unaltered. He entered the hotel, the effusive proprietress billowed forth to welcome him. She was stouter that of yore but her manner, with false affability, was the same and John knew she would soon be offering him her worst room at an advanced rate, and that he would take it feeling that a favour had been conferred upon him. He did not care what he paid – what interested him was the fact that Mlle. Valerie had not the least sign of recognizing him. “God, how I must have changed,” he thought. “I should have recognized her anywhere.”

John was his own master now, a prosperous middleaged man, rather too stout, managing the company for which he had formerly worked as a slim, gangling youth.

“Who lives in the villa opposite?” he asked as soon as he had accepted the first room offered.

“No one, Monsieur. It is unoccupied.”

“Has it been vacant long?”

“Yes, Monsieur, for many years.”

“That is strange, it looks such a fine place.”

She made no comment, so he said “Who owns it? Why is it not kept in repair?”

“I do not know, Monsieur. I know nothing of the family.”

She was obviously lying. John felt annoyed, but there was nothing he could do about it so he let her go away, and busied himself with taking  a few things out of his suit case. 

He had an early dinner and then went for a stroll. The place was lovely. In all directions he could see little paths which led up the mountainside, and others which edged deep ravines - enchanting walks, every one of them. Tonight John felt almost tempted to prolong his stay in order to walk once again through the nostalgic woods, to see the giant trees as they forced their way upward from the depths of an abyss, to burst into bloom when at last they reached the daylight; and the monstrous, malignant looking creepers which entwined the trees and from the roots of which the natives culled their dyes. Tonight it was too late for such a stroll so he returned to the hotel and went to bed. But he could not sleep. Old memories had awakened and came crowding in upon him –and also, the bed was none too comfortable.

John arose, half dressed himself, and pushed a chair under the low window which led straight out onto the road. The he opened the door to get more air and composed himself to indulge in thoughts of the past.

At last he dozed fitfully and reached that borderland of consciousness when sounds from outside mingle with one’s dreams. In the distance he seemed to hear the music when he suddenly recognized a tune. In an instant he was up and pulling on his clothes before he was aware of his actions. The tune he had recognized was “The Dance of Ghosts,” so named by the young girl who compose the piece. Almost beside himself with excitement, he rushed from the hotel following the sound which led him to the deserted villa. Yes, the playing came from there.

A little knot of natives stood in the road listening. He knew it was useless to question them, but there was one French workman among them and John walked toward him in order to speak to him. However, as John drew near, the man slunk away. John turned back and saw that the natives had made off.

There was no light in the villa. The music came from one of the upper rooms; yes, there was no possible doubt of that. John pushed the gate open, hoping to find an entrance. He could hardly breathe. Never in his life had he felt such intense excitement. Alas, his foot crunched on the gravel path and the music ceased instantly. He waited a long time, hoping that the timid player would resume the strain, but he waited in vain. How he cursed his clumsiness. He prowled the villa for a long time, hoping to find some means of entering, be he failed to do so and at lat he returned to his room.

There was not no hope of sleep for him, with the music of “The Dance of Ghosts” ringing in his ears. It was a tune that had haunted him through the years. She must be here and playing it herself, for only she was capable of playing that weird melody which she herself composed and which he was reasonably sure had never been recorded.

In the morning John chatted with the manageress again and approached the subject of the music as tactfully as his limited French would allow.

“Music from the villa? Impossible, Monsieur. The wind makes strange sounds among the leaves, Monsieur.” 

“But I tell you it was piano playing that I head.” 

“We have a piano in the salon – perhaps one of our guests were playing.”

“The sound came from the villa opposite.”

“Monsieur was doubtless dreaming. Was Monsieur comfortable? We pride ourselves on our good beds. Is there any special dish Monsieur would like for lunch? We have an excellent cellar. We will, without doubt, be able to suit Monsieur’s taste.”

John mastered his anger. He knew he would gain nothing by showing his annoyance at her evasiveness. He had one more hope of obtaining information in the village, and if that failed, he had already made up his mind what to do. He walked down the road where the shops were congregated, peering into each one, seeking the workman he had seen in the road the night before. He felt sure he would recognize him. At last he located him in a queer little junk shop whose merchandise seemed to consist mostly of discarded musical instruments. A notice hung on the wall indicating that pianos would be tuned on request. John made a useless purchase and then tried to enter into conversation with the man, but he met with blank stare. The man evidently did not recognize John’s brand of French. He shook his head and gazed at him sorrowfully. 

On leaving the shop, John tossed the mouth organ he had purchased to the first astonished urchin he met, and then turned and looked up the hill. He would ask no more questions, he would not even ask if his cranky countrywoman still lived on her mountain peak. He would make the long climb to find out. If he found her there it would be a relief to speak his own language, and if not, the unwonted exercise would fall in a day otherwise intolerable. John passed the villa both on going out and on his return to the hotel, but it revealed not the faintest sign of life. 

As soon as he saw Mlle. Valerie, he said:

“I should like some sandwiches and a bottle of wine as quickly as possible, please.”

“Yes, yes, Monsieur.” Mlle. Valerie flew to attend to this order.

The luncheon parcel was soon ready and John set off on the long trail. The walk was very beautiful – purple orchids peeped out at him from the banks but he failed to notice them. He passed clustering bananas and palms of every variety, and there were numerous fresh streams; these he did notice and would pause to drink and rest, and he often bathed his face and his feet before continuing to climb. He passed groups of native women. There was a constant traffic of these linen weavers up and down the hillside; although they appeared to carry nothing, they could on demand produce roll after roll of buff-coloured homespun linen, which they were anxious to sell. As they walked they prepared thread from bunches of grass, which they carried in an apron turned up in front. Their costumes were attractive, with collars and cuffs embroidered in bright colours – but these were nothing as compared to the amazing display of colour and variety of embroidery, with picturesque adornment, which they could display on the occasion of great feast days occurring several times yearly.

As he neared the to John saw a gorgeous atlas butterfly hung in the branches, with its wings stretched out, quiescent until dusk should come. This sight drew him from his self absorption for a while, as he stood still to marvel at the intricate pattern on the creatures wings and the astonishing beauty of the huge butterfly. Then he climbed again. Long before he reached the small white chapel he came across the beginnings of what seemed to be a perpendicular garden, cultivated down the sheer mountainside. It was strange and lovely, built up in ledges and full of nooks and crannies; and although it contained many varieties of tropical plants he long though of it as an orchid garden, for this flower predominated. And what a collection was there displayed!

It was the loveliest and yet the strangest garden he had ever seen. It was full not only of orchids but also of weird tropical plants which the tribes people were continually culling in inaccessible places and bringing to the foreign woman whom they had learned to love and trust. She had arranged the masses of brilliant colour with perfect taste, and the garden had the unusual feature of a cascade splashing down through little rocky ledges. There was also a pool, and there were seats fitted into unexpected places. The whole effect was enchanting and yet comic, and John could not but fancy that some playful giant had tilted the garden up on end and was lurking somewhere to see if it would be able to hold its place or slither down the sheer hillside.

John was tired. A large and portly man, accustomed to an easy way of life, he had found the climb irksome and was therefore delighted when he saw someone high above him, standing on a ledge, obviously awaiting his arrival. Instead of eccentric he had imagined, a gracious white haired lady welcomed him.

“We saw you coming,” she said. “A cup of tea will refresh you. Everything is ready.”

How good those words sounded to John. A cup of tea! He looked rather than spoke his appreciation. Then he saw what his hostess meant to “we”, for she was surrounded by a group of ragged children of Miao Tribe. They were stolid little things, their matted hair sticking out in wisps in all directions and looking dreadfully untidy. Their feet were bare and broad and caked with mud, as were their faces. Mrs. Dunbar bent down to kiss one of them, carefully choosing her spot.

“It is clean dirt,” she said, and laughed.

“Why don’t they comb their hair?” asked John. Already he felt drawn to his kind woman.

“Oh, that would show that they were bad girls and wanted to attract them. They must leave their hair like this to show they are virtuous.”

Mrs. Dunbar, who proved to be a most thoughtful hostess, had prepared the tea table on a flat square of grass in front of her cottage, and they both sat down and remained for some time in silence. The beauty of the surroundings seemed to take the place of conversation.

“This scene is almost reason enough to account for her long residence here,” John thought to himself, but to her he said: “I feel that we are part of an illustration in a book; this scenery cannot possibly be real.”

She smiled but did not answer, letting him enjoy the unusual view while he rested his limbs and sipped a cup of good strong tea. He found her tactful and charming. “She has been a loss to the world,” he thought. After tea and a rest he felt much refreshed, and they began to chat while two of the older children spirited away the tea things. At last John broached the subject which had been the object of his journey.

“Mrs. Dunbar,” he said, “although you live so alone on this mountain peak, you know a great deal of what goes on in the village, do you not?”

“Oh, yes,” she said, “when I was younger I used to go down there at least once a month. I have many friends in the village, and I kept in touch wit them by means of the women of the Miao tribe. You know how they are constantly coming and going, sorting out threads of linen as they walk, which will be spun later in their own homes. They are pleased to carry messages for me and to bring up my stores.”

Then John told her in detail all the events of the previous evening. When he had finished, he had to wait a considerable time for her to reply. She sat perfectly still, thinking deeply, then she spoke.

“Why must you probe this mystery? Many strange things happen in the Orient and it is often, almost always, so much wiser to leave matters undisturbed. It may be out of consideration for another that an explanation is refused to you. You are a stranger here. Go on your way, your curiosity can lead to no good.”

“That is where you are mistaken.” John leaned forward and met her gaze intently. “I am not a stranger here.”

“No?”

“No. I was here as a young man. Perhaps if I tell you what happened then you will think I have the right to any explanation you may be able to give me.”

“Perhaps,” she said, and she bent forward to listen.

“Many years ago, more than twenty, before taking up a small job which had been offered to me in the interior, I decided to spend my holiday in this district in order to study French. There was a number of French students also on holiday in the village, and I soon got in touch with them and we had quite a jolly time exchanging lessons and laughing at each other’s mistakes. We went for walks in the woods for picnics, and the time passed pleasantly enough. I asked my friends all sorts of questions about the place and the residents, and in particular about the Daivey Villa. I had become very curious about it. I could see it from my hotel bedroom and I had come to think of it as The Mystery Villa because it was so unfrequented. There was no coming and gong of friendly visitors as in the other villas. The family that lived there seemed completely isolated, and when I made enquiries about them I met with a shrug of the shoulders. Clearly their neighbors did not wish to discuss them – at least, not with a foreigner. I formed my own theories – incorrect of course. I little thought then that I was soon to be admitted to an intimacy within the strange family that lived there, an intimacy denied to every other person in the neighborhood. It came about in this way. One evening when I was just about to change for dinner, feeling hot and tired after a long walk, I heard a knock on my door and Mlle. Valerie announced that a lady wished to see me. I had one of those funny little hotel bedrooms, giving straight onto the roadside, poorly furnished and at that moment rather untidy. I was embarrassed when a voluble little lady bustled in and at once started to pour fourth torrents of French. The gist of what she said was that she wanted English lessons for herself and her daughter; that she would not pay for these but would teach French instead; that her own English accent was extremely good and as for French, no one could either speak or teach it as well as she could; and more to the same effect.

“I felt inclined to say ‘Go to Hell.’ I had more than enough language study as it was. I became absorbed in studying her appearance as she rattled on, never stopping to draw breath, for she was good looking but gave the strange effect of being chic and frowsey, if one can reconcile such contradictory terms. Her suit was tailor-made, cut to perfection and small enough for town wear, but it looked as though after drawing on the coat she had lost all interest and not bothered to button it. Her hands were small and pretty but the nail polish was chipped, and while her piquant little face was skillfully made up, she wore her rather thin, fair hair much too long. It straggled onto her shoulders, completely robbing the chic costume of its due effects.

“I had been absorbed in studying her appearance when I realized with a start that she was arranging the hour of our first lesson, quite irrespective of my convenience. So far I had not said a single word, and when I was preparing a polite and correct French in which to refuse her terms, she pointed through the window: ‘This is my house. That is where I live,’ she said, and her finger directed my gaze to the Mystery Villa. My curiosity was at once aroused and I hastily reconstructed my sentence, saying that I would call there the next day at 2 o’clock, as she had suggested.

“On hearing my first words she burst into peals of laughter, stuffing a small handkerchief, into her mouth in attempt to control herself. ‘Your accent, Monsieur. Oh, it is so droll! How it will amuse Christian! And your mouth, Monsieur, it is too large. You will never be able to pronounce our French words, but I will teach you yes, I will teach you. Two o’clock then. Many people take the ‘siesta’ at that hour, but I do not take the ‘siesta,’ it is not good for the figure. Il faut soigner la ligne, n’es pas?” And she ran her hands over her hips as she spoke.

“In spite of my annoyance at her ridicule, I presented myself promptly the next day and was surprised when Madame Daivey came to the door herself, opening a small crack as if to make sure that I was alone. Then, just as I was about to enter, there was a sound of a door opening within. She jerked her hand over her shoulder, then put two tiny fists on my chest and pushed me back, shutting the door in my face. I was so seriously vexed that I was about to leave, in spite of my longing to know more of the inmates. No wonder they had no callers if that was their mode of receiving visitors; but as I turned to go she opened the door again and without apology or the least sign of embarrassment she showed me in. We entered a room on the right hand side of the hall. At one end stood a magnificent grand piano. The room looked as if it had been hastily tidied up after having been long neglected, yet it was full of choice things. In fact, the room was in keeping with the mistress. It was luxuriously furnished but ill kept. I remember every detail of that day so distinctly. Madame had on an exquisite loose robe covered with real lace and fine tucks, but the ribbons were untied and she had only done up about two buttons in front, and those were in the wrong button holes. I was studying her and trying to place her while she proudly displayed the table she had arranged for our lesson. There were three chairs, a glass of water on the table, also a clock, and the dirtiest text book imaginable, torn and dog eared. I wondered in what dust bin she had found it in. She was obviously very proud of these arrangements. 

“ ‘You will see that we divide the time fairly, Monsieur,’ she said, pointing to the clock. ‘I wish to be very fair, very exact. This book is the best, you will see. We will start now. We will not wait for Christian, Christian is always late.’

“I honestly tried to teach her a few words and to get her to pronounce them after me, but it was like trying to hold a runaway horse for her idea of taking English lessons was to explain to me in French how she already knew the language and what a marvelous accent she had. 

“When my turn came to speak French, she laughed like a child. I flushed with annoyance. I had enough. I won’t go on with this, I was thinking, when almost at the end of the hour, the door opened and Christian came shyly in. I felt sure now that my fate was linked with hers from the first moment that my eyes lighted on her.” 

John stopped speaking and seemed lost in his recollections of the past. Mrs. Dunbar sat quite motionless beside him, afraid to disturb him by the slightest movement.

“After that day I saw Christian frequently and I fell desperately, madly in love with her. Here was a girl whom I longed to make any and every sacrifice. I would have asked for nothing better than to give my life to her. I adored her, and I lost her.” He had been speaking slowly and musingly but now gripped the arms of his chair and leaned forward, his eyes blazing with excitement.

“Last night I heard her play,” he said. “I am sure of it.”

His eyes seemed as if they would prove into the old lady’s soul to unearth the explanation he divined was hidden there.

“Go on with the story,” she said very calmly.

John spoke very slowly, as if he had a vision before his eyes of the girl who had been so dear to him.

“Christian was not faultlessly beautiful; but oh how attractive to me. She wore her hair loose on her shoulders. It was golden and glossy. I did not dream that hair could be as beautiful until I saw hers. Her eyes were pale green. I shall never forget seeing her standing in the doorway, with the sun shining straight into her eyes – what depth, what colour! Her eyelashes were heavily made up, and I liked the effect for it suited her. She had the sweetest smile and a gentle manner. She was rather languid in her movements. She was so slender that one wondered how her body could conform to the rules of anatomy; and her arms, too thin for beauty, were concealed by long sleeves. Every time I saw Christian I marveled at her clothes for they were daring and original, and seemed an integral part of her personality – as indeed they were for she designed them herself.
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“I returned from that first lesson as though drunk with wine. Certainly the mystery had deepened. Here were two women, clothed in a manner worthy of Pairs, living in this remote health resort, and not even mixing with the limited society it offered. There was no question now about continuing the so-called lessons. I was willing to go to the villa daily, and I turned up at any erratic hour the mother proposed. Christian was not always there, for she was delicate and whimsical and her parents never forced her to do anything. Sometimes she would play the piano in an upper room while I sat teaching her mother English in the garden. I remember my astonishment the first time I heard her play. “Those are her own compositions” her mother said carelessly. The girl was a genius. I showed my surprise, and Madame Daivey said: ‘Yes, we know she has great natural talent. We are very difficile about music, my husband and I, and we know what she does is good. She must study in Paris. We intend to take her there as soon as Papa’s affairs are in order. That is all I live for, Monsieur, to return to Paris. I am so bored here, bored to death, Monsieur, I shall die here if I did not have the hope of returning to Paris; but he is busy, my husband. He has so many affairs to keep him here. Christian must go soon. She must get her training while she is still young. Already she has worked too much alone – never can she ply a known piece of music, always she breaks off and composes something of her own. We have a piano in almost every room. Her father loves to indulge Christian.’

“Before long I met Monsieur Daivey. He was much older than his wife, and his face was ashen. Everything about him seemed grey. The only thing which lent a touch of colour was some gold teeth which flashed when he smiled. Although his mouth was well shape, I found myself wondering why he did not try to hide it with his moustache, instead of cutting it into a fine line on his upper lip – for it was a cruel mouth and his expression was unpleasant. It flashed through my mind that he might be an opium smoker, and this impression was confirmed later. 

“The lessons continued. I went to the villa every day, and I think that little interlude helped to relieve Madame Daivey’s continual ‘ennui’. Sometimes she elected to have the lesson while walking. She liked waling, she told me. It was good for ‘la ligne’. I must say I enjoyed those walks although Christian was never with us on such occasions. Madame Daivey would race ahead of me along the small paths at the edge of the deep gulleys thickly studded with tropical growth. She ran like a small race horse, all time pouring out volumes of her very beautiful native language. Her diction and choice of words was exquisite and, hurrying along in her wake, I absorbed as much as I could. She never paused to admire any scene no matter how enchanting, nor was she in the least perturbed by a shower or rain, which happened daily in that district. I had not expected any change in our relationship and was more than happy if the day afforded me a glimpse of Christian. Sometimes she would join our class for a little while. I asked for nothing better, but one day to my surprise and delight I was invited to a luncheon. 

“Never shall I forget that afternoon. There was no servant save the rather dirty old gatekeeper. The dining room table was laden with hors d’oeuvres, cold chicken, salad and fruit, so the lack of service was not inconvenient. Madame Daivey was fullof little excuses about the food although it was very good; but what she really felt embarrassed about was the lack of a boy to serve the meal in that country where servants were so plentiful and where the padding about of barefooted Annamite boys and amahs seemed as inevitable as the furniture.

“ ‘We will not wait for Christian. Papa does not like to wait.’ So saying, the hostess waved us to our places at the table. Monsieur Daivy was in a pleasant mood, and this was the first time I had any conversation with him. Madame Daivey, fussy and voluble as ever, was anxious that we should both try all the dishes. But my eye were on the door. That is where my interest and my attention lay, and it was not too long before this was pushed open gently and Christian came in. I can remember the dress she wore. Her clothes were always thrilling – I can use no other word for they heightened her beauty. She slid into her place in her quiet, languid way, and did not once enter into the conversation although she appeared interested and followed what was said. She did not like wine, and this distressed her parents who thought it would be good for her. Papa had his red wine imported from France. It was told of its many merits and I drank it, and it was certainly good. 

“After the meal, Monsieur Daivey went at one to his study, obviously to smoke is pipe. I now understood my strange reception on my first visit – it was undoubtedly the door of his opium den that had been opened just as I was about to enter. Madame Daivey followed her husband, and as she left the room she said: ‘Christian will entertain you – she will play to you.’ Of course, I asked for nothing better than to be entertained by Christian, knowing at the same time how unusual it was for French parents to leave an unmarried daughter alone with a young man. But, with the keen perception of their race, these two people knew she would be safe with me. They sense that my feeling for her was akin to reverence. 

“I had never met anyone the least like Christian. To me she seemed a miracle. I longed to do brave things, to protect her, to foster her genius, to die for her if need be. My head was absolutely turned, and here was I, a miserable junior who would not think of marriage for another five years. I refused to face that devastating thought but to enjoy the next half hour to the full.

“Christian seated herself at the piano and then, turning to me with her sweet, slow smile she said, ‘Shall I play you a little fantasy which I have been composing recently?’

“Please do.”

“ ‘Well, the other day, I watched the children playing in the square. This piece represents their various games – here they are arriving at the playground, laughing and shouting.’

“Her fingers flew over the keys and evoked the scene she had described – a crowd of noisy children seemed to be rushing in together, and mixed with their chatter one could distinguish the notes of birds singing in the branches of the trees.

“ ‘Now the games,’ she said.

“One by one she represented the different games played by the children, and she laughed with pleasure when I guessed them alright. I particularly remember the see-saw. It was so amusing and exact as she played it, and when the children played ball one heard it bound and rebound. At the end she said: ‘Now they are all playing together.’ And, upon my word, she was able to express that too! Christian turned toward me, her face beaming with amusement. She did not consider that she had been playing music – it was just as much of a game for her as the games she rendered, but I knew that it was a little short of miraculous, for the girl was a natural genius and almost unaware of the fact. It was very hard for me to speak since any remark I made would sound banal. What Christian obviously hoped for was that I would laugh with her.

“I did not think that it was possible to express such things on the piano,” I said at last. 

“ ‘Why, of course it is, Monsieur. The piano will express for one, everything.’

“I knew that I should not unduly prolong my visit but I begged for one more piece before taking my leave. Christian turned again to the piano. Her mood had changed. Sensitive as she was, she may have been vaguely aware of my deep yearning for her and my despair at knowing that I could not ask for her hand even if I had dared to hope that this frail, brilliant creature would confide itself to a commonplace fellow like me. She somehow caught my longing for shadowy, impossible things, for played a composition she had named ‘The Dance of Ghosts.’ She looked rapt while she played, and she seemed lost in the vision conjured up by her own music. I will not attempt to tell you what I felt – nor to describe what she played. Let it suffice to say that I have never forgotten that music. It has haunted me these many years. I am sure no one has ever played that weird melody but Christian herself; and that is the music that I have heard last night.”

His listener was aware of John’s intense excitement. His eyes looked desperate, as though he would die if the mystery were not explained, but Mrs. Dunbar wanted him to continue, so she simply said, “Please continue, I may be able to help you.”

“There is little more to tell,” said John sadly. “According to the French custom in that district, I was invited back that same evening, ‘pour manger les restes’ as they put it – to eat up what remained. This is only a polite excuse for asking their afternoon guests to return in the evening, for not one thing that we had at noon was on the table. 

“That most memorable day of my life is still so clear in my mind that I can recall every detail. I remember that in the evening we had ‘soup sante’ (garlic soup, good for the health). It was tasty as French food almost invariably is. There was more music and more conversation after dinner. Madame Daivey also played to us. Before her marriage she had been a concert pianist. I stayed as long as I dared, and at last returned to the hotel, absolutely dizzy with conflicting emotions – my great joy in knowing this wonderful girl, and my despair at realizing how remote was the possibility of ever making her my wife. Still I refused to abandon hope because I felt that her parents might not discourage my suit – they were under a ban and it was unlikely that one of their own countrymen would present himself. Although I had only a minor position then, I had prospects of advancement which were not chimeras, as events have proved. 

“The moon was shining and I did not turn on the light as I entered the room. I drew the one arm chair up to the window and sat down where I could gaze at Christian’s house across the square. I had so many thought coursing through my head that I felt I must have time to sort them out before there could be any hope of sleep. Perhaps an hour or two passed, perhaps after all I had fallen into a light doze. What I remember is that I was suddenly startled by a bright moonbeam lighting up a telegram which had been laid on the little table by my side and weighted down with a coup. I tore it open and read it, sick with despair. Need I say that it was to cut my holiday short and call me at once to my post.”

“What did you do?”

“What could I do? I knew that I must leave the next day. I gathered my few belongings together and then I sat down to compose two letters, one in English and then one in the best French I could muster. First I wrote to Monsieur and Madame Daivey, stating clearly all my prospects and my hopes, and asking that I might be allowed to correspond with their daughter and eventually propose myself for her hand. Then I devoted the rest of the night writing to Christian, and again I wrote in both languages. I told her of my hopes and dreams and plans for the future. I asked her to call on me if in difficulty. I begged her to reply to my letters, and I said all the fervent, usual things that a young man deeply in love does say. I said that I would never marry unless I could obtain her hand; and this proved to be true.

“I knew that most men feel that they are making some sort of a sacrifice when they marry. Although a young man deeply in love might be loathe to acknowledge this, I believe the feeling is almost always there; but in my case I demanded nothing better than to immolate myself for Christian. In my exalted mood I felt that I would willing have undergone torture if by doing so I could have conferred the slightest benefit on her. I did not put all that in my letters, of course, but I freely poured my heart to her in the English letter, then tried to expressed my main ideas in her own language.”

“The next morning I called at the villa to say good-bye. Christian was not up, and in a way I was glad. Although deprived of a last glimpse of her, I had feared that I might have been unable to conceal my distress at leaving her. I saw Madame Daivey Containing both letters. I felt sure that she would deliver the ones for her daughter, fo rin many little way she had shown that she did not disfavour my attraction to Christian.

“I have finished my story, Mrs. Dunbar. I have never had a line from her, nor heard of any from that day to this. I wrote and wrote. I wrote to her parents and I wrote to the hotel people to ask for news of the family, but there was never a reply. Unfortunately for me, I did not know you then, for you were perhaps the only person who would have been willing to help me. In any case, I feel sure that you would have answered my letters and relieved in some degree my cruel anguish.”

The dear lady at this side nodded her head. John felt encouraged by the look of understanding and sympathy on her face.

“I was bitterly wounded,” he continued. “I came to the conclusion that Christian had adopted this particularly cruel way of rejecting my suit for I had to plead with her to answer if only to tell me that I had no hope. After some months in my job I was invalided home, and was then given work in the home office. I have never revisited this district until now. I will not say that it would have been impossible, but after some years the pain was less acute and I did not wish to revive it by a gesture which I convinced would be futile. 

“When I arrived here yesterday, after all these years, I was surprised to find the villa empty. It was what I expected, but you will not need any words of mine to describe the tumult awakened within me when, last night, I heard the strains of a melody which I feel convinced no one but Christian has ever played. This morning I saw no signs of life about the villa. It seemed utterly deserted. I waked up here today without asking if you still lived here. I was glad of the exertion for I felt I should go mad if I had to live thought the day waiting and hoping for to play again tonight.”

John met the eyes of his listener and saw that she was deeply moved.

“I will tell you all I know,” she said. “You were right to be judging the family to be under a ban. The father murdered a native in particularly cruel and revolting circumstances. He was a man of violent temper and during an argument he banged the door of his cellar, shutting the man in, and allowed him to starve to death.”

“Did Christian know of this?”

“I am sure that she did not. She adored her father and both of her parents would have been very careful to shield her from such knowledge. The father was not brought to justice for you know we Europeans are never anxious to air the crimes of our nationals before natives, but the public conscious was revolted, and from that time on the family was effectively ostracized. I do not believe Christian suffered much from this since she was a girl who lived in a little world of her own. The parents intended to return to France but their departure was deeply delayed. He was a rich man and all his interests were here; also his addiction to opium did not tend to speed things up. At this time he taught his wife to smoke opium with him. She was an elegant woman and an accomplished pianist, and one who loved to be in the public eye; and she could not endure the boredom of her life. It was otherwise with Christian who had always been too frail for any great physical exertion, and she lived for her music which was her entire life.”

“What happened to her? Oh, do tell me if you know!”

“Yes, I know. I am trying to prepare you for a great shock. She was abducted by some natives – relatives of the murdered man who had long awaited a chance of revenge.”

John could not speak. His throat was dry and he looked ghastly. Seeing his anguish Mrs. Dunbar said:

“Let me tell you at once that she was not abused, not in any way. She was found eventually and in good health. I will tell you the events as they occurred. One day – it could not have been long after the time you mentioned – I was disturbed by a disturbed by a visit from a young English girl who arrived up here in a state of such exhaustion that she could not tell me her message until somewhat revived. She had allowed herself no rest during the whole ascent. Early that morning Madame Daivey had came over to the hotel where she was staying, beating on the window with her fists. She begged the girl, being English, to come and explain the matter to me. Madame Daivey knew that no other person was as closely associated with the tribes people as I was, and she knew that it was only among them that her daughter could be concealed. I was to offer the most lavish bribes and do anything and everything to find the young girl. It would kill them if they lost their daughter. It did in effect kill them for they both died some years ago. After the death of Madame Daivey it was not long before I was in possession of information that enabled me to find Christian. I never could have discovered while her parents lived, I am sure of that.”

John looked and broken and crushed, and Mrs. Dunbar braced herself to tell him one more tragic circumstance.

“When Christian was found she was in good health. Her body had withstood her captivity well – what with the pure mountain air and the simple food she was actually stronger than formerly; but the delicate balance of her mind had given way, a little thread had snapped. It had been unable to adjust itself to rude the abduction, and this condition it seems had manifested itself from the very first.”

John was too miserable to speak, so his new friend tried to comfort him.

“It may be that this condition of her mind was really a blessing for to think of the mental suffering which Christian was spared. She retired into her own little sphere, always gentle, and she became even more so. In that condition she seemed to the natives, with her fair beauty and her complete unawareness of those around her, really like being from another world; and this again saved her from abuse. I could see that by the anguish on your face what you were dreading to hear, but you can put your worst fears to rest. Just because of her mental condition, because she has lost all sense of reality, the natives came to treat her as an idol or as a living mascot. I do not know quite how to describe it, but they felt she was not of the earth. They loaded her with silver ornaments which constitute their wealth, and they dressed her in the choice embroidered garments, the material woven by hand and the dyes culled from the bark and the roots of the trees. Christian liked these garments and would stroke them with their hands.

“Another thing for which the natives revered her was her music. They were forever bringing every little native instrument they could find, and this must been Christian’s one great pleasure. She would fondle the little musical contrivance, and no matter how crude it was it would not be long before she drew a tune from it. There was nothing her guardians liked better than to gather around and listen to her tunes. The natives had doubtless woven many superstitions about here, and she will doubtless long live in their legends.”

John found his voice at last and asked a number of questions. There were so many things he still wished to know.

Mrs. Dunbar continued: “There was ample money from the Daivey estate to richly compensate all the relatives of the murdered man, and also to console the natives surrounding Christian for the loss of their idol. The girl was brought back and given a home in the hotel. Only the proprietors live there in the off season. But it was soon found out that she preferred her old home, and she would slip away to go there whenever she could. Thus, Christian was allowed to do just as she wished. A native woman was engaged to ubobtrusively attend to her wants. Food was carried in to her from the hotel, but Christian was extremely erratic about the times of eating. The fastidious girl rejected al the foreign clothes laid out for her. She sensed that they were not as she had been accustomed to wear. She was much preferred the texture and colour of the native garments. I was able to buy the silver ornaments which she had worn all during her captivity, for she liked those also. One rather touching circumstance is that the piano tuner in the village had asked permission to keep her pianos in order, and for years he had never failed to tune them. He was the only person than the hotel servant who was ever allowed in the villa. It would seem that he had admired Christian’s music and this was his tribute to her genius.

“The parents had departed form the villa leaving everything in the wildest confusion – food, cosmetics, literature, business papers, and so fourth. They were broke and died in the most pitiful way. They retired to their beautiful town flat and lived there without servants, devoting themselves, devoting themselves entirely to opium. ‘Poor things,’ Mrs. Dunbar ended sadly, ‘they expiated their sins here on earth.’ ”

The afternoon was drawing to a close. John arose and thanked his hostess. “Our visitors usually stay the night. We can make you comfortable,” she said. Again the amusing “we”. 

During their long talk the native children had, for the most part, been squatting nearby, staring at John. If they moved, they made no sound. Even in the midst of his anguish he had noticed this. 

“No, thank you,” said John. “I must be of. She may play again tonight.”

But first, out of courtesy, John went through the little house with the exceptional lady who owned it. She wanted to show him some of her books and tell him of her work in trying to tame the native dialect to the written word. Then she walked out to the edge of the steepest descent to see John off, but before he left she laid her hand upon his arm and said:

“Will you not take the advice of an old woman and go on your journey? Christian may be better undisturbed, and you perhaps will be happier that way.”

“I am not considering my own happiness,” replied John, “and whatever the consequences I MUST see her. You understand that, do you not?”

“Yes,” she said, “I do.” 

John plunged and stumbled down the mountain side and it was late when he reached the village. He went straight to the villa and listened for a long time, but there was no music. John was exhausted so he returned to the hotel and slept far into the morning. Later in the day he went out and prowled around the villa. At the back of the house he found a door which was unlatched, and he correctly assumed that this was the door was used by the old attendant to carry the girl’s food in and out. Having made this discovery he returned and sat by the window. The quaint rooms of the hotel had always amused him. One could step out onto the road quite easily – stray dogs could also step in, and frequently did. 

He did not expect to hear any playing during the day, but to his surprise, late in the afternoon the sound of music came from the villa. He listened entranced for a moment. It was her light touch – no one played as she did. He arose and stepped out of the window to carry out his plan. He went straight to the door he had discovered and opened it. Once inside he slipped off his shoes. His heart nearly stopped beating as he entered the house. He crept up the stairs and stood in the hall. Walking in the very spot where he had stood to say good-bye so many years ago, he listened. Yes, she was playing in the room at the right of the hall where he had given her mother the first lesson.

John felt that he must be living in a dream. He could not convince himself that he was really alive and experiencing anything so incredible. Softly, softly, he turned the handle of the door and looked into the room. There she sat in the dusk. John hardly noticed what she was playing, so absorbed was he by the small ghostly figure. He noticed at once that her hair was gathered up in a native coif, but he could not see if the years had grayed it. She had on one of the quaint embroidered costumes that Mrs. Dunbar had described, and she wore coils of stiff silver necklaces around her throat. Now and again he caught sight of her hands as they traveled along the keys. Those frail white hands. At last John glanced around the room. It was tidier than of yore. Ghosts, it seems do not disturb things. He imagined Christian gliding noiselessly through the rooms “living in a little world of her own,” as Mrs. Dunbar had said. How he hoped that the ‘little world’ even if it lacked joy, had at least contained no sorrow. 

Suddenly John’s heart missed a beat. Had the girl sensed his nearness? What strange subconscious current had awakened her? She paused for a moment in her playing and then burst into the merry tune of the children at play, the tune she had played for him on that last fateful afternoon. See-saw went the lilting melody. The children laughed and the birds sang. John felt it incongruous that the tragic little figure before him should be playing such gay music, but he was almost beside himself with emotion, and he was reliving the last after he had spent with Christian. 

In spite of all his precautions John made a slight noise. “Now I shall lose her, she will be frightened, she will vanish away,” were the thoughts that raced through his mind. The girl turned and looked at him but did not evince the least surprise at seeing him there. 

“Ou est Maman?” she said gently, and then her own peculiar smile lit up her face. 

John could not answer. He must have time to deal with the situation. He made a movement with his hands asking her to continue to play, and then he drew up a chair besides her. 

“Ou est Maman?” she asked again. Could it be that she was also reliving a day long past? Had his own feeling been so intense that his steam of consciousness had conveyed itself to her? Who can say? He must think what was to be done, and at last he formed a plan of action.

Thus, when Christian’s little hands again fell into her lap for a moment’s rest, and when she glanced shyly up at him, he arose and in a gentle voice of command said: 

“Patrons, il est temps” (Let us go, it is high time).

There was a moment of hesitation then Christian arose and stood beside him. It seemed as if she had been waiting for such an order. She laid her hand on his arm and at that moment linked her destiny with his. 

He had found Christian. This was not the girl he had wooed. This was not the union he had dreamed, but she was at least, his to care for. Her frail hand could still evoke wonderful music and unheard of melodies. A piano could still interpret thoughts which she was incapable of speaking. Her smooth, pale face was still lovely to look at. The years had not taken the same toll of her as they had of him. Time had not carved with his “antique pen.”

They left the village the next day at dawn, and thus it was that John became a legend in his own home town. His arrival with his mysterious ward gave a never-ending fund of speculation to the local gossips, who were provided with a topic with years to come. But there was reason to believe that even the most ingenious among them fell short of the reality while offering the true story of what befell John Landor while abroad. 

Sometimes strains of strange music float out into the night from John’s secluded country house, and at the piano sits a woman, mature in years but frail and lovely still, once more clad in the delicate garments appropriate to her. And beside her, watching her every movement, sits a thoughtful and contented man. 

To no one did John express his feelings, and no one dared to question him. Only his dear friend, Mrs. Dunbar, did he reveal himself, and to her he wrote: “From the very beginning I had asked for nothing better than to sacrifice for Christian, and when I found her I thought that the opportunity to do so had come. How wrong I was. How far that is from the case. She fills my life with joy and interest and brings me the greatest happiness I have ever known – my little ghost, my Christian.”

