

[image: cover.jpg]









 


W. Somerset Maugham


 


THE LETTER AND OTHER GREAT STORY


 


First Edition 


 


[image: img1.jpg]




Contents


INTRODUCTION


THE LETTER


THE TREMBLING OF A LEAF





INTRODUCTION


[image: img2.png]


W. Somerset Maugham


1874–1965


 


W. Somerset Maugham was a British novelist, short story writer, and playwright, widely recognized as one of the most popular and commercially successful authors of the early 20th century. Known for his keen observation of human nature, Maugham combined clear prose with irony and psychological depth, making him a master storyteller whose works remain widely read.


 


Early Life and Education


 


Maugham was born in Paris, where his father worked as a lawyer at the British Embassy. Orphaned at the age of ten, he was sent to England to live with his uncle, an Anglican clergyman. His childhood was marked by loneliness and a sense of alienation, experiences that would later inform his writing. He studied medicine at St. Thomas’s Hospital in London, and though he never practiced extensively, his medical training gave him sharp insight into human behaviour and suffering.


 


Career and Contributions


 


Maugham achieved early success with his first novel, Liza of Lambeth (1897), based on his experiences in medical school. He went on to write over 20 novels, numerous plays, and more than a hundred short stories. His best-known work, Of Human Bondage (1915), is a semi-autobiographical novel that portrays the struggles of Philip Carey, an aspiring artist, in his search for meaning and freedom.


Maugham also excelled as a short story writer, particularly in tales set in colonial settings such as Southeast Asia and the South Pacific, where he vividly depicted the lives of expatriates and colonial officers. Collections like The Trembling of a Leaf (1921) and Ashenden: Or the British Agent (1928), the latter inspired by his work in British intelligence during World War I, secured his reputation as a versatile and compelling writer.


 


Impact and Legacy


 


Although critics sometimes undervalued his work compared to his modernist contemporaries, Maugham’s storytelling ability, wit, and psychological insight earned him immense popularity. His clear, direct prose and ironic detachment influenced later writers, and his works have been adapted into numerous films and stage productions.


W. Somerset Maugham died in 1965 at his villa in the South of France, at the age of 91. By the time of his death, he was one of the most widely read and financially successful writers of his era. Today, he is remembered not only as a master craftsman of fiction and drama but also as a perceptive chronicler of human weakness, ambition, and desire.


 


About the work


 


The Letter (1926) is a short story included in W. Somerset Maugham’s collection The Trembling of a Leaf, which examines human motives, morality, and social conventions. The narrative follows Leslie Crosbie, a woman living in colonial Malaya, who shoots her lover and claims it was in self-defense. As the investigation unfolds, the story exposes layers of deception, hidden passions, and moral ambiguity, revealing the difference between appearances and reality in a rigid colonial society.


The story is structured around tension and irony. Leslie’s outward calm and apparent propriety contrast sharply with the passions and secrets that drive her actions. Maugham portrays how societal expectations, colonial hierarchies, and personal ambition shape the behavior of individuals, emphasizing the conflicts between desire, duty, and justice. The story’s resolution, where the truth emerges through unexpected evidence, underscores the fragile nature of deception and the consequences of immorality.


The Trembling of a Leaf (1921), the collection in which The Letter appears, comprises multiple short stories set mostly in Southeast Asia and the South Pacific. These narratives explore cultural contrasts, human vulnerability, and the moral dilemmas faced by Europeans abroad. Characters often confront isolation, fear, and desire in unfamiliar environments, highlighting both the allure and the harshness of colonial life. Maugham’s style combines precise observation with psychological insight, making the exotic settings serve as mirrors for universal human behavior.


W. Somerset Maugham (1874–1965) was a British playwright, novelist, and short-story writer known for his clear prose and keen psychological insight. Through works like The Letter and The Trembling of a Leaf, he explored moral complexity, human weakness, and the impact of society on individual choices. Maugham’s stories remain influential for their narrative economy, vivid characterization, and the ability to blend suspense, drama, and social critique, securing his place as a major figure in 20th-century English literature.





THE LETTER


Outside on the quay the sun beat fiercely. A stream of motors, lorries and buses, private cars and hirelings, sped up and down the crowded thoroughfare, and every chauffeur blew his horn; rickshaws threaded their nimble path amid the throng, and the panting coolies found breath to yell at one another; coolies, carrying heavy bales, sidled along with their quick jog-trot and shouted to the passerby to make way; itinerant vendors proclaimed their wares. Singapore is the meeting-place of a hundred peoples; and men of all colours, black Tamils, yellow Chinks, brown Malays, Armenians, Jews and Bengalis, called to one another in raucous tones. But inside the office of Messrs. Ripley, Joyce and Naylor it was pleasantly cool; it was dark after the dusty glitter of the street and agreeably quiet after its unceasing din. Mr. Joyce sat in his private room, at the table, with an electric fan turned full on him. He was leaning back, his elbows on the arms of the chair, with the tips of the outstretched fingers of one hand resting neatly against the tips of the outstretched fingers of the other. His gaze rested on the battered volumes of the Law Reports which stood on a long shelf in front of him. On the top of a cupboard were square boxes of japanned tin, on which were painted the names of various clients.


There was a knock at the door.


“Come in.”


A Chinese clerk, very neat in his white ducks, opened it.


“Mr. Crosbie is here, sir.”


He spoke beautiful English, accenting each word with precision, and Mr. Joyce had often wondered at the extent of his vocabulary. Ong Chi Seng was a Cantonese, and he had studied law at Gray’s Inn. He was spending a year or two with Messrs. Ripley, Joyce and Naylor in order to prepare himself for practice on his own account. He was industrious, obliging, and of exemplary character.


“Show him in,” said Mr. Joyce.


He rose to shake hands with his visitor and asked him to sit down. The light fell on him as he did so. The face of Mr. Joyce remained in shadow. He was by nature a silent man, and now he looked at Robert Crosbie for quite a minute without speaking. Crosbie was a big fellow, well over six feet high, with broad shoulders, and muscular. He was a rubber-planter, hard with the constant exercise of walking over the estate, and with the tennis which was his relaxation when the day’s work was over. He was deeply sunburned. His hairy hands, his feet in clumsy boots were enormous, and Mr. Joyce found himself thinking that a blow of that great fist would easily kill the fragile Tamil. But there was no fierceness in his blue eyes; they were confiding and gentle; and his face, with its big, undistinguished features, was open, frank and honest. But at this moment it bore a look of deep distress. It was drawn and haggard.


“You look as though you hadn’t had much sleep the last night or two,” said Mr. Joyce.


“I haven’t.”


Mr. Joyce noticed now the old felt hat, with its broad double brim, which Crosbie had placed on the table; and then his eyes travelled to the khaki shorts he wore, showing his red hairy thighs, the tennis shirt open at the neck, without a tie, and the dirty khaki jacket with the ends of the sleeves turned up. He looked as though he had just come in from a long tramp among the rubber trees. Mr. Joyce gave a slight frown.


“You must pull yourself together, you know. You must keep your head.”


“Oh, I’m all right.”


“Have you seen your wife to-day?”


“No, I’m to see her this afternoon. You know, it is a damned shame that they should have arrested her.”


“I think they had to do that,” Mr. Joyce answered in his level, soft tone.


“I should have thought they’d have let her out on bail.”


“It’s a very serious charge.”


“It is damnable. She did what any decent woman would do in her place. Only, nine women out of ten wouldn’t have the pluck. Leslie’s the best woman in the world. She wouldn’t hurt a fly. Why, hang it all, man, I’ve been married to her for twelve years, do you think I don’t know her? God, if I’d got hold of the man I’d have wrung his neck, I’d have killed him without a moment’s hesitation. So would you.”


“My dear fellow, everybody’s on your side. No one has a good word to say for Hammond. We’re going to get her off. I don’t suppose either the assessors or the judge will go into court without having already made up their minds to bring in a verdict of not guilty.”


“The whole thing’s a farce,” said Crosbie violently. “She ought never to have been arrested in the first place, and then it’s terrible, after all the poor girl’s gone through, to subject her to the ordeal of a trial. There’s not a soul I’ve met since I’ve been in Singapore, man or woman, who hasn’t told me that Leslie was absolutely justified. I think it’s awful to keep her in prison all these weeks.”


“The law is the law. After all, she confesses that she killed the man. It is terrible, and I’m dreadfully sorry for both you and for her.”


“I don’t matter a hang,” interrupted Crosbie.


“But the fact remains that murder has been committed, and in a civilised community a trial is inevitable.”


“Is it murder to exterminate noxious vermin? She shot him as she would have shot a mad dog.”


Mr. Joyce leaned back again in his chair and once more placed the tips of his ten fingers together. The little construction he formed looked like the skeleton of a roof. He was silent for a moment.


“I should be wanting in my duty as your legal adviser,” he said at last, in an even voice, looking at his client with his cool, brown eyes, “if I did not tell you that there is one point which causes me just a little anxiety. If your wife had only shot Hammond once, the whole thing would be absolutely plain sailing. Unfortunately she fired six times.”


“Her explanation is perfectly simple. In the circumstances anyone would have done the same.”


“I dare say,” said Mr. Joyce, “and of course I think the explanation is very reasonable. But it’s no good closing our eyes to the facts. It’s always a good plan to put yourself in another man’s place, and I can’t deny that if I were prosecuting for the Crown that is the point on which I should centre my enquiry.”


“My dear fellow, that’s perfectly idiotic.”


Mr. Joyce shot a sharp glance at Robert Crosbie. The shadow of a smile hovered over his shapely lips. Crosbie was a good fellow, but he could hardly be described as intelligent.


“I dare say it’s of no importance,” answered the lawyer, “I just thought it was a point worth mentioning. You haven’t got very long to wait now, and when it’s all over I recommend you to go off somewhere with your wife on a trip, and forget all about it. Even though we are almost dead certain to get an acquittal, a trial of that sort is anxious work, and you’ll both want a rest.”


For the first time Crosbie smiled, and his smile strangely changed his face. You forgot the uncouthness and saw only the goodness of his soul.


“I think I shall want it more than Leslie. She’s borne up wonderfully. By God, there’s a plucky little woman for you.”


“Yes, I’ve been very much struck by her self-control,” said the lawyer. “I should never have guessed that she was capable of such determination.”


His duties as her counsel had made it necessary for him to have a good many interviews with Mrs. Crosbie since her arrest. Though things had been made as easy as could be for her, the fact remained that she was in gaol, awaiting her trial for murder, and it would not have been surprising if her nerves had failed her. She appeared to bear her ordeal with composure. She read a great deal, took such exercise as was possible, and by favour of the authorities worked at the pillow lace which had always formed the entertainment of her long hours of leisure. When Mr. Joyce saw her, she was neatly dressed in cool, fresh, simple frocks, her hair was carefully arranged, and her nails were manicured. Her manner was collected. She was able even to jest upon the little inconveniences of her position. There was something casual about the way in which she spoke of the tragedy, which suggested to Mr. Joyce that only her good breeding prevented her from finding something a trifle ludicrous in a situation which was eminently serious. It surprised him, for he had never thought that she had a sense of humour.


He had known her off and on for a good many years. When she paid visits to Singapore she generally came to dine with his wife and himself, and once or twice she had passed a week-end with them at their bungalow by the sea. His wife had spent a fortnight with her on the estate, and had met Geoffrey Hammond several times. The two couples had been on friendly, if not on intimate, terms, and it was on this account that Robert Crosbie had rushed over to Singapore immediately after the catastrophe and begged Mr. Joyce to take charge personally of his unhappy wife’s defence.


The story she told him the first time he saw her she had never varied in the smallest detail. She told it as coolly then, a few hours after the tragedy, as she told it now. She told it connectedly, in a level, even voice, and her only sign of confusion was when a slight colour came into her cheeks as she described one or two of its incidents. She was the last woman to whom one would have expected such a thing to happen. She was in the early thirties, a fragile creature, neither short nor tall, and graceful rather than pretty. Her wrists and ankles were very delicate, but she was extremely thin, and you could see the bones of her hands through the white skin, and the veins were large and blue. Her face was colourless, slightly sallow, and her lips were pale. You did not notice the colour of her eyes. She had a great deal of light brown hair, and it had a slight natural wave; it was the sort of hair that with a little touching-up would have been very pretty, but you could not imagine that Mrs. Crosbie would think of resorting to any such device. She was a quiet, pleasant, unassuming woman. Her manner was engaging, and if she was not very popular it was because she suffered from a certain shyness. This was comprehensible enough, for the planter’s life is lonely, and in her own house, with people she knew, she was in her quiet way charming. Mrs. Joyce, after her fortnight’s stay, had told her husband that Leslie was a very agreeable hostess. There was more in her, she said, than people thought; and when you came to know her you were surprised how much she had read and how entertaining she could be.


She was the last woman in the world to commit murder.


Mr. Joyce dismissed Robert Crosbie with such reassuring words as he could find and, once more alone in his office, turned over the pages of the brief. But it was a mechanical action, for all its details were familiar to him. The case was the sensation of the day, and it was discussed in all the clubs, at all the dinner tables, up and down the Peninsula, from Singapore to Penang. The facts that Mrs. Crosbie gave were simple. Her husband had gone to Singapore on business, and she was alone for the night. She dined by herself, late, at a quarter to nine, and after dinner sat in the sitting-room working at her lace. It opened on the verandah. There was no one in the bungalow, for the servants had retired to their own quarters at the back of the compound. She was surprised to hear a step on the gravel path in the garden, a booted step, which suggested a white man rather than a native, for she had not heard a motor drive up, and she could not imagine who could be coming to see her at that time of night. Someone ascended the few stairs that led up to the bungalow, walked across the verandah, and appeared at the door of the room in which she sat. At the first moment she did not recognise the visitor. She sat with a shaded lamp, and he stood with his back to the darkness.


“May I come in?” he said.


She did not even recognise the voice.


“Who is it?” she asked.


She worked with spectacles, and she took them off as she spoke.


“Geoff Hammond.”


“Of course. Come in and have a drink.”


She rose and shook hands with him cordially. She was a little surprised to see him, for though he was a neighbour neither she nor Robert had been lately on very intimate terms with him, and she had not seen him for some weeks. He was the manager of a rubber estate nearly eight miles from theirs, and she wondered why he had chosen this late hour to come and see them.


“Robert’s away,” she said. “He had to go to Singapore for the night.”


Perhaps he thought his visit called for some explanation, for he said:


“I’m sorry. I felt rather lonely to-night, so I thought I’d just come along and see how you were getting on.”


“How on earth did you come? I never heard a car.”


“I left it down the road. I thought you might both be in bed and asleep.”


This was natural enough. The planter gets up at dawn in order to take the roll-call of the workers, and soon after dinner he is glad to go to bed. Hammond’s car was in point of fact found next day a quarter of a mile from the bungalow.


Since Robert was away there was no whisky and soda in the room. Leslie did not call the boy, who was probably asleep, but fetched it herself. Her guest mixed himself a drink and filled his pipe.


Geoff Hammond had a host of friends in the colony. He was at this time in the late thirties, but he had come out as a lad. He had been one of the first to volunteer on the outbreak of war, and had done very well. A wound in the knee caused him to be invalided out of the army after two years, but he returned to the Federated Malay States with a D.S.O. and an M.C. He was one of the best billiard-players in the colony. He had been a beautiful dancer and a fine tennis-player, but though able no longer to dance, and his tennis, with a stiff knee, was not so good as it had been, he had the gift of popularity and was universally liked. He was a tall, good-looking fellow, with attractive blue eyes and a fine head of black, curling hair. Old stagers said his only fault was that he was too fond of the girls, and after the catastrophe they shook their heads and vowed that they had always known this would get him into trouble.


He began now to talk to Leslie about the local affairs, the forthcoming races in Singapore, the price of rubber, and his chances of killing a tiger which had been lately seen in the neighbourhood. She was anxious to finish by a certain date the piece of lace on which she was working, for she wanted to send it home for her mother’s birthday, and so put on her spectacles again, and drew towards her chair the little table on which stood the pillow.


“I wish you wouldn’t wear those great horn-spectacles,” he said. “I don’t know why a pretty woman should do her best to look plain.”


She was a trifle taken aback at this remark. He had never used that tone with her before. She thought the best thing was to make light of it.


“I have no pretensions to being a raving beauty, you know, and if you ask me point-blank, I’m bound to tell you that I don’t care two pins if you think me plain or not.”


“I don’t think you’re plain. I think you’re awfully pretty.”


“Sweet of you,” she answered, ironically. “But in that case I can only think you half-witted.”


He chuckled. But he rose from his chair and sat down in another by her side.


“You’re not going to have the face to deny that you have the prettiest hands in the world,” he said.


He made a gesture as though to take one of them. She gave him a little tap.


“Don’t be an idiot. Sit down where you were before and talk sensibly, or else I shall send you home.”


He did not move.


“Don’t you know that I’m awfully in love with you?” he said.


She remained quite cool.


“I don’t. I don’t believe it for a minute, and even if it were true I don’t want you to say it.”


She was the more surprised at what he was saying, since during the seven years she had known him he had never paid her any particular attention. When he came back from the war they had seen a good deal of one another, and once when he was ill Robert had gone over and brought him back to their bungalow in his car. He had stayed with them for a fortnight. But their interests were dissimilar, and the acquaintance had never ripened into friendship. For the last two or three years they had seen little of him. Now and then he came over to play tennis, now and then they met him at some planter’s who was giving a party, but it often happened that they did not set eyes on him for a month at a time.


Now he took another whisky and soda. Leslie wondered if he had been drinking before. There was something odd about him, and it made her a trifle uneasy. She watched him help himself with disapproval.


“I wouldn’t drink any more if I were you,” she said, good-humouredly still.


He emptied his glass and put it down.


“Do you think I’m talking to you like this because I’m drunk?” he asked abruptly.


“That is the most obvious explanation, isn’t it?”


“Well, it’s a lie. I’ve loved you ever since I first knew you. I’ve held my tongue as long as I could, and now it’s got to come out. I love you, I love you, I love you.”


She rose and carefully put aside the pillow.


“Good-night,” she said.


“I’m not going now.”


At last she began to lose her temper.


“But, you poor fool, don’t you know that I’ve never loved anyone but Robert, and even if I didn’t love Robert you’re the last man I should care for.”


“What do I care? Robert’s away.”


“If you don’t go away this minute I shall call the boys, and have you thrown out.”


“They’re out of earshot.”


She was very angry now. She made a movement as though to go on to the verandah, from which the house-boy would certainly hear her, but he seized her arm.


“Let me go,” she cried furiously.


“Not much. I’ve got you now.”


She opened her mouth and called “Boy, boy,” but with a quick gesture he put his hand over it. Then before she knew what he was about he had taken her in his arms and was kissing her passionately. She struggled, turning her lips away from his burning mouth.


“No, no, no,” she cried. “Leave me alone. I won’t.”


She grew confused about what happened then. All that had been said before she remembered accurately, but now his words assailed her ears through a mist of horror and fear. He seemed to plead for her love. He broke into violent protestations of passion. And all the time he held her in his tempestuous embrace. She was helpless, for he was a strong, powerful man, and her arms were pinioned to her sides; her struggles were unavailing, and she felt herself grow weaker; she was afraid she would faint, and his hot breath on her face made her feel desperately sick. He kissed her mouth, her eyes, her cheeks, her hair. The pressure of his arms was killing her. He lifted her off her feet. She tried to kick him, but he only held her more closely. He was carrying her now. He wasn’t speaking any more, but she knew that his face was pale and his eyes hot with desire. He was taking her into the bedroom. He was no longer a civilised man, but a savage. And as he ran he stumbled against a table which was in the way. His stiff knee made him a little awkward on his feet, and with the burden of the woman in his arms he fell. In a moment she had snatched herself away from him. She ran round the sofa. He was up in a flash, and flung himself towards her. There was a revolver on the desk. She was not a nervous woman, but Robert was to be away for the night, and she had meant to take it into her room when she went to bed. That was why it happened to be there. She was frantic with terror now. She did not know what she was doing. She heard a report. She saw Hammond stagger. He gave a cry. He said something, she didn’t know what. He lurched out of the room on to the verandah. She was in a frenzy now, she was beside herself, she followed him out, yes, that was it, she must have followed him out, though she remembered nothing of it, she followed firing automatically, shot after shot, till the six chambers were empty. Hammond fell down on the floor of the verandah. He crumpled up into a bloody heap.


When the boys, startled by the reports, rushed up, they found her standing over Hammond with the revolver still in her hand and Hammond lifeless. She looked at them for a moment without speaking. They stood in a frightened, huddled bunch. She let the revolver fall from her hand, and without a word turned and went into the sitting-room. They watched her go into her bedroom and turn the key in the lock. They dared not touch the dead body, but looked at it with terrified eyes, talking excitedly to one another in undertones. Then the head-boy collected himself; he had been with them for many years, he was Chinese and a level-headed fellow. Robert had gone into Singapore on his motor-cycle, and the car stood in the garage. He told the seis to get it out; they must go at once to the Assistant District Officer and tell him what had happened. He picked up the revolver and put it in his pocket. The A.D.O., a man called Withers, lived on the outskirts of the nearest town, which was about thirty-five miles away. It took them an hour and a half to reach him. Everyone was asleep, and they had to rouse the boys. Presently Withers came out and they told him their errand. The head-boy showed him the revolver in proof of what he said. The A.D.O. went into his room to dress, sent for his car, and in a little while was following them back along the deserted road. The dawn was just breaking as he reached the Crosbies’ bungalow. He ran up the steps of the verandah, and stopped short as he saw Hammond’s body lying where he fell. He touched the face. It was quite cold.


“Where’s mem?” he asked the house-boy.


The Chinese pointed to the bedroom. Withers went to the door and knocked. There was no answer. He knocked again.


“Mrs. Crosbie,” he called.


“Who is it?”


“Withers.”


There was another pause. Then the door was unlocked and slowly opened. Leslie stood before him. She had not been to bed, and wore the tea-gown in which she had dined. She stood and looked silently at the A.D.O.


“Your house-boy fetched me,” he said. “Hammond. What have you done?”


“He tried to rape me, and I shot him.”


“My God. I say, you’d better come out here. You must tell me exactly what happened.”


“Not now. I can’t. You must give me time. Send for my husband.”


Withers was a young man, and he did not know exactly what to do in an emergency which was so out of the run of his duties. Leslie refused to say anything till at last Robert arrived. Then she told the two men the story, from which since then, though she had repeated it over and over again, she had never in the slightest degree diverged.


The point to which Mr. Joyce recurred was the shooting. As a lawyer he was bothered that Leslie had fired not once, but six times, and the examination of the dead man showed that four of the shots had been fired close to the body. One might almost have thought that when the man fell she stood over him and emptied the contents of the revolver into him. She confessed that her memory, so accurate for all that had preceded, failed her here. Her mind was blank. It pointed to an uncontrollable fury; but uncontrollable fury was the last thing you would have expected from this quiet and demure woman. Mr. Joyce had known her a good many years, and had always thought her an unemotional person; during the weeks that had passed since the tragedy her composure had been amazing.


Mr. Joyce shrugged his shoulders.


“The fact is, I suppose,” he reflected, “that you can never tell what hidden possibilities of savagery there are in the most respectable of women.”


There was a knock at the door.


“Come in.”


The Chinese clerk entered and closed the door behind him. He closed it gently, with deliberation, but decidedly, and advanced to the table at which Mr. Joyce was sitting.


“May I trouble you, sir, for a few words private conversation?” he said.


The elaborate accuracy with which the clerk expressed himself always faintly amused Mr. Joyce, and now he smiled.


“It’s no trouble, Chi Seng,” he replied.


“The matter on which I desire to speak to you, sir, is delicate and confidential.”


“Fire away.”


Mr. Joyce met his clerk’s shrewd eyes. As usual Ong Chi Seng was dressed in the height of local fashion. He wore very shiny patent-leather shoes and gay silk socks. In his black tie was a pearl and ruby pin, and on the fourth finger of his left hand a diamond ring. From the pocket of his neat white coat protruded a gold fountain pen and a gold pencil. He wore a gold wrist-watch, and on the bridge of his nose invisible pince-nez. He gave a little cough.


“The matter has to do with the case R. v. Crosbie, sir.”


“Yes?”


“A circumstance has come to my knowledge, sir, which seems to me to put a different complexion on it.”


“What circumstance?”


“It has come to my knowledge, sir, that there is a letter in existence from the defendant to the unfortunate victim of the tragedy.”


“I shouldn’t be at all surprised. In the course of the last seven years I have no doubt that Mrs. Crosbie often had occasion to write to Mr. Hammond.”


Mr. Joyce had a high opinion of his clerk’s intelligence and his words were designed to conceal his thoughts.


“That is very probable, sir. Mrs. Crosbie must have communicated with the deceased frequently, to invite him to dine with her for example, or to propose a tennis game. That was my first thought when the matter was brought to my notice. This letter, however, was written on the day of the late Mr. Hammond’s death.”


Mr. Joyce did not flicker an eyelash. He continued to look at Ong Chi Seng with the smile of faint amusement with which he generally talked to him.


“Who has told you this?”


“The circumstances were brought to my knowledge, sir, by a friend of mine.”


Mr. Joyce knew better than to insist.


“You will no doubt recall, sir, that Mrs. Crosbie has stated that until the fatal night she had had no communication with the deceased for several weeks.”


“Have you got the letter?”


“No, sir.”


“What are its contents?”


“My friend gave me a copy. Would you like to peruse it, sir?”


“I should.”


Ong Chi Seng took from an inside pocket a bulky wallet. It was filled with papers, Singapore dollar notes and cigarette cards. From the confusion he presently extracted a half-sheet of thin notepaper and placed it before Mr. Joyce. The letter read as follows:--


R. willbe away for the night. I absolutely must see you. I shall expectyou at eleven. I am desperate, andifyou don’t come I won’t answer for the consequences. Don’t drive up.--L.


It was written in the flowing hand which the Chinese were taught at the foreign schools. The writing, so lacking in character, was oddly incongruous with the ominous words.


“What makes you think that this note was written by Mrs. Crosbie?”


“I have every confidence in the veracity of my informant, sir,” replied Ong Chi Seng. “And the matter can very easily be put to the proof. Mrs. Crosbie will, no doubt, be able to tell you at once whether she wrote such a letter or not.”


Since the beginning of the conversation Mr. Joyce had not taken his eyes off the respectable countenance of his clerk. He wondered now if he discerned in it a faint expression of mockery.


“It is inconceivable that Mrs. Crosbie should have written such a letter,” said Mr. Joyce.


“If that is your opinion, sir, the matter is of course ended. My friend spoke to me on the subject only because he thought, as I was in your office, you might like to know of the existence of this letter before a communication was made to the Deputy Public Prosecutor.”


“Who has the original?” asked Mr. Joyce sharply.


Ong Chi Seng made no sign that he perceived in this question and its manner a change of attitude.


“You will remember, sir, no doubt, that after the death of Mr. Hammond it was discovered that he had had relations with a Chinese woman. The letter is at present in her possession.”


That was one of the things which had turned public opinion most vehemently against Hammond. It came to be known that for several months he had had a Chinese woman living in his house.


For a moment neither of them spoke. Indeed everything had been said and each understood the other perfectly.


“I’m obliged to you, Chi Seng. I will give the matter my consideration.”


“Very good, sir. Do you wish me to make a communication to that effect to my friend?”


“I dare say it would be as well if you kept in touch with him,” Mr. Joyce answered with gravity.


“Yes, sir.”


The clerk noiselessly left the room, shutting the door again with deliberation, and left Mr. Joyce to his reflections. He stared at the copy, in its neat, impersonal writing, of Leslie’s letter. Vague suspicions troubled him. They were so disconcerting that he made an effort to put them out of his mind. There must be a simple explanation of the letter, and Leslie without doubt could give it at once, but, by heaven, an explanation was needed. He rose from his chair, put the letter in his pocket, and took his topee. When he went out Ong Chi Seng was busily writing at his desk.


“I’m going out for a few minutes, Chi Seng,” he said.


“Mr. George Reed is coming by appointment at twelve o’clock, sir. Where shall I say you’ve gone?”


Mr. Joyce gave him a thin smile.


“You can say that you haven’t the least idea.”


But he knew perfectly well that Ong Chi Seng was aware that he was going to the gaol. Though the crime had been committed in Belanda and the trial was to take place at Belanda Bharu, since there was in the gaol no convenience for the detention of a white woman Mrs. Crosbie had been brought to Singapore.


When she was led into the room in which he waited she held out her thin, distinguished hand, and gave him a pleasant smile. She was as ever neatly and simply dressed, and her abundant, pale hair was arranged with care.


“I wasn’t expecting to see you this morning,” she said, graciously.


She might have been in her own house, and Mr. Joyce almost expected to hear her call the boy and tell him to bring the visitor a gin pahit.


“How are you?” he asked.


“I’m in the best of health, thank you.” A flicker of amusement flashed across her eyes. “This is a wonderful place for a rest cure.”


The attendant withdrew and they were left alone.


“Do sit down,” said Leslie.


He took a chair. He did not quite know how to begin. She was so cool that it seemed almost impossible to say to her the thing he had come to say. Though she was not pretty there was something agreeable in her appearance. She had elegance, but it was the elegance of good breeding in which there was nothing of the artifice of society. You had only to look at her to know what sort of people she had and what kind of surroundings she had lived in. Her fragility gave her a singular refinement. It was impossible to associate her with the vaguest idea of grossness.


“I’m looking forward to seeing Robert this afternoon,” she said, in her good-humoured, easy voice. (It was a pleasure to hear her speak, her voice and her accent were so distinctive of her class.) “Poor dear, it’s been a great trial to his nerves. I’m thankful it’ll all be over in a few days.”


“It’s only five days now.”


“I know. Each morning when I awake I say to myself, ‘one less.’” She smiled then. “Just as I used to do at school and the holidays were coming.”


“By the way, am I right in thinking that you had no communication whatever with Hammond for several weeks before the catastrophe?”


“I’m quite positive of that. The last time we met was at a tennis-party at the MacFarrens. I don’t think I said more than two words to him. They have two courts, you know, and we didn’t happen to be in the same sets.”


“And you haven’t written to him?”


“Oh, no.”


“Are you quite sure of that?”


“Oh, quite,” she answered, with a little smile. “There was nothing I should write to him for except to ask him to dine or to play tennis, and I hadn’t done either for months.”


“At one time you’d been on fairly intimate terms with him. How did it happen that you had stopped asking him to anything?”


Mrs. Crosbie shrugged her thin shoulders.


“One gets tired of people. We hadn’t anything very much in common. Of course, when he was ill Robert and I did everything we could for him, but the last year or two he’d been quite well, and he was very popular. He had a good many calls on his time, and there didn’t seem to be any need to shower invitations upon him.”


“Are you quite certain that was all?”


Mrs. Crosbie hesitated for a moment.


“Well, I may just as well tell you. It had come to our ears that he was living with a Chinese woman, and Robert said he wouldn’t have him in the house, I had seen her myself.”


Mr. Joyce was sitting in a straight-backed arm-chair, resting his chin on his hand, and his eyes were fixed on Leslie. Was it his fancy that, as she made this remark, her black pupils were filled on a sudden, for the fraction of a second, with a dull red light? The effect was startling. Mr. Joyce shifted in his chair. He placed the tips of his ten fingers together. He spoke very slowly, choosing his words.


“I think I should tell you that there is in existence a letter in your handwriting to Geoff Hammond.”


He watched her closely. She made no movement, nor did her face change colour, but she took a noticeable time to reply.


“In the past I’ve often sent him little notes to ask him to something or other, or to get me something when I knew he was going to Singapore.”


“This letter asks him to come and see you because Robert was going to Singapore.”


“That’s impossible. I never did anything of the kind.”


“You’d better read it for yourself.”


He took it out of his pocket and handed it to her. She gave it a glance and with a smile of scorn handed it back to him.


“That’s not my handwriting.”


“I know, it’s said to be an exact copy of the original.”


She read the words now, and as she read a horrible change came over her. Her colourless face grew dreadful to look at. It turned green. The flesh seemed on a sudden to fall away and her skin was tightly stretched over the bones. Her lips receded, showing her teeth, so that she had the appearance of making a grimace. She stared at Mr. Joyce with eyes that started from their sockets. He was looking now at a gibbering death’s head.


“What does it mean?” she whispered.


Her mouth was so dry that she could utter no more than a hoarse sound. It was no longer a human voice.


“That is for you to say,” he answered.


“I didn’t write it. I swear I didn’t write it.”


“Be very careful what you say. If the original is in your handwriting it would be useless to deny it.”


“It would be a forgery.”


“It would be difficult to prove that. It would be easy to prove that it was genuine.”


A shiver passed through her lean body. But great beads of sweat stood on her forehead. She took a handkerchief from her bag and wiped the palms of her hands. She glanced at the letter again and gave Mr. Joyce a sidelong look.


“It’s not dated. If I had written it and forgotten all about it, it might have been written years ago. If you’ll give me time, I’ll try and remember the circumstances.”


“I noticed there was no date. If this letter were in the hands of the prosecution they would crossexamine the boys. They would soon find out whether someone took a letter to Hammond on the day of his death.”


Mrs. Crosbie clasped her hands violently and swayed in her chair so that he thought she would faint.


“I swear to you that I didn’t write that letter.”


Mr. Joyce was silent for a little while. He took his eyes from her distraught face, and looked down on the floor. He was reflecting.


“In these circumstances we need not go into the matter further,” he said slowly, at last breaking the silence. “If the possessor of this letter sees fit to place it in the hands of the prosecution you will be prepared.”


His words suggested that he had nothing more to say to her, but he made no movement of departure. He waited. To himself he seemed to wait a very long time. He did not look at Leslie, but he was conscious that she sat very still. She made no sound. At last it was he who spoke.


“If you have nothing more to say to me I think I’ll be getting back to my office.”


“What would anyone who read the letter be inclined to think that it meant?” she asked then.


“He’d know that you had told a deliberate lie,” answered Mr. Joyce sharply.


“When?”


“You have stated definitely that you had had no communication with Hammond for at least three months.”


“The whole thing has been a terrible shock to me. The events of that dreadful night have been a nightmare. It’s not very strange if one detail has escaped my memory.”


“It would be unfortunate, when your memory has reproduced so exactly every particular of your interview with Hammond, that you should have forgotten so important a point as that he came to see you in the bungalow on the night of his death at your express desire.”


“I hadn’t forgotten. After what happened I was afraid to mention it. I thought you’d none of you believe my story if I admitted that he’d come at my invitation. I dare say it was stupid of me; but I lost my head, and after I’d said once that I’d had no communication with Hammond I was obliged to stick to it.”


By now Leslie had recovered her admirable composure, and she met Mr. Joyce’s appraising glance with candour. Her gentleness was very disarming.


“You will be required to explain, then, why you asked Hammond to come and see you when Robert was away for the night.”


She turned her eyes full on the lawyer. He had been mistaken in thinking them insignificant, they were rather fine eyes, and unless he was mistaken they were bright now with tears. Her voice had a little break in it.


“It was a surprise I was preparing for Robert. His birthday is next month. I knew he wanted a new gun and you know I’m dreadfully stupid about sporting things. I wanted to talk to Geoff about it. I thought I’d get him to order it for me.”


“Perhaps the terms of the letter are not very clear to your recollection. Will you have another look at it?”


“No, I don’t want to,” she said quickly.


“Does it seem to you the sort of letter a woman would write to a somewhat distant acquaintance because she wanted to consult him about buying a gun?”


“I dare say it’s rather extravagant and emotional. I do express myself like that, you know. I’m quite prepared to admit it’s very silly.” She smiled. “And after all, Geoff Hammond wasn’t quite a distant acquaintance. When he was ill I’d nursed him like a mother. I asked him to come when Robert was away, because Robert wouldn’t have him in the house.”


Mr. Joyce was tired of sitting so long in the same position. He rose and walked once or twice up and down the room, choosing the words he proposed to say; then he learned over the back of the chair in which he had been sitting. He spoke slowly in a tone of deep gravity.


“Mrs. Crosbie, I want to talk to you very, very seriously. This case was comparatively plain sailing. There was only one point which seemed to me to require explanation: as far as I could judge, you had fired no less than four shots into Hammond when he was lying on the ground. It was hard to accept the possibility that a delicate, frightened, and habitually self-controlled woman, of gentle nature and refined instincts, should have surrendered to an absolutely uncontrolled frenzy. But of course it was admissible. Although Geoffrey Hammond was much liked and on the whole thought highly of, I was prepared to prove that he was the sort of man who might be guilty of the crime which in justification of your act you accused him of. The fact, which was discovered after his death, that he had been living with a Chinese woman gave us something very definite to go upon. That robbed him of any sympathy which might have been felt for him. We made up our minds to make use of the odium which such a connection cast upon him in the minds of all respectable people. I told your husband this morning that I was certain of an acquittal, and I wasn’t just telling him that to give him heart. I do not believe the assessors would have left the court.”


They looked into one another’s eyes. Mrs. Crosbie was strangely still. She was like a little bird paralysed by the fascination of a snake. He went on in the same quiet tones.


“But this letter has thrown an entirely different complexion on the case. I am your legal adviser, I shall represent you in court. I take your story as you tell it me, and I shall conduct your defence according to its terms. It may be that I believe your statements, and it may be that I doubt them. The duty of counsel is to persuade the court that the evidence placed before it is not such as to justify it in bringing in a verdict of guilty, and any private opinion he may have of the guilt or innocence of his client is entirely beside the point.”


He was astonished to see in Leslie’s eyes the flicker of a smile. Piqued, he went on somewhat dryly:


“You’re not going to deny that Hammond came to your house at your urgent, and I may even say, hysterical invitation?”


Mrs. Crosbie, hesitating for an instant, seemed to consider.


“They can prove that the letter was taken to his bungalow by one of the house-boys. He rode over on his bicycle.”


“You mustn’t expect other people to be stupider than you. The letter will put them on the track of suspicions which have entered nobody’s head. I will not tell you what I personally thought when I saw the copy. I do not wish you to tell me anything but what is needed to save your neck.”


Mrs. Crosbie gave a shrill cry. She sprang to her feet, white with terror.


“You don’t think they’d hang me?”


“If they came to the conclusion that you hadn’t killed Hammond in self-defence, it would be the duty of the assessors to bring in a verdict of guilty. The charge is murder. It would be the duty of the judge to sentence you to death.”


“But what can they prove?” she gasped.


“I don’t know what they can prove. You know. I don’t want to know. But if their suspicions are aroused, if they begin to make inquiries, if the natives are questioned--what is it that can be discovered?”


She crumpled up suddenly. She fell on the floor before he could catch her. She had fainted. He looked round the room for water, but there was none there, and he did not want to be disturbed. He stretched her out on the floor, and kneeling beside her waited for her to recover. When she opened her eyes he was disconcerted by the ghastly fear that he saw in them.


“Keep quite still,” he said. “You’ll be better in a moment.”


“You won’t let them hang me,” she whispered.


She began to cry, hysterically, while in undertones he sought to quieten her.


“For goodness sake pull yourself together,” he said.


“Give me a minute.”


Her courage was amazing. He could see the effort she made to regain her self-control, and soon she was once more calm.


“Let me get up now.”


He gave her his hand and helped her to her feet. Taking her arm, he led her to the chair. She sat down wearily.


“Don’t talk to me for a minute or two,” she said.


“Very well.”


When at last she spoke it was to say something which he did not expect. She gave a little sigh.


“I’m afraid I’ve made rather a mess of things,” she said.


He did not answer, and once more there was a silence.


“Isn’t it possible to get hold of the letter?” she said at last.


“I do not think anything would have been said to me about it if the person in whose possession it is was not prepared to sell it.”


“Who’s got it?”


“The Chinese woman who was living in Hammond’s house.”


A spot of colour flickered for an instant on Leslie’s cheek-bones.


“Does she want an awful lot for it?”


“I imagine that she has a very shrewd idea of its value. I doubt if it would be possible to get hold of it except for a very large sum.”


“Are you going to let me be hanged?”


“Do you think it’s so simple as all that to secure possession of an unwelcome piece of evidence? It’s no different from suborning a witness. You have no right to make any such suggestion to me.”


“Then what is going to happen to me?”


“Justice must take its course.”


She grew very pale. A little shudder passed through her body.


“I put myself in your hands. Of course I have no right to ask you to do anything that isn’t proper.”


Mr. Joyce had not bargained for the little break in her voice which her habitual self-restraint made quite intolerably moving. She looked at him with humble eyes, and he thought that if he rejected their appeal they would haunt him for the rest of his life. After all, nothing could bring poor Hammond back to life again. He wondered what really was the explanation of that letter. It was not fair to conclude from it that she had killed Hammond without provocation. He had lived in the East a long time and his sense of professional honour was not perhaps so acute as it had been twenty years before. He stared at the floor. He made up his mind to do something which he knew was unjustifiable, but it stuck in his throat and he felt dully resentful towards Leslie. It embarrassed him a little to speak.
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