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  FOREWORD


  From time to time complaints are made about the ringing of church bells. It seems strange that a generation which tolerates the uproar of the internal combustion engine and the wailing of the jazz band should be so sensitive to the one loud noise that is made to the glory of God. England, alone in the world, has perfected the art of change-ringing and the true ringing of bells by rope and wheel, and will not lightly surrender her unique heritage.


    I have to ask the indulgence of all change-ringers for any errors I may have made in dealing with their ancient craft. The surnames used in this book are all such as I have myself encountered among the people of East Anglia, but every place and person described is wholly fictitious, as are also the sins and negligences of those entirely imaginary bodies, the Wale Conservancy Board, the Fen Drainage Board and the East Level Waterways Commision.


    My grateful thanks are due to Mr W. J. Redhead, who so kindly designed for me the noble Parish Church of Fenchurch St Paul and set it about with cherubims.


     Dorothy L. Sayers


      
      
      INTRODUCTION

      Many readers of Dorothy L Sayers’ sequence of detective stories regard The Nine Tailors as her masterpiece. This is remarkable, since The Nine Tailors does not contain Harriet Vane, with her extraordinary capacity to bring out the best in Peter Wimsey. Once Harriet Vane appears the sequence combines a love story threading through from Strong Poison to Busman’s Honeymoon and beyond, with a profoundly original detective dialogue conducted between equals. Nevertheless, even without Harriet, The Nine Tailors is, in my view, agreeing with many others, the finest single title in the sequence.

      Some readers would always prefer Peter ‘pure’, a period amateur detective without the distraction of love, a distraction which Dorothy Sayers had crisply condemned before offering it herself. Peter is not alone; he has the redoubtable Bunter always at his side, but in The Nine Tailors Bunter sticks closely to his role as manservant, and Peter’s accomplices are local policeman, Inspector Blundell, and Inspector Charles Parker, of whom we shall hear more…

      It is worth remarking that Inspector Blundell is not portrayed as a kind of peasant, displaying (like Inspector Sugg in other titles), slow wits and non-standard English speech, like many of his colleagues in the detective fiction of the period. Blundell is shown as an honest policeman, baffled, accepting help without resentment, and both diligent and authoritative within his sphere.

      Dorothy Sayers passionately wished to move the detective fiction of her day away from the dry, one-dimensional puzzle stories of many of her contemporaries, back towards the modern origins of the genre in Wilkie Collins, Edgar Allen Poe and Charles Dickens; to restore its place as literature rather than an alternative occupation to crossword puzzles. 

      We are presented with a convincing, detailed, only slightly rose-tinted portrait of a remote English village between the wars. Fenchurch St Paul is populous – there is a large cast of characters in this novel – and everybody knows everybody else. It is blessed with a benign and hard working vicar, who surely is a first cousin to Sayers’ own father, and a down-to-earth, kindly, supportive vicar’s wife, who must owe a good deal to Sayers’ mother. Bluntisham, where Sayers grew up, is a Fen Edge village, with a good ring of bells, extended to eight bells by Sayers’ father in 1910.

      The bell ringers in the novel are a race apart, as they still are to this day in many places. Their allegiance is to their craft rather than to the church liturgy. Sayers pulled out all the stops in describing the strange, flat landscape, of black soil almost floating on many waters, and endangered by misconceived drainage schemes and ill-maintained sluices, weirs and lock gates. The Fens are hard for strangers to like, but those who understand the rivers and drains, and enjoy the immense skies, and the shimmering moisture of the soil which seems to remember having once been water, stay put where they were born.

      As well as being set in a loved and well-known landscape, The Nine Tailors is set accurately in time. The shadow of the appalling First World War and its disruption and loss hangs over the village still, and affects the lives of many of the characters. Lord Peter suffered shell-shock, and was rescued by Bunter. France is well known to at least one of the characters; and although it is theft rather than the war which has impoverished the local gentry, there is a strong sense of the endangered social status quo, as vulnerable to change as the land is to flood.

      This is in fact a fully realised novel about a place and time which Sayers knew and understood well and deeply. There is also something present here which I have found only in Gaudy Night among Sayers’ other novels, and that is deep affection for characters other than Peter himself, and Harriet – in this book to a greater or lesser degree it encompasses the entire village of Fenchurch St Paul, and breathes life into all of the residents. 

      The Nine Tailors, in short, fully deserves to be described as a novel. Miraculously it also achieves everything expected of a detective story – an intricate and baffling plot, unlikely and frightened people caught up in the mystery, and a brilliant acrostic puzzle – how Sayers loved those! – intimately connected with the church bells.

      With a finishing touch of near genius the apotheosis of both strands in The Nine Tailors ring together. The villagers and their vicar show at their sturdy best as they gather in the church for shelter and mutual assistance. And the murderers are finally revealed.

      Although she had grown up just across the road from the church at Bluntisham, and must have been deafened by bells in childhood, it took Sayers so long to master the mysteries of English change-ringing that she could not deliver The Nine Tailors to her publishers on the agreed date, and had to write Murder Must Advertise to fill the gap, and give herself a little more time.

      One measure of the worth of a novel is the extent of its influence. The Nine Tailors has celebrated the art of change ringing, and broadcast its essentially English nature to generations of readers. Let foreigners play tunes on their bells. The English bells fill the air with bronze mathematical variations. Ancient, named, inscribed, dangerous if not properly handled, and slightly sinister, ringing for the living and the dead, the church bells are the heroes of this wonderful story.

      

      Jill Paton Walsh, 2016


  I


  A SHORT TOUCH OF KENT TREBLE BOB MAJOR


  (Two Courses)


  704


  By the Course Ends


  64352


  23456


  8th the Observation


  Call her in the middle with a double, before,


  wrong and home.


                   Repeated once.        (TROYTE)


  II


  A FULL PEAL OF GRANDSIRE TRIPLES


  (Holt’s Ten-Part Peal)


  5,040


  By the Part Ends


     First Half                    Second Half


        246375                    257364  


        267453                    276543  


        275634                    264735  


        253746                    243657  


        235476                    234567  


  2nd the Observation.


  Call her: 1st Half) Out of the hunt, middle, in and out


  at 5, right, middle, wrong, right,


  middle and into the hunt (4 times 


  repeated). 


  2nd Half) Out of the hunt, wrong, right,


  middle, wrong, right, in and out at


  5, wrong and into the hunt (4 times


  repeated).


  The last call in each half is a single; Holt’s


  Single must be used in ringing this peal.


  the fifth part


  TAILOR PAUL IS CALLED BEFORE WITH A SINGLE


  The canal has been dangerously ignored. Each year of the Republic, our family have reported to the Capital that there were silted channels and weakened dykes in our neighbourhood. My husband and Maida’s father have just interviewed the present President. They were received politely, but their conclusion is that nothing will be done.


     NORA WALN: The House of Exile


  

  Lord Peter Wimsey sat in the schoolroom at the Rectory, brooding over a set of underclothing. The schoolroom was, in fact, no longer the schoolroom, and had not been so for nearly twenty years. It had retained its name from the time when the Rector’s daughters departed to a real boarding-school. It was now devoted to Parish Business, but a fragrance of long-vanished governesses still hung about it – governesses with straight-fronted corsets and high-necked frocks with bell sleeves, who wore their hair à la Pompadour. There was a shelf of battered lesson-books, ranging from Little Arthur’s England to Hall & Knight’s Algebra, and a bleached-looking Map of Europe still adorned one wall. Of this room, Lord Peter had been made free, ‘except,’ as Mrs Venables explained, ‘on Clothing Club nights, when I am afraid we shall have to turn you out.’


    The vest and pants were spread upon the table, as though the Clothing Club, in retiring, had left some forlorn flotsam and jetsam behind. They had been washed, but there were still faint discolorations upon them, like the shadow of corruption, and here and there the fabric had rotted away, as the garments of mortality will, when the grave has had its way with them. Wafted in through the open window came the funeral scent of jonquils.


    Wimsey whistled gently as he examined the underclothes, which had been mended with scrupulous and economical care. It puzzled him that Cranton, last seen in London in September, should possess a French vest and pants so much worn and so carefully repaired. His shirt and outer garments – now also clean and folded – lay on a chair close at hand. They, too, were well worn, but they were English. Why should Cranton be wearing second-hand French underclothes?


    Wimsey knew that it would be hopeless to try tracing the garments through the makers. Underwear of this mark and quality was sold by the hundred thousand in Paris and throughout the provinces. It lay stacked up outside the great linen-drapers’ shops, marked ‘Occasions,’ and thrifty housewives bought it there for cash. There was no laundry-mark; the washing had doubtless been done at home by the housewife herself or the bonne à tout faire. Holes here and there had been carefully darned; under the armpits, patches of a different material had been neatly let in; the wrists of the vest, frayed with use, had been oversewn; buttons had been renewed upon the pants. Why not? One must make economies. But they were not garments that anyone would have gone out of his way to purchase, even at a second-hand dealer’s. And it would be hard for even the most active man to reduce his clothes to such a state of senility in four months’ wear.


    Lord Peter thrust his fingers into his hair till the sleek yellow locks stood upright. ‘Bless his heart!’ thought Mrs Venables, looking in upon him through the window. She had conceived a warm maternal affection for her guest. ‘Would you like a glass of milk, or a whisky-and-soda, or a cup of beef-tea?’ she suggested, hospitably. Wimsey laughed and thanked her, but declined.


    ‘I hope you won’t catch anything from those dreadful old clothes,’ said Mrs Venables. ‘I’m sure they can’t be healthy.’


    ‘Oh, I don’t expect to get anything worse than brain-fever,’ said Wimsey. ‘I mean’ – seeing Mrs Venables look concerned – ‘I can’t quite make out these underthings. Perhaps you can suggest something.’ Mrs Venables came in, and he laid his problem before her.


    ‘I’m sure I don’t know,’ said Mrs Venables, gingerly examining the objects before her. ‘I’m afraid I’m not a Sherlock Holmes. I should think the man must have had a very good, hard-working wife, but I can’t say more.’


    ‘Yes, but that doesn’t explain why he should get his things in France. Especially as everything else is British. Except, of course, the ten-centime piece, and they’re common enough in this country.’


    Mrs Venables, who had been gardening and was rather hot, sat down to consider the question.


    ‘The only thing I can think of,’ she said, ‘is that he got his English clothes as a disguise – you said he came here in disguise, didn’t you? But, of course, as nobody would see his underneaths, he didn’t bother to change them.’


    ‘But that would mean that he came from France.’


    ‘Perhaps he did. Perhaps he was a Frenchman. They often wear beards, don’t they?’


    ‘Yes; but the man I met wasn’t a Frenchman.’


    ‘But you don’t know he was the man you met. He may be somebody quite different.’


    ‘Well, he may,’ said Wimsey, dubiously.


    ‘He didn’t bring any other clothes with him, I suppose?’


    ‘No; not a thing. He was just a tramping out-of-work. Or he said he was. All he brought was an old British trenchcoat, which he took with him, and a toothbrush. He left that behind him. Can we wangle a bit of evidence out of that? Can we say that he must have been murdered because, if he had merely wandered away, he would have taken his toothbrush with him? And if he was the corpse, where is his coat? For the corpse had no coat.’


    ‘I can’t imagine,’ replied Mrs Venables, ‘and that reminds me, do be careful when you go down the bottom of the garden. The rooks are building and they are so messy. I should wear a hat if I were you. Or there’s always an old umbrella in the summer-house. Did he leave his hat behind too?’


    ‘In a sense he did,’ said Wimsey. ‘We’ve found that, in rather a queer place. But it doesn’t help us much.’


    ‘Oh!’ said Mrs Venables, ‘how tiresome it all is. I’m sure you’ll wear your brains right out with all these problems. You mustn’t overdo yourself. And the butcher says he has some nice calf’s liver today, only I don’t know if you can eat it. Theodore is very fond of liver-and-bacon, though I always think it’s rather rich. And I’ve been meaning to say, it’s very good of that nice manservant of yours to clean the silver and brass so beautifully, but he really shouldn’t have troubled. I’m quite used to giving Emily a hand with it. I hope it isn’t very dull for him here. I understand he’s a great acquisition in the kitchen and extraordinarily good at music-hall imitations. Twice as good as the talkies, Cook says.’


    ‘Is he indeed?’ said Wimsey. ‘I had no idea of it. But what I don’t know about Bunter would fill a book.’


    Mrs Venables bustled away, but her remarks remained in Wimsey’s mind. He put aside the vest and pants, filled a pipe and wandered down the garden, pursued by Mrs Venables with an ancient and rook-proof linen hat, belonging to the Rector. The hat was considerably too small for him, and the fact that he immediately put it on, with expressions of gratitude, may attest the kind heart which, despite the poet, is frequently found in close alliance with coronets; though the shock to Bunter’s system was severe when his master suddenly appeared before him, wearing this grotesque headgear, and told him to get the car out and accompany him on a short journey.


    ‘Very good, my lord,’ said Bunter. ‘Ahem! there is a fresh breeze, my lord.’


    ‘All the better.’


    ‘Certainly, my lord. If I may venture to say so, the tweed cap or the grey felt would possibly be better suited to the climatic conditions.’


    ‘Eh? Oh! Possibly you are right, Bunter. Pray restore this excellent hat to its proper place, and if you should see Mrs Venables, give her my compliments and say that I found its protection invaluable. And, Bunter, I rely on you to keep a check upon your Don Juan fascination and not strew the threshold of friendship with the wreckage of broken hearts.’


    ‘Very good, my lord.’


    On returning with the grey felt, Bunter found the car already out and his lordship in the driving-seat.


    ‘We are going to try a long shot, Bunter, and we will begin with Leamholt.’


    ‘By all means, my lord.’


    They sped away up the Fenchurch Road, turned left along the Drain, switchbacked over Frog’s Bridge without mishap and ran the twelve or thirteen miles to the little town of Leamholt. It was market day, and the Daimler had to push her way decorously through droves of sheep and pigs and through groups of farmers, who stood carelessly in the middle of the street, disdaining to move till the mudguards brushed their thighs. In the centre of one side of the market-place stood the post office.


    ‘Go in here, Bunter, and ask if there is any letter here for Mr Stephen Driver, to be left till called for.’


    Lord Peter waited for some time, as one always waits when transacting business in rural post offices, while pigs lurched against his bumpers and bullocks blew down his neck. Presently, Bunter returned, having drawn a blank despite a careful search conducted by three young ladies and the postmaster in person.


    ‘Well, never mind,’ said Wimsey. ‘Leamholt is the post town, so I thought we ought to give it the first chance. The other possibilities are Holport and Walbeach, on this side of the Drain. Holport is a long way off and rather unlikely. I think we’ll try Walbeach. There’s a direct road from here – at least, as direct as any fen road ever is ... I suppose God could have made a sillier animal than a sheep, but it is very certain that He never did ... Unless it’s cows. Hoop, there, hup! hup! get along with you, Jemima!’


    Mile after mile the flat road reeled away behind them. Here a windmill, there a solitary farmhouse, there a row of poplars strung along the edge of a reed-grown dyke. Wheat, potatoes, beet, mustard and wheat again, grassland, potatoes, lucerne, wheat, beet and mustard. A long village street with a grey and ancient church tower, a red-brick chapel, and the vicarage set in a little oasis of elm and horse-chestnut, and then once more dyke and windmill, wheat, mustard and grassland. And as they went, the land flattened more and more, if a flatter flatness were possible, and the windmills became more numerous, and on the right hand the silver streak of the Wale River came back into view, broader now, swollen with the water of the Thirty-foot and of Harper’s Cut and St Simon’s Eau, and winding and spreading here and there, with a remembrance of its ancient leisure. Then, ahead of the great circle of the horizon, a little bunch of spires and roofs and a tall tree or so, and beyond them the thin masts of shipping. And so, by bridge and bridge the travellers came to Walbeach, once a great port, but stranded now far inland with the silting of the marshes and the choking of the Wale outfall; yet with her maritime tradition written unerringly upon her grey stones and timber warehouses, and the long lines of her half-deserted quays.


    Here, at the post office in the little square, Lord Peter waited in the pleasant hush that falls on country towns where all days but market days are endless Sabbaths. Bunter was absent for some time, and, when he emerged, did so with a trifle less than his usual sedateness, while his usually colourless face was very slightly flushed about the cheekbones.


    ‘What luck?’ inquired Wimsey, genially.


    To his surprise, Bunter replied by a hasty gesture enjoining silence and caution. Wimsey waited till he had taken his place in the car and altered his question to:


    ‘What’s up?’


    ‘Better move on quickly, my lord,’ said Bunter, ‘because, while the manoeuvre has been attended with a measure of success, it is possible that I have robbed His Majesty’s mails by obtaining a postal packet under false pretences.’


    Long before this handsome period had thundered to its close, the Daimler was running down a quiet street behind the church.


    ‘What have you been doing, Bunter?’


    ‘Well, my lord, I inquired, as instructed, for a letter addressed to Mr Stephen Driver, poste restante, which might have been lying here some time. When the young person inquired how long a time, I replied, according to our previous arrangement, that I had intended to visit Walbeach a few weeks ago, but had been prevented from doing so, and that I understand that an important letter had been forwarded to me at this address under a misapprehension.’


    ‘Very good,’ said Wimsey. ‘All according to Cocker.’


    ‘The young person, my lord, then opened a species of safe or locker, and searched in it, and after the expiration of a considerable period, turned round with a letter in her hand and inquired what name I had said.’


    ‘Yes? These girls are very bird-witted. It would have been more surprising if she hadn’t asked you to repeat the name.’


    ‘Quite so, my lord. I said, as before, that the name was Stephen or Steve Driver, but at the same time I observed from where I was standing that the letter in her hand bore a blue stamp. There was only the counter between us, and, as you are aware, my lord, I am favoured with excellent sight.’


    ‘Let us always be thankful for blessings.’


    ‘I hope I may say that I always am, my lord. On seeing the blue stamp, I added quickly (calling to mind the circumstances of the case) that the letter had been posted in France.’


    ‘Very good, indeed,’ said Wimsey, nodding approval.


    ‘The young person, my lord, appeared to be puzzled by this remark. She said, in a doubtful tone, that there was a letter from France, which had been lying in the post office for three weeks, but that it was addressed to another person.’


    ‘Oh, hell!’ said Wimsey.


    ‘Yes, my lord; that thought passed through my own mind. I said, Are you quite sure, miss, that you have not mistaken the handwriting? I am happy to say, my lord, that the young person – being young, and, no doubt, inexperienced – succumbed to this somewhat elementary strategy. She answered immediately, Oh, no – it’s as plain as print: M. Paul Taylor. At that point—’


    ‘Paul Taylor!’ cried Wimsey, in sudden excitement. ‘Why, that was the name—’


    ‘Precisely, my lord. As I was about to say, at that point it was necessary to act promptly. I said at once: Paul Taylor? Why, that is the name of my chauffeur. You will excuse me, my lord, if the remark should appear to carry any disrespectful implication, seeing that you were at that moment in the car and might conceivably be supposed to be the person alluded to, but in the momentary agitation of my spirits, my lord, I was not in a position to think as quickly or as clearly as I should have wished.’


    ‘Bunter,’ said his lordship, ‘I warn you that I am growing dangerous. Will you say at once, yes or no, did you get that letter?’


    ‘Yes, my lord, I did. I said, of course, that since the letter for my chauffeur was there, I would take it to him, adding some facetious observations to the effect that he must have made a conquest while we were travelling abroad and that he was a great man for the ladies. We were quite merry on the subject, my lord.’


    ‘Oh, were you?’


    ‘Yes, my lord. At the same time, I said it was exceedingly vexatious that my own letter should have gone astray, and I requested the young person to institute another search. She did so, with some reluctance, and in the end I went away, after remarking that the postal system in this country was very undependable and that I should certainly write to The Times about it.’


    ‘Excellent. Well, it’s all very illegal, either way, but we’ll get Blundell to put it right for us – I’d have suggested his doing it himself, but it was such a shot at a venture that I didn’t think he’d cotton to it, and I hadn’t a devil of a lot of faith in it myself. And anyway’ – here Wimsey was seized with an uprush of candour to the lips – ‘anyway, it was my jolly old idea and I wanted us to have the fun of it ourselves. Now, don’t start apologising any more. You were perfectly brilliant in two places and I’m as bucked as hell. What’s that? It mayn’t be the right letter? Rot! It is the right letter. It’s damn well got to be the right letter, and we’re going to go straight along to the Cat and Fiddle, where the port is remarkable and the claret not to be despised, to celebrate our deed of darkness and derring do.’


    Accordingly, within a very short time, Wimsey and his follower found themselves established in a dark old upper room, facing away from the square looking out upon the squat, square church tower, with the rooks wheeling over it and the seagulls swooping and dipping among the gravestones. Wimsey ordered roast lamb and a bottle of the far from despicable claret and was soon in conversation with the waiter, who agreed with him that things were very quiet.


    ‘But not so quiet as they used to be, sir. The men working on the Wash Cut make a difference to the town. Oh, yes, sir – the Cut’s nearly finished now, and they say it will be opened in June. It will be a good thing, so they say, and improve the draining very much. It’s hoped as it will scour the river out ten feet or more and take the tide up again to the head of the Thirty-foot Drain, like it was in the old days, by what they tell us. Of course, I don’t know about that, sir, for it seems that was in Oliver Cromwell’s time, and I’ve only been here twenty year, but that’s what the Chief Engineer says. They’ve brought the Cut to within a mile of the town now, sir, and there’s to be a great opening in June, with a gala and a cricket match and sports for the young people, sir. And they say as they’re asking the Duke of Denver to come down and open the Cut, but we haven’t heard yet if he’ll come.’


    ‘He’ll come all right,’ said Wimsey. ‘Dash it, he shall come. He does no work and it will do him good.’


    ‘Indeed, sir?’ said the waiter, a little dubiously, not knowing the cause of this certainty, but unwilling to offend. ‘Yes, sir, it would be much appreciated in the town if he were to come. Will you take another potato, sir?’


    ‘Yes, please,’ said Wimsey. ‘I’ll make a point of jogging old Denver up to do his duty. We’ll all come. Great fun. Denver shall present gold cups to all the winners and I will present silver rabbits to all the losers, and with luck somebody will fall into the river.’


    ‘That,’ said the waiter, seriously, ‘will be very gratifying.’


    Not till the port (Tuke Holdsworth ’08) was set upon the table did Wimsey draw the letter from his pocket and gloat upon it. It was addressed in a foreign hand to ‘M. Paul Taylor, Poste Restante, Walbeach, Lincolnshire, Angleterre.’


    ‘My family,’ observed Lord Peter, ‘have frequently accused me of being unrestrained and wanting in self-control. They little know me. Instead of opening this letter at once, I reserve it for Superintendent Blundell. Instead of rushing off at once to Superintendent Blundell, I remain quietly at Walbeach and eat roast mutton. It is true that the good Blundell is not at Leamholt today, so that nothing would be gained if I did rush back, but still – it just shows you. The envelope bears a postmark which is only half-decipherable, but which I make out to be something ending in y in the department of either Marne or Seine-et-Marne – a district endeared to many by the recollection of mud, blood, shell-holes and trench-feet. The envelope is of slightly worse quality than even the majority of French


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  the eighth part


  LORD PETER FOLLOWS HIS COURSE BELL TO LEAD


  I will again urge on the young conductor the great advantage that it will be to him to write out touches or even whole peals ... whereby he will gain a great insight into the working of the bells.


     TROYTE On Change-Ringing


  


  ‘Well, of course,’ admitted Mr Cranton, grinning up ruefully from his pillow into Lord Peter’s face, ‘if your lordship recognises me, that’s done it. I’ll have to come clean, as the sheet said to the patent washer. It’s a fact I was in Fenchurch St Paul on New Year’s Day, and a lovely place it is to start a happy New Year in, I don’t think. And it’s true I failed to report myself as from last September. And if you ask me, I think it’s damned slack of you flatties not to have dug me out earlier. What we pay rates and taxes for I don’t know.’


    He stopped and shifted restlessly.


    ‘Don’t waste your breathe in giving us lip,’ said Chief Inspector Parker of the C.I.D., kindly enough. ‘When did you start growing that face-fungus? In September? I thought so. What was the idea? You didn’t think it was becoming, did you?’


    ‘I didn’t,’ said Mr Cranton. ‘Went to my heart, I may say, to disfigure myself. But I thought, “They’ll never know Nobby Cranton with his handsome features all hidden in black hair,” so I made the sacrifice. It’s not so bad now, and I’ve got used to it, but it looked horrible while it was growing. Made me think of those happy times when I lived on His Majesty’s bounty. Ah! and look at my hands. They’ve never got over it. I ask you, how can a gentleman carry on with his profession after all those years of unrefined manual labour? Taking the bread out of a man’s mouth, I call it.’


    ‘So you had some game on, which started last September,’ said Parker, patiently. ‘What was it, now? Anything to do with the Wilbraham emeralds, eh?’


    ‘Well, to be frank, it was,’ replied Nobby Cranton. ‘See here, I’ll tell you the truth about that. I didn’t mind – I never have minded – being put inside for what I did do. But it’s offensive to a gentleman’s feelings when his word isn’t believed. And when I said I never had those emeralds, I meant what I said. I never did have them, and you know it. If I had had them, I wouldn’t be living in a hole like this, you can bet your regulation boots. I’d have been living like a gentleman on the fat of the land. Lord!’ added Mr Cranton, ‘I’d have had ’em cut up and salted away before you could have said “knife”. Talk about tracing them – you’d never have traced them the way I’d have worked it.’


    ‘So you went to Fenchurch St Paul to try and find them, I suppose?’ suggested Wimsey.


    ‘That’s right, I did. And why? Because I knew they must be there. That swine – you know who I mean—’


    ‘Deacon?’


    ‘Yes, Deacon.’ Something that might have been fear and might have been mere anger twisted the sick man’s face. ‘He never left the place. He couldn’t have got them away before you pinched him. You watched his correspondence, didn’t you? If he’d have packed them up and posted them, you’d have known it, eh? No. He had them there – somewhere – I don’t know – but he had them. And I meant to get them, see? I meant to get them, and I meant to bring them along and show ’em to you and make you take back what you said about my having had them. Pretty silly, you’d have looked, wouldn’t you, when you had to own up that I was right?’


    ‘Indeed?’ said Parker. ‘That was the idea, was it? You were going to find the stuff and bring it along like a good little boy?’


    ‘That’s right.’


    ‘No idea of making anything out of them, of course?’


    ‘Oh, dear, no,’ replied Cranton.


    ‘You didn’t come to us in September and suggest that we should help you to find them?’


    ‘Well, I didn’t,’ agreed Mr Cranton. ‘I didn’t want to be bothered with a lot of clumsy cops. It was my own little game, see? All my own work, as the pavement-artists say.’


    ‘Delightful,’ said Parker.’ And what made you think you knew where to look for them?’


    ‘Ah!’ said Mr Cranton, cautiously. ‘Something Deacon once said gave me an idea. But he was a liar about that, too. I never met such a liar as that fellow was. He was so crooked, you could have used his spine for a safety-pin. It serves me right for having to do with menials. A mean, sneaking spirit, that’s what you find in that sort. No sense of honour at all.’


    ‘Very likely,’ said the Chief Inspector. ‘Who is Paul Taylor?’


    ‘There you are!’ said Mr Cranton, triumphantly. ‘Deacon said to me—’


    ‘When?’


    ‘In the – oh, well! – in the dock, if you will excuse my mentioning such a vulgar place. “Want to know where those shiners are?” he said. “Ask Paul Taylor or Batty Thomas” – and grinned all over his face. “Who’re they?” said I. “You’ll find ’em in Fenchurch,” he said, grinning still more. “But you aren’t likely to see Fenchurch again in a hurry,” he said. So then I biffed him one – excuse the expression – and the blinking warder interfered.’


    ‘Really?’ said Parker, incredulously.


    ‘Cross my heart and wish to die,’ said Mr Cranton. ‘But when I got down to Fenchurch, you see, I found there were no such people – only some rubbish about bells. So I dismissed the matter from my mind.’


    ‘And sneaked off on the Saturday night. Why?’


    ‘Well, to be frank with you,’ replied Mr Cranton, ‘there was an individual in that place I didn’t like the looks of, I got the idea that my face struck a chord in her mind, in spite of the exterior decorations. So, not wishing for argument – which is always ungentlemanly – I went quietly away.’


    ‘And who was the penetrating individual?’


    ‘Why, that woman – Deacon’s wife. We had stood shoulder to shoulder, as you might say, under unfortunate circumstances, and I had no wish to renew the acquaintance. I never expected to see her in that village, and candidly, I thought she showed a lack of taste.’


    ‘She came back when she married a man named Thoday,’ said Wimsey.


    ‘Married again, did she?’ Cranton’s eyes narrowed. ‘Oh, I see. I didn’t know that. Well, I’m damned!’


    ‘Why the surprise?’


    ‘Why? – Oh, well – somebody wasn’t too particular, that’s all.’


    ‘See here,’ said Parker, ‘you may as well tell the truth now. Did that woman have anything to do with the theft of the emeralds?’


    ‘How should I know? But to be frank, I don’t believe she did. I think she was just a plain fool. Deacon’s cat’s-paw. I’m sure the fellow put her on to find out about the stuff, but I don’t think she was wise to what she was doing. Honestly, I don’t think so, because I can’t see that man Deacon giving his game away. But hell! What do I know about it?’


    ‘You don’t think she knows where the stuff is?’


    Cranton thought for a moment. Then he laughed.


    ‘I’d pretty well take my oath she doesn’t.’


    ‘Why?’


    He hesitated.


    ‘If she knew and was straight, she’d have told the police, wouldn’t she? If she knew and was crooked, she’d have told me or my pals. No. You won’t get it out of her.’


    ‘H’m! You say you think she recognised you?’


    ‘I got a sort of idea that she was beginning to find my face familiar. Mind you, it was only a kind of hunch I got. I might have been wrong. But I anticipated argument, and I have always considered argument ill-bred. So I went away. In the night. I was working for the blacksmith – an excellent fellow, but crude. I didn’t want any argument with him, either. I just went quietly home to think things out, and then I got laid up with rheumatic fever, and it’s left my heart dickey, as you see.’


    ‘Quite so. How did you get rheumatic fever?’


    ‘Well, wouldn’t anybody get rheumatic fever, if he’d fallen into one of those cursed dykes? I never saw such a country, never. Country life never did suit me – particularly in the blasted middle of winter, with a thaw going on. I was damn nearly found dead in a ditch, which is no end for a gentleman.’


    ‘You didn’t investigate the matter of Batty Thomas and Tailor Paul any further, then?’ said Parker, placidly putting aside the eloquence which Mr Cranton seemed ready to lavish on any side-issue. ‘I am referring to the bells. You did not, for instance, visit the belfry, to see if the emeralds were hidden up there?’


    ‘No, of course I didn’t. Besides,’ went on Mr Cranton, much too hastily, ‘the confounded place was always locked.’


    ‘You tried it, then?’


    ‘Well, to be frank, I may just have laid my hand on the door, so to speak.’


    ‘You never went up into the bell-chamber?’


    ‘Not me.’


    ‘Then how do you account for that?’ demanded Parker, suddenly producing the mysterious cipher and thrusting it under the sick man’s eyes.


    Mr Cranton turned extremely white.


    ‘That?’ he gasped. ‘That? – I never –’ He fought for breath. ‘My heart – here, give me some of the stuff in that glass—’


    ‘Give it him,’ said Wimsey, ‘he’s really bad.’


    Parker gave him the medicine with a grim face. After a time the blue pallor gave place to a healthier colour, and the breathing became more natural.


    ‘That’s better,’ said. Cranton. ‘You startled me. What did you say? That? I never saw that before.’


    ‘You’re lying,’ said the Chief Inspector, curtly. ‘You have seen it. Jean Legros sent it to you, didn’t he?’


    ‘Who’s he? Never heard of him’


    ‘That’s another lie. How much money did you send him to get him to England?’


    ‘I tell you I never heard of him,’ repeated Cranton, sullenly. ‘For God’s sake, can’t you leave me alone? I tell you I’m ill.’


    He looked ill enough. Parker swore under his breath.


    ‘Look here, Nobby, why not come across with the truth? It’ll save us bothering you. I know you’re ill. Cough it up and get it over.’


    ‘I know nothing about it. I’ve told you – I went down to Fenchurch and I came away again. I never saw that paper and I never heard of Jean What’s-his-name. Does that satisfy you?’


    ‘No, it doesn’t.’


    ‘Are you charging me with anything?’


    Parker hesitated. ‘Not as yet,’ he said.


    ‘Then you’ve got to take my answer,’ said Mr Cranton, faintly, but as one who is sure of his position.


    ‘I know that,’ said Parker, ‘but, hang it, man! do you want to be charged? If you’d rather come down with us to the Yard—’


    ‘What’s the idea? What have you got to charge me with? You can’t try me for stealing those bloody emeralds all over again. I haven’t got them. Never seen them—’


    ‘No; but we might charge you with the murder of Jean Legros.’


    ‘No – no – no!’ cried Cranton. ‘It’s a lie! I never killed him. I never killed anybody. I never—’


    ‘He’s fainted,’ said Wimsey.


    ‘He’s dead,’ said Superintendent Blundell, speaking for the first time.


    ‘I hope to goodness not,’ said Parker. ‘No – it’s all right, but he looks pretty queer. Better get hold of that girl. Here, Polly!’


    A woman came in. She gave one resentful glance at the three men and hurried across to Cranton.


    ‘If you’ve killed him,’ she muttered, ‘it’s murder. Coming and threatening one that’s as sick as him. You get out, you great bullies. He’s done nobody any harm.’


    ‘I’ll send the doctor along,’ said Parker. ‘And I’ll be coming to see him again. And when I do come, see that I find him here all right. Understand? We shall want him elsewhere, you know, as soon as he’s fit to be moved. He hasn’t reported himself since last September.’


    The girl shrugged a disdainful shoulder, and they left her bending over the sick man.


    ‘Well, Superintendent,’ said Parker. ‘I’m afraid that’s the best we can do for you at the moment. The man’s not shamming – he’s really ill. But he’s holding something out on us. All the same, I don’t think it’s murder, somehow. That wouldn’t be like Cranton. He knew that paper all right.’


    ‘Yes,’ said Wimsey. ‘Produced quite a reaction, didn’t it? He’s frightened about something, Charles. What is it?’


    ‘He’s frightened about the murder.’


    ‘Well,’ said Blundell, ‘it looks to me as though he did it. He admits he was there, and that he ran away on the night the body was buried. If he didn’t do it, who did? He could have got the key of the crypt from the sexton all right, we know that.’


    ‘So he could,’ said Wimsey, ‘but he was a stranger to the place. How did he know where the sexton kept his tools? Or where to find the bell-rope? He might have noticed the well, of course, in the daytime, but it’s funny that he should have had the whole scheme so pat. And where does Legros come into it? If Deacon told Cranton in the dock where to find the emeralds, where was the sense of bringing Legros to England? He didn’t want him. And, if he did for some reason need Legros, and killed him to get the emeralds, where are the emeralds? If he sold them, you ought to have found it out by now. If he’s still got them, you’d better have a hunt for them.’


    ‘We’ll search the house,’ said Parker, dubiously, ‘but I don’t somehow think he’s got them. He wasn’t alarmed about the emeralds. It’s a puzzle. But we’ll turn the place upside-down, and if they’re here, we’ll get them.’


    ‘And if you do,’ said Blundell, ‘then you can arrest that chap for the murder. Whoever’s got the emeralds did the murder. I’m sure of that.’


    ‘Where thy treasure is, there shall thy heart be also,’ said Wimsey. ‘The heart of this crime is down at St Paul. That’s my prophecy, Charles. Will you have a bet on it?’


    ‘No, I won’t,’ said the Chief Inspector. ‘You’re right too often, Peter, and I’ve no money to waste.’


  


  Wimsey went back to Fenchurch St Paul and shut himself up with the cipher. He had untwisted cryptograms before, and he felt certain that this would prove to be a simple one. Whether the inventor was Cranton or Jean Legros or Will Thoday or any other person connected with the affair of the Wilbraham emeralds, he was hardly likely to be an expert in the art of secret writing. Yet the thing had the signs of a cunning hand about it. He had never seen a secret message that looked so innocent. Sherlock Holmes’s Little Dancing Men were, by comparison, obviously secretive.


    He tried various simple methods, such as taking every second, third or fourth letter, or skipping letters in accordance with a set combination of figures, but without result. He tried assigning a number to each letter and adding the results, word by word and sentence by sentence. This certainly produced enough mathematical problems to satisfy a Senior Wrangler, but none of them seemed to make sense. He took all the bell-inscriptions and added them up also, with and without the dates, but could find nothing significant. He wondered whether the book contained the whole of what was on the bells. Leaving his papers strewn over the table, he went to the Rector to borrow the keys to the belfry. After a slight delay, caused by the keys having been taken downstairs by mistake for the keys of the wine-cellar, he secured them and made his way to the church.


    He was still puzzled about the finding of the cryptogram. The keys jingled together in his hand – the two great keys of the west and south doors, all by themselves on a steel chain, and then, in a bunch on a ring together, the keys of the crypt and vestry, the key of the belfry, the key of the ringing-chamber and the key that unlocked the counterpoise of the, belfry. How had Cranton known where to find them? He could, of course, have taken them from the sexton’s house – if he had known already. But if ‘Stephen Driver’ had been asking questions about the church keys, somebody would have taken notice of it. The sexton had the key of the west door and of the crypt. Had he the other keys as well? Wimsey suddenly turned back and shot the question through the study window at the Rector, who was struggling with the finances of the Parish Magazine.


    Mr Venables rubbed his forehead.


    ‘No,’ he said at last. ‘Gotobed has the west-door key and, the key of the crypt, as you say, and he also has the key of the belfry stair and of the ringing-chamber, because he rings the single bell for Early Service and sometimes deputises for Hezekiah when he’s ill. And Hezekiah has the keys of the south porch and the belfry stair and the ringing-chamber, too. You see, Hezekiah was sexton before Gotobed, and he likes to keep his privilege of ringing the passing-bell, though he’s too old for the other work, and he has the necessary keys. But neither of them has the key to the counterpoise. They don’t need it. The only people who have that are Jack Godfrey and myself. I have a complete set of everything, of course, so that if one of the others is lost or mislaid, I can supply it.’


    ‘Jack Godfrey – has he the key of the crypt as well?’


    ‘Oh, no – he doesn’t need that.’


    Curiouser and curiouser, thought Wimsey. If the man who left the paper in the bell-chamber was the same man who buried the body, then either he took all the Rector’s keys, or he had access to two sets, and those two sets had to be Jack Godfrey’s (for the key of the counterpoise) and Gotobed’s (for the key of the crypt). And if the man had been Cranton, then how did he know? Of course, the criminal might have brought his own spade (though that added to the complication). If so he must have had either the Rector’s keys or Jack Godfrey’s. Wimsey went round to the back and got hold of Emily and Hinkins. They were both quite sure that they had never seen the man who called himself Stephen Driver inside the Rectory gates, much less inside the Rector’s study, which was the proper place for the keys when they were in their proper place.


    ‘But they weren’t there at all, my lord,’ said Emily, ‘because, if you remember, they keys was missing on New Year’s night, and it wasn’t till near a week after we found them in the vestry – bar the key of the church porch and that was in the lock where Rector left it after choir-practice.’


    ‘After choir-practice? On the Saturday?’


    ‘That’s right,’ said Hinkins. ‘Only, don’t you remember, Emily, Rector said it couldn’t have been him as left it, because it was gone a-missing, and he didn’t have it, on Saturday and had to wait for Harry Gotobed?’


    ‘Well, I don’t know,’ said Emily, ‘but that’s where it was. Harry Gotobed said he found it there when he went to ring for Early Service.’


    More confused than ever, Wimsey trotted back to the, study window. Mr Venables, arrested with a carrying-figure at the tip of his pen, was at first not very clear in his recollection, but said presently that he believed Emily was right.


    ‘I must have left the keys in the vestry the week before,’ he suggested, ‘and whoever left the church last after choir-practice must have found the church key and used it – but who that would be, I don’t know, unless it was Gotobed. Yes, it would be Gotobed, because he would wait behind to make up the stoves. But it was funny that he should leave the key in the lock. Dear me! You don’t think it could have been the murderer, do you?’


    ‘I do, indeed,’ said Wimsey.


    ‘There now!’ exclaimed the Rector. ‘But if I left the keys in the vestry, how did he get in to find them? He couldn’t get in without the church key. Unless he came to choir-practice. Surely, nobody belonging to the choir—’


    The Rector looked horribly distressed. Wimsey hastened to comfort him.


    ‘The door would be unlocked during choir-practice. He might have slipped in then.’


    ‘Oh, yes – of course! How stupid I am! No doubt that is what occurred. You have relieved my mind very much.’


    Wimsey had not, however, relieved his own mind. As he resumed his way to the church, he turned the matter over. If the keys had been taken on New Year’s Eve, then Cranton had not taken them. Cranton had not arrived till New Year’s Day. Will Thoday had come, unnecessarily, to the Rectory on December 30th, and might have taken the keys then, but he had certainly not been in the church on the night of January 4th to restore them. It remained possible that Will Thoday had taken the keys and the mysterious James Thoday had returned them – but in that case, what was Cranton doing in the business? And Wimsey felt sure that Cranton knew something about the paper found in the bell-chamber.


    Meditating, thus, Wimsey let himself into the church, and, unlocking the door in the tower, made his way up the spiral stair. As he passed through the ringing-chamber, he noticed with a smile that a new board had made its appearance on the wall, announcing that: ‘On New Year’s morning, 19—, a peal of 15,840 Kent Treble Bob Major was Rung in 9 Hours and 15 Minutes, the Ringers being: Treble, Ezra Wilderspin; 2, Peter D. B. Wimsey; 3, Walter Pratt; 4, Henry Gotobed; 5, Joseph Hinkins; 6, Alfred Donnington; 7, John P. Godfrey; Tenor, Hezekiah Lavender; Theodore Venables, Rector, assisting. Our Mouths shall shew forth Thy Praise.’ He passed up through the great, bare clock-chamber, released the counterpoise and climbed again till he came out beneath the bells. There he stood for a moment, gazing up into their black mouths while his eyes grew accustomed to the semi-darkness. Presently their hooded silence oppressed him. A vague vertigo seized him. He felt as though they were slowly collapsing together and coming down upon him. Spellbound, he spoke their names: Gaude, Sabaoth, John, Jericho, Jubilee, Dimity, Batty Thomas and Tailor Paul. A soft and whispering echo seemed to start from the walls and die stealthily among the beams. Suddenly he shouted in a great voice: ‘Tailor Paul!’ and he must somehow have hit upon a harmonic of the scale, for a faint brazen note answered him, remote and menacing, from overhead.


    ‘Come!’ said Wimsey, pulling himself together, ‘this won’t do. I’m getting as bad as Potty Peake, coming here and talking to the bells. Let’s find the ladder and get to work.’


    He switched on his torch and turned it on the dim corners of the belfry. It showed him the ladder, and it showed him something else also. In the gloomiest and dustiest corner of the floor, there was a patch that was not so dusty. He stepped forward eagerly, the menace of the bells forgotten. Yes, there was no mistake. A portion of the floor had at some fairly recent time been scrubbed, for the dust which in other places lay centuries thick was here only a thin film.


    He knelt to examine it, and new thoughts went swooping and turning through his brain like bats. Why should anybody trouble to swab the floor of a belfry, unless to remove some very sinister stain. He saw Cranton and Legros climbing to the belfry, with the cipher in their hands for guidance. He saw the green glint of the jewels, dragged from their old hiding-place in the light of the lantern. He saw the sudden leap, the brutal blow, and the blood gushing to the floor, the cipher fluttering, unheeded, into a corner. And then the murderer, trembling and glancing over his shoulder, as he snatched the emeralds from dead fingers, took up the body and stumbled panting down the creaking ladders. The sexton’s spade from the crypt, the bucket and scrubbing-brush from the vestry, or wherever they were kept, the water from the well—


    There he stopped. The well? The well meant the rope, and what had the rope to do with this? Had it been used merely as a convenient means to carry the corpse? But the experts had been so sure that the victim had been bound before he was dead. And besides, there were the blow and the blood. It was all very well making horrible pictures for one’s self, but there had been no blow till the man had been dead too long to leave any pool of blood. And if there was no blood, why scrub the floor?


    He sat back on his heels and looked up again to the bells. If their tongues could speak, they could tell him what they had seen, but they had neither speech nor language. Disappointed, he again took up the torch and searched further. Then he broke out into a harsh and disgusted laughter. The whole cause of the mystery revealed itself absurdly. An empty quart beer-bottle lay there, rolled into an obscure place behind a quantity of worm-eaten beams that were stacked against the wall. Here was a pretty ending to his dreams! Some unlicensed trespasser on consecrated ground – or possibly some workman legitimately engaged in repairs to the bell-cage – had spilt his beer and had tidily removed the stains, while the bottle, rolling out of sight, had been forgotten. No doubt that was all. Yet a lingering suspicion caused Wimsey to take up the bottle very carefully, by means of a finger inserted into the neck. It was not very dusty. It could not, he thought, have lain there long. It would bear somebody’s finger-prints – perhaps.


    He examined the rest of the floor, very carefully, but could find only a few jumbled footprints in the dust – large, male prints, he thought. They might be Jack Godfrey’s or Hezekiah Lavender’s, or anybody’s. Then he took the ladder and made an exhaustive search of the bells and timbers. He found nothing. No secret mark. No hiding-place. And nothing whatever suggestive of fairies or elephants, enchanters or Erebus. After several dirty and fatiguing hours, he descended again, carrying the bottle as his sole reward.


  


  Curiously enough, it was the Rector who solved the cipher. He came into the schoolroom that night as the hall-clock struck eleven, thoughtfully bearing a glass of hot toddy in one hand and an old-fashioned foot-muff in the other.


    ‘I do hope you are not working yourself to death,’ he said, apologetically. ‘I have ventured to bring a little comfort for the inner man. These nights of early summer are so chilly. And my wife thinks you might like to put your feet in this. There is always a draught under that door. Allow me – it is slightly moth-eaten, I fear, but still affords protection. Now, you must not let me disturb you. Dear me! What is that? Are you pricking out a peal? Oh, no – I see they are letters, not figures. My eyesight is not as good as it was. But I am rudely prying into your affairs.’


    ‘Not a bit, padre. It does look rather like a peal. It’s still this wretched cipher. Finding that the number of letters formed a multiple of eight, I had written it out in eight columns, hoping forlornly that something might come of it. Now you mention it, I suppose one might make a simple sort of cipher out of a set of changes.’


    ‘How could you do that?’


    ‘Well, by taking the movements of one bell and writing the letters of your message in the appropriate places and then filling up the places of the other bells with arbitraries. For instance. Take a Plain Course of Grandsire Doubles,* and suppose you want to convey the simple and pious message “Come and worship”. You would select one bell to carry the significants – let us say, No. 5. Then you would write out the beginning of your plain course, and wherever No. 5 came you would put one letter of your message. Look.’


  *‘Doubles’ is the name given to a set of changes rung on 5 bells, the tenor (No. 6) being rung last or ‘behind’ in each change.
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    He rapidly scribbled down the two columns:


    ‘Then you could fill up the other places with any sort of nonsense letters – say XLOCMP, JQIWON, NAEMMB, TSHEZP, and so on. Then you would write the whole thing out in one paragraph, dividing it so as to look like words.’


    ‘Why?’ inquired the Rector.


    ‘Oh, just to make it more difficult. You could write, for example, “XLOC MPJQI. WON NAE M MBTS! HEZP?” and so on to the end. It wouldn’t matter what you did. The man who received the message and had the key would simply divide the letters into six columns again, run his pencil along the course of No. 5 and read the message.’


    ‘Dear me!’ said Mr Venables, ‘so he would! How very ingenious. And I suppose that with a little further ingenuity, the cipher might be made to convey some superficial and misleading information. I see, for instance, that you already have the word WON and the Scotch expression NAE. Could not the idea be extended further, so that the entire message might appear completely innocuous?’


    ‘Of course it could. It might look like this.’ Wimsey flicked Jean Legros’s communication with his finger.


    ‘Have you –? But pardon me. I am unwarrantably interfering. Still – have you tried this method on the cryptogram?’


    ‘Well, I haven’t,’ admitted Wimsey. ‘I’ve only just thought of it. Besides, what would be the good of sending a message like that to Cranton, who probably knows nothing about bell-ringing? And it would take a bell-ringer to write it, and we have no reason to suppose that Jean Legros was a ringer. It is true,’ he added thoughtfully, ‘that we have no reason to suppose he was not.’


    ‘Well, then,’ said the Rector. ‘Why not try? You told me, I think, that this paper was picked up in the belfry. Might not the person to whom it was sent, though not himself a ringer and not knowing how to interpret it, have connected it in his mind with the bells and supposed that the key was to be found in the belfry? No doubt I am very foolish, but it appears to me to be possible.’


    Wimsey struck his hand on the table.


    ‘Padre, that’s an idea! When Cranton came to Fenchurch St Paul, he asked for Paul Taylor, because Deacon had told him that Tailor Paul or Batty Thomas knew where the emeralds were. Come on. Have at it. We’ll ask Tailor Paul ourselves.’


    He picked up the paper on which he had already written the cryptogram in eight columns.


    ‘We don’t know what method the fellow used, or which bell to follow. But we’ll take it that the bell is either Batty Thomas or Tailor Paul. If the method is Grandsire Triples, it can’t be Tailor Paul, for the Tenor would be rung behind the whole way and we should find the message running down the last column. And it’s not likely to be Grandsire Major, because you never ring that method here. Let us try Batty Thomas. What does the 7th bell give us? GHILSTETHCWA. That’s not very encouraging. For form’s sake we’ll try the other bells. No. No. No. Could the man possibly have started off with a bob or single?’


    ‘Surely not.’


    ‘Well, you never know. He’s not pricking a peal, he’s only making a cipher and he might do something unusual on purpose.’


    His pencil traced the letter again.


    ‘No. I can’t make anything of it. Wash out Grandsires. And I think we can probably wash out Stedman’s, too – that would keep the significants too close together. Try Kent Treble Bob, and we’ll take Tailor Paul first, since the Tenor is the usual observation bell for that method. She starts in the 7th place, H. Then 8th place, E. Back to 7th, S; to 6th, I; to 5th, T. “HESIT.” Well, it’s pronounceable, at any rate. Dodge up into 6ths place, T again. Down to 5th, E; to 4th, T; to 3rds, H. “HESITTETH.” Hullo, padre! we’ve got two words, anyhow. “He sitteth.” Perhaps “He” is the necklace. We’ll carry on with this.’


    The Rector, his glasses sliding down his long nose with excitement, pored over the paper as the pencil made its rapid way down the letters.


    ‘“He sitteth between” – it’s part of a verse from Psalm xcix – there, what did I tell you? “He sitteth between the cherubims.” Now, what can that mean? Oh, dear! there is some mistake – the next letter should be a B – “be the earth never so unquiet.”’


    ‘Well, it isn’t a B; it’s another T. There isn’t a B anywhere. Wait a moment. THE is coming – no, THEI – no, as you were. It’s THE ISLES. I can’t help it, padre. It couldn’t come like that by accident. Just a second, and we’ll have it all sorted out and then you can say what you like ... Oy! what’s happened here at the end? Oh, dash it! I was forgetting. This must be the end of the lead. Yes’ – he calculated rapidly – ‘it is, and we’ve got to make the 3rds and 4ths. There you are. Message complete; and what it means is more than I can tell you.’


    The Rector polished his glasses and stared.


    ‘It’s verses from three psalms,’ he said. ‘Most singular. “He sitteth between the cherubims”; that’s Ps. xcix. 1. Then “The isles may be glad thereof”; that’s Ps. xcvii. 1. Both those psalms begin alike: “Dominus regnavit”, “The Lord is King”. And then we get, “as the rivers in the south”. That’s Ps. cxxvi. 5, “In convertendo”, “When the Lord turned the captivity of Sion”. This is a case of obscurum per obscuriora – the interpretation is even more perplexing than the cipher.’


    ‘Yes,’ said Wimsey. ‘Perhaps the figures have something to do with it, We have 99. 1. 97. 1. 126. 5. Are they to be taken as one figure 9919711265? or to be left as they are? or re-divided? The permutations are almost endless. Or perhaps they ought to be added. Or converted into letters on some system we haven’t discovered yet. It can’t be a simple a=I substitution. I refuse to believe in a message that runs IIAIGIABFE. I shall have to wrestle with this quite a lot more. But you have been simply marvellous, padre. You ought to take to deciphering codes as a profession.’


    ‘It was pure accident,’ said Mr Venables, simply, ‘and due entirely to my failing vision. That is a curious thing. It has given me the idea for a sermon about evil being overruled for good. But I should never have thought of the possibility that one might make a cipher out of change-ringing. Most ingenious.’


  


  [image: ]


  


    ‘It could have been done still more ingeniously,’ said Wimsey, ‘I can think of lots of ways to improve it. Suppose – but I won’t waste time with supposing. The point is, what the dickens is one to do with 99. 1. 97. 1. 126. 5?’


    He clutched his head between his hands, and the Rector, after watching him for a few minutes, tiptoed away to bed.


  III


  A SHORT TOUCH OF STEDMAN’S TRIPLES


  (Five Parts)


  840


  By the Part Ends


  5 6 1 2 3 4


  3 4 1 5 6 2


  6 2 1 3 4 5


  4 5 1 6 2 3


  2 3 1 4 5 6


  Treble the observation.


  


  Call her the last whole turn, out quick, in slow, the second half turn and out slow. Four times repeated.


             (TROYTE)


  IV


  A FULL PEAL OF KENT TREBLE BOB MAJOR


  (Three Parts)


  5,376


  By the Course Ends


  6 5 4 3 2


  3 4 5 6 2


  2 3 6 4 5


  3 5 6 4 2


  4 2 3 5 6


  8th the Observation.


  


  Call her before, middle with a double, wrong with a double and home; wrong with a double and home with a double; middle with a double, wrong and home with a double; before, middle with a double, wrong and home with a double; before, middle with a double and wrong with a double. Twice repeated.


     (J. WILDE)
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