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1
It was with gratifying frequency, nowadays, that Miss Pringle found herself sharing a railway compartment with some total stranger who was reading one of her books. And this was not all. During the last few years (since, to be precise, she had found an American as well as a British publisher) Miss Pringle had been in a position to treat herself to first-class tickets. It was her distinct impression that the upper stratum of society to which this indulgence had introduced her had more of a nose for, or in, her novels than had, when previously observed, the common herd who travel â€˜second'. (Miss Pringle, being almost elderly and instinctively old-fashioned as well, in fact referred to â€˜second' as â€˜third'.)

â€˜Firsts', it was true, seemed as indisposed as â€˜thirds' to apply themselves to hard-cover editions of Miss Pringle's increasingly celebrated books. With only the rarest exceptions, they were paperback readers to a woman or a man. Miss Pringle at times found herself a little resenting this. It was surely a legitimate expectation that carriage-folk â€“ and what are first-class passengers but the modern equivalent of these? â€“ should be thinking, when they bought books, in terms of permanent and worthy accession to the substantial private libraries which doubtless dignified their homes. Consider, for instance, a baronet's library. (Miss Pringle's fictions often had one of these as crucial setting.) What could be more inappropriate to so august a chamber than a line of tattered old Penguins? And there was the question, too, of the rate of expenditure in a literary field consonant with, or seemly in relation to, other forms of expenditure. These people were certainly not paying, on average, less than a couple of guineas for their well-cushioned ride. Would not
one
guinea, and not what was now called twenty new pence, be a reasonable outlay upon the reading that would last them to the end of it?

But when these thoughts visited the journeying Miss Pringle it is not to be supposed that it was to an effect of any marked acerbity of mind. Miss Pringle had achieved her modest eminence only after struggle. She had never, like Lord Byron, awakened one morning to find herself famous; she had in fact quite frequently awakened to morning papers which dismissed her latest brain-child in a couple oflines. It was only when
Vengeance at the Vicarage
had so providentially tumbled itself from the ample garments of the Archbishop of Canterbury as he stepped from an aeroplane, and she had thereupon worked night and day to finish
Revenge at the Rectory
six weeks later, that fortune had a little begun to smile upon her.

So what Miss Pringle chiefly felt now was simply that it was nice to be fairly widely read on any terms. Of course it would be even nicer if one day she contrived to hit the jackpot (as the young people mysteriously expressed it). At this very moment she had a sneaking feeling that
Poison at the Parsonage
(more than half-finished, and safely in the suitcase above her head) might do the trick. Meanwhile, it was agreeable to be favoured by the comparatively few. Her publisher, a personable young man who had lately and quite charmingly taken to addressing her as his Dear Priscilla, teased her about being an
Ã©litiste
. He appeared to have invented the word; it wasn't in her
Larousse
; but one got the idea. And the young man had been told by an uncle, the Dean of Barchester, that the Archbishop ofYork, first attracted by his senior colleague's inadvertent advertisement, had become a devoted follower of Inspector Catfish. Inspector Catfish was Miss Pringle's detective.

There appeared to be a high probability that the gentleman seated diagonally to herself in the compartment belonged to an
Ã©lite
, although perhaps one of birth rather than intellect. He was elderly; his droopy moustache held the particular tinge of brown which Sherlock Holmes would undoubtedly have known to proceed only from the smoking of
Ramon Allones
(or would it be
Romeo y Julieta
?) cigars; and he was clothed in shapeless and shaggy tweeds. He looked, come to think of it, uncommonly like a baronet himself. And there he was â€“ absorbed in
Murder in the
Cathedral
. (
Her
work of that title; not the late Mr T S Eliot's.)

In paperback once more, it was true. But that, after all, introduced into the situation an element that Miss Pringle never ceased to experience as piquant and even in some degree alarming. The jackets of her hard-cover books relied upon a bold typography for their effect. But the paperbacks led off with a stimulating, although entirely decorous, pictorial allurement on the front, and finished with a photograph of herself (herself and Orlando her cat) on the back. A spectacular recognition scene was a possibility at any moment.

And now the gentleman, who was perhaps about to light a cigar, put down
Murder in the
Cathedral
, open and covers upward, on the seat beside him. He produced â€“ with a slight effect of anticlimax â€“ a pipe and a tobacco-pouch. They were in a smoking compartment. Nevertheless the gentleman looked straight at Miss Pringle and spoke.

â€˜Madam,' he asked with grave courtesy, â€˜will you allow me?'

Miss Pringle fluttered into acquiescence. The fact that she had rather a line in gentlemanlike villains â€“ particularly curates who had been to Eton and Cambridge and who appeared to be heading for a blameless berth among the Superior Clergy â€“ sometimes inclined her to an irrational sense of guilt in the presence of gentlemen who (like her own late father the Archdeacon)
were
gentlemen in every sense. And the elderly man now lighting his pipe was certainly that. It wasn't merely that he talked (as her nephew Timothy would say in his slangy way) pucka posh and not synthetic posh. There was something about his bearing â€“ or perhaps one might say his air â€“ which told you at once that here was somebody flawlessly well-bred.
That air of aloofness and perfect diffidence which marks an English gentleman
. Miss Pringle was surprised at being unable to remember where she had read that. It had impressed her very much. She wasn't entirely sure that she hadn't, somewhere or other, quietly made use of it. Her long years of imaginative commerce with high life and criminal practice had necessarily a little impaired her moral character. But only a
very
little. Even when writing a book in an awful hurry, for example, she would never have purloined a whole paragraph. And a mere phrase or even a sentence, after all, might occur to anyone.

Miss Pringle's travelling companion (and fan) had returned to his book. He was observably quite near the end of it. Perhaps he had got to the page on which the revolver was found behind the reredos, or even to the climactic moment of Inspector Catfish's discovering the missing cathedral plate in Canon Pantin's pantry. Unfortunately he didn't look terribly pleased. Indeed, behind the ogee-curve of his moustache his aristocratic features â€“ for they
were
aristocratic â€“ had settled into a mould of what could only be called sombre discouragement. Miss Pringle was distressed. She felt an impulse â€“ for she was a proud and sensitive woman â€“ to reach into her handbag, fish out twenty more or less new pence, and tender this reimbursement to her dissatisfied customer. But now she noticed that he was himself obeying some kindred fumbling manoeuvre.
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