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        The year is 1881. London. The Victorian era. A man and woman meet in a restaurant for a quiet chat. Or it a war?

      

        

      
        Their paths have crossed before, and it ended badly.

      

        

      
        Now, one of them will have to make amends. What transpires between them tonight will shape the Crown’s battle for law and order well into the next century.

      

        

      
        The first editor who read this story rejected it, saying it was too “sordid” for Sherlock Holmes fans!

      

        

      
        This controversial pastiche first appeared in Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine.

      

        

      
        “D’Agnese writes the most unusual and interesting books.” —BookViews

      

        

      
        Get the Newsletter: JosephDAgnese.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY JOSEPH D’AGNESE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Fiction

        Jersey Heat

        The Mesmerist

        Ear of God

        The Marshal of the Borgo

        Murder on Book Row

        Sorceress Kringle

        Arm of Darkness (short stories)

        Daggyland collections (short stories)

      

        

      
        Nonfiction

        Signing Their Lives Away

        Signing Their Rights Away

        Stuff Every American Should Know

        The Money Book for Freelancers

        The Scientist & the Sociopath

        Speaking My Sleuth collections (essays)

        The Indiana Jones Handbook

      

        

      
        For Children

        Blockhead: The Life of Fibonacci

        American History Comic Books

      

      

    

  


  
    
      A RESPECTABLE LADY

      A SHORT STORY

    

    
      
        JOSEPH D’AGNESE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: NutGraf Productions LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Main Feature

        

        
          
            A Respectable Lady

          

        

      

      
        Request from the Author

      

      
        
          Bonus Content

        

        
          
            Excerpt of MURDER ON BOOK ROW

          

          
            1. Batter Up

          

          
            2. Snoops Among the Dead

          

          
            3. Enter the Yup

          

          
            Excerpt of THE MARSHAL OF THE BORGO

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAIN FEATURE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A RESPECTABLE LADY

          

        

      

    

    
      Had it not been for the presence of the tenor bellowing at the head of the hall that evening, more of the gentlemen who frequented the chop-palace on Regent Street might have taken notice of the woman being escorted by the maître d’hôtel to the curtained alcove at the rear. Those who did see her set aside their instinctual objections—unaccompanied women were always suspect—on account of the woman’s dress and bearing. The streaks of grey in that lady’s hair, her dour blue overcoat and shawl, the well-worn wire flowers in her hat—all conveyed an immediate air of respectability that banished all cause for alarm.

      A man in a dark woolen suit stood guard at the draperies. With the merest inclination of his chin, he managed to demand an inspection of the contents of the lady’s purse. She offered that article without comment, and only when it was found to be wholly harmless did the brute step aside with the clipped step indicative of regimental training.

      Beyond the curtains, gaslight played over the crimson wallpaper and tossed a cheerful glow over four small tables. Only one was occupied. A tall, heavyset man sat at it alone, dutifully sawing away at his chop whilst scanning a folded newspaper. The waiter was just setting down a fresh pint of bitters.

      “You!” the woman said when she finally glimpsed her host. It was him—the man. The one who had crushed her soul all those years ago. He had given her his Christian name. He had encouraged that familiarity, hoping to gain her trust. But she had never learned his surname, rank, or title. “Heavens, you’ve gotten so fat—and bald.”

      “Ah, Turner,” the man said. “So we’ve resolved that question. You do remember me. Well, then. Please sit. Matthew, the lady will have tea, and perhaps…a biscuit.”

      “I will have nothing,” the woman said, stepping back, intending to depart. “I am not in the habit of dining with liars.”

      “And I, madam, am not in habit of dining with anarchists. But I shall make an exception in your case.” His lip curled as he gestured with his fork: “Sit.”

      She sat and fussed with her gloves. “The tea must be hot,” she informed the waiter, as if to erase the heinous accusation, which hovered in the air between them. The waiter bowed wordlessly and disappeared.

      Her host peered at her from behind a candle. “Go on, be at ease. There’s a fire at your back. You might undo the shawl and warm yourself.” She sank back into the chair as if hoping to shrink from his gaze, but did not rest her elbows on the arms of the chair. The coal fire behind her was indeed nice, but she was wary of making herself too comfortable.

      The big man ceased feeding long enough to stare. “You will find me as interested as you in the passage of time and the ageing process. Twelve years…not a sizeable amount of time, but no trifle either. When last we met, you were clapped in irons and I thought you a handsome woman. Of course, I know little about such matters, but I wager you would still fit the definition of handsome, though time has done its work. Grief will do that, I imagine. Still energetic, though—and thrifty, judging from the way you’ve mended those gloves and that shawl.”

      “You have no cause to harass me,” the woman said. “I’m not the woman I was.”

      He dredged a bit of grilled pork through the sauce on his plate and raised it to his lips. “I don’t believe anyone changes, man or woman. That you have behaved yourself all these years speaks more to your fear of nooses and short drops than any change of heart.”

      “You promised me!”

      He snorted. “Ah, there it is!”

      “You promised me Edward would live. ‘Name the others,’ you said, ‘and dear Edward will go free.’ Lies, all of them! Why should I listen to anything you have to say now?”

      He set down his fork and knife and took up the ale. He nearly drained it all, and took his time patting his lips dry. When his gaze met hers again, his eyes appeared almost penitent. “Madam, you forget yourself. You and your merry band were traitors to this empire. Three good men dead. More if I had not acted. It grieves me still that I did not perceive the truth sooner. What makes you think I did not make a careful accounting of your life and Edward’s? You cannot imagine the arguments I had to make with myself that you might live. Oh yes—you. You lived because I am not so heartless as that. You did me a service, and I released you for that reason. That, and on behalf of the child you had at home. Yes, the boy. Even I believe a son should not be carelessly stripped of his mother. I have known it to happen; the results are not pleasant. Thus it was gratefulness and pity which stayed my hand. You’re quite right: I have no legal reason to bring up these dark matters at so late a date. I dredge them up only to stake out the boundaries of our future transactions.”

      The waiter returned with her tea and biscuit. He waited while the lady sampled the kitchen’s efforts, and departed when they were found suitable. She did not touch the biscuit.

      “We will have no future transactions,” she said, setting down the cup. “My aunt’s demise has left me enough of a fortune to make something of myself. I have a home. A business.”

      “And that business interests me greatly. The new tenant, in particular, interests me. I can’t imagine what sort of references he provided to gain entrance to your flat, but I assure you that the chances are high that in time his income will prove spotty and insufficient. I daresay that if he had said he were an artist, you would have shown him the door. Well, he is an artist of a different kind, and he must be allowed to do what he does best: sit and think.”

      “What do you care about it? He is none of your business.”

      “Ah, but he is. Do you think there is ever such a thing as coincidence where I am concerned, madam? Or are there not previously arranged introductions, subtle nudgings, suggestions, hints, that send one down the inevitable path to your door?”

      “What is your business with him? A comrade in the government? A relation?”

      “I decide the parameters of your inquiries, Turner. I would know his comings and goings. The sorts of hours, and the visitors, he keeps. There are other matters as well; in spite of all he does, his rent must never rise. Oh, you’ll be tempted as the others have been. There will be governesses and weepy maids. There will be mud-tramping tradesmen and urchins off the street. Oily-headed foreigners. They will come at all hours. And your response to this will not be to carry on about your carpets but to bear it all with doting poise and deference. If you need more money, you’ll negotiate with me and me alone. He must never hear of it—at least, not until his income rises enough to bear the true cost. I cannot have him turned out again on the whim of another landlady. I should have acted sooner to head off those past quarrels. But I perceived his…intolerability only too late. I know now what he needs. There must be three meals a day and copious tea. The proverbial dish of coffee. There must be meat and fowl, sausages, rashers of bacon. Good eggs and cream. A goodly ration of vegetables. Not many sweets—they will only drive him to nervous exhaustion.”

      “You’ll drive me out of pocket, you will! You want me to be both spy and nursemaid to this man? You’re mad. What kind of man is he?”

      “Hush now—I assure you, I have given this a fair amount of thought. If you place these princely repasts before him, he will indeed eat, but he will rarely think to order them himself. In fact, if left to his devices, he will subsist entirely on tobacco, and in restless moods, darker vices.”

      “The music? I’ve already heard it.”

      “Worse, dear lady. No—do exactly as I have instructed and you will both fare well. Once again you cannot imagine the trouble I have gone to orchestrate matters. Do you think it is easy to find for him a flatmate who is a physician, should the need arise? We have only the late troubles abroad to thank for that, or I’d have no hope of finding one whose income is as spotty as his own.”

      “I don’t have to do anything you say. Not now! Those days are gone. My record is clean of those old dealings. I want nothing to do with this man. I’ll go home straightaway and give him his notice.”

      The man leaned forward. “Are you quite sure? That’s the trouble with respectability. The respectable don’t realise that they can be controlled more easily than traitors. The lease you hold on that house. Do you know how easy it would be to sever, should evidence of your past be laid before the landowner’s estate?”

      Her teacup rattled in its saucer. Her face was pale. “You would not.”

      “You know, I always wondered what stayed your hand, Turner. You had delivered the fourth parcel as Edward instructed. You could have simply departed. But what compelled you to rush into the MP’s study and throw the incendiary out the window? That action puzzled me until I spoke with the butler and the MP’s wife. When you arrived, she was there by the door the whole time, dressing her son. Was that all it took? One glance at a simple expression of maternal love, and your pathetic political convictions evaporated?”

      “They were not my convictions!”

      “Ah, then you were willfully ignorant all those months they were plotting? Which is it? Either way, I surmised that your actions in this case were guided purely by sentiment. Once I knew that, I knew how to control you. Ultimately
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