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    ​A Victorian romance novel by


    Juli D. Revezzo


     


    For Miss Phoebe Lockswell, fashionable London tea parties and balls aren’t her style. Instead, she prefers to tinker tirelessly with a clockwork diffuser she’s built from scratch. If only she can get the invention to work on command, she might earn her way out of an arranged marriage to a repugnant member of the House of Commons.


     


    London watchmaker Mortimer Kidd was brought up hard in the arms of an infamous London gang. Despite the respectability he strives for now, the gang leader is blackmailing him. When Mortimer sees Phoebe’s diffuser, he thinks he’s found a way to buy himself out of trouble. The brash Phoebe manages to steal his heart, however, before he can purloin her invention.


     


    Will Mortimer’s unsavory past catch up to him before he convinces Phoebe of his devotion? Worse, once Phoebe learns the truth, will she ever trust him again?
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    July 1898


     


    The red-cheeked paymaster twiddled an unlit cigar in his hand, rose from his seat, and headed for the rear of the train. He had not left his valued baggage behind.


    Now or never, Mortimer told himself, taking in the caboose platform on which he waited. Though he had no idea the amount the paymaster carried, it would mean something to those he owed. He hoped.


    A decade had passed since he’d done anything like this. He wasn’t sure he would succeed. The years of cultivating respectability forced against his desperation. Don’t be so stupid, Mort.


    What else might that bastard Doggett demand, more than this?


    Mortimer wondered exactly that. The watch repair shop he ran, his standing in that community, word from Doggett meant the difference between saving what he’d fought so hard to build—and losing it.


    He scanned the other passengers, sure someone must’ve sensed his intent. Someone would shoot him before the afternoon—the next five minutes—ended.


    His palms tingled in worry as he shoved his hand into his pocket, feeling for his bandana and gun.


    Stupid to try it. Waste of time if he died soon. Which might be better than dying at Doggett’s hands. At least this death would make the paper, in some form or fashion.


    Smoke tickled his nose and he willed back the urge to sneeze. You’d become gossip, at last. What he’d long struggled against.


    He pulled forth the handkerchief and wiped his sweating hand on the crumpled cotton. Sam, forgive me.


    What would he think, if he knew?


    Mortimer frowned harder. The old man would never know, never know what lengths Doggett had forced him to, unless the dead kept gossip columns.


    Choking on his heart, and coal smoke, for a few moments would be worth it if this plan paid off…
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    Phoebe pretended the landscape outside the train window held her attention, but it didn’t. Her gaze fixed instead on the reflection of the skulking reporter as he oozed down the aisle. His beady, searching gaze swept over the passengers. She knew he sought her out, had seen him at the Royal Mechanics Society Expo and done her best to avoid him. Of all the bad luck! How did we end up on the same train? She had no intention of becoming a building block for his journalistic ambitions.


    Could be worse. Could be a friend of her father’s. On the other hand, if this journalist cornered her she knew “no comment” wouldn’t suffice. Respectable young ladies didn’t travel alone. She knew no other respectable young lady like herself, however. Maybe she should’ve asked Sally to accompany her. Oh, but if the press ever caught them together, a flurry of scandal would ensue. She’d find her name splashed across the gossip pages attached to the word harlot.


    An old man coughed. A baby squealed. Neither one distracted the journalist.


    Blast it! Phoebe dipped her head, to hide behind her hair, and stood. She pushed her way through the cramped car.


    Oh dear God, if that man recognizes me there will be hell to pay! If her name ended up in print, her father would know she’d come to the Expo. If the reporter cornered her, would she be able to lie her way off the front page? Bad enough her intent in coming to Southend-on-Sea, bad enough she’d gone against her father’s wishes in the trip, but to see her rebellion splashed over the newspapers would be nigh unforgivable!


    I hope he hasn’t seen me! She quickened her steps.


    A door loomed before her and she slipped through it gratefully. Thinking she was safe, she pulled off the veiled hat hiding her chestnut hair—only to find herself standing on the tail end of the train, staring at a strange man. He blinked at her in surprise, a perplexed look on his angular face. A pair of screen-sided coal goggles covered his eyes, and he held an indigo blue bandana in his light, strong hands. For a moment, he said nothing, simply gaped at her as if she’d caught him at no good.


    She laid a hand over her pounding heart. “Oh! Excuse me.”


    “I say,” the man protested, “I … uh. Hello.”


    “Hello.” She glanced back toward the door and bit her lip.


    “I don’t advise jumping,” the man said. “Life is intolerable sometimes, but it’s not worth that.”


    “What?” Phoebe said. “No. I took a wrong turn. I thought this was the ladies’ lounge.”


    A mixture of amusement and relief crossed his features. “That’s one door back.”


    She looked over her shoulder doubtfully. To go back in, though? She stamped her foot. “Oh bother! Well, you see, sir … the truth is, I’m a little worried someone might be following me.”


    The man frowned, his gaze on the door. “Someone’s following you? We’ll see about that.”


    He stuffed the bandana into the pocket of his gray jacket and took a step forward only to bump into her. Phoebe shifted backward, mumbling, “Excuse me.”


    He smiled at her, his eyes laughing behind the gray-tinged lenses. “I can’t do anything to help you if you block the door.”


    “Hiding won’t help?”


    “Not for long, I daresay, Miss….”


    “Locks—” No, that would never do. She couldn’t disclose her real name and risk any accompanying gossip. If her father found out about her day, he would blame her life’s work. The fog and coal dust causing a tickle, she cleared her throat. “Locksley.”


    “Ah. A female Robin Hood, are you?” he teased. “My name’s Kidd.”


    “Like the pirate?” She couldn’t believe his parents had given him such a famous name. But she knew stranger things had happened in life.


    His lips twitched and she wondered, in amusement, or annoyance?


    “Yes,” he said. “As to your shadow, I’m sure you’ve lost him.”


    She shifted the hat in her hands to better hold her bag. “You think so?”


    He wiggled a finger to the door behind her. “Shall I check if the coast is clear?”


    She stepped to the side away from the doorjamb. “I’d be ever so grateful.”


    Kidd gripped the brass knob in lithe fingers. Calloused, she noticed, yet he peeked through the door like a queen’s spy. She wondered what he did for a living. His shabby jacket said he might be a workman of some sort but his demeanor said otherwise.


    He shut the door again. “I believe your admirer has disappeared.”


    Phoebe pushed her hands through her hair. The breeze the train kicked up as it barreled swiftly down the tracks only managed to tousle it again. How close was home now? “I can’t thank you enough.”


    He shoved his hands in his pockets and eyed the door as if hesitant to return, himself.


    An awkward silence filled the small space between them.


    “Shouldn’t we go inside, Miss Locksley?” he asked. “To be honest, this platform’s not conducive to conversation at all.”


    She peered down at the tracks and gulped. “I wasn’t aware we were having one.”


    The train wheel hit a bump. She jolted on her feet. The gentleman reached out to steady her.


    “Careful now,” he said. “I wouldn’t want you to fall off the train on my account.”


    Whatever he might be, why ever he was out here, she took strange comfort in his presence.


    He let her go and opened the door. “In you go.”


    She scanned the passengers inside, seeking out the reporter but he was nowhere in sight. Maybe he’d gone to the dining car.


    Perhaps he realized he’d wasted his life printing gossip, and had thrown himself off the train in a fit of despair.


    That’s terrible, Phoebe! Phoebe settled her bag in her hands and stepped through the door. Her escort removed the goggles revealing eyes of a deep night-sky blue. He stuffed his eyewear and bandana into his coat pocket, nodded to her, and took a seat two rows away, rustling a discarded newspaper as he got comfortable. He peered at her over the top of the paper, and catching her attention, winked.


    Phoebe dipped her head in thanks and slid into her seat. The passing landscape held her attention only a moment and she soon snapped open her bag to extract the shiny brass diffuser she carried. The piece was her life’s work and currently, the bane of her existence.


    Standing five inches tall, shaped like a goddess, her skirt and voluptuous curves glittered in the muted afternoon light. A hand on her hip and one crooked before her, the little woman looked as if caught in a spin. With sapphire chip eyes of the highest quality Phoebe could afford, the diffuser was a masterful work and one she couldn’t help but adore, despite all its faults. Maybe it would do better to market it as a paperweight. Any sale of the piece wouldn’t make back the money she had poured into it, but it might leave a few coins in her pocket—if, in the end, it was even worth that much.


    This was a wasted effort. The stupid thing never works when it should! She set it back into her bag, with an audible plop. No, she thought, rearranging her screwdriver, handkerchief, and wallet around it, there had to be a place for it. Men and women were always clamoring for the aphrodisiacs the traveling salesmen brought into town. If they filled a need—if they worked—why couldn’t her little treasure? The mechanism performed well under her tests—or at least her mother blushed when she asked if it had succeeded for she and Father—and Phoebe didn’t want to ruin her virtue by admitting aloud that it had some effect on her, in private. But it was infuriating that she couldn’t get gear, pulley, and cog to synchronize when she needed them to.


    The Royal Mechanic Society planned another exposition in the spring. Perhaps by then she’d have all the problems corrected, she hoped. If not, well ... maybe she should give up; tear out the gears, and leave the shell on the shelf where it belonged.


    “Excuse me, Miss Locksley, is this seat taken?”


    She looked up to find Mr. Kidd standing nearby awaiting an answer. She had heard the footsteps but supposed they belonged to the porter, come to take tickets or announce a destination. Not the steps of her savior. Flustered, she swept the statuette aside. “It is not, sir, and you are welcome to it.”


    He settled into the seat as if he owned it, studying the figurine she held in her hand. “Been doing a little shopping today?”


    Phoebe tucked the goddess into her bag. “No, it’s just ... yes. I mean—” Why on earth was she so flustered? Suppose he asked more about her creation? Then the thought struck her, who cared what she did with her time? “I suppose you could say I’ve been shopping. Shopping something of my own around, if you must know.”


    Instead of silencing him, the admission sparked the gentleman’s curiosity further. He waved a long, light finger at the diffuser. “Your brother’s an artist, is he?”


    She frowned. “My brother has no such talent, sir.”


    “Your husband, then.”


    She scoffed in surprise. “I should say not!” she spluttered. “No, sir. If you must know, I made her.”


    He picked up the little figurine studying it closely, even as she grasped for it. “Well, I must say that is fine craftsmanship.”


    She blew out a deep breath, blinking, not sure she’d heard correctly. Most men were unwilling to compliment her on her work. “I ... I thank you for your kindness.”


    “It’s not mere kindness,” he said, turning the figurine over in his hands as he studied it. “I daresay I’ve never seen another so lovely.” He plinked a nail against the surface. “Is this brass?”


    Phoebe nodded, and he hummed as he pondered the statuette a moment more.


    “It’s fine work,” he said.


    Phoebe smiled and said, “Maybe it is worth a shilling or two, then? Instead of selling it, I’m considering tossing it on the scrap heap.”


    “Oh, now why would you want to do that, Miss Locksley?”


    “Phoebe,” she said.


    He held the goddess out to her, and when she extended her hand, he pulled it out of her reach and instead, shook her hand. “Mortimer,” he said. “Now, then. You were going to tell me why you were hiding and from whom?”


    She gulped and snatched the statuette from his grasp.


    Kidd laughed. “All right keep your secret. Why don’t you tell me why you think this beautiful thing is worthy only of a spot in a trash pile?”


    Phoebe produced a tiny key from her pocket, set it into a keyhole on the diffuser’s back, and gently twisted the key in place. Nothing happened. She set the goddess in the windowsill and waving her hand at it said, “That’s why. No matter how much tinkering I do, the blasted thing won’t work when I need it to. It might make a better saltshaker, or—I don’t know, maybe I can drill out her innards and make an inkwell out of her. That would at least be of some use!”


    “I see. What is she supposed to be?” He waved a finger to the key. “A music box? But her gears won’t turn? That should be easily remedied.”


    “A music box?” She laughed. “No, sir. I have no ear for music, so I can tell you emphatically, it is definitely not a music box.”


    The smile he gave was amused, and Phoebe collapsed. He didn’t take her seriously either.


    “Then, pray, miss,” he said, “don’t keep me in suspense. What is that pretty thing?”


    “It’s ...” Phoebe fidgeted, beside herself with the idea of explaining her creation to a stranger. Maybe that was her fault: had she never thought this through? Was her little creation, after all, absurdly obscene?


    Of course it was, she realized. Just as Father accused. The realization sinking in, she groaned and dropped her head into her hands. “I am such an idiot! It’s—” She faltered, yet he studied her curiously. She must give him some answer. “A rather stupid thing, if you ask me, sir. Please, don’t worry about it.”


    “It’s not simply a paperweight, then I take it?” he said. He picked it up, studying its sapphires.


    Did he see the tiny holes in its ears and fingertips?


    “No indeed. I see it’s a little more than that.”


    “I didn’t mean for people to think of it… the way they do,” she said, reaching for the diffuser.


    “How do they think of it? It’s a fine piece and if you created it, I commend you for its beauty. Anyone in their right mind would want to possess this.”


    She laughed bitterly, but wished his words were true. “You don’t know what it’s for.”


    “Regardless of for whatever reason you made it, it has value. Far more than some comparable trinkets on the market.”


    “That’s my dream.”


    “Dream?” He snorted and sat back. “I see your critics aren’t the only ones who don’t understand the value of the thing before them. Do they even see it for what it truly is?”


    “No one does,” she said. She picked at the seat’s upholstery, hopelessness filling her. “They have no interest in it whatsoever.” Why would they?


    “Perhaps,” he said, “they’re more interested in you, than they are this little thing.”


    She blinked up at him. “Excuse me?”


    “It might be the truth. One so lovely is hard to ignore,” Mortimer said.


    “It’s not done me a lot of good.” No indeed. Otherwise, she might not be hiding out in a train’s caboose.


    “If I might be so bold—” He paused and pulled forth a small screwdriver from his coat. Holding the tool out, he gave her a smile. “Might you allow me to tinker with your little lady, Miss Locksley?”


    “You’re welcome to try and fix it. But I daresay, you’ll only be wasting your time.”


    “You never know.”


    Phoebe considered for a moment. How on earth can he tinker with the goddess, if he has no idea what it’s supposed to do?


    “Why do you have a screwdriver in your pocket?” she asked.


    “I’m a watchmaker,” he said, applying a small bit of force to get a screw to loosen. “A skill that tends to work best if one has the right tools on hand, whenever. Don’t you agree?”


    She nodded. “Yes.”


    “You haven’t said what this pretty thing’s purpose is, Miss Locksley.”


    There was no way she could tell this strange, albeit gallant, man what was the goddess’ function. How could she explain it? Would he take her seriously if she told him that at this moment she thought he was the most wonderful person she had yet met? If the brass goddess did begin working, would he think that was the reason she found him handsome and sweet? Why she wanted to tear his clothes off and—


    What a horrid thought! How could she consider him in such a way? She didn’t even know the man! She cleared her throat.


    He gently twisted each screw. “Or shall I guess?”


    “It’s a diffuser, or atomizer, if you like,” she said vaguely. “For ... incense, spices, you know.”


    “Ah, yes. Your father likes his cigars and you’ve created this to clear the air, so to speak?”


    How long before this dreadful train ride is over? How long could she avoid answering the question? Oh, what was there to worry about? He would never see her after this trip. “Not quite,” she said. “But it is something akin to that.”


    He raised an eyebrow. “Something like that ... Then, keeping to that cigar theme, I’d suggest perhaps turning it into a pipe, rather than simply destroying it.” He set another screw aside. “To be honest, I’ve seen things like this written about before. Have you ever been to the Orient, Miss?”


    “Unfortunately, no,” she said. “Not lately, that is.”


    “But you’ve read the tales?” When she shook her head, he added, “The Arabian Knights? By God, of what has your education consisted? Don’t tell me your father raised you on the Bible, alone!”


    “My education, since you ask, has consisted of the usual liberal arts, far more than most of my friends,” she said.


    “Then you are lucky in that.”


    She shrugged. “But Oriental literature—well, no. I’ve never had the opportunity.”


    He was paying attention now to his work, gently prying open the access panel. “I’ll have to give you some titles.”


    She smiled. “I’ll make a point of tracking them down.” She pointed to the gears and wires that comprised the brass goddess’ inner workings.


    “This is perhaps the most important part,” she said, trying to keep the small well at the goddess’ heart from spilling her precious essential oil. A whiff of citrus scent filled her nose. “But here, I think, is where the system breaks down.” She dislodged a thin rubber hose from the well to reveal smaller twisted coils inside. Some glowed with a faint red light, others lay black and cold. “The oil isn’t making it through, or something is stopping it here—” She tapped the well. “—from reaching its vents. I can’t decipher why.”


    “What kind of oils?”


    “Any kind.” She shrugged. “Honeysuckle, for instance.”


    He gave a sniff. “Do I smell orange blossoms?”


    She nodded and took a breath to gather her courage. “Yes, and cardamom, neroli, and other such aphrodisiacs.”


    


    
      “Aphrodis—” Even before he choked on the word, Phoebe damned her loose tongue.
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    You shouldn’t have said that, Phoebe scolded herself. Shouldn’t have said a lot of things.


    “Did you say aphrodisiacs?” Mr. Kidd asked.


    She didn’t care whether men thought she should blush at such things. They would learn.


    “London. All out for London!” the conductor called in a tremulous tenor.


    Train wheels screeched; steam chuffed and screamed. The car lurched as it slowed. Phoebe plucked up her tapestry-sided bag, tossing her dark hair out of her face.


    She slid from her seat. “It was nice meeting you, Mr. Kidd. Enjoy the rest of your trip.”


    “It so happens, this is my stop as well,” he said. “May I see you home?”


    Phoebe gulped. What had she gotten herself into?


    “That won’t be necessary,” she said and added a lie. For how could she trust a stranger? “My parents are waiting for me.”


    Heart pounding with worry, she swept off the train and into the station. Coal smoke filled her lungs and she choked. When the smoke cleared, Phoebe scanned the crowd. Her family wasn’t here, nor any of their people. She let out a sigh of relief. She had imagined Father hovering, waiting to drag her home by her ear.


    Mr. Kidd stepped past her and tipped his hat. “Good day, miss.”


    She checked the small silver watch pin her grandmother had given her. Dainty, with delicate roses etched into the silver cover, and the size of a pence piece, she’d had it since childhood. Another minute passed and she still couldn’t see her father or mother anywhere. In a way, their absence was a relief, but then, here she was, without a ride home.


    She spied Mr. Kidd speaking to a porter who handed down his bags. He gave the porter a tip and headed towards the doors.


    Phoebe studied the crowded depot seeking a way home, but every cab she approached was already occupied, and she didn’t relish the idea of riding with complete strangers. At least, she reasoned, she knew something of Mr. Kidd.


    Ever since she had opened her mouth and said the word “aphrodisiacs” she’d wanted nothing more than for the floor to crack open wide and swallow her. How she let the word pass her lips in the presence of this man, she vowed she would never know. Wasn’t it enough that she was sure she openly stared at him? Wasn’t it enough that she’d flustered herself into embarrassment ever since he had said, “Excuse me?” If any other stranger had offered to tinker with her little goddess, she would have given him the coldest stare imaginable and stalked away. But no. She had let this man do as he pleased. What was so different about him? Waiting be damned, she wanted to speak with him a little more.


    She cleared her throat and smiled as she approached him. “Mr. Kidd, I accept your offer, if you still have room in your carriage.”
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