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Chapter One
Waldo Bell’s Story San Francisco, 1878

‘Come on, Waldo,’ Isaac whispered as I bent down to blow out the candles on the birthday cake. ‘Big puff. For Kit’s sake.’

Thirteen candles stood on the cake, thirteen wisps of flame. One for each year of Kit Salter’s life.

‘Not so fast,’ a voice boomed in my ear. I felt Kit’s Aunt Hilda tugging at my shirt. ‘I’ve changed my mind.’

‘What are you—’

‘Stand down.’ She elbowed me aside, her face full of dogged determination. ‘Kit would have wanted a girl to do this.’

‘You’re hardly a girl …’ Rachel blurted, then stopped, reddening.

Hilda glared at her. ‘A woman, at any rate. Besides, I’m family.’

I moved out of the way. Only a madman would try to stop Hilda Salter when she was in full flow. She stood in the boarding-house parlour, glowering at that harmless cake as if it was the enemy. There was no obvious reason for her anger. A beautiful creation, the Madeira sponge rose in white tiers with a marzipan figure of Kit Salter on top. Aunt Hilda leaned over and, with a single puff from her bulldog lungs, the candles went out.

I felt sorry, somehow, to see them vanish so fast.

We were celebrating Kit’s thirteenth birthday party in our boarding house in San Francisco. Everything was perfect. The presents, the silver vats of punch, the mountains of scones and buns. Everything was just fine, but never had a birthday party felt so much like a funeral. Kit sat by the fire in her bath chair, a blanket over her knees. It was sunny outside, the buds bursting from the California orange trees and the birds in full song. Yet the doctor had ordered that Kit must have fire and blankets at all times.

It was all wrong. You know how Kit is, blazing with energy, jabbering non-stop. Now she just lay in bed night and day, her face empty. She needed a nurse to wash and feed her. Her eyes stared at nothing and she moved not an inch. We could have been pouring out our congratulations to a china doll.

Kit had been in a coma for over six months, since we’d left China. She had not said one word – which, I’m sure you’re aware, is highly unusual – not so much as a blink or a stir or a sneeze. Our adventures, which had taken us from the deserts of Egypt to the frozen peaks of the Himalayas, had been cruelly cut short.

So why bother having a party for her? you may well ask. In part it was to cheer us up. Rachel and her brother, Isaac; her aunt, Hilda Salter; and I, Waldo Bell, had all spent six months in hell. We were on tenterhooks, hoping every morning that this would be the day. This would be the special day Kit would sit up and surprise us all by ordering breakfast.

It hadn’t happened, not so far.

But there was another more important reason why we were holding the birthday tea.

The doctor on the ship back from China had told me to treat Kit as if she understood what we were saying. ‘Just talk,’ he’d said. ‘You never know what might go in.’ So I sat and rambled on. I poured secrets out to her, which I would never have told the waking Kit. Other times, I didn’t quite know where my thoughts ended and my words began.

Sometimes I would get angry with Kit for being so damned obstinate and with myself for letting her take stupid, unnecessary risks in China. The risks that had landed her in a coma.

But I’m becoming gloomy. This was a happy day, Kit’s birthday, a time to smile and put on a brave face. No use dwelling on these wasted months in San Francisco, trudging from doctor to doctor, seeking anyone who could cure Kit. We had even gone to witch doctors and spiritualists, to the craziest healers out there.

Not one made a jot of difference.

No wonder. This coma, which had struck her down in China when she had held the bones of a long-dead saint, was beyond the understanding of science.

‘Before we cut the cake, let’s all have a sing-song,’ Rachel suggested, going to the piano. ‘Kit loves music.’

‘No, she doesn’t,’ Kit’s aunt said. ‘She couldn’t hold a tune to save her life.’

‘It doesn’t do to speak ill of the –’ Rachel stopped mid-sentence.

‘Out with it, Rebecca! DEAD. D.E.A.D. My niece is not dead. She is merely asleep and any day now she WILL wake up. I, Hilda Salter, demand it.’

‘I didn’t mean “dead”.’ Rachel was flustered, her brown hair falling all over her face. ‘I didn’t mean “dead”.’ Her voice was rising hysterically.

Isaac, meanwhile, was sitting in an armchair next to the comatose Kit. I don’t think he heard a word, for his gaze was fixed on the cake. He hadn’t done anything but gaze hungrily at that cake since he’d entered the room.

‘Let’s have some cake,’ he suggested. ‘Kit prefers cake to music.’

‘Good idea,’ Hilda grunted. Picking up the silver slicer, she cut herself a generous wodge and tucked in. ‘Well, Rebecca, I dare say I’ve tasted worse,’ she said to Rachel, who had spent hours slaving over that cake. ‘I’m beginning to see what you’re for.’

Just then there came a knock at the parlour door. In came Bessie the maid.

‘There’s a gentleman outside, asking for you, madam,’ she said to Aunt Hilda.

‘Show him in. I suppose we have enough cake to go round,’ Aunt Hilda ordered.

I was going to protest, because it seemed rude to Kit to spoil her party, but Bessie had disappeared. In a few minutes the oddest-looking gentleman in San Francisco stood in our parlour. He was obviously English, for he was dressed in a good-quality top hat and frock coat that had come from one of London’s better tailors. He had ruddy cheeks, long wispy hair that stuck out below his hat and a bulbous pink nose that showed him to be a serious drinker. His eyes darted around the parlour as if valuing the contents.

I took an instant dislike to the man – he gave off the odour of some cheap huckster. I was willing to bet he was all set to try to sell us something.

‘Well, get on with it, man,’ Aunt Hilda snapped. ‘You’re interrupting a private party.’

‘I beg leave to present my credentials,’ he said, offering a thick cream envelope to Aunt Hilda.

Aunt Hilda opened the envelope and drew out a piece of paper. I sidled over to her and read:




Professor Dr Walter Silas, Phd, MD, FRS, mmd, doclit, LLD, dip eng

Expert in curing incurable conditions

Are you in despair?
Fear not, Dr Silas is here!

Dr Silas has had incredible results with all types of tics, nerve troubles, comas and hysteric and mental conditions.

    
‘He raised my Georgie from the dead.’

Patricia Lupone, mother of George, 11

    

    
‘Medical science seemed to have abandoned us. We thought all hope was gone till we put our trust in Dr Silas.’

Helen Smith, whose husband Althelred
was raised from an ‘incurable’ coma

    

Dr Silas’s patented galvanic electro-shake machine has had outstanding results. Try it on your loved ones – he can bring new life to dead bones!





‘Are you Dr Silas?’ Hilda asked him.

‘No, madam. I’m Harold Rumbelow, his humble servant.’

‘How on earth do you know my niece is unwell? I take it that’s why you’re here.’

The man made a sweeping bow so low his nose nearly touched his heaving belly.

‘We have heard it on the grapevine, your ladyship.’

‘I have not been ennobled – yet,’ Aunt Hilda said stiffly. ‘Anyway, what grapevine?’

‘Your niece’s plight, as you visited every reputable doctor – and, I beg your pardon, scandalous quack – has come to my master’s attention. He acts from the purest motives, naturally.’

The man cut a seedy figure. He did not inspire trust. But we were at our wits’ end. We had to help Kit; anything was better than nothing.

Aunt Hilda scanned the letter: ‘How does this so-called galvanic electro-shake contraption work?’ she asked.

‘The mysteries of electricity,’ replied the man, bowing again. ‘I do not understand it myself, but my master … Well, ladies and gents, I do not boast when I tell you that he has, literally, worked miracles.’

Isaac watched him thoughtfully. ‘They’ve had some remarkable results with electricity,’ he said. ‘Thinking it over, I can see that a good shock might be just what the nervous system needs to stimulate it into renewed activity.’

‘Eh?’ I asked, looking at him in puzzlement.

‘It may work. Waldo, Hilda, I think we should give it a try.’

Rachel bit her lip and said, in a trembling little voice, ‘I agree with my brother. I mean, what have we to lose?’

Aunt Hilda turned to the fellow and said, ‘Thank your master for coming to our aid, my good man. We may well consult him. But we cannot take such a giant step till Professor Salter, my brother, has arrived. You may take a piece of cake as you leave.’

He was being dismissed, but the man stood there looking obstinate.

‘Madam, pardon me saying this, but I think you should come tomorrow. My master said time is of the essence.’

Aunt Hilda flushed deep red. ‘How dare you? If we seek to consult you, we will do it when we see fit. Now, off you go. Go on. Goodbye.’

There was nothing more the man could say. Bowing again and casting a mournful look at the cake, he backed out of the door. He never did get his slice.

‘That was strange,’ I said, looking after him.

‘Strange? How so?’ Isaac asked.

‘I mean that he should come and visit us and be in quite such a hurry that Kit has treatment with his master. It seems rather suspicious to me.’

‘This is a small city. I am something of a legend in these parts,’ Aunt Hilda said, dismissing my concerns with a wave of her podgy hands. ‘Tomorrow you will look for my dratted brother again. I am keen to start on this treatment as soon as possible.’

She might have waved away my fears, but something still struck me as odd about that little red-nosed man.


Chapter Two

After breakfast, I started on my mission to find out what had happened to Kit’s father. I was glad to be away from the poky boarding house. To be honest, Isaac, Aunt Hilda and even kind Rachel were grating on my nerves. I strode up Sacramento Street, past the buildings that my fellow Americans had put up on the back of gold-rush fever. San Francisco is a miracle city. Just fifty years ago it was a scrubby wasteland. Look at it now. Surrounded by hills, the Pacific Ocean at its feet, thronged with gracious streets. Pines, mimosa and scarlet hibiscus bloom in the parks. It proves that anything Britain can do America can do bigger and better. The mansions of the millionaire ‘robber barons’ on Nob Hill are the finest in the world.

I was proud to be an American in Frisco. Proud to be young, strong and free to make my fortune. Yet somehow today I couldn’t enjoy the city. I’d planned to catch a cab to the telegraph office, but once out I just kept walking and walking.

My feet hit the pavement savagely. The exercise was what I needed to keep the blood from beating in my head. God, was I angry. I felt like kicking something. I pounded the streets so furiously that I made it to the Western Union telegraph office in under half an hour.

I begged the clerk at the counter for messages from Professor Salter. Unfortunately there was nothing from the old gentleman, no news at all. Sighing, I turned away. I would have to check all the hotels and boarding houses, again.

I was just about to leave the office when I heard a familiar bleating voice.

‘Is there really nothing you can do?’ a gentleman in a shabby black coat and a stovepipe hat was asking another clerk.

‘I’m sorry, sir, but you have no address,’ the clerk said.

‘It’s desperately important, you see. My daughter’s ill.’

‘We have your details on file.’

I strode up to the man. At the risk of real rudeness if it was the wrong person, I swung him round by the shoulder. To my relief Professor Salter was drooping in front of me.

‘Isaac, my dear fellow,’ he gasped.

‘I’m Waldo,’ I said. ‘Waldo Bell.’

‘Of course, Waldo. How glad I am to see you.’

‘And I you, sir. What happened to you? We’ve been expecting you for a month or more.’

He flushed. ‘I’m afraid I lost your letters.’

‘Lost our letters?’

‘I’ve been at my wit’s end. Trying all the hotels, the docks, the office here.’

‘We weren’t at a hotel. We’re staying at Isaac Hilton’s Temperance hostel. It was the only place with rooms available when we arrived. Shall we go back there now? You must be anxious to see Kit.’

‘Of course, my dear fellow,’ said Professor Salter, looking up the street to where a cab was hurtling by. ‘But I should pick up my luggage first.’

‘If you like. Where are you staying?’

‘Pardon me?’

I sighed. ‘Where are you living, Professor Salter?’

Professor Salter flushed again. ‘Ah yes,’ he said. ‘I will take you there.’

I followed him as he wound his way through the back alleys. Sometimes, though I knew the professor to be extremely clever, he was as simple as a baby. I could see what Kit meant when she referred to herself as her father’s nursemaid.

Eventually we arrived at his boarding house, which turned out to be a shabby building in the wrong part of town. I stared at it in dismay. One of the windows was boarded up, and when we entered there was a strong smell of cabbage and grease. No wonder I hadn’t found the professor when I’d combed the streets. I had forgotten how thrifty he could be with his money. He wouldn’t spend a penny on himself if he didn’t have to. With Kit, of course, he was very generous. Nothing was too good for her.

We were let in by a dumpy Irish lady with a sharp tongue, who smelt of stew. She scolded the professor as he led me up to his room. It was in chaos, with books and papers everywhere. It turned out he had been living here, looking for us, for more than a month.

What a mess.

I had to rescue him. I asked the professor to pack an overnight bag. The other possessions I would arrange to have picked up later. Then I went down to pay the landlady, who was very disagreeable. When I went back upstairs I found Kit’s father had made no progress in packing. He was sitting in the room’s single shabby armchair, staring into space.

‘Professor Salter,’ I said gently, ‘we should hurry. Kit is waiting to see you.’

She wasn’t, in reality. But I had to urge him from his daydream.

‘Must hurry. Quite right, dear boy,’ he said. But he didn’t move, just continued to stare into space.

‘May I help?’ I asked, moving over and placing a hand on his arm.

He shrank back into his seat.

‘Professor. Please. What is it?’

He didn’t reply. For a moment, I think, he had forgotten I was there. I bit back my frustration. At this moment the good professor was behaving as if it was he, not his poor daughter, who was in a coma. I knew, deep down, that there was nothing I could do to hurry him up. Kit’s father is a dreamy old dear; he lives in his own world. For his daughter’s sake I had to respect that, and not try to rush him into normal behaviour. So I sat on the dusty floorboards by his armchair and waited.

When I next looked up, because I had fallen into a bit of a daze myself, I saw tears in his eyes.

‘Theo,’ I said, using his first name. ‘Please, what is the matter?’

He looked at me. ‘It’s no good. I can’t do it.’

‘Can’t do what?’

‘I can’t come back to your hotel.’

‘Why ever not?’

A tear slipped out of his left eye and rolled down his cheek, coming to rest in his grizzled beard.

‘I just can’t.’

‘Why? Surely you want to see Kit as soon as possible.’

‘I – can’t.’

I stared at him, horrified.

‘You don’t understand anything. You’re just a boy. You see, I saw Tabby die. I can’t –’ He broke off.

‘What is Tabby?’ I asked, thinking it might be the name of a favourite cat.

In answer he reached into his pocket and drew out a fine gold chain. Hanging from it was a small locket. I opened it and the likeness of a lovely young woman gazed out at me. She had an oval face, unruly springing hair and eyes that even in that tiny miniature flashed with fire. Instantly I knew who it was. The likeness was unmistakable. Kit’s mother.

‘My wife, Tabitha. She was brought to me that December night. Ten inches of snow we’d had. A white Christmas, the church bells ringing. Her pelvis had been fractured. Her nose crushed. They said it was an accident. A startled dray horse. She lay in the bed. Looked at me, her eyes always so bright. But, you see, they were all that was left of her. Her eyes. All the rest was blood and –’

His voice broke into gasps and he stopped, looking down at his shoes. I put an arm round his shoulders. What could I say? I felt awkward, because he was the father … Well, let’s just say I felt strange embracing him. There was a lump in my own throat, which hurt like hell.

‘I saw Tabby die,’ he said. ‘It wasn’t good or peaceful. Anyone who tells you that is lying. I can’t watch the same thing with—’

‘Kit is not going to die,’ I said. ‘You must believe me. We will save her.

‘I can’t see her in pain.’

‘She is not in pain. The doctor assures us of that.’

He looked at me as if I was lying to him, his eyes blurred with tears.

‘Professor. You must come. She loves you.’

He shook his head.

‘You’re her father. She needs you.’

He rocked back, as if I had struck him.

‘It is your duty,’ I said, though I felt my words were cruel. ‘Please come. You will never forgive yourself if you don’t.’

‘Very well,’ he said. Heavily he pulled himself out of the armchair, moving like a very old man. As I watched, he placed a pair of socks into his Gladstone bag.
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