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CHAPTER 1
A HOPELESS SITUATION

Betty Marshall was exhausted; she felt pain all through her body. All
day she had been wandering the streets of London until it got dark and
a cold winter night with heavy rain and high wind started.

When she was passing a small restaurant, the smell of soup reminded
her that she had not eaten anything for forty eight hours. She wrapped
her coat around herself, put on a hat and continued walking.

She headed for the Thames. The neighborhood was rather
unpleasant, dark and scary. She didn’t have a penny in her pocket
and felt really frustrated. She stopped om the bridge near the bank of
the river and looked at the water below her feet. She heard a melody
coming from a pub nearby, a song about a sailor who had never come
back from his voyage and left beautiful girls in tears.

Yes, in London of that time there were beautiful girls crying, but not
because of their lovers. They were crying because they were hungry
and cold and didn’t have a place to stay for the night.

“Iwo thousand nurses are unemployed in this town,” it was the only
answer she received for the past eight days when she tried to apply for
a job in different hospitals.

She heard somebody’s footsteps and saw light from a flashlight.

“Are you looking for something, miss?” asked a policeman passing
her. “No? Then don’t stay here any longer. It’s not a safe place for
a woman on her own.”

She thanked him and crossed the bridge.

Suddenly; she heard footsteps again.

“Madam . ..”
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She stopped on the bridge near the bank of the river and looked at the water below
her feet.
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The voice was quiet but pleasant.

“Madam . ..”

She turned back ready for some immoral proposal, decided to give
a sharp answer.

“I' have been following you for three hours, madam.”

She laughed:

“Well, if you continue this chase, it’s highly probable that you will
end it with me at the bottom of this river.”

“That is exactly why I am here—to prevent you from doing it.”

Betty Marshall couldn’t see the man’s face but she noticed his low
and broad shadow. She also smelled a good quality cigar.

“I can help you, madam.”

“Thank you. I'm not used to accepting such help,” she answered
thinking that she had understood the man’s suggestion.

“I'm afraid you have misjudged my intentions,” he said calmly.

“So, go ahead, sir. Explain to me what you want. I can listen to you
as well as to the sound of the wind and that awful melody,” she replied
laughing again.

“You're a nurse, aren’t you?”

“How did you know that?”

“You are dressed in a nurse’s uniform.”

“Oh, yes . . . I'd forgotten. But you have very good sight, sir.”

“I know, I'’ve been told so before, madam.”

Betty felt more comfortable.

“I'm listening, then. If you help me earn a living and find somewhere
to stay, you will do a good deed.”

“I want to help you, but don’t believe in my kindness. I'm not
a philanthropist. I want to offer you a job.”

“When, sir?”

“Well . . . now.”

“No problem. Where?”

“I will take you there.”

“There are many unemployed nurses in London,” she said
suspiciously.

“I know, but none of them would agree to come to the house I'm
thinking of. She would have to be in a hopeless situation, like you.”

“I'see . . . It must be some contagious illness.”

“No, not at all. The man who you will be taking care of is mentally
ill instead. You will have to give him salt water and tobacco juice or
anything else that tastes awful and looks like medicine. The rest is not
important.”

“I don’t understand . . .”

“The patient didn’t scare other nurses. It’s the house. It’s
haunted . . .”

Betty laughed for the third time, more honestly and happily.

“That’s very interesting, sir. I don’t believe in ghosts. And I guess
I will never believe in them.”

“Not if you live in this house.”

“Then I will send an article about it to a metaphysical magazine.”

“I'm afraid you won’t be able to do that because the first condition
of the job is to keep everything that you see in this haunted house
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a secret. The pay is good—one pound per week. The house is old and
not very comfortable but your room is cozy and warm. There are no
maids, only an old housekeeper who is half deaf and half blind. She
will do the shopping for you as you will not be allowed to leave the
house.”

“You're offering me heaven on earth, Sir!”

“Hmm . . . If heaven is a place where you sleep in a bed, in a warm
room and eat as much as you want.”

“Perhaps it is true . . .”

“You don’t have any family or friends, Miss Marshall?”

“Oh, my God. You are so well-informed!” she cried, a bit scared.

“That’s good. You won’t go out to visit anybody and you will not
write letters.”

“It’s a bit strange . . .”

“You can take it or leave it,” the man said sharply, showing her in
this way that the conversation was over and that he would like to
receive an answer.

The girl hesitated but she felt the cold wind blowing through her
clothes and noticed waves on the dark water of the river.

“Let it be!” she said quietly. “I agree.”

“Thank you. Follow me, please. We have to cross the bridge. My car
is parked on the other side.”

They walked for fifteen minutes but did not say a word to each
other. The man was two steps ahead of her. She heard his short and
heavy breath, which probably meant that he wasn’t young. She hoped
to see him clearly in the light from lamps on the bridge but he was
wearing a hat and additionally the collar of his coat completely covered
his face.

He stopped in front of his car and opened its door with a key. He
told her to get in.

When she sat in the soft seat and smelled the petrol, she thought
that finally she had found a safe place.

The man sat behind the steering wheel and started the car.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“You know where!”

“But in which direction?”

“It doesn’t matter to you, but I still can take you back to the bridge,”
he said impatiently.

Betty was silent. They drove along crowded streets. She stopped
guessing which part of London they were going to but she knew for
sure they were heading for the suburbs.

After some time she saw a long low grey wall with tree branches
hanging over it.

The car slowed down and the driver beeped the horn: three times
short, one long . . .

“The letter “V’ in Morse code,” she thought automatically.

The car lights lit for a moment the front wall of the house and she
saw a picture of a dagger carved above the entrance door.

The man turned to her:

“You still have a chance to change your mind, madam,” he said slowly.

Betty Marshall felt such pleasure caused by the warmth inside the
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car that she wouldn’t be able to go back to the cold bank of the river.

“I' have already agreed,” she whispered.

“Very good, madam. I believe you will not regret it.”

“Will I ever see you again?” she asked suddenly. “Please, don’t forget
that I will be alone here among strangers . . .”

The man hesitated.

“Perhaps, Miss Marshell. If you ever need anything, ask the
housekeeper for the doctor. That will be enough.”

“Thank you, Doctor . . .”

He laughed quietly.

“You can call me Doctor,” he said. “It’s as good as any other name.
Now, I wish you all the best and farewell.”

He opened the car door and helped her get out.

She saw stairs and a badly lit hall behind the open door. As soon as
she stepped in, the door closed before she realized what was going on.
Suddenly; terrified she turned back and turned the knob. The door was
locked. She was trapped.

She heard somebody coming towards her . . .

CHAPTER 2
THE TERROR OF NURSES

“That’s the sixth one this month!”

Mrs. Hinchcliff, a doctor and the head of the nursing school in
London, was sitting on a chair which Tom Wills, the detective’s
assistant, had placed for her in front of Harry Dickson’s desk.

Her face was wrinkled. She looked tired. She was staring at the
detective, begging him for help.

“Police doctors say that they were suicides,” said Harry Dickson.

“I can’t believe it, sir,” the woman replied. “All those girls were very
religious and committing suicide, even when you are desperate, is
a sin.

“Unemployment among nurses is huge,” the detective said quietly.
“And I believe nothing has been done to change this situation.”

“Unfortunately, it’s true, sir. Our schools give out too many
diplomas and our hospitals do not have enough jobs for the nurses.
My organization has a limited budget and we can’t ask our president,
Sir Burland, for more money. When I told him that I wanted to meet
you and talk about these tragic deaths, he promised to come with me
and support us.”

Harry Dickson nodded his head: Sir Burland was a well-known
doctor, whom the detective had already met several times. He came
back to the main subject of their meeting:

“All of the dead nurses have been found in the Thames river. Is that
right, Mrs. Hinchcliff?”

The doctor seemed terrified:

“Poor girls!” she cried.

“Do you think that there have been others?”
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