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To honor the victims and their families, I offer a poem by New England native Edgar Allan Poe.

A Dream

In visions of the dark night
I have dreamed of joy departed—
But a waking dream of life and light
Hath left me broken-hearted.
Ah! what is not a dream by day
To him whose eyes are cast
On things around him with a ray
Turned back upon the past?
That holy dream—that holy dream,
While all the world were chiding,
Hath cheered me as a lovely beam
A lonely spirit guiding.
What though that light, thro’ storm and night,
So trembled from afar—
What could there be more purely bright
In Truth’s day-star?
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1

UNKNOWINGLY TEMPTING FATE



In 1887, thirty-six-year-old Amelia Phinney survived the surgery for a uterine ulcer in Cambridge Hospital, a procedure done via cauterization with nitrate of silver—only to come face-to-face with New England’s most prolific female serial killer, whose body count reached well into the double digits. Post-op the following evening, Amelia tossed and turned on the cot in her room, the abdominal pain so severe it prevented her from falling asleep.

A shadowy figure emerged through the golden smolder of a bedside oil lamp. The dark-haired, dark-eyed nurse hovered over her bed with a peculiar intensity. When Amelia met her gaze, the stranger asked how she was feeling. The surgery, although successful, left her in a state of suffering. Amelia pleaded with the portly nurse to summon her doctor.

“There is no need for that.” The nurse’s voice remained soft, caring. “I have something to make you feel better. Here.” She slid her arm under Amelia’s shoulders and raised her far enough off the pillow to sip from the glass pressed to her lips. “Drink this.”

After swallowing a foul-tasting liquid, a numbness branched throughout Amelia’s torso and limbs. Her mouth and throat grew dry and scratchy, her eyelids weighted as she faded into a semi-conscious state. Someone pulled down the bedclothes. The cot creaked and the thin mattress sagged beneath the weight of a person climbing into bed with her.

The nurse cuddled and groped Amelia, stroking her hair, tenderly kissing her cheeks, forehead, and chin; her voice was soft, whispering that soon everything would be all right. Then the stranger rose to her knees. Hovering over Amelia, the nurse flipped Amelia’s eyelids inside-out and leaned in—a determined stare, eye-to-eye.

Was this really happening?

The nurse’s breathing accelerated into a heavy pant. Hot breath pummeled the side of Amelia’s face as though her suffering excited the stranger.

“Come, dear.” The nurse pressed the glass to Amelia’s bottom lip again, urging her to swallow more of the bitter medicine. “Drink just a little more.”

Unwilling to obey, Amelia clamped her mouth closed and rolled her face to the opposite side of her pillow like a petulant toddler refusing to eat vegetables. Wooden clogs pattering down the hall outside the room startled the nurse, and she leaped off the bed and bustled out the door.

The next morning, a trainee named McCutcheon shook Amelia awake. When she opened her eyes her stomach acid sloshed in protest, a queasiness rising to her throat. For several hours she fought through a drug-induced haze. Once she’d regained her faculties, she thought it best not to share the story of the bizarre encounter from the night before. The incident was so crazy it must have been a bad dream; a nightmare brought on by the pain reliever.

Or had a mystical guardian angel saved her life?

It would take fourteen years for her to discover the truth.

[image: chpt_fig_002]

According to FBI behaviorists, the best way to survive a male serial killer’s attack is to let him get to know you on a personal level. By humanizing yourself, you’ll ruin his fantasy of you as a victim.

This won’t work with a female serial killer. They already know you.
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Another scorching summer day, another unexplained death.

In 1901 on Cape Cod, seagulls squawked over the catch of the day in fishermen’s nets, osprey nested along marshlands and sandy beaches, waves lapping against miles and miles of shorelines on the eastern, western, and southern tips of the Massachusetts peninsula, where horse-drawn carriages kicked up sorrel dust clouds, iron-shoed hooves clomping against pressed-gravel streets. Salt scented the air for miles. But by August 15 of that year, something evil veiled the peaceful seaside community of Cataumet.

Jane Toppan vacationed in the area for the first time in 1897. As a trained nurse and Cambridge Hospital graduate, Jane looked the part in every line of her face, every curve of her ample figure, every movement and mannerism. At that time she stayed at the Davis cottage with the prominent family of L.W. Ferdinand of Cambridge, next door to a rambling seasonal hotel called Jachin House. Guests from the city would congregate on Jachin House’s wide wrap-around porches to relax, rocking away the evening hours, cooled off by crisp ocean breezes sweeping in from Buzzards Bay.

The Davis family owned both properties. Alden Davis, considered by many to be Cataumet’s most influential citizen due to his reorganization of the railroad system so the train stopped at the Cape, worked as the town’s postmaster, station agent, and had a successful marble business. He also ran the general store across from Depot Square. Some say he founded the town.
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Jachin House Courtesy of Bourne Public Library
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Jane Toppan Public Domain

Most of the headstones in the local cemetery were engraved by Alden Davis’s hand, a fact that seems ominous in hindsight.

Jane Toppan fell in love with Cape Cod. So much so, she returned to Jachin House year after year to spend the summer, thereby avoiding the hustle and bustle of city life. During one such summer, in late August of 1889, Jane’s foster sister, Elizabeth Brigham, decided to come down from Lowell to visit Jane—a little “girl time” for the two women to reconnect.

Jane had something else planned for their reunion.

Over the years Jane had maintained a cordial relationship with Elizabeth, but deep down she harbored resentment. Twenty years her senior, Elizabeth represented everything Jane wasn’t. Not only was Elizabeth pampered by her biological mother, Ann Toppan, while Jane was treated as the family slave, Elizabeth was also wealthy, attractive, and married to Oramel A. Brigham (known as “O. A.”), a well-liked, highly regarded deacon of the First Trinitarian Congregational Church in Lowell and depot master for the Boston & Maine Railroad.

When Ann Toppan, Jane’s foster mother, died she excluded Jane from the will. And Jane touched on this in her confession:


I felt rather bitter against Mrs. [Elizabeth] Brigham after Mother Toppan’s death, because I always thought she destroyed the will that left me some of the old lady’s property. Mrs. [Elizabeth] Brigham came down to visit me at Cataumet on Buzzards Bay, where I was spending the Summer of 1899 in one of the Davis cottages. That gave me a good chance to have my revenge on her.



On August 26, the day after Elizabeth arrived on the Cape, Jane suggested a picnic on the beach might lift her foster sister’s spirits. For several weeks Elizabeth had been suffering with a mild but persistent case of melancholia (known today as depression).

Weaved picnic basket in hand, Jane escorted Elizabeth down to Scotch House Cove, where the two women spent several hours chatting away the day while munching on cold corned beef and taffy. Salted ocean breezes swept its fingers through their hair as they basked in the summer sun. But deep within Jane a volcano of resentment was about to erupt.


She was really the first of my victims that I actually hated and poisoned with a vindictive purpose. So I let her die slowly, with griping tortures. I fixed mineral water so it would do that and then added the morphia to it.



All that sun drained Elizabeth of energy, so she retired early to her upstairs bedroom. The following morning, Jane called Elizabeth down for breakfast. When she didn’t respond, Jane rushed to the home of her landlord, Alden Davis, and asked if he could summon the doctor because “her sister had taken sick.” Jane then telegrammed O. A. in Lowell, informing him that his wife was in grave condition.

Alarmed, O. A. took the first available train to Cape Cod. By the time he arrived the next morning, Monday, August 28, Elizabeth had fallen into a coma. She died in the early morning hours of August 29. The doctor said Elizabeth had suffered a stroke of apoplexy (cerebral hemorrhage or stroke).

But Jane knew better.


I held her in my arms and watched with delight as she gasped her life out.



As O. A. packed up his wife’s belongings, he only found five dollars in her pocketbook, which was odd since he and Elizabeth agreed that she should take “no less than fifty dollars” for her trip. When he asked Jane about the missing money, she feigned innocence. As far as she knew, Elizabeth arrived with only a few dollars. If money went missing, Jane assured him, she didn’t know anything about it.

Taking Jane at her word, O. A. continued to pack Elizabeth’s belongings when Jane rested a soothing hand on his forearm. Just before slipping into a coma, she said, Elizabeth expressed the desire to leave Jane her gold watch and chain. Touched by his wife’s kind gesture, O. A. fulfilled Elizabeth’s final wish.

[image: chpt_fig_003]

As the years rolled by, the folks in Cataumet village witnessed a different side of Jane, who was often spotted in a white dress and pinstriped sailor cap, hand-in-hand with a human chain of children, skipping down to the beach at Scotch House Cove or below the bluffs on Squiteague Bay. The kids carried picnic baskets stuffed with food for yet another fun-filled day with “Jolly Jane.”

No one could figure out how she afforded these outings. Did it matter? Everyone adored Jane, with her kind, jovial, fun-loving personality, and her uncanny ability of winning her way into the hearts of everyone she met.

During those summers, however, Jane signed several notes for unpaid rent and personal loans totaling thousands, five hundred dollars of which remained outstanding. The Davis family was so fond of Jane that no one pressured her for the money, until June 25, 1901, when Mattie Davis’s generosity had run out.

[image: chpt_fig_003]

When Mattie woke on the morning of June 25, the temperature had already risen to a balmy seventy degrees by early dawn. The summer day promised to be another scorcher, but nothing could persuade her to forego her trip to Cambridge to confront Jane. Good friend or not, she and Alden had been patient long enough. Besides, her daughter, Genevieve Gordon, was visiting in-laws in Somerville, Massachusetts, all the way from her home in Chicago. Mattie could kill two birds, so to speak, and visit with Genevieve once Jane paid the past-due notes. She also needed to find out if Jane wanted to reserve a room at Jachin House that summer or rent the Davis cottage again.

In poor health from diabetes, exacerbated by the heat and humidity, Mattie didn’t move fast enough that morning. The 6:45 a.m. train to Boston was due any minute. To help his wife, Alden volunteered to run over to the depot and ask the conductor to hold the train. The hotel stood only three hundred feet from the station. He made it just in time to catch the locomotive and two passenger cars as they squealed across the tracks to the platform.

While Alden chatted with the conductor, Charles F. Hammond, Mattie clambered down the long flight of stairs from the Davis cottage. Hustling down the hill to the depot, she tripped and sailed through the air, landing face-first on the ground in front of all the passengers.

Through the train window Alden spotted his wife sprawled out on the grass and rushed to her aid. But by the time he reached her, Mattie was already back on her feet, moaning and limping toward the platform.

Disheveled, badly shaken, her face flushed from embarrassment, Mattie clung to her husband’s arm as he assisted her to the rear of the second car. Hammond then took over, guiding her through the baggage compartment and into her seat before collecting tickets from the other passengers. One of Mattie’s fellow passengers was a man named George Hall, a representative of a Boston meat and provision house, who witnessed the accident. Leaning aside to his friend in the next seat, he said he wouldn’t be surprised if the fall turned out to be Mrs. Mattie Davis’s “death blow.”

If only that were true. Dying of complications from a fall would’ve been a blessing compared to the agony Mattie would soon endure.

By the time the train left the station, Mattie had more or less steadied her nerves. Another passenger, Willard Hill, who’d also witnessed the fall, sat in the seat across from Mattie and asked if she was okay.

“Nothing hurt but my dignity,” she said.

They continued to chitchat during the train ride, Mattie sharing the reason for her trip to Cambridge. Mr. Hill acted appalled when he learned Nurse Toppan had been so lax in paying her overdue notes. Knowing “Jennie” (as close friends and family called Jane) as well as he did, he’d always thought so highly of her. But clearly, she’d taken advantage of the Davis family. He told Mattie it was time to get tough with her. If he were in Mattie’s position, he wouldn’t leave Cambridge until Jane Toppan paid her debts.

Disembarking from the train in Cambridge, Mattie made her way to 31 Wendell Street, the home of ex-city councilman Melvin Beedle and his wife, Eliza, with whom Jane was boarding. Mattie hoped her good friend “Jennie” would understand the urgency to get the notes squared away. Or would Jane view Mattie’s visit as confrontational?

What Mattie Davis failed to realize was that even the most patient and gentle animals might attack when cornered. For someone like Jolly Jane, Mattie showing up on her doorstep, unannounced, likened to slandering her good name in front of the town crier.




2

AN UNFLINCHING WALTZ WITH DEATH



Before boarding with Mr. and Mrs. Beedle, Jane lived down the road at 19 Wendell Street, the home of Israel and Lovey Dunham. “Mr. Dunham was getting pretty old—about seventy-seven—and was feeble and fussy,” she would later confess. “I thought a little morphia would do him good, but I gave him too much and he never woke up. It was just as well for him.”

Israel Dunham died on May 26, 1895. The doctors misdiagnosed the cause of death as heart failure.


I continued to live in the same place, and two years later I found Mrs. Dunham rather troublesome. She was old and cranky, so I gave her the same dose as her husband, and she passed away [on] September 19, 1897.



After murdering the Dunhams, Jane moved in with Mr. and Mrs. Beedle. They, however, employed a live-in housekeeper named Mary Sullivan. As far as Jane was concerned, Mary’s services were no longer required. So, she drugged the young woman into a stupor with morphia. When Jane beckoned Mrs. Beedle up to Mary’s room on the second floor, the housekeeper lay spread-eagle on the bed. Jane insisted Mary had a drinking problem, probably sneaking alcohol during work hours, too. Mrs. Beedle fired her housekeeper on the spot.

Jane sniggered. The plan had worked better than expected.

Now with full control of the household, Jane poisoned the Beedles on a whim. She only gave enough of her deadly cocktail to cause gastrointestinal upset. Perhaps this was her way of reminding Mr. and Mrs. Beedle just how helpful and convenient a live-in nurse could be, thereby securing a warm place to sleep without the threat of eviction hanging over her head.

[image: chpt_fig_003]

As Mattie Davis knocked at the Beedles’ front door that June evening, the family was just sitting down to dinner. Eliza Beedle insisted that Mattie join them. Jane hustled into the kitchen and returned to the dining room with a glass of Hunyadi (a medicinal mineral water) for her friend.

“You must be very thirsty after your trip,” she said as she passed Mattie the glass.

During dinner, Mattie told the embarrassing story of falling in full view of everyone on the train. By the end of the meal she’d drained the last drop of mineral water. Jane suggested they walk to the bank so she could withdraw the funds to pay her overdue balance. Since Mattie needed to deposit cash anyway, she agreed. But when she rose from the table, the room spun off its axis. Woozy, Mattie slapped a hand on the back of her chair.

“Perhaps it was that fall,” suggested Jane. “Should we wait for a while?”

“No, no, I’m fine.” Mattie couldn’t let her condition stand in her way, not with being so close to achieving her goal. After all, collecting the money from Jane was the main reason she’d traveled to Cambridge in the first place. Her family had waited long enough for payment.

Once Mattie stepped outside into the sultry night air, she let out a groan and crumbled to the street.

With no one else around, Jane bent down to wrangle Mattie to her feet. Perhaps she added too much morphia to the Hunyadi water. Now she had to practically carry Mattie into the house. Thank goodness she hadn’t gotten far before she collapsed.

Grunting, Jane heaved the lethargic woman back inside. Melvin Beedle jogged over to assist in carrying a limp Mattie Davis up the stairs to the guest bedroom. When Melvin dashed back down the stairs to fetch a cold glass of water for Mattie, who looked like she’d fainted from the heat, Jane darted into her own bedroom and swiped a hypodermic needle from her bag. Back in the guest room, low whimpers escaped Mattie’s lips.


So I gave her another small dose of morphia. And that quieted her.



Later that night, Jane sent an urgent telegram to Alden Davis, explaining that his wife had arrived at the house “dazed” and was now quite ill. She also telegraphed Mattie’s daughter, Genevieve, who was growing increasingly more worried by the minute.

The following afternoon, Wednesday, June 26, Genevieve arrived at the Beedles’ home to find her mother lying unconscious in a darkened room hung with ice sheets; Nurse Toppan sat by her mother’s sickbed. Even though Jane said she could care for Mattie without assistance, Genevieve insisted on calling a physician to take a look at her. But the blistering eastern heat wave of 1901—the most destructive disaster of its type in US history—caused many to flee the city. Finding a doctor wasn’t easy under these circumstances.

After telephoning four different general practitioners, the Beedles finally reached Dr. John T. G. Nichols—the same man who misdiagnosed arsenic poisoning fifteen years earlier in the Sarah Jane Robinson case. Now, he would be called to the bedside of another victim of a female serial killer. Would he redeem himself or cause this patient to perish by misdiagnosing her symptoms? And more importantly, allow “Jolly Jane” to keep on killing?

Only time would tell.

Unfortunately for him and Mattie Davis, Dr. Nichols had no idea who he was up against. Jane introduced herself as “Nurse Toppan, an old friend of the Davis family.” Then she informed Dr. Nichols that Mattie was a diabetic. Earlier, Mattie had refused to heed Jane’s warnings and treated herself to a nice slice of Mrs. Beedle’s white-frosted velvet cake at dinnertime, Jane claimed, collapsing shortly thereafter, probably due to her overindulgence. There was no need for the doctor to take more urine; Jane had collected a sample for him to test before he arrived.

By all accounts, Jane appeared to be a competent caretaker. With no reason to suspect Nurse Toppan of anything nefarious, how could he have known she’d tampered with the sample?

Under the watchful eyes of Dr. Nichols, Genevieve Gordon, and Mr. and Mrs. Beedle, Jane toyed with Mattie Davis, reveling in her control over life and death. By varying the doses of atropine, a derivative of bella-donna, which counteracted the effects of the morphine she’d also administered, Jane produced a wide range of symptoms. If Jane lessened the dose of narcotic, Mattie would shake out of the foggy haze of partial consciousness. She even allowed Mattie to rise to full lucidity, as though to offer the family a glimmer of hope before plunging her back into a medicinally induced coma.


I always had my own way. I would not allow either the doctors or members of the family where I was working to dictate to me. They usually liked me, though, because I was so jolly, and didn’t mind my bossing them.



After “playing” with her patient for a solid week, Jane administered the fatal dose on the Fourth of July, and Mattie died.

[image: chpt_fig_003]

No one in Cataumet was particularly surprised by the news of Mattie’s passing. The eastern heat wave of 1901 claimed the lives of 9,500 men, women, and children that year. Mattie Davis, the townsfolk said, really hadn’t been well for quite some time. Genevieve in no way suspected Nurse Toppan; in fact, she begged Jane to return to Cataumet with her. She couldn’t bear to take her mother’s body back alone.

Reluctantly, Jane agreed.


There were many friends of the family who had come down from Cambridge to attend the funeral. I thought to myself and I wanted to say to them: ‘You had better wait and in a little while I will have another funeral for you. If you wait it will save your going back and forth.’



The funeral took place on another sizzling hot day. After the service, the mourners gathered at Jachin House.


Well, we laid Mrs. [Mattie] Davis away in the Cataumet Cemetery and I took up my home with [Alden] Davis and his daughters, Mrs. Harry Gordon [Genevieve] and Mrs. Irving Gibbs [Minnie], in the big roomy Jachin cottage.



The previous summer, when Jane lived in Cataumet and worked at the local Woods Holl Summer School, she went into debt by lavishing her friends with gifts. She was exceedingly reticent about her affairs but told an intimate friend that she had invested in railroad and electric securities.

“Who knows?” she said. “But I may make a fortune,” indicating that she might be speculating on the stock market. Jane also spent to excess, like paying the tab for guests who visited her at one of the Davis cottages. When asked what she had done with all her money, she laughed. “No one can say that I spent it on clothes.” And indeed, rarely, if ever, did Jane shop for herself.


I had borrowed a good deal of money of [Alden] Davis and his daughters and had given them my notes. The thought occurred to me: If I should burn up this house all those papers would be destroyed. One night I kindled up some papers in a closet near the fireplace, so it might appear the chimney had caught fire. When the smoke began to fill the halls [Alden] Davis rushed out of his room in his night clothes and started to put out the flames.

I danced with delight in my room—but when [Alden Davis] began to call for help I ran out and aided him to throw water on the fire so as to avoid suspicion. I was hoping all the while that the house would burn up, but it didn’t.



With so much mishap in such a short period of time, Genevieve Gordon was growing “pale and worn.” And soon, with a little nudge from Jolly Jane in the form of doused Hunyadi water, she too complained of not feeling well. Jane had already announced to the family that she must return to Cambridge on the next train, stating “nursing engagements” as the reason.

In the face of Genevieve’s grave condition, Alden Davis pleaded with Jane to stay. Once again, she agreed.


Then I made up my mind to kill Mrs. [Genevieve] Gordon. Poor thing, she was grieving herself to death over her sickly child. So life wasn’t worth living anyway. I was sorry, though, for the poor, unfortunate child, Genevieve [named after her mother]. I love the little one very much. . . . I thought with Mrs. [Genevieve] Gordon out of the way I could be a mother to her child and get [her husband] Harry Gordon to marry me.

Was that the real reason or another lie?

Yes, it was for love of him and the child that made me poison her. “I followed Mrs. [Genevieve] Gordon to the bathroom one night and gave her mineral water with morphia in it, telling her she needed some medicine.”



Later that night, Minnie Gibbs, Genevieve’s sister, called to Jane. “Jennie, what’s the matter with Genevieve?”

Jane leaped out of bed. To not arouse suspicion, she examined Genevieve to make the others think she was trying to help. Confiding in Minnie, Jane said that days earlier she’d overheard Genevieve threatening to commit suicide; she also hinted she may have poisoned herself with an insecticide called Paris green—made of arsenic and copper—which the Davises kept in the shed. At the same time, she sent word to Genevieve’s husband, Harry Gordon, informing him that his wife had threatened to take her own life.
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Minnie Gibbs, one of Jane Toppan’s victims Courtesy of the Francis A. Countway Library of Medicine at Harvard University

Like with Mattie Davis, Genevieve lingered through that blistering hot July. Sometimes it appeared as though her health was improving, other times she took a turn for the worse.

“But she kept sinking till the evening of July 29,” Jane confessed.

Official reports state Genevieve died on July 31, not July 29. Her gravestone confirmed this death date. After murdering an entire family in one summer, perhaps it’s understandable how Jane could be off a day or two in her confession.
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“I went to the funeral and was as jolly as can be,” Jane gloated, “and nobody thought anything of it.”

Afraid that Alden Davis would find out she’d murdered his wife and daughter, Jane set her sights on him next.


At first after his wife’s death I thought [Alden] would marry me, but I had found out he wouldn’t, but might leave me some of his property in his will. He went to Boston one hot day, and when he came back he was pretty tired and almost prostrated. I saw my chance then, for I could say, if any one suggested that he was poisoned, that he got the drug in Boston and committed suicide out of grief for his wife.



As Alden lounged on the horsehair sofa in Jachin House, Jane ambled into the sitting room, her kind eyes and downturned mouth full of sympathy and concern. “You need some medicine.”

Alden waved her away.

“Now”—she shoved the glass toward him—“now!”

At her professional insistence, Alden drank the Hunyadi water. It was easier than arguing with her.
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On the morning of August 5, Minnie’s father-in-law, Captain Paul Gibbs, a tall, retired old sailor with a snowy-white Van Dyke, drove over to the tiny hamlet of Cataumet in the town of Bourne to offer whatever consolation he could. When he reached Jachin House, he would later report, it took “only one glance at Nurse Toppan to know something dreadful had happened.”

“There’s been more trouble, terrible trouble,” Jane said. “During the night, Mr. Davis died. When [Alden] failed to come down for breakfast this morning, I went up and found him. The doctor has just left. He tells me it was a cerebral hemorrhage.”

Town residents weren’t all that surprised by Alden’s death, either. According to the locals,


The cross of grief he’s been bearing, it’s no wonder.

They had no idea Jolly Jane had struck again. In her words,

I made it lively for the undertakers and gravediggers. Three graves in a little over three weeks in one lot in the cemetery. Then I turned my attention to the last surviving member of the Davis family, Mrs. Minnie Gibbs.
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Alden and Mattie Davis, taken from Dr. Stedman’s scrapbook
Courtesy of the Francis A. Countway Library of Medicine at Harvard University


Minnie Gibbs, Jane admitted, was one of her dearest friends.
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Murdering those “near and dear” is typical for female serial killers. Males hunt, females gather. Meaning, rather than troll for victims like male serial killers often do, females gather their victims around them, usually attend the funerals, and comfort surviving family members.

In the case of Jane Toppan, her nursing career was the perfect cover. Who would suspect a professional and highly regarded caregiver of using one’s sickbed as a honey trap? If Jane had stopped, or at least slowed down after Alden Davis’s murder, she might never have gotten caught. But “poisoning had become a habit” in her life. So much so, that her greatest ambition was to “kill more people—helpless people—than any other man or woman who ever lived.”
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ONE FATAL MISTAKE


With another funeral behind them, Captain Paul Gibbs, who looked like a typical New England seaman in style, dress, and stoicism, tried to persuade Minnie to go back to Pocasset with her two young sons and await her husband’s return from the sea. Captain Irving Gibbs was out on his schooner, Golden Ball, which Captain Paul had custom-made and sailed for two years, when in 1862,


I put my son in charge and retired from the sea.



Minnie refused to follow her father-in-law’s advice. “I’d like to,” she said, “but there is just too much to do to settle things here.” After her mother, father, and sister had all died without warning, someone had to deal with the estate. “Nurse Jane has agreed to stay on a little while longer, and Cousin Beulah [Jacobs] is coming down from Cambridge to be with me.”

Genevieve’s widowed husband, Harry Gordon, also offered to help. After traveling from Chicago upon receiving Jane’s urgent message, staying for a few more days to assist Minnie was not a problem.

Nothing Captain Paul said could change Minnie’s mind. Satisfied that with Beulah Jacobs, Harry Gordon, and Nurse Toppan on hand his daughter-in-law would be well cared for, he agreed to babysit his grandsons, his namesake Paul and his younger brother Jesse, at his Pocasset home. It’d be easier to settle family matters without two active younglings underfoot.

Minnie seemed to be holding up okay. Brokenhearted, yes, but otherwise in fine health. Certainly not ill.

Toward mid-August Captain Paul received an urgent message to return to Cataumet. And so, he raced to the Jachin House—now operating as a family home rather than a hotel—and jogged up the stairs to Minnie’s bedroom. When he peered into the darkened room, his heart sank in his chest. Minnie lay comatose, gasping for air.

He ran to her, spoke to her, but she didn’t respond. How could this happen?

As he leaned over the bed a shadowy figure moved in his peripheral vision, and he startled. When he glanced up, Nurse Toppan filled the doorway.

Jane rushed to the invalid’s side, injecting a hypodermic needle into Minnie’s arm. In a determined tone, she said, “The doctor has ordered Mrs. Gibbs to be kept absolutely quiet.” She waved a dismissive hand toward the door. “I must ask you to leave immediately.”

Jane told Captain Paul that Minnie had gone shopping in Falmouth for the day and when she returned she hadn’t felt well. Perhaps the heat and emotional distress were just too much for her, the poor dear. Not to worry, Jane assured him, she’d take good care of her.

He had no reason to doubt her. Everyone adored Jennie, with her expert nursing skills, professionalism, and bubbly personality. So, he followed her advice under the assumption that he was leaving his daughter-in-law in more than capable hands.

The following day he returned. Minnie looked even worse, practically “death struck.” Before she reached the point of no return, he summoned Dr. Latter, the family physician, who lived five miles away at Monument Beach.

When the doctor arrived, he asked Nurse Toppan, “What is the problem?”

“I think she is just all tired out.”

“She’s very pale.” The doctor ran a gentle palm across Minnie’s sweaty forehead. “She needs rest. Make sure she is perfectly quiet.”

Captain Paul piped up, “What’s the matter with her, Doctor?”

Shaking his head, his gaze never left his patient. “I don’t know. [Her condition] looks funny to me.”

Another physician, Dr. Frank P. Hudnut of Boston, was vacationing in North Falmouth (in the northern part of the peninsula, locally known as the “Upper Cape”). Harry Gordon asked him to hurry over to Jachin House, but by the time he arrived Minnie’s complexion had turned even more pallid and dry, her pupils dilated. Neither he nor Dr. Latter could offer any answers for Captain Paul. Both physicians seemed puzzled by her condition.

At 4 p.m. on August 13, Mary gasped her final breath. She was only thirty-nine years old.

After the death certificate was duly signed and the doctors left, the undertaker arrived, to whom the captain announced, “I think there should be an autopsy.”

Indignant, Jane disagreed. “There is no need of an autopsy. There were no suspicious circumstances. No reason why there should have been, and if it were necessary, Dr. Latter would have ordered one. There was no vomiting, no convulsions.”

Something still didn’t sit right with the old sea captain. Within forty- one days the entire Davis family had been erased.

Jane’s response to the rapid succession of deaths was frank. “Coincidence. Alden died of severe heart failure, and his wife had diabetes.”

Dr. Latter had offered no concrete explanation for Minnie’s sudden death. But he did, however, mention an off-the-wall diagnosis which showed his confusion about the case. “If such a thing exists, [Minnie] might have died of a broken heart.”

Nurse Toppan scoffed at that remark. “People don’t die of broken hearts.”

On the death certificate Dr. Latter listed “diabetes” as the primary cause and “exhaustion” as the immediate cause, neither of which satisfied Captain Paul. How would he explain Minnie’s passing to his son and grandchildren? He sent an urgent message to the Golden Ball, now docked in Virginia, informing Irving of the terrible news.

On Thursday, August 15, mourners once again trekked to the quaint white-shingled Methodist church, like they had done three times before. The congregation sang “Lead” and “Kindly Light.” Beneath the scorching summer sun men perspired through dark double-breasted suits and stiff collars, the women in whalebone corsets and full-length dresses, cinched at the waist. After the service, pallbearers carried Minnie’s coffin across the gravel road to Cataumet Cemetery.

Captain Paul choked back his emotions as he clutched his precious grandsons to his side. As they set Minnie’s coffin next to the other Davis family graves, any lingering doubt about Jane Toppan’s innocence washed away like footprints in the sand at high tide.
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Word of Minnie’s death rocked the seaside village of Cataumet. Rumors flooded sun-drenched streets—the Davis family must be cursed! This line of thinking was not without reason. More than two decades earlier, the Davises were involved in one of the most grisly and sensationalized murders in New England history.

In the late 1870s, Alden and Mattie Davis and many of their neighbors split from the Methodist Church to join a new Christian sect called the Second Adventist Church. Cape residents weren’t the only parishioners to make the switch. This new religion swept across all six New England states like the bubonic plague. Charles Freeman, a dear friend of Alden Davis, led the Cataumet congregation.

Freeman obsessed over the notion that God was testing him. During a violent thunderstorm on the evening of April 30, 1879, he swore he heard the voice of God telling him to sacrifice one of his family members, like Abraham in the Old Testament. Grappling with this holy quest, he tucked his two daughters into the bed they shared and kissed them goodnight.


They never seemed so dear to me as then.



Around 2:30 a.m. he woke from a dead sleep and shook his wife’s arm. “The Lord has appeared to me,” he said. “I know who the victim must be— my pet, my idol, my baby Edith.”

Hattie, his wife, begged him to reconsider.

Steadfast in his beliefs, Freeman ignored the mother’s pleas to spare her child. “The Lord has said it is necessary.”

After a long, teary-eyed conversation, Hattie finally conceded (why remains a mystery). “If it is the Lord’s will, I am ready for it.”

That one sentence signaled the beginning of the end.

With no one standing in his way, Freeman climbed out of bed and got dressed. Singing the Lord’s praises, he stalked into the shed where he stored a large sheath knife—a dagger-like blade sheathed in leather—then strode back inside the house. He lit the oil lamp and padded into his daughters’ bedroom. His eldest, Bessie, woke up when he entered the room, and he told her to get in bed with her mother.

Freeman set the oil lamp on a nearby chair and drew the blankets down off four-year-old Edith. Dropping to his knees, he steepled his fingers, praying his daughter would sleep through the sacrifice. He also prayed for God to stay his hand at the last moment, like he did for Abraham.

He raised the knife high above his head, waited a beat for God to stop him, but his prayers went unanswered. So, he drove the blade into Edith’s side.

The little girl’s eyes flashed wide. “Oh, Papa,” she gasped. Then died.

Freeman curled his body around his precious daughter, rocking her in his arms till dawn. After an initial “good deal of agony of mind,” a sensation of peace washed over him. Triumphant, he’d been tested by God and prevailed. Surely, he would be rewarded for such a faithful act.

Come morning, Freeman called twenty-five of his fellow Second Adventists to gather in his Pocasset home (a thirty-minute walk from the Davis cottage and Jachin House), where he proudly unveiled the lifeless body of little Edith—proclaiming, God would resurrect his daughter in three days!

Although Alden Davis was out of town at the time, Mattie Davis was in attendance, along with eight-year-old Genevieve, seventeen-year-old Minnie, and the Davises’ two other children, twelve-year-old Henry and nine-year-old Bessie.

Later that afternoon, Minnie was visited in her home by a potential suitor, the town’s constable, Seth Redding. The tearful teenager told Red-ding about what she’d witnessed earlier in the day. The following morning police arrested Freeman and his wife. News of the couple’s arrest flooded local and national newspapers.

At Edith’s funeral, Alden Davis made one fatal mistake. Unscathed by Freeman’s actions—or blinded by loyalty—he faced the crowd of two hundred mourners, and said, “I can vouch that there [has] never lived a purer man than Charles Freeman.”

Those words almost incited a riot.

The rumor mill churned with gossip and muffled whispers about Alden Davis—since they buried Edith before the resurrection could take place, it might be necessary to sacrifice another child, perhaps one of his own. According to reports, a weepy-eyed Minnie wandered through the streets of Cataumet, terrified that her father might try to kill her.

Consistent with early nineteenth century beliefs, any man who could sacrifice his own daughter must be insane, so authorities sent Freeman directly to the lunatic asylum in Danvers, Massachusetts. Alden Davis voluntarily followed, though only stayed for a brief period before returning to Cataumet to operate his hotel and cottages by the shores of Buzzards Bay.

Four years later, officials transferred Freeman to the Barnstable County Courthouse. On May 1, 1883, which happened to fall on the anniversary of Edith’s murder, the court ordered him held at the jail until the next grand jury meeting when they would decide if he should stand trial.

Captain Paul Gibbs sat on that grand jury.

Two weeks later, Alden and Mattie lost their only son, Henry. And two weeks after that, their youngest daughter, Bessie, also died unexpectedly—as though Freeman’s return had cursed the entire Davis family.

On December 5, 1883, Freeman stood trial for murdering little Edith. The jury found him not guilty by reason of insanity. Even though the asylum doctors swore under oath that he’d regained complete control of his faculties, the court sentenced him to return to the State Lunatic Hospital at Danvers (known today as Danvers State Hospital) for the rest of his natural life.

Ever since that time rumors about “the Davis family curse” wafted through Cataumet’s gravel streets like unsettled spirits.

If the curse wasn’t to blame for all the deaths in the Davis family, maybe something was wrong with the plumbing in Jachin House. Could the old drains emit toxins into the air?

The bereaved returned to Jachin House after Minnie’s funeral; the hotel-turned-family-home barely held all the mourners, most of whom praised Jane Toppan for all her hard work in nursing each member of the Davis family. It could not have been easy dealing with all that death.
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Suspicions continued to grow within Captain Paul. After his son, Irving, received the message about his wife, he rushed back to Cataumet, where his father shared his misgivings about Nurse Toppan.

“When your wife was dying, she couldn’t talk, but she tried to,” he said. “And she acted scared every time Jane came near her.”

Captain Irving pleaded for an autopsy to confirm the cause of death, but Minnie’s body was already buried in the graveyard, along with the rest of the Davis family.

Jane left the Cape shortly after the funeral. At the train station, she told well-wishers she doubted that she would ever return to the area because the peaceful village of Cataumet held “too many bad memories.” Too many ghosts.

Minnie’s death gnawed at Captain Paul. His son, Irving, was understandably devastated by his wife’s death, and his two young sons missed their mom.

Compelled to clear his conscience about this woman they’d welcomed into their family, Captain Paul met with Dr. Latter. “Somehow, I feel there’s something wrong. I feel there’s
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