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Synopsis

 


In 1889, a man
simple of mind and strong of body was accused of a horrific murder.
As the executioner, Jeramiah Ratsenburg reached up and put a noose
around his neck, he used his last words on the gallows to protest
his innocence and curse the hangman.

When the prison
and gallows were torn down to make room for a housing development,
Jeramiah Ratsenburg, a strange little man, used the wood of the
gallows as part of the construction of his new home. Because the
gallows and its curse were now part of his house, he
unintentionally caused future innocent members of the Ratsenburg
family to suffer the pain of the noose.

After the
horrific death of both parents, their daughter, little Izabella
Ratsenburg, was placed in a church orphanage. A man hanging on a
cross atop the church steeple was proof that the curse had followed
her.

Murder, claims
of innocence, a haunted house with dolls running wildly through the
Ratsenburg house and playing with young Izabella finally came to an
end when a detective unravelled the clues why the ghost of a little
girl was pointing to a red door.

The Curse of
the Ratsenburg House is a story of an evil spirit, a ghost, and
many possessed dolls that were not as friendly as Izabella
thought.

 



Prologue

A few years
before it all happened.

1908

So mad

So sad

 


Izzy lay in her
cold bed waiting for it to happen again. Because there were no
clocks allowed in the room, she did not know the time. However,
because she was still very sleepy, she understood that it must be
in the middle of the night. She perked her ears alert and opened
her eyes wide but saw only the darkness of the room.

 


All she heard
so far was her fearful breathing. She wondered why none of the
other girls sleeping in the same room never admitted to hearing the
unnerving scraping noise. She was sure they had, but whenever asked
about it there was either confusion or a suspicious denial. It made
her wonder if, as so often accused she was truly crazy and deserved
to be here.

 


It happened
again, like fingernails scratching across a blackboard it sent
shivers through her spine. What scared her most was that she had
heard it in the Ratsenburg house but she was not there anymore.
Just as in that terrible house, this noise also came from the
outside, somewhere down in the yard. It was the same sound, like
steel dragging across concrete. Only a short moment later it
screeched again. It was the rule of the orphanage that at night
this room must be in total darkness. This explained the thick
curtains covering the small window on the far wall.

It was not the
eerie sounds from outside she feared so much as the pain of this
room. Izzy Ratsenburg was only nine years old, but many times had
suffered the horror of violation. Of all the bad things that had
happened in her short life, this room was the worst

 


The mysterious
scraping noise again screeched in her head. Despite the gloom of
the room, she was a brave little girl and wanted to part the
curtains to look outside. She wanted to see the source of the
scraping sound the other little girls supposedly could not hear,
even though it seemed to be loud enough to wake the dead. Instead
of being terrified of a bump in the night or a scratchy noise under
the bed, her curiosity rose. She was the sort of girl who wanted to
investigate a mystery. In this case it was the source of the
scratching sound.

 


Izzy had never
heard the story of how curiosity killed the cat. Therefore she
often challenged that sage advice. In fact, she had never read any
children’s stories. She could not read. She always had stories read
to her. She lay in her cold bed gathering strength to get up and
make her way to the window.

 


As if knowing
what was going on in Izzy’s head, that she was going to get out of
her safe bed and venture to the window, a deep guttural voice from
the rafters high above whispered down to her,

“No. Stay safe
in your bed.”

In a brave
voice lacking some amount of courage but having enough, she
whispered back,

“I have
time.”

Adding to the
warning to stay safe in her bed, the dismembered voice
cautioned.

“This is the
night horror and pain is coming. Don’t go.”

The determined
little girl whispered back,

“I think I can
make it.”

 


The piercing,
rasping sound echoed through the room again. Despite brave
determination, icicles were stabbing at her innocent soul. She
thought her shivering body surely must be causing the whole bed to
shudder as well. With curiosity at a peak and enough courage
gathered to be brave, her mind was made up.

“I’m going to
go look.”

The guttural
voice from above again whispered,

“No, the door
will open soon.”

She ignored the
warning and a little girl’s rash curiosity prepared to face the
horror of an unknown.

 


It was not easy
to get out of bed. Simply casting covers aside and leaping to the
floor did not apply here, at least not anymore. She first had to
roll onto her side and with restricted arms pinned against her body
by tight sheets, had to struggle to pull them out from under. With
that accomplished, she then rolled onto her other side and did the
same with the long white nightgown. When finally unwrapped from her
safe bed she dreaded the next step, cold feet on an even colder
floor. Such was one of the many costs of a little girl’s curiosity.
The voice from the rafters sounded fearful and again warned,

“No, no,
no.”

 


Although dark,
Izzy knew where the other beds were and how to make her way down
the narrow aisle without stubbing her toe on the bedposts. With
care, she easily avoided the beds and tip-toed past them one at a
time. In this dark room, while sneaking to the far window, she
understood that it was no use looking left or right to see if the
other girls were awake. When hearing bare feet shuffling across the
floor, everybody always closed their eyes tightly and trembled in
fear.

 


At the window,
her fumbling fingers searched for the part in the curtains and
slowly separated them, just an inch. As she snuck an apprehensive
peek down onto the courtyard, a slice of dim moonlight cut through
the gap to illuminate her face. All she saw down below was a shovel
lying on the concrete patio. A security beam from a high post shone
on it as if a star on stage. Although it seemed strange that a
shovel would be down there, it did not seem scary. She understood
that there had to be something else down there, something she had
not yet seen.

 


When curiosity
parted the curtains even more, Izzy saw a little girl standing not
far from the shovel and strangely staring at it as if expecting it
to move by itself. Izzy thought she might be an escapee who had
somehow managed to sneak out in the middle of the night. Her first
thought was to yell,

“Run! Why are
you just standing there, run!”

However, having
tried to escape many times in the past, she understood the
impossibility of it. There had to be another reason she was simply
standing there staring at a shovel laying on the patio.

 


Moreover, the
mysterious girl down there was not wearing the itchy full-length
white nightgown forced upon the girls in this orphanage. Instead,
she was wearing street clothes. In her lonely, solitary short life,
Izzy had never seen anybody wearing a tartan skirt with a light
navy-blue jacket. She understood that if the girl belonged here she
should be wearing a long black pleated skirt with a white blouse
and blue blazer.

 


Because the
girl was facing away from the window and looking down at the shovel
at her feet, as if perplexed by it, Izzy could not see her face.
Still, she thought the girl might be her own age. She noticed the
red hair and two ponytails hanging down either side of her head.
Izzy was too confused at the strangeness to realize that she too
had red hair with two ponytails braided on both sides. She was
often told that red hair was a sign of the devil. Then, without a
reason to, the girl slowly turned around and looked up at the
parted curtain on the second floor. When seeing the girl’s face,
Izzy audibly gasped in shock.

 


Although it was
pitch dark, the voice high above Izzy’s bed had adeptly leapt from
rafter to rafter and followed her to the window. From above, it
again whispered a warning in that eerie guttural tone,

“It is bad. It
means somebody will die tonight.”

Izzy, in a
defiant tone whispered back,

“Be quiet.”

What had
shocked Izzy was that the little girl down there looked exactly
like her.

 


Still looking
up at the window, the strange little girl pointed to something not
far away. Izzy followed the direction to see a red door but that
was all, just a red door standing alone with no supporting walls.
Reacting to the impossibility of looking down at herself, Izzy
quickly slammed the two curtains closed. The voice from above
whispered,

“I told
you.”

 


As confusion
reigned and fear heightened, fists held the closed curtain tight.
Heavy breaths did little to settle a stunned Izzy frozen to her
core. What snapped her out of the shiver was hearing the metallic
scraping sound again. Because courage was slow in coming to her
this time, she was hesitant to separate the curtains and confirm
the awfulness below. After reminding herself that she was a brave
girl, she dared a tentative peek.

 


The girl that
Izzy understood could not possibly be her, but was, had turned back
to the shovel and struggled to pick it up by the thick handle.
Because it was heavy and she was small, she was not able to pick it
up all the way. Instead, she had to lift it by the handle and drag
it. It was the tip of the shovel dragging across the concrete that
made the screeching sound.

 


Izzy understood
she had now discovered the source of the scraping that had woken
her from a sound sleep on many other occasions. Nevertheless, she
was too confused to wonder what the girl’s purpose with the shovel
was. Again, the little girl heaved hard on the handle and struggled
to take two steps backward with it in tow.

 


The screeching
sound once again echoed in Izzy’s head. Because the shovel was too
heavy and the mighty heave herculean, the little girl became
exhausted and once again dropped the shovel handle. Izzy could see
that whatever its purpose and where she was going with it, the task
was too difficult for her apparent twin.

 


A cold damp
gloom again produced trembling through her little body. Although
only a child and no longer innocent by adult standards, she learned
long ago to listen to the guttural voice up in the rafters. It was
warning,

“Run back to
bed. There is murder stirring. Somebody will die tonight.”

 


Izzy was not
surprised or taken aback by the warning. Often she had wished death
on the adult who had forced her to do things that hurt and she knew
were wrong. Instead of fearing a murder, she was vengeful and
wished the omen down there was pointing to a final judgment on her
violator.

 


The desire for
eternal hell and suffering on her violator was secondary to her
confusion as to what she was looking at. What was the little girl
doing? Why was she dragging a shovel across a concrete slab toward
that mysterious red door? Izzy closed her eyes tight and looked for
an answer in the darkness of her mind.

 


With no
solution in those dark corners, she opened her eyes and again
looked down onto the courtyard. This time the little girl, the
shovel and the red door were gone. Another realization then became
clear. None of it was real. Down in the courtyard, there was no
concrete slab, only a field of dirt. After a long stare had
confirmed the disappearance of what she did not understand as a
warning of things to come, she slowly closed the curtains. As far
as she was concerned and able to grasp, that was the end of it.

It was not.

 


As she closed
the curtains on the mystery below, her dark guardian from the
rafters whispered,

“Danger comes.
Hurry back to bed!”

Not wanting to
be caught out of bed and vulnerable to the violation, she took heed
of the dire warning. She turned, faced the dark room and shuffled
back to her bed. With her head pressed into a hard pillow, she
began well-rehearsed preparations for a safe night. On her back,
she tucked the bed sheet tightly around her body. Close inspection
of the protective armour confirmed its security. Izzy was now once
again safe from the terrible thing that was going to happen.

 


It took a few
minutes for her to escape the mystery of what she had seen and
heard below. Waiting, she lay in silence listening to her breathing
and praying that sleep would come before the door opened. She was
not that lucky. From the darkness at the other end of the room the
first warning was a subtle creak of the door hinge. She then heard
the dreaded sound of shuffling footsteps on the cold floor sneaking
into the room.

 


Although it was
not going to happen to her, not since wrapping up in this
protective layer, she knew the pain of the violation that was
coming to another unlucky girl. The terror of the night had been on
Izzy many times. As further protection against the intrusion, she
closed her eyes tight. From two beds away she heard the soft sound
of sheets pulled aside and a muffled moan pleading,

“No
Father.”

 



Book One


Chapter 1

1876

Dying in my
dreams

Is not as
terrible as it seems

 


When first
built back in 1740, Dark Wood Prison and Institution of
Rehabilitation was far away from the city limits of a small town
called Stoney Creek. Tall oak trees surrounded the prison and hid
it from view. For that reason, nobody cared that it had the
appearance of a Gothic horror story. However, that was 156 years
ago.

 


By the time
1876 appeared on the calendar, the town had expanded out into the
country and closer to the prison. Eventually the tall oak trees
shielding Dark Wood Prison and Institution of Rehabilitation from
view were cut down to make room for more houses but in doing so,
exposed more and more of the gloomy prison walls. When a housing
development called Summer Hill Road encroached and cut down the
last of the trees the residents started to complain about the
intrusion on their serenity and the inappropriate location of a
prison so close to their homes. Though from a distance, some
parents complained of hearing screams at night from behind the
prison walls giving the children nightmares. Ultimately the city
council realized that the land the prison sat on was worth much
more than the prison. So they eventually gave into pressure and
agreed to replace the horrid grey walls with more housing, schools,
and parks.

 


When the great
iron gates of Dark Wood Prison opened for visitors, horses and
carts rode into the large courtyard. In the middle of the enclosure
was the notorious hanging gallows, a massive structure built to
last longer than the lives it took. Condemned men walked up
thirteen steps to their doom. With their ankles chained together,
the thud of heavy steps and clanging of the chains was an omen of
things to come, a final payment for sins against humanity.

 


High above the
trap door was suspended a massive crossbeam intended to facilitate
a mass hanging or even the most obese murderer. In its long
history, this was where those who chose to live on the other side
of the law eventually met their end. Many discovered that their
last deadly drop was not the end of their final destination. Under
their dangling feet hell loomed.

 


For the past
forty-five years, the executioner was Jeramiah Ratsenburg. As
always, he stood patiently atop the gallows and watched a condemned
man slowly and with heavy footfall struggle up the steps to pay for
his crime. Because Jeramiah had no compassion for butchers, he was
the perfect apathetic executioner. With a bland expression, he
pulled the lever and watched as each man dropped to his death.

 


In the year
1876, Jeramiah Ratsenburg turned 64years old. He was plump and
bald. Each sagging line on his forehead and sad eyes telegraphed a
forlorn and lonely man. He was also short of stature and often had
to stand on a footstool to pull a black hood over a condemned man’s
head. On tiptoe, he always positioned the noose just right for the
drop. If nothing else, Jeramiah Ratsenburg was a fastidious
executioner.

 


He refused to
consider, as most men did, that his gallows was an instrument of
the devil, a tool of torture. He always double checked the victim’s
weight and correlated it correctly with the length of the drop. He
always made sure they stood exactly in the middle of the trap door
and waited for those who prayed to finish. Jeramiah Ratsenburg was
extremely proud of his profession.

 


Although not by
choice, Jeramiah was a bachelor. He wanted dearly to wed and have
children but such a blessing had continually eluded him. Years ago,
when the Summer Hill Road housing development first put properties
near the prison for sale he was one of the first to purchase a
building lot. If he ever got married, it was his intention to build
a house, a nest for his bride. Sadly, that time never came. While
Summer Hill Road developed, seeing houses built at a steady pace,
his property remained undeveloped and an eyesore.

 


One cloudy
miserable day, after pulling the lever on a criminal, Jeramiah
received a note summoning him to the Warden’s office. Unaware of
the bad news, he slowly walked into Warden Jacobson’s office.
Before Warden Jacobson could say anything to him, Jeramiah saw the
black envelope on the desk and knew it was an administrative order
for the execution of another criminal.

 


Warden Jacobson
sat behind his desk with a grim and forsaken expression watched him
approach. He dismally pointed to the chair indicating for him to
sit. It was then that Jeramiah knew something was wrong. Usually
when coming into the office to receive a black envelope he was in
and out as expediently as possible. The Warden never invited him to
sit. Caution and suspicion joined as he awkwardly sat.

 


While Jeramiah
stared intently at the black envelope, in a gloomy voice the Warden
asked,

“How long have
you been the official executioner and gate keeper of this
institution?”

Peeling his
eyes off the black envelope, Jeramiah thought it was a strange
question for he had been here as long as the Warden. Regardless he
suspiciously replied,

“Same as you
sir, fourth-one years.”

The Warden then
asked,

“Have you given
any thought to retirement soon?”

Jeramiah did
not like where this was going and slowly shook his head. Retirement
had never once entered his mind. Why was the Warden bringing this
up now?

 


He again
dropped his head to the black envelope and was about to reach out
for it when the Warden pointed to it and said,

“Go ahead and
take it. It will be the last execution here in Dark Wood
Prison.”

As he retrieved
the file, Warden Jacobson watched for a hint that he understood the
ramifications of what he had said. Because Jeramiah was preparing
to get up and leave with the envelope, the Warden understood that
he had missed the meaning. He then made it clear.

“After almost
156 years, a decision has been made to close down this prison. As
of tomorrow, after that final execution, the remaining prisoners
will be transferred to Collingwood Prison 170 miles from here. The
demands of society have prevailed and the walls of the prison are
to be torn down and replaced with homes for the ever expanding town
of Stoney Creek.”

 


Looking for a
reaction, the Warden peered long and hard at Jeramiah. However, he
merely sat blank eyed and patted the envelope. The Warden
continued,

“Do you
understand? After tomorrow, we will both be out of a job.
Personally I’m looking forward to passing the rest of my time on
this earth far from here.”

Knowing that
Jeramiah had no family to fall back on the Warden then asked,

“What of you
Jeramiah, what will you do with yourself after tomorrow?”

 


A confused
Jeramiah looked across the desk and asked a sad question,

“Why must we
go?”

“Well, for one
thing this place is old and crumbling. Mostly because members of
the Summer Hill Road Residential Development Committee held a
plebiscite and won an injunction against us being located so close
to their schools and parks.”

“But we were
here first.”

“Yes, I
understand that and such was our lawyer’s argument to the city
council.”

The Warden than
sucked in a sad deep breath and said,

“I guess we
have fallen victim to the encroachment of civilization.”

 


At the door,
holding the envelope close to his chest, Jeramiah turned and asked
a strange and pitiful question.

“What will
become of my gallows?”

The Warden
heard the compassion in the question and sadly responded,

“I guess like
most of this prison, it will be tossed into a heap and taken away
by horse and cart. Why do you ask?”

“As you know, I
live here in the prison. When it is gone, I will have no place to
go. Years ago, I bought a one-acre lot for thirty-five dollars in
Summer Hill Road. Now might be a good time to build something on
it.”

 


That sounded
positive and the Warden was glad to hear that Jeramiah would
survive his sudden retirement. However, that did not answer his
question about the gallows. Suspiciously, the Warden asked,

“What have you
got in mind for the gallows? What are you asking?”

“For years I
have tended to those beams, oiled them, replaced planks as needed
and looked after it like my own house. When the gallows are
dismantled I should like the timber to be used for part of the
construction of my new house.”

 


Warden Jacobson
sat there stunned. Since being built in 1740 there was a hanging of
men and a handful of women almost every month. In the past 41
years, almost half of them fell to their death at Jeramiah’s hand.
The Warden thought it was a very macabre request but upon
reflection, it was a strange request from a strange little man.

 


Clearly,
Jeramiah did not see the gallows as an instrument of horror but
rather one of satisfaction of a job well done. The Warden had to
admit that in all the years he was the executioner, not once had
there been a bad drop or broken rope. Clearly he had pride in his
workmanship and saw the gallows as proud wood to be saved from a
fate as cruel as its victims. The Warden saw the request as
indifferently as a retired office worker might take a company pen
as a memento of years of service. After all, it was his intention
to take the desk and chair he had occupied all these years as well.
He replied,

“As you wish.
After tomorrow’s last execution I shall instruct the workers to put
it all in a pile for you.”

 


Early the next
morning Jeramiah was out on the scaffold checking the rope, testing
the trap door and generally making sure that all was in readiness
for the noon hanging. For the last hanging he wanted to make sure
his record of perfect executions remained intact.

 


In the past, it
was not unusual to have spectators arrive on horseback or in wagons
to witness the execution. Some might be family members of the
killer who would shake their head in disbelief and cry. Sometimes
they were the family of the murder victim who came to cheer the
final closure of justice. If the killer was newsworthy, a reporter
from the Stoney Creek Gazette might show up. This time there was no
family of the condemned man to witness the execution or relatives
of his victim. Only one reporter from the Gazette stood with pencil
and note pad in hand.

 


The procedure
for a hanging was constantly the same. The Warden stood at his
office window, looking down into the courtyard at the scaffold and
waited for the sheriff to read the charges. When the prison Padre
had finished the Last Rights, Jeramiah would look up at the window
and wait for the nod. Today that procedure would be repeated one
last time.

 


Although
Jeramiah was not a religious man, over the many years that he had
performed his flawless duty, he had noticed a strange almost divine
occurrence on every execution day. It could be sunny the day before
the execution but mysteriously it would always be cloudy and drab
the day the noose snapped tight. The next day it would be sunny
again. To his way of thinking, the devil did not like to receive
condemned soles on warm sunny days.

 


This, the last
execution day was different. It was sunny yesterday and even sunny
today. There was not an ominous black cloud looming high above or a
hint of a raindrop to come. As he watched the hulking condemned man
ascend the thirteen steps, Jeramiah wondered if this was an omen
that his last criminal might be as innocent as he so often claimed.
Was his soul going to another place other than straight down to
fire and brimstone?

 


He was a tall
muscular man, well built for laboring on the railroads. Such was
his living, a railroad worker with a vicious temper. At his trial,
some claimed that they once saw him strike a horse dead with just
one punch for not doing what he was commanding it to do. His looks
matched his demeanor, ugly to the core.

 


As the hulking
man stood on the trap door awaiting the inescapable, Jeramiah got
on with the duties of the hangman. He ordered the man to put his
legs together and then tied them tight. Then, as per tradition, his
hands were tied behind his back. In order to place the black hood
over the tall man’s head Jeramiah had to stand on a footstool.
However, before he could place it over his head, the man turned and
looked him straight in the eyes. In a raspy and guttural voice he
said,

“Does it bother
you old man that you are killing an innocent man.”

 


As if trying to
convince the devil that he did not belong in hell, it was not the
first time a killer had pleaded his innocence to the last. Jeramiah
thought nothing of the plea of amnesty and simply pulled the black
hood tight. It was not his job to deem guilt or innocence but
rather to carry out the will of judge and jury. Yet, today was
different. It was a warm and sunny day. That was the only reason
Jeramiah paid any attention at all to the declaration of
innocence.

 


Still on the
footstool, he reached high to place the noose around the victim’s
neck. Just then, the man turned toward Jeramiah and hissed
something through the cowl. It was not in anger or a desperate plea
for help but rather a curse that sent chills through him. It struck
him hard enough to falter and take a quick backward step off the
footstool. After a moment of composure, he stepped back up on the
footstool and placed the noose around his neck. He then looked up
at Warden Jacobson’s window for the signal. It was given and the
lever was pushed extra hard this time. A sudden pain in the neck
was the last thing the man felt.

 


After cutting
the rope, Jeramiah, as always, entered the Warden’s office to hand
in a report of the execution. As the Warden reached for it, he
asked,

“I saw you
hesitate today, even stepping off the footstool. I have never seen
you do that before. Did he say something to you?”

Jeramiah nodded
and tried to pass it off as nothing unusual. He replied,

“Yes, he put a
curse on me.”

Warden Jacobson
laughed and said,

“Well certainly
that was not the first time a victim had cursed you. What was so
different this time?”

 


Warden Jacobson
was correct, it was not the first curse cast upon him. Jeramiah
then explained why this one seemed different but the Warden did not
understand it. He said,

“The sun is
shining today.”

Shaking it off,
for certainly Jeramiah was an odd man anyway, the Warden asked,

“What was the
curse, what did he say?”

“He claimed
that he did not kill anybody. For his wrongful death at my hands he
cast a curse of death upon my house.”

The Warden
laughed and said,

“Well, that’s
certainly a wasted curse. You don’t have a family to be
cursed.”

Jeramiah smiled
and said,

“I guess in
that sense I’m lucky. Maybe my last execution went flawlessly after
all.”

 


3

 


The day after
the last execution a demolition crew attacked Dark Wood Prison and
Institution of Rehabilitation with vigor. Although the streets of
Stoney Creek became busy with horse drawn carts hauling debris away
from the prison, everybody understood that the imposition was
temporary. It was a small price paid for finally getting the
intrusive prison out of their community.

 


Five days after
the last execution, Jeramiah Ratsenburg stood on the sidewalk of
Summer Hill Road looking at his empty property. His neighbor was
farther down the street behind a row of tall cedar trees. On the
other side, also on a one acre lot was a nice house with a barn for
a couple of horses. That is what he would do, buy two horses to
help him clear the property and build his new home.

 


It had been a
long time since Jeramiah purchased this property with the
anticipation of one day fulfilling his dream of getting married and
raising a family. However, the very burden of his occupation was a
deterrent to attracting a woman to his side. Most women who knew
him claimed he had a cold handshake or at the very least, something
inside his heart was missing. Each time he stood on the gallows,
hooded a killer and pulled the lever, another little piece of his
marital dreams died. Thus by the very folly of his occupation,
Jeramiah now stood alone looking at a dream unfulfilled.

 


With saddened
heart, he cleared the trees off his lot. It was his intent to build
a house that would serve him in his golden, although not so happy
old age. Warden Jacobson had kept his promise. Off to the side of
the property was a great pile of wood. It was all that remained of
his proud gallows.

 


Because
everybody knew who Jeramiah was and what he had done for a living,
he was shunned by most. Suffice it to say, his social calendar was
never busy. To those who had not heard the rumour yet, he was just
an odd looking little man coming to their little slice of heaven to
retire in peace and quiet. Everybody was hoping that he too would
have a nice garden in front of his house.

 


By the time
summer had rolled around Jeramiah lived in his nice two-story home
built entirely of wood. It was not the most impressive house in the
Summer Hill Road development but neither was it the simplest. The
front of the house had five steps leading up to the porch that
extended from side to side. Moreover, as the neighbors had hoped,
Jeramiah had planted a nice little garden on his side of the small
picket fence.

 


Much as his
personality, so was the inside of the house, plain and simple. It
was obvious that a bachelor lived here. The steps leading upstairs
to the bedrooms were built with the same wood as the thirteen steps
leading up to the infamous gallows. Every night on the way to his
lonely bed, Jeramiah could not get it out of his head that another
desolate day had passed. He felt that he was walking up the stairs
to his bedroom with the same forlorn expression as previously
condemned men had taken. They were slow and heavy steps that he
desperately did not want to take.

 


His bedroom was
massive. The main beam that had supported the hangman’s noose was
suspended high over his bed serving as the primary support beam to
the vaulted ceiling. Countless condemned men treaded the floor
planks. Perhaps inadvertently or maybe even by deliberate grotesque
choice, Jeramiah had immersed himself in what was once his job. The
truth of the harsh matter was that in the years following his
retirement, Jeramiah slept on his gallows.

 


After years of
sleeping alone in a bed made for two and with an unused cold pillow
to his right, he often found himself staring dejectedly up at the
wooden beam that had been his livelihood for all those years. It
was then that he came to a sad and fateful realization. Now that he
was old and alone, his only possession being the house, he
understood that his life had been a waste. He finally understood
that he was just another victim of the gallows.

 


It was then,
while in bed and staring up at the great wooden beam that he
thought of the countless lives he had taken. It was not for remorse
or regret that he remembered them, for after all they were
convicted killers. It finally came to him that there were so many.
He thought of how they too had wasted their existence through bad
choices, as he had now come to realize was his fate as well. The
fact that many had deserved their cruel end did not ease the
burdens now piling upon him. As those men slowly walked up the
scaffold steps looking remorsefully at the hangman’s noose hung
over the beam, he too began to understand their despair and
remorse.

 


Unbeknownst to
his conscious mind, while in bed and looking up at the beam, his
subconscious was gathering negative images and amassing them in the
corner of the psyche that creates bad dreams. The more he looked up
at the beam before sleep, the more images of defeated and doomed
faces invaded to become his dark nightmares. The beam had felt the
tug of death and that is what he now felt. When sleep finally came
to him, the saturated beam dripped down the voices and desperate
pleas for mercy into his dreams like acid dripping into his closed
eyes.

 


Even on the
rare occasion when he hitched his horse to the wagon and rode into
town for supplies the people saw a pitiful man with a permanent
forsaken expression. Without realizing it, Jeramiah had taken on
the appearance of a condemned man walking up the last thirteen
steps of the gallows, the last steps of their life. Jeramiah had
taken on the personality and appearance of his nightmares.

 


Then, one
fateful night, as if the beam was commanding him, he slowly cast
the covers aside. With hollow eyes, looking at nothing, seeing
nothing, he walked into the closet and retrieved the infamous
hangman’s rope. The years had not forgotten how to masterfully toss
the rope over the beam. Standing on his bed, he positioned the
noose just right. With regret only for his life and none for what
he was about to do, Jeramiah Ratsenburg hoped that where he was
going would be a happier place than here.

 


He understood
that even though he was responsible for taking the lives of evil
men, in sharp contrast to his work, fact of the matter was,
Jeramiah would not even step on an ant. If any of his neighbours
had bothered to observe him tending his garden they would have seen
that he always gently dusted bugs off the petals. Although it did
not always work out, he also took great care not to harm the
denizens of the earth with his shovel. It was for this reason that
he hoped he was not going to meet those he had sent to hell.
Jeramiah was now hoping there really was a heaven.

 


Because he was
a loner and only seen by neighbours attending his garden or
venturing into town for supplies, Jeramiah dangled for three days.
It was not until a neighbor noticed that his horse had broken out
of the barn and wandering the field that the police were finally
called. Oblivious to the irony of a hangman committing suicide by
hanging himself, they simply cut him down. Although the gallows had
waited many years to claim another victim, sadly Jeramiah was far
from the last fatality of the Ratsenburg house curse.

 



Chapter 3

Jeramiah
Ratsenburg’s kinfolk

1889

 


It was not by
his conscious doing and so Jeramiah was deemed innocent of the
horror that followed. Innocent or not, he was nonetheless
responsible for what Izzy saw through the window that night and why
she was confined in that horrible orphanage. His suicide in the
seemingly innocuous house he had built in the Summer Hill Road
development was just the start of the curse.

 


It was thought
that Jeramiah had no kin so it was a surprise that a will was found
in his bedroom drawer. It mentioned a distant relative living
somewhere in the northeast, in a city called Riverside. A young
lawyer, Isaac Beckerman had just finished his articling and for his
first case was given the task of finding and informing a lost
relative that he had inherited a piece of land on the outskirts of
Stoney Creek complete with house and barn.

 


Isaac Beckerman
looked even younger than his age of twenty-two. His baby face did
not help either. His black hair was greasy and combed straight
back. There was no doubt that he was trim and healthy. As far as he
was concerned there was only one feature about him that kept the
women away, or so he thought. Beckerman was cursed with a huge
black mole between nose and upper lip. It was not the repulsive
mole so much as the single long hair sticking out of it.

 


He sent a
telegram to the Riverside Morning News announcing, ‘To Kin of
Jeramiah Ratsenburg. It is with sad word announcing that he has
passed away this summer. Please contact by telegraph, Isaac
Beckerman J. D., Front Street, Stoney Creek for details of the
estate’.

 


Riverside was
once flourishing with cattle and coal mining. It took a nasty turn
for the worse when the railroad veered south and made Summit City
prosperous instead. Now Riverside’s fate was echoed in the success
or failure of the Lone Jack Bar, an appropriate name for a ghost
town. At the height of its prosperity, Lone Jack Bar had all
fifteen tables busy with drinkers and poker players. Now they are
all empty and only one man stands at the bar staring at his empty
glass.

 


The bartender
was busy reading the paper when he suspiciously looked up at his
only customer. He then walked up to the young man. He was
dishevelled and wearing the ragged coveralls of a farmhand. He said
to him,

“Shelden,
what’s that strange last name of yours? It’s Razorback or something
like that ain’t it?”

Shelden kept
his eyes on the empty glass and quizzically asked,

“What are you,
a comic now?”

Showing that he
was serious, the bartender placed the newspaper on the counter,
pointed and said,

“Nah, I
wouldn’t want to take a cut in pay. Look at this article here.”

After a quick
scan, Shelden grabbed the paper and stumbled out of the bar.

 


Shelden’s
mother owned and operated the Feed and Tack store at the end of the
dusty lone street of Riverside. He, his mother, and grandmother
lived above the store. He walked briskly into the store and mindful
that his grandmother might have answers hurried up the back stairs
leading to the sparse living quarters above the store.

 


As she had done
for years, she sat in her usual spot by the window draped with two
moldy lacy drapes and stared out into the empty street below. She
was patiently waiting for her husband to come back after the war.
As her mind had gone the way of senility, she had yet to understand
that the war had been over for twenty-three years. It was for that
reason Shelden knew there was something not right in the old
woman’s head. Considering how much she ate, it was amazing that she
was as skinny as a broomstick. Gray wispy hair draped lazily over
both sides of her boney cheeks.

 


He pulled up a
footstool and sat beside her. Having only eyes for the street, she
ignored him. After taking a few quick breaths to settle down, he
said,

“Granny, there
ain’t too many of us Ratsenburgs around is there?”

Slow eyes
peeled away from the window and he saw confusion in her eyes. He
tried to clarify.

“I mean I
remember you often saying that we Ratsenburg men are few and far
between, that we are rare ones.”

He never
understood that by ‘rare’ she meant useless and inept. She gently
nodded and softy patted his hand while continuing her vailed
tribute

“That’s right
dearie, you are special.”

 


Knowing that he
was about to get another long lecture about how handsome and
special he was to her, he quickly cut her off and asked,

“Jeramiah? Was
there ever a Jeramiah Ratsenburg in our family?”

A voice from
behind asked,

“Why are you
asking about Jeramiah?”

As there was
nobody in the store, and the bell above the door would announce a
customer, Izabella had followed her hurried son up the stairs to
see what the excitement was all about. There was no denying kinship
between the two women. She was skinny, had long dishevelled gray
hair and except for a long tattered leather apron they could have
been mistaken for sisters.

 


Whether by
instinct or conscious design, when Shelden saw his mother he tucked
the newspaper into the pocket of his coveralls. The lie came
easily.

“The bartender
asked if a Jeramiah Ratsenburg was ever in our family, that’s
all.”

With eyes back
to the street far below, the grandmother said,

“He was a funny
little fella.”

Izabella nodded
and added,

“Because it was
a family obligation, when your dad’s brother died of the Boils, he
took in his only son, that Jeramiah fella. Well, it didn’t take
long to figure out that he never fit into nothing he ever tried. A
failure at everything and ain’t never taking well to any job. More
just to get rid of him he was eventually encouraged to go west and
try his luck there.”

Grandmother
contributed,

“Like his
grandpa and your useless daddy, we ain’t never heard from him again
neither.”

 


Izabella,
although leery of the questions regarding a long lost relative
admitted,

“Yes, you are
related to Jeramiah on your father’s side.”

Grandmother,
still hoping to see a soldier walking down the dusty road returned
her attention to the conversation and uttered her opinion of the
Ratsenburg name.

“He weren’t no
good either. All them Ratsenburg men was no good.”

Izabella was
quick to defend the name of the man she once loved and married.

“Now, now
mother, let us not besmirch our name in front of the boy.”

But grandmother
was having none of it.

“Ain’t no
Ratsenburg man ever been able to keep a family. Yours ain’t never
been seen in years either. Mine is goodness knows where, killed in
the war or as I suspect is off with another barwoman somewhere.
Yours ain’t no better, leaving us poor women to fend for
ourselves.”

 


Shelden, taking
to heart the sadness of the missing Ratsenburg men, patted his
grandmother on the arm and assured her,

“I’m still here
granny. I ain’t never gonna leave you.”

With eyes still
on the empty street below, she uttered,

“You will
eventually. You is a Ratsenburg and all Ratsenburg men always come
to no good.”

Izabella tugged
her son on the arm indicating for them to leave the bitter woman to
her cynicism.

 


That night,
Shelden sat by the candle light and wrote a secret letter to Isaac
Beckerman J. D., Front Street, Stoney Creek. Two months later he
got a letter in the post from Isaac Beckerman in Stoney Creek.
Hoping that it was a favorable response to his claim of
relationship to Jeramiah Ratsenburg, he, upon leaving the post
office, snuck over to Lone Jack Bar to open the letter.

 


Because it was
lunchtime, there were a few more people in the bar. Apparently it
was the habit of the few cattlemen and mineworkers left in the
destitute town to drink their lunch. The noon business kept the bar
from closing down. Shelden needed light to read the letter and so
went to the table by the window. With nervous fingers he opened the
envelope and struggled to read the letter.

‘Sorry for the
long delay in answering your claim to be related to Jeramiah
Ratsenburg. As there were many such claims, investigating them all
was tedious and time consuming. I am happy to report that after
researching your family history, your claim is confirmed. You will
have two months to decide what to do with your inheritance. If it
is your wish to come to Stoney Creek and claim the house, simply
inform me by telegram. You must arrive in my office with proper
identification papers.’

 


After a few
drinks to celebrate his good fortune, Shelden neatly folded the
telegram, stuck it in his pocket and left the bar for the last
time. With a strange look of contentment, he walked across the
muddy street to the telegraph office.

 


Mildred Boggs
was nineteen years old and a beautiful Scottish girl. This sunny
day she was out in the family’s back yard hanging clothes on a
sagging line. As her father was always away working in the coalmine
and her mother was always busy mending and sewing other people’s
clothing to make ends meet, Mildred inherited the job of tending to
the family needs. She hated it. Dreams of a glamourous life in a
big city, any big city, flooded into her bored life. Riverside was
too small for her big dreams.

 


As a warm
breeze drifted through the yard fanning the clothes on the line,
she took a second to tend to herself for once. The bobby pins in
her windblown hair were repositioned to better keep the hair out of
her face. Picking up her empty laundry basket, she turned to the
house. It was time to make supper for her mom and if her dad came
home, him too. She hated doing that too.

 


As she
approached the back porch she happened to look down the lane, past
the chicken coop to see Shelden approaching. Although always glad
to see him, this was a bad time to be running into the tool shed
with him. She paused to watch him fumble with the broken latch on
the gate, something he always had trouble with and wondered why he
was flashing such a stupid grin.

 


It had not
taken long to convince Mildred to join him in his plan to escape
this boring town. At first she was disbelieving his promise of an
exciting new life and his own house in some place she had never
heard of. All she needed to hear was that it was a big and fast
growing town. Suddenly visions of owning a horse and carriage,
living in a town with streetlights and maybe even an opera house
and dance hall started twirling in her head. It was a dream finally
coming true. Fifteen minutes later they both emerged from the tool
shed. Shelden beamed of victory and Mildred adjusted her dress.

 


Soon after he
returned to his mother’s Feed and Tack store. As he sat upstairs
looking at his grandmother still sitting at the window staring out
into the street below, he wondered why his emotion about leaving
her behind was lacking guilt. It was as if he knew that he would
never miss her at all. When considering his plan of abandonment,
what she had said earlier came back to him. ‘Ain’t no Ratsenburg
man ever stuck to his family.’ It never bothered him that her
scolding of the family would continue to be accurate.

 


He knew he
would miss his mother but not the store and not the tedium of a
small town with nothing to offer an ambitious young man. He
understood that his mother would survive well enough without him.
In fact, upon reflection, he had never been a help to her, more of
a burden than an asset. He was content knowing that the store would
look after them both. Now, for the first time he was glad to bear
the awkward name of Ratsenburg.

 


Both young
lovers had to wait until Wednesday to catch a train over at Summit
City. This meant having to leave Riverside early Tuesday morning
and suffer a stagecoach ride there. With money he had stolen from
his mother’s rainy day fund and Mildred had taken from her mom’s
secret stash should one day her husband not come home, they were
able to pay the stage driver, stay at a hotel and pay for the train
trip to Stoney Creek.

 


There was not
enough money to pay for a sleeper berth, so both had to suffer the
two-day trip sleeping sitting up. They ate the sandwiches they had
purchased at each of the stops on the way. As much as they
suffered, each took solace that they were on their way to a happy
new life together.

 



Chapter 4

Beware the gift
of frankincense and gold

For they are not
as told

 


When they
finally stood on the train station platform in Stoney Creek and
watching the billow of smoke from the engine getting farther and
farther away, Shelden looked at Mildred Boggs, smiled and said,

“Welcome to the
big city and our new life together.”

Although
Mildred was exhausted, she was also ecstatic about finally escaping
her tedious life back home. The visions of fancy dinners, parties,
and beautiful dresses started to push exhaustion to the side.

 


The first order
of business in the new town and new life was to locate the office
of Isaac Beckerman. After asking, they were directed to Front
Street where it was just a matter of walking the boards and looking
for the office shingle. Although Front Street was cluttered with
horse carriages, people, even fancy dressed ladies riding bicycles
on a street reeking of a barn, Mildred was star struck. A few
minutes later they finally located a sign hanging over a door
announcing an end to their quest.

 


Isaac
Beckerman’s dark greasy hair was so immaculately parted in the
middle that Shelden thought he must have been hacked on the head
with a cleaver. After invited to sit down, Mildred finally took her
eyes off the elaborate furnishings and noticed Beckerman. Aside
from a mole above his lip, she thought he was a handsome and
sophisticated young man, something never seen in Riverside.
Suddenly Mildred realized that as striking and refined as she
thought Shelden was, in this city, with all these affluent men
about, he was quickly losing that edge and becoming second
best.

 


After proper
identification and legalities were dispensed with, Beckerman opened
his file and started informing Shelden of his inherited estate. It
was only then that Mildred took her eyes off Beckerman and opened
her ears.

“The house has
been unlived in for almost a year but has been properly attended
to, paid for by the estate that I am administering. There are back
taxes to be paid but there is certainly enough money in the account
to look after that.”

Mildred could
not help but blurt out the question,

“Account? How
much?”

 


As Beckerman
flipped through some pages looking up the amount, he said,

“Jeramiah
Ratsenburg was a strange man. Although he was well off, he lived
frugally at the prison in a small room for the whole duration of
his implement and never paid for food or rent. Every month when he
got paid, for forty-one years he purchased land near the prison. At
that time he got everything cheaply because it was considered
useless and too far from town. He then put the rest of the pay
cheque in the bank. Because that was so long ago and at the fast
growing rate of this town, that property is now at the outskirts of
town. In fact he owns pretty well most of the Summer Hill Road
development.”

He then cast a
shrewd eye to Shelden and added,

“There are land
developers who would dearly love to purchase more of that land from
you and for a tidy profit I might add.”

 


Locating the
financial statement, Beckerman continued and Mildred was all
ears.

“Because he was
paid for two jobs at his place of employment, Keeper of the Keys
and Executioner, he was paid rather handsomely and managed to put
1,300 dollars in the bank per year. After 41 years and including
interest, minus the purchase of the land and his living expenses
for the few years he lived in the house, minus taxes and of course
my administration fees you are left with very valuable property and
cash in the bank totalling $49,731.”

Mildred nearly
fainted and Shelden jumped up to salute the beginning of his new
life. Their old town of Riverside was not worth that much. To both,
considering where they were from and their frugal lifestyle, it was
unimaginable wealth.

 


After stopping
at the supply store and purchasing provisions for their new house,
Beckerman hitched his horse to the carriage and drove them to the
section of town called Summer Hill Road. At the beginning of that
development, when Jeramiah first purchased land there, an acre was
the normal sized property. However, now most of the original buyers
saw value and profit in subdividing their land to the many who also
wanted to live in the serene subdivision. Now, as many as three
families had a house on one acre.

 


As the horse
and carriage clopped down Summer Hill Road, Mildred saw row after
row of two and three story homes and hoped each one was the one
they were getting. Finally, Beckerman reined in the horse and
stopped alongside a small boulevard tree. He pointed to the house
behind the fence and asked,

“So, what do
you think of your new home?”

 


It was not the
nicest home on the street but Shelden saw it as a palace. The yard
was not well attended but Mildred pictured a hired gardener turning
it into a thing of beauty. The house was two stories high and could
use another coat of brown paint. Five wooden steps led up to the
front porch that spanned the whole width of the front. The front
door was beautifully engrained oak, complete with a massive wrought
iron door handle that suspiciously looked like it might have
belonged on a prison door.

 


Although
lacking stylish furniture, Mildred was taken by the high ceiling of
the large parlour and the ornate fireplace. She was not pleased to
see the staircase leading up to the bedrooms. She thought the
thirteen steps of heavy rough cut wood belonged in a factory or any
institution other than that of a nice fancy home. She put it in her
head that after hiring a gardener she would have the steps replaced
with something befitting her new status.

 


Upstairs, she
loved the massive bedroom with a ten foot arched ceiling and the
door leading out to the second story balcony. There were only two
things she would change about the room. The first would be the
floor. Those heavy boards looked terrible and out of place for the
elegance she was expecting. The second to go would be that massive
wooden beam running the whole length of the ceiling. She understood
its function was to support the arched ceiling but it was as gaudy
as the floor. She wondered where the owner would have obtained such
a beam and why he would have made it such a focus of the
bedroom.

 


Overall, both
Mildred and Shelden loved their new home and fit well into it.
Shelden was aware of Jeremiah’s suicide but the free house and
estate far outweighed any repulsiveness he had about it. Because he
could see no reason to upset Mildred with the gruesome details, he
never mentioned it to her.

 


A month later
the gardener had done a good job of impressing the neighbors with a
nice garden. The house was painted a two tone brown with yellow
trim that fit well with the decor of the neighborhood. Mildred
spent most of her time in the fancy dress stores of Front Street
and as Shelden thought, had bought every dress and hat in town.

 


One night while
both were in bed and absently looking up at the crossbeam overhead,
Mildred cuddled into Shelden and whispered,

“I want you to
make an honest woman of me.”

Not wise in the
subtle words of a woman, it took poor Shelden a few seconds to
figure out that Mildred was proposing marriage. Still enamored and
deeply in love, it did not take long for him to accept the reverse
proposal. Two days later they were standing in front of a Justice
of the Peace exchanging vows. Never once did it occur to Shelden
that he was in fact giving away half of everything he owned to
Mildred and upon his death, everything would be hers.

 



Chapter 5

The Arrival of
baby Izzy Ratsenburg

 


A quiet year
passed and a portion of the fifty acres that Jeramiah Ratsenburg
had purchased so long ago was eventually sold to the hankering land
developers and the ensuing bulging bank account made Mildred
positively giddy. Although it was mostly in her mind, she was now
the toast of Summer Hill Road. She was well known for her shopping
sprees in the fancy stores that advertised the latest fashion from
the East. Shelden mostly spent his time in the bars of Front Street
and passing his more alert days in a shed at the back of the house
where he loved tinkering and fixing things.
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