


  CHAPTER 1


  The Strange Death of Rebecca Cornell


  February 1673: Aquidneck Island, Narragansett Bay, Rhode Island


  FEBRUARY 12, 1673, WAS A COLD NIGHT, RATHER GLOOMY, THE earthen ground outside Rebecca Cornell’s home hard as rock, soil frozen a foot deep at least. The seventy-three-year-old woman had been buried days before—but word around Portsmouth, Rhode Island, a neighboring Newport borough, was that the old lady had been murdered and now she was coming back from the grave to haunt the living.


  On this frosty evening, Rebecca’s brother, sixty-four-year-old John Briggs, was having trouble sleeping. Tossing and turning, Briggs could not get comfortable. There’s no doubt the thought of his sister being burned to death weighed heavily on Briggs’s mournful heart and mind. But something else, Briggs would later explain, happened in the room where he lay, just four days after Rebecca had died so tragically. It was an incident, in fact, that by the end of the week would spark one of the most intriguing and bizarre murder investigations New England has ever known.


  Somewhere “between sleeping and waking,” Briggs later said, he “thought” he felt “something heave up the bedclothes twice.” It was such a profound sensation that it startled him awake. There was someone, Briggs felt, in the room with him. He was certain of it.


  Now Briggs was entirely awake—sitting up, looking around the room. Just a silver of bright light from the winter moon protruded sharply through the darkness, cutting the blackness in the room like a door left ajar with a candle burning outside in the hallway.


  Who goes there?


  Briggs could sense a presence in the air. He never said whether he believed in the supernatural, or if he considered ghosts and goblins mere hogwash; but John Briggs described this event in an open courtroom as though it were fact and not a soul in that room listening had yet questioned the authenticity.


  Collecting himself, Briggs rubbed his eyes. Then a light, he recalled, “like to the dawning of ye day,” suddenly lit up the entire room. His hands in front of him, same as the wall on the opposite side of the room, became as clear as if the sun shone through the window.


  Not quite believing his eyes, Briggs could now see his way around the room.


  And there she was, he claimed, standing bedside, looking down at him.


  “A woman,” Briggs reported. She just stood there at first. He was certain of what he saw. The woman’s attendance “much affrighted” him, he later testified.


  “In the name of God, what art thou?” Briggs asked of the woman in his shaking voice.


  The woman, shaking, staring at Briggs, “cried out,” he said, stating clearly: “I am your sister, Cornell. See how I was burnt with fire.”


  Briggs looked closely at what he later referred to as an “apparition.” The woman was “very much burnt,” he reported, “about the shoulders, face, and head.”


  “I am your sister, Cornell,” she said again. “See how I was burnt with fire.”


  And then, without a sound, she was gone.


  For John Briggs, this visit by his sister was not only a sign, but evidence. Rebecca Cornell had not died in an accidental fire, as the town and her family had assumed since her death days before. John Briggs was now certain: Rebecca had been murdered.


  Even more bizarre than John Briggs’s middle-of-the-night vision, especially when considering modern-day courtroom standards, was what happened after Briggs went to the general attorney, John Easton, with this story of the supernatural vision he had witnessed in the middle of the night.


  Briggs’s statement “reopened the investigation into the death of Rebecca Cornell” and initiated the trial of a man no one at first believed could have been responsible for what was now considered a heinous and diabolical series of monstrous crimes.


  After Briggs brought his information to the general attorney, the town was forced to ponder the question: If Rebecca Cornell, a wealthy Aquidneck Island society widow, who mixed it up on occasion with some of Portsmouth’s and Newport’s most influential and important people, had been murdered, who was it that killed the woman? And, maybe more important later as a surprise suspect emerged, why?
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  Rebecca Cornell owned one hundred acres just over the Newport town line in Portsmouth, on the western side of Aquidneck Island. The Cornell homestead was located on the water, a magnificent piece of property, with breathtaking sunset and beach views only those lucky enough to afford it could enjoy. She lived in a two-story home equivalent to seventeenth-century New England standards, very specific to early Rhode Island architecture. New England homes of the era had a distinctive quality and look about them, especially out on the islands off the shores of Rhode Island and Connecticut. Many were clapboard, with large, spacious rooms in which families could gather and entertain one another, read the Bible, sew, or just sit and talk. Cornell’s home had small, glass windowpanes (twelve frames over twelve frames). One writer claimed Cornell’s house, in particular, was equipped with “six windows across the second floor east side [and] five across the first (because of the front door).” The home was big enough for Rebecca, her son Thomas, her grandson Edward, Thomas’s wife Sarah, and a few stray boarders, one of whom was a man named Henry Straite. There were other children, Thomas and Sarah’s two daughters, along with John Briggs, Rebecca’s brother. A big family by any standard, but Rebecca didn’t seem to mind allowing them to stay in the home, provided everyone pitched in and did his or her share of the chores and helped with the household finances, food, linen for clothing, and medicines.


  One of the main fixtures of an early New England home was the often immense and centrally located fireplace, with its redbrick or garden stone chimney jutting upward through the center of the roof. It was a central attraction inside the home during winter months where families gathered, kept warm, talked or knitted, read, had tea and cakes, or just rubbed their hands together and cuddled up next to the crackling fire. The women sewed in rocking chairs with heavy blankets covering the lower halves of their bodies. They sometimes cooked breads and pies and jams in the hearth. The men smoked pipes and chit-chatted. The fireplace was the focal point. As Elaine Crane wrote in her book about the Cornell case, Killed Strangely, “[I]t is certain that the most dramatic feature of Rebecca’s first-floor chamber would have been the large walk-in fireplace.”


  Think big, like a pantry. This fireplace heated the entire downstairs, although it’s a good bet that every room in the house (as in most homes) was fortified with its own fireplace, however big or small.


  Rebecca slept on the first floor, and on the afternoon of her death, February 8, 1673, she wasn’t feeling well. Lately, Rebecca was spending more of her time in her room. The conditions under which her co-inhabitants all lived had not turned out the way Rebecca had envisioned when she allowed Thomas and his large family to move in. There was tension between Thomas and Rebecca. They were always at odds. Rebecca had every reason to be mad at her son. In fact, she had been telling friends and neighbors that Thomas and Sarah had all but abused her regularly. Rebecca shared one story in which she alleged “neglect” on the part of Thomas and Sarah. Rebecca had gone out to collect firewood (a chore, mind you, she should not have been doing to begin with, given her age and health) when she slipped on the snow and ice and fell. She lay there, on her back, struggling. Thomas and Sarah had seen it happen, Rebecca was certain; but neither had reached out a hand to help.


  Another problem Rebecca had with Thomas, however, stemmed from money she believed Thomas owed her. The agreement Thomas had made with his mother consisted of his paying what Thomas later described as “six pound a yeare, & Diet for a maide servant.” Thomas had already owed his mother one hundred pounds when he moved in, a debt he had promised to pay. Yet he “refused to pay” the six pounds rent or hire maid services “unless she forgave him the hundred pounds.” They had been at an impasse: Rebecca refusing to forgive the debt, Thomas not willing to pay her. Moreover, Thomas wouldn’t lift a hand to tend to the pigs or help Rebecca in the garden during spring and summer, nor would he allow Sarah to help his mother with the cleaning of the house. Essentially, Rebecca, who had lived a long life by the standards of the day, was left to do everything herself. What’s more, Rebecca complained to neighbors of having to sleep on certain nights without blankets during the winter. She even said Thomas and Sarah would not “allow her” to eat with the family.


  Because of the way she was being treated, Rebecca often talked of killing herself to neighbors and friends. She just couldn’t take it anymore. Yet every time that evil thought crept up on her, a God-fearing woman, Rebecca found herself denying it, thinking, Resist ye Devil. . . resist ye Devil. This too shall pass.


  There came a time that winter when Rebecca had decided enough was enough. She had told her other son she wanted to move in with him and his family. She wanted to leave Thomas and Sarah without anything. They did not deserve it. Rebecca was adamant when talking about moving. It couldn’t come soon enough, she said not long before her death, adding the foretelling caveat: “If [I] am not otherwise disposed of, or made away.”
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  Thomas walked into the Cornell house on February 8, 1673, and was told that Rebecca had not been feeling well that day. The sun had just set. It was near dinnertime. A cold snap had taken over the home, even with the fire in the main chamber burning.


  After Thomas got himself settled, he went into Rebecca’s room. She was lying in bed. Thomas’s son, Edward, was there by her side, too, keeping his grandmother company.


  “[I] came into the room and sat down,” Thomas later testified. “[We] discoursed . . . for ye space of about one hour and a half.”


  Finished speaking with his mother, Thomas claimed, he went into the room next door for reasons he did not later talk about. Thomas spent about forty-five minutes alone in that room (his and Sarah’s bedroom), according to later testimony by Sarah, winding “a quill of yarne.”


  Rebecca wasn’t eating large meals these days. On that night, the family was sitting down to a meal of “salt-mackrill.” It was a dish, Rebecca often complained, that “made her dry,” and she absolutely despised it. In place of the briny fish, Rebecca often requested a bowl of warm milk. There was some indication that maybe Rebecca didn’t have all of her teeth, and that milk and soft foods were the only nutrition she could get down without complication. Still, near 7:00 p.m., Sarah fetched Edward and told him to go into Rebecca’s room and find out if she wanted her milk. The rest of the family was preparing to sit down at the dinner table and eat.


  Edward obliged.


  They were all sitting in the dining room as Edward got up, excused himself, and walked into his grandmother’s chamber.


  “Grandmother, grandmother,” Edward said as he sauntered into the room.


  A moment later, however, Edward ran out of the room, excited and shouting about something he had seen that frightened him dearly.


  There was “some fire in the room upon the floor,” Thomas later recalled, “and the child came unto us [to] fetch the candle to see what fire it was.”


  Rebecca’s boarder, Henry Straite, had just come in from being gone all day, along with another boarder, James Moills, and both “went presently into the room” to see what the commotion was about. Thomas, Sarah, and the others followed.


  In an awkward mishmash of words, Thomas later recalled what happened next, saying, “Henry Straite coming in saw some fire and stooped, and with his hands raked fire upon the floor, supposing it to be an Indian that was drunk and burnt, so he layed [sic] hold of the arm, myself immediately following, [and] by the light perceived it was my mother.”


  Henry Straite’s account backed up Thomas’s.


  Thomas cried out, “Oh, Lord . . . it is my mother.”


  Rebecca Cornell was the burned corpse in front of them. It was not some drunken Indian who had sneaked into the home (a strange remark, it would seem at first blush, but one must understand that the Cornells had had a problem with Indians breaking into the home).


  Rebecca was all but unrecognizable. She was burned and blackened to a crisp, literally. James Moills later talked about what he saw upon entering the room, shedding a bit of light on how badly Rebecca Cornell had been burned, but also begging the question: How could this woman have been burned in this manner while her family began to eat dinner in an adjacent room? How could a fire rage so wildly as to burn a human being—a task that takes sustained temperatures upwards of about 2,000 degrees Fahrenheit—and not ignite the remainder of the wooden house? Not to mention that the curtains and valances and foot of Rebecca’s bed were also burned up and yet, Moills explained, “ye fire about ye bedstead was out.”


  “Rebecca Cornell [was] lying on ye floor,” Moills reported, “with fire about her, from her lower parts near to ye armpits.”


  Moills had only recognized the burned-up human being as Rebecca “by her shoes.”


   [image: chpt_fig_001]

 
  A coroner’s inquest was held immediately inside Rebecca’s house. A heavy snow came down that Sunday morning, February 9, 1673, when William Baulston, Portsmouth’s coroner, a very good friend to Rebecca’s deceased husband, “impaneled a twelve-man inquest panel.” Some of these same men had been summoned to Rebecca’s house the previous night as word spread throughout the community that she had died mysteriously and suddenly in a fire. Now they were back that morning to make a swift judgment regarding her death. With the evidence left behind, it would be derelict to assume Rebecca had died in an accidental fire. Some of Rebecca’s clothing was burned while some was not. She was found on the floor on her left side. What’s more, the fire seemed to be contained to her body alone, with very little of the room burned. Ruling out spontaneous human combustion (which certainly did not exist as a scientific cause of death then), one would expect at least a few hard questions to be asked as these men studied the scene.


  But William Baulston did not feel Rebecca’s death was anything more than an absolute and dreadful “accident.”


  “Clothes very much burnt by fire,” Baulston observed, “and her body very much scorched and burnt by fire.” Baulston recorded that after a “diligent inquire,” in which he interviewed all of the witnesses inside the home that night and studied the body after stripping its clothing, Rebecca Cornell was “brought to her untimely death by an Unhappie Accident of fire as she sat in her [room].”


  Rebecca’s body was prepared for burial later that night, February 9. The custom of the day mandated that the women perform a short ritual and clean up the body as best they could. Absent from this posse of quasi-undertakers was Sarah, Rebecca’s daughter-in-law. Sarah was pregnant, and it was thought a “dead body could spirit away the fetus,” wrote Elaine Crane, “or that contact could result in some deformity or birthmark.” So she stepped back from helping.


  Rebecca Cornell was then buried next to her husband in the family plot close along the shoreline of Narragansett Bay.


  Then came John Briggs’s hazy “apparition” three nights later, as he explained that Rebecca’s spirit had come to him and talked about “how I was burnt,” without accusing any one particular person. This vision, along with a bit of blood later found protruding from Rebecca’s nose during a second inquest, along with an injury to her stomach that could not have come from the fire (but had possibly resulted


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  




   
  A Few Final Words & Thanks


  Reading this book, you might be inclined to think that murder in New England is a common occurrence, or that there is a certain violent component in the water here in the Northeast not found anywhere else in the United States. But the truth is these selected stories are the exception, not the rule. You are still more likely to be murdered by a family member or someone you know rather than a total stranger; and murder is actually such a rare occurrence that most will never encounter its ripple effect, as I call it. Crime rates are down in the Northeast and around the country as of this writing. This, mind you, while the reporting of crime and murder has gone up exponentially over the past ten years with the rise of the Internet and cable television.


  This book has been interesting for me to write; suffice it to say that I generally write long-form books about one crime or murder. If you’ve enjoyed these types of short true stories and want more, write to this publisher and let them know. And if you have historical story ideas, please find me on the Internet (www.mwilliamphelps.com) and send me your suggestions.


  Lastly, thank you for reading my book. I realize there are countless choices in bookstores today and I am grateful that you’ve given me your time and attention. I greatly appreciate you as a reader and am humbled by your choosing my book!
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  CHAPTER ONE


  A Stranger in the House


  The darkness swallowed her up that night. In some incorporeal way, however, it was that same total absence of light that saved her life.


  The first sound thirty-six-year-old Donna Palomba could recall later was muffled and more squirrel-in-the-attic than anything obvious or particularly loud. Still, it was enough to startle her awake. Initially, she thought the sound may have come from a closet down the hall. We’ve all been there: jolted from a deep sleep by a sudden noise in the dead of night. You have no idea what the sound is, or where it’s coming from. Donna couldn’t establish what time it was with any accuracy, only that it had to be after midnight and well into the morning of September 11, 1993.


  After collecting her thoughts, Donna was certain she heard footsteps: the squeaky creak of her wooden stairs heading up toward the second floor, where she and her children slept in separate rooms.


  Those are not the tiny footsteps of children. . . . Donna considered. That noise, so distinct and frightening, was definitely not the innocent pitter-patter of a child rushing into her mother’s room to snuggle after a bad dream. Quite the opposite, actually; this was positively an intruder’s stride: heavy, obtrusive, stealthy.


  The house was pitch-dark. Donna’s fear—one of many, mind you—was magnified and made creepier by the stillness of the hour. Everything seems different late at night. More augmented and sustained. You hear things that aren’t necessarily there. Your mind likes to play tricks, as if the internal filter between fear and reality, generally always there and alert, is still sleeping. As a woman alone in the house with her children, the crickets and late summer breeze outside the window the only sounds Donna was accustomed to, the last thing she wanted to hear were footsteps coming up the stairs toward her bedroom—and now it was too late to do anything about it.


  Acclimating herself to the surroundings, Donna realized someone else was there in the house with her and the kids. And he was now coming around the front of her bed as fast as he could.


  Donna hadn’t been sleeping well to begin with. Her husband, John, was away for the weekend at a friend’s wedding in Colorado. She would have gone with him had it not been for a business partner’s wife, who was due to give birth that week. In one respect, it turned out to be a smart move: Donna spent a better part of September 10, that day, at the hospital, smiling, laughing, and holding the ten-pound newborn in her arms. What a wonderful moment and testimony to God’s grace. Everyone was so happy. The talcum-fresh, clean smell and swollen redness of a newborn, gurgling and twisting her small balled-up fist in her mouth. How such natural, everyday miracles can bring so much joy to life.


  Now this, merely hours later: a nightmare unfolding before Donna as she awoke to the sounds of footsteps. It was the first time in twelve years of marriage John and Donna had been apart. She was alone in a small community—the Overlook section of Waterbury, Connecticut, “Sin City”—inside a big house. Her five- and seven-year-old were sound asleep in their rooms down the same second-floor hallway. Donna had no weapon. No way to protect herself. No idea what to do.


  It took a moment to register what was happening. She had been sleeping on her stomach, and did not have the opportunity to turn around before he was on her back, violently holding her down, the two of them struggling for position, man against woman. Not so much a fair fight.


  The random thoughts, Donna explained, that pop into your head when you find yourself facing the will to survive baffle her to this day: Blue jean material... During the struggle, she felt the scratchy crisscross patterned fabric of denim. She kept thinking: He’s wearing blue jeans. If you live through this, remember that.


  Some sort of mask concealed his identity, although she would not have been able to see him in the dark anyway.


  Instinct and reaction took over. Donna screamed as loud as she could. Her window was open. Maybe a neighbor would hear and come running to her rescue.


  Her attacker then buried his knee deeper into her back, reached around and put his gloved hand over her mouth. Donna could smell the fabric: greasy, synthetic, musty.


  She bit down on his hand.


  That set him off. He took one of her arms and cranked it around her back, wrenching it up toward the rear of her long, full and curly mane of auburn hair—as a bully might on the playground, snarling through clenched teeth, Say uncle and give—and held her down. Then he leaned over Donna’s back and approached her ear. It would be the first of several times he threatened her life.


  “If you don’t cooperate, you are going to get hurt.”


  His voice was raspy. She first thought he had a Jamaican accent. Regardless, she believed him and knew then what he wanted.


  If I scream again, my kids will wake up and find us ... Then what?


  Obedience. Obey and live. Fight and die.


  Donna’s senses kicked in. She couldn’t see, but she could certainly hear. This is how she would later recall the sexual assault—through a series of sounds and smells. Like a blind person, Donna began to see with her ears and nose. As he held her down, she felt a forceful tug on her nightshirt and panties, and then heard the fabric tearing as he cut both pieces of clothing with a knife. The ripping of the fabric was amplified and terrifying.


  After he finished cutting Donna’s clothing, she heard him reach into the drawer beside her bed, as if he knew where to look, and pull something out.


  Then she heard a heavy clank: metal against wood.


  In her mind, Donna Palomba saw her attacker placing a gun on the floor.



   My husband John and I were married on October 10, 1981. It was one of those large Italian-Catholic weddings with bridesmaids, ushers, tuxedoes, limos, a simple, elegant gown made of satin in an off-white candlelight shade, along with all of the other amenities little girls dream about all their lives. I was a twenty-four-year-old college graduate from Southern Connecticut State University looking to start a family and a career in marketing. We lived in an apartment that first year. Then John found a house he’d had his eye on for a long time a mere block from where he had grown up in Overlook, a section of Waterbury named for its commanding view over the city. John’s parents still lived there, as did his friends, cousins, several of his siblings. There was a pond a few blocks away where the kids played hockey during the winter months and fished during summer. Overlook was one of those Norman Rockwell-type of blue-collar neighborhoods centered on family, community, and God—a melting pot of many different nationalities, most with large families. My husband John knew and loved everyone. His mom used to say John was the only kid she knew with 300 close personal friends. Many were Italian-American Catholics to the core. The sort of devoted believers who went home to five-hour-long Sunday meals after Mass, mixing it up at a table full of relatives laughing, joking and arguing. In there somewhere was the traditional Ellis Island grandmother dressed in her tomato sauce-stained apron, talking to herself in Italian, scolding everyone with her rosary beads, crossing herself every time someone used the Lord’s name in vain. A stereotype, sure, but also as genuine as the love they all shared.


  The neighborhood was so tightknit that even as John and his buddies matured and went out into the world as adults, they kept their ties and got together any chance they could. The words family and friend meant something to these guys. They depended on one another. Everyone in Overlook seemed to carry on the traditions of the family business, be it insurance, roofing, construction, electrical, whatever. Your grandfather started the business, passed it down to your father, and you carried the torch until your son or daughter took over.


  The fact that we had kids within the first few years of the marriage kindled our spirits; we enjoyed and adored being parents, same as our fathers and mothers had before us. Our kids would go to Catholic school, same as we had, and grow up being coddled, loved and cared for. Having kids was a gift I had waited for all my life, yet never realized or considered how much that experience was going to change and teach me about love and the will to survive.




  Knowing her attacker had a gun, which he placed on the floor beside the bed so he could free himself up to rape her, sent Donna to an emotional place she had never been: a labyrinth of survival and mortality she had trouble finding her way through. She was now a mother protecting her kids, telling herself not to scream or make any racket whatsoever.


  She thought: I will give this man what he wants. God willing, I will walk away with my life.


  “As long as the children remained asleep,” Donna recalled, “and I could convince him to leave afterwards, I felt I could come back. I could heal. This man was going to rape me. There was nothing I could do to stop him. The only possible silver lining holding me together was the basic maternal instinct to protect my children and live through this for their sake.”


  Before he did anything else, Donna’s attacker placed a pillowcase over her head, then he tied nylons over her eyes like a blindfold and bound her hands behind her back with the same material. She figured the nylons were the reason for his reaching into the dresser drawer next to the bed.


  But how did he know where they were?


  Tying her hands behind her back, he jammed his knee into Donna’s spine and held her down. Donna could smell mechanic’s grease and oil on him. Maybe it was tar, she considered, the same stuff they use on the roads. Regardless, these simple everyday smells were all-encompassing, stagnant in the balminess of the room. Later, those same seemingly ordinary odors would send Donna into traumatic spells of depression and anxiety whenever she came across them out in the world.


  “Please, take anything you want,” she pleaded. “My diamond is on the dresser. My pocketbook is in the closet. Take my money ... please ... please. Just don’t hurt me.”


  With no response, he placed a pillowcase over her head; then tied another pair of nylons around her mouth. She was totally incapacitated at this point, bound like Houdini for one of his Chinese Water Torture Cell tricks. Only for Donna, there would be no escape.


  The thought she had at that exact moment stung all of her senses: How can I survive this? How am I going to convince this man that it is okay to rape me and leave without harming my children?


  For the next several minutes he sexually assaulted her.


  When she believed he was finished, Donna spoke through the nylons covering her mouth. She realized later that “God had placed the words in her mind.” Looking back, going through every moment of that night, she had no idea where they came from. Donna simply opened her mouth and the words were there: “Please ... it’s okay. This is between you and me. I will never tell anyone what happened here tonight. I don’t know who you are. I know you’re a good person. I sense that from you. I’m okay. I couldn’t even identify you if I wanted to.”


  The power of words was all she had left.


  From him, however, utter silence.


  Her heart pounded with anxiety. Without warning, he placed the barrel of his gun up to Donna’s mouth through the pillowcase. The steel was hard on her teeth. With the chamber of the pistol butted up against her lips, Donna and her attacker were at an impasse. This moment—when she believed he was going to fire that weapon into her mouth and blow the back of her head against the wall—made Donna’s head burn as though it was on fire, a throbbing that grew as she waited for the end of her life.



   I could feel the anticipation of death growing, a slow and agonizing approach. It was paralyzing. He was finished with what he had come for. He didn’t need me any longer. I expected death to be quick and painless, though the fear of not knowing when made me shiver and sweat. This is it ... I’m thirty-six years old and I am going to die. My kids are going to wake up and find my bloodied body on this bed.


  I needed to prepare myself for death.




  After he took the barrel of the gun out of Donna’s mouth, she spoke: “Please, God, absolve me of all my sins.” The words came out shaky and swift. Donna wanted to, but could not cross herself, as she would after walking into a Catholic church, dipping a finger in the holy water font.


  Her attacker had other plans. Without warning, he placed the gun against her right temple.


  Now he spoke: “If you call the pigs, I will come back here and kill you.”


  It was the first time Donna believed she might survive.


  There was light.


  Donna said later that at this point she realized she needed to “will” him down the stairs and out of her house. “That sounds crazy, I know,” she later said. “But it had worked so far. I was disoriented, however. I had no idea where he was at any given moment. He was off the bed—that much I knew.”


  Still, something told her he was standing bedside, staring, that gun of his pointed at her head, now debating whether to pull the trigger or flee the scene. What could she say to this man who just raped and threatened to kill her that would comfort him enough to leave?


  “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you for not hurting me,” Donna said, not knowing once again where the words came from. “I promise I won’t tell anyone.”


  She was certain the words sounded desperate and shallow.


  The scariest period of silence of her life settled over the room. There were no sounds. Just silence and the subtle hum of the house pulsating and whisper of the New England night outside her open window.


  As Donna considered her options, and maybe prepared for death, she heard something.


  Footsteps.


  This time they headed down the stairs.


  Then the front door of her house whined open.


  He’s leaving, she thought.


  An immense sense of gratitude washed over Donna. A moment before this, she believed death was her destiny. But she had survived.


  The kids?


  The front door shut. He was out of the house. Donna was overcome with a sense of relief, yes, but more than anything, gratitude.



   This man had allowed me to live. This was all I needed. I could overcome the rape and heal. I had my life, which was enough to convince me that I had decades ahead of me to live. Just before this moment I didn’t think I was going to have a life. What will I do with this life? I was transformed then and there. Every day, I knew, would be a gift I could no longer ignore.


  Quickly, I broke free from the nylons, which tore apart but stayed on one of my hands like a wristband. I pulled the nylons covering my mouth down and let it slip onto my neck as though it was a handkerchief or scarf. Only then was I able to take the pillowcase off my head.


  I ran down the hall to check on the kids.


  They were both still sound asleep. I knelt down beside my daughter’s bed as her bony chest moved slowly up and down as a metronome to the faint whistle coming from her nose. I dropped my head, closed my eyes, and sobbed.


  I wondered if he was outside waiting to see what I was going to do. I needed to call for help.


  Family, I thought. Call someone from the family ... he told you not to call the police.




  Donna went back to her bedroom and picked up the telephone.


  No dial tone.


  So she rushed downstairs.


  The phone line in the kitchen, same as the one upstairs in Donna’s room—the only two phone lines in the house—was out of service.


  In an age without cell phones, Donna was stuck inside her house with her kids, no way to communicate with the outside world, and no idea if her attacker was outside waiting for her to emerge.
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