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				AUTHORS’ NOTE 

				The book in your hands conveys a true story. It is a research-backed, collaborative memoir, mostly supported by the documentation and recollections of one woman, Donna Palomba, and suffused with her very own words. A working mother of two, Donna was living her version of the American dream—family, husband, kids, a good job—when the unthinkable happened: Her home was invaded by a masked intruder. 

				What took place in Donna’s bedroom next was horrifying, tragic. Yet what she endured after she had been sexually assaulted is where the tragedy turned to heroism. I do not want to delve too deeply into Donna’s incredible tale of determination, survival, and triumph here; I simply want to say a few things about how and why I decided to get involved in this story and tell it in this manner.

				Over the course of twelve months, Donna dictated her story to me, and I put that story into a narrative with the added help of the documentation available—thousands of pages of police reports, trial transcripts, depositions, personal notes (throughout my career I’ve never seen more comprehensive, detailed entries from a victim of a crime, including conversations, thoughts, and quotes, recorded on the day of each incident), and many other forms of research. In some cases there is documentation to back up Donna’s story directly; in others, the story relies solely on Donna’s memory of the event(s). I conducted several interviews for this book, but did not set out to speak to all the people involved. My aim with Donna was to tell this story through her eyes and her memory. She lived it. This book is not one of my usual pieces of investigative journalism. It is Donna’s version of the events of her life, told by me.

				Throughout the book (beginning below my author’s note) the reader will find sections—the more personal aspects of the narrative—told in Donna’s first-person voice and set in italics. This dual storytelling is not a new literary device; but it is rather uncommon. Donna and I wanted to give the reader that all-important personal connection, beyond simply the quoting or paraphrasing of a source, that a story such as hers demands. To convey exactly how emotionally trying and altogether frightening Donna’s life became took courage on her part, and I wanted Donna to have a distinct voice, especially as she related her battle against the system and her discovery of the shocking identity of her attacker. 

				This story is about Donna Palomba’s life. My role was to frame her narrative and point out various aspects of the case the reader needs to understand. 

				I pored through literally thousands of pages of documents, interviewed Donna at length, studied her notes and diaries, exchanged hundreds of e-mails, got to know her on a personal level, and spoke to several of the people deeply involved in this case. Whenever someone is quoted, that dialogue was taken from those documents, trial transcripts, interviews I conducted, and Donna’s recollections.

				Even without all the research, anyone would know that Donna Palomba is a fighter, an unbelievable woman, and a survivor. She is not a victim.

				When tragedy strikes, some of us—perhaps myself included—might cower into a fetal ball. We might allow the enduring trauma to envelop every sense of our being. Very few would stand up to that misery and look it in the eye. Fewer still would continue to fight when victory did not seem possible. Donna is one of the brave few. Faced with defeat time and again, with nearly an entire city against her, Donna persevered. When the identity of her attacker was exposed, Donna did not lose her strength; she held her ground in defense of truth and justice, and continued her fight. Donna did not want to see another human being have to go through what she did. 

				What follows is her incredible journey. Donna lived as a “Jane Doe” for nearly fifteen years. Her identity was stolen from her. If you are a rape survivor (or know someone who is), or if you have been sexually assaulted and have not reported it (or know somebody who was), please read Donna’s story and visit the Jane Doe No More website. The information there can help you recover your identity and take back your life.

				


				—M. William Phelps

				June 2012

				


				Rape is the most misunderstood and underreported crime. The first step to healing is talking about the assault. Yet hundreds of thousands suffer in silence. 

				Every Jane Doe is a person with hopes and dreams and talents. I want to let everyone know that he or she is not alone and invite them to become part of what is a vocal, vibrant, and visible survivors’ community. 

				No more blame. No more shame. No more fear.

				This mission found me; I did not seek it. In a million years I would not have dreamt that I would be doing what I am doing today. And yet, I would not change a thing. This challenging journey has brought countless blessings and surprises and dared me to reach farther into my soul than I ever thought possible. I have found a greater purpose. Each day brings affirmation that something very special is in play—and I truly believe it is all part of God’s greater plan. 

				—Donna Palomba

				June 2012

			

		

	
        
            

    Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.

    —MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.



            


		
			
				CHAPTER ONE 

				A Stranger in the House

				The darkness enveloped her that night, and it may have been the absence of light that saved her life. 

				The first sound thirty-six-year-old Donna Palomba could recall later was muffled, a squirrel-in-the-attic rustling. Nothing 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, 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 into the very early morning of September 11, 1993. 

				After collecting her thoughts and listening closer, Donna was certain she heard footsteps: the creak of her wooden stairs that led to the second floor, where she and her children slept in separate rooms. 

				Those are not the tiny footsteps of children, she thought. The noise, now distinct and frightening, was definitely not the 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 and obtrusive, yet stealthy.

				The house was pitch dark, and since everything seems different late at night, Donna’s fear was magnified. Every sound was augmented and sustained. That internal filter between fear and reality, generally always there and functioning, was still sleeping. Alone in the house with her children, the comforting sound of crickets, and the late summer breeze outside the window, the last thing Donna 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 her surroundings, Donna realized that someone was now quickly moving around the front of her bed.

				Donna hadn’t been sleeping well earlier. 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 gave birth that week. Donna had spent some time on September 10 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—it reminded everyone how such natural, everyday miracles can bring so much joy to life.

				Now, merely hours later: an unfolding nightmare. It was the first time in twelve years of marriage that John and Donna had been apart. She was alone in a small community—the Overlook section of Waterbury, Connecticut—inside a big house. Her five- and seven-year-olds 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 for Donna to register what now happened so suddenly. She had been sleeping on her stomach and did not have the opportunity to turn over before he was on her back, violently holding her down, the two of them struggling for position, man against woman—not a fair fight.

				The random thoughts that popped into her head when she found herself fighting 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.

				She glimpsed some sort of mask concealing his identity, although she would not have been able to see him clearly 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.

				But her attacker buried his knee deeper into her back, then 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 her long, full, curly mane of auburn hair, holding her down even tighter. 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 ratcheted up. She couldn’t see, but she could certainly hear, smell. This is how she would later recall the sexual assault—through a series of sounds and scents. Like a blind person, Donna began to see with her ears and nose. 

				She heard him reach into the dresser drawer beside her bed (as if he knew where to look?) and pull something out. Next he placed a pillowcase over her head and secured it by tying nylons over her eyes like a blindfold. He bound her hands behind her back with the same material. She figured the nylons were the reason for his reaching into the dresser drawer. 

				After he finished tying Donna’s hands behind her back, he jammed his knee into her spine again to hold 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. These simple, everyday smells were overpowering, stagnant in the balminess of her bedroom. Later those same odors would send Donna into traumatic spells of depression and anxiety whenever she encountered them in the world. 

				As he held her down, she felt a forceful tug on her nightshirt and panties, and then heard the fabric tearing as he cut her panties with a knife. The ripping of the fabric seemed amplified.

				Then she heard a heavy clank: metal against wood. 

				In her mind, Donna Palomba saw her attacker placing a gun on the floor.
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				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 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 kids played hockey during the winter months and fished during summer. Overlook was one of those Norman Rockwell–type of blue- and white-collar neighborhoods centered on family, community, and God—a melting pot of many different nationalities, most with large families. John knew and loved everyone. His mom used to say John was the only kid she knew with three hundred close personal friends. 

				The neighborhood was so tight-knit 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, financial, 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, cared for. Having kids was a gift I had waited for all my life, yet I never realized or considered how much that experience was going to change me and teach me about love and the will to survive. 
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				Believing her attacker had a gun, which he had just 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 cage of survival and mortality. She was now only mother, protecting her kids, telling herself not to scream or make any noise 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.”

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

				Without saying a word, he tied another pair of nylons around her mouth. She was totally incapacitated at this point, bound and gagged.

				The thought she had at that exact moment stung all 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 else they could have come 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.”

				Words were 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 mind burn as though on fire, a throbbing that grew as she waited for the end of her life. 
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				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. 

				
                    
                        [image: ding.jpg]
                    

                

				After he took the barrel of the gun away from the area near Donna’s mouth, she spoke again: “Please, God, absolve me of all my sins.” The words came out shaky but swift. Donna desperately wanted to, but could not, cross herself, as she would when 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 left temple. Then he snarled, “If you call the pigs, I will come back here and kill you.”

				It was the first time Donna believed she might survive.

				Later Donna said that at this point she felt she needed to “will ” him down the stairs and out of her house. “That sounds crazy, I know,” she would later say. “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.”

				Yet something told her he was still standing at her bedside, staring, his gun pointed at her head, debating whether to pull the trigger or flee the scene. What could she say to this man who had 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, certain again that the words were not her own. “I promise I won’t tell anyone.” 

				She was sure the words sounded too desperate, shallow.

				The most horrifying period of silence she would ever know settled over the room. Just silence and the subtle hum of the house pulsating and the whisper of the New England night outside her open window. 

				As Donna considered her options, and perhaps again 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 ago she had 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.

				
                    
                        [image: ding.jpg]
                    

                

				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. Minutes before, I didn’t think I was going to have a life. What will I do with this life now? I was transformed then and there. Every day, I knew, would be a gift I could not ignore.

				Quickly I broke free from the nylons by stretching and slipping one hand out, leaving them on the other hand like a wristband. I pulled down the nylons covering my eyes and my mouth over the top of the pillowcase and let them slip onto my neck like 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 boney chest moved slowly up and down—a metronome to the faint whistle coming from her nose. I dropped my head, closed my eyes, sobbed, and thanked God my children were untouched.

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

				No dial tone. 

				She rushed downstairs.

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

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

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				Blindfolded

				Donna had been bound, gagged, and sexually assaulted. A gun had been placed to her mouth by her attacker, but she had somehow talked him out of killing her. Throughout the entire ordeal, Donna’s children slept like angels just down the hallway. Now, though, she was downstairs in that same house, roaming around, certainly in shock, her adrenaline pumping, finally realizing that the phone lines to the house had been cut. She had no way to call out. Her attacker, Donna thought, could be just outside the door, maybe reconsidering having left her alive.

				What now?

				There was only one thing Donna felt she could do: run like hell out of the house to a neighbor’s. After contemplating her options for about ten minutes, Donna slipped into a bathrobe, checked on the kids one last time (they were still sleeping), locked the door behind her, and took off. 

				Running west on Leffingwell Avenue, Donna stopped at the first house with lights on. It was the home of her husband John’s third cousin, Cliff Warner, a man Donna knew only in passing, a friendly hello in the neighborhood. 

				Donna banged as loudly as she could on Cliff’s back door while peering into the house, trying to spot someone. 

				“Come on . . . someone answer,” she whispered.

				Overwhelming anxiety. There she stood on Cliff’s back porch, knowing that her sleeping children were home alone (five houses away) while her attacker was on the loose. Donna kept looking back toward her house, that chilling warning he had given her echoing . . . 

				If you call the pigs, I will kill you.

				Donna later said that Cliff came to the door, recognized her, took one look, and immediately knew something was wrong.

				Donna explained the situation as best as she could: “Someone broke in . . . attacked me. . . I was raped. My God, the kids, Cliff. The kids are still there.”

				Donna ran into the house behind Cliff as he picked up the phone and dialed 911.

				“I’m calling from 500 Farmington Avenue,” Cliff said hurriedly after a dispatcher from the Waterbury Police Department (WPD) answered. (In Waterbury 911 calls went directly to the police department.) “We have an assault—a sexual assault, on Leffingwell Ave, um . . .”

				In the background Donna yelled, “A burglary!”

				The dispatcher asked where the sexual assault had taken place.

				Cliff didn’t know Donna’s address off the top of his head. His voice was broken. He sounded nervous, shaken.

				Donna grabbed the telephone from Cliff’s hand: “I’m the victim . . .” She came across as fairly calm at first—maybe even in control. But she had been frightened to her core, unsure whether she was even doing the right thing by talking to the police. She added, “Listen, he told me if I called the police he would be back to kill me. He cut my phone lines, so I’m at a neighbor’s. My children are okay, but they’re in the house by themselves.” 

				The mere mention of her children sent Donna into hysterical crying.

				“Where?” dispatch asked.

				Donna gave her address.

				Dispatch asked her to spell out the name of her street.

				She did that, adding, “But please . . . he told me—” 

				Dispatch interrupted, “What apartment?”

				“What?”

				“What apartment?”

				“. . . It’s a home.”

				“Okay. How old are the kids?”

				“Seven and five.” By now Donna sounded as though she was out of breath. She was hyperventilating. Her voice carried one message: Get someone over there to protect her children, fast.

				“Seven and five?” dispatch confirmed.

				“Please, I don’t want to leave them alone . . . what . . . what should I do?”

				“Okay,” dispatch said. “You were sexually assaulted?”

				Donna was speaking so fast—in a manic state of panic—it was hard to follow, but she said quite clearly at one point: “It was an attempted rape . . . and . . . and . . . he burgled . . . I don’t even care . . . I just want my children safe from him.”

				Why “attempted rape,” and not “he raped me,” would become an issue in the months that followed. Later Donna explained the rationale behind the ostensibly odd choice of words: “I believe part of the reason is because he prematurely ejaculated even though he penetrated me with a finger, and the other part is probably because I couldn’t bring myself to say or believe that I had been raped at that point.” And indeed, coming up with the correct words—any coherent words, for that matter—or an explanation for what had just taken place would have been nearly impossible for anyone in this same situation.

				“Can you meet the police outside [your home]?” dispatch asked.

				“Is George Lescadre in?” Donna asked. This seemed like a strange request to the dispatcher. But George, a detective with the WPD, was a family friend. Donna was desperate to speak to someone she knew; she felt the urgency she’d hoped to convey wasn’t getting through to the dispatcher. She was terrified her attacker would go back to her home and harm her children. She didn’t know what else to do. Getting George on the line seemed like the best idea at the time.

				“George Lescadre . . . I . . . I really don’t know him,” the dispatcher said.

				“He’s a detective!” Donna said, breathing heavily into the phone.

				“Okay, can you hold on, ma’am?”

				“Yes.”

				There was a long pause. Lots of beeping and static. 

				Donna waited. A minute went by. To Donna it felt like forever.

				“Hi, I’m Sergeant Rinaldi, can I help you?” a man’s voice said.

				Meanwhile, Cliff Warner, the neighbor, emerged from his basement with an ax. As Donna repeated her request to Sergeant Rinaldi, Cliff signaled to her that he was heading up to the house with the ax to protect the kids and wait for the police. 

				“No, he’s not working now,” Rinaldi said.

				“All right, listen,” Donna explained. “I’ve just been attempted raped and burglarized . . .” She repeated her address and explained why she was at Cliff’s, with as calm a tone as she could muster, hoping Rinaldi would take her seriously, adding, “. . . my children are home sleeping. I wanted to have . . . I don’t know what to do. The gentleman that did this said . . .”

				Rinaldi cut her off, asking, “Do you know him?” 

				Gentleman was perhaps a strange way to refer to a man who had just brutally raped Donna and threatened her life, but she was in a state of pure panic. She really had no idea what words she was using—they were just coming from a hyperactive, fevered mind.

				“What?” Donna asked.

				“Do you know the guy?”

				“No, I don’t know him at all. He covered my head. Thank God he left me alive. He just said that if I killed . . . if I called the cops he would kill me, and I am very afraid.”

				“Listen to me,” Rinaldi said, trying to take control of the conversation. “The kids are in the house?”

				“Yes!” Donna answered.

				“Okay. You stay on the line with me, okay? I’m going to dispatch—”

				Donna interrupted him. She sounded terrified and desperate, crying out in between her words: “But listen . . . he told me that if I called the cops . . . he would kill me . . . I don’t want to—”

				“He cannot kill you. You’re not there, are you?”

				“No,” Donna said through her tears.

				“Well, aren’t you concerned about your kids?” Rinaldi asked, again trying to keep Donna focused.

				“Of course I am.”
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				I had always lived my life a certain way. My devout Catholic upbringing and resilient faith had gotten me through every possible interruption and hardship: death in the family, argument with my husband, other traumatic moments. I didn’t know it then, but the night of September 11, 1993, was going to erase my identity. I became a Jane Doe the moment I stepped out of my Leffingwell Avenue house. Still, after being raped, escaping death, and having my life and my children’s lives threatened, I believed in the depth of my soul that the worst part of my nightmare was over. My attacker, I thought, had left the house and disappeared into the darkness of the night. I thought that after this 911 call ended, the police would come, begin an investigation, and ultimately find him. I would initiate the process of healing—all while being grateful for the second chance at life that God had given me.

				My home had always been one of a few places I considered a safe harbor; somewhere to hide from what could be a dangerous, evil world, a carefree dwelling, essentially, protecting my family from what at times could be a dysfunctional culture filled with monsters. That all changed on this night. In fact, the local WPD, which I had previously measured on a similar scale of safety, became a space I would despise more than anything, each subsequent visit prompting an emotional reaction I did not think even existed inside me. I had no idea, obviously, that nearly fifteen years would pass—the worst of my ordeal ahead of me—before I would be able to reclaim my identity and take back my life from the police and my attacker. 
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				The idea that her kids were not her main concern as she spoke to the WPD rattled Donna. What was Rinaldi implying with that last question? Did he think that she had left her children alone because she was worried only about herself?

				Rinaldi told Donna to remain calm. He said he was going to get “some police” dispatched to her house immediately. He asked again for the address. Then, strangely enough, the officer said, “You’re sure, you’re sure you live in this house?”

				“Yes.”

				Rinaldi told her to stay put. “Hang on a second.” 

				There was a pause. Donna’s labored and heavy breathing took over the dead air space. She was hyperventilating again. 

				A minute or more went by. Rinaldi came back. “Okay, ma’am . . . we got some officers going to your house right now.”

				“Yes,” she said. “Should I meet them there? I’m down the street. I locked the door. The guy’s out of the house. He’s gone.”

				Rinaldi was speaking to someone in the background, repeating certain details Donna was giving him. Then, addressing her, he said, “Okay, stay where you are. There’s nothing you can do right now . . .” There was a pause. Then: “You don’t know this gentleman—he just came into your house?”

				“I couldn’t get a look at him. He came in while I was sleeping, and he put a thing over my head.”

				“You don’t know if he was white, black, or anything?”

				“He smelled like grease . . . I don’t know if he was black. He had kind of a black accent,” she added. “That’s very vague. I wouldn’t be able to tell. My main concern is my children.”

				“Okay.”

				“I begged and pleaded for my life, and he was kind,” Donna said, surprising herself with her use of the word kind.

				They spoke about addresses and doors being locked. Then Rinaldi explained that an officer was on the way to pick her up at Cliff’s.

				“Don’t change your clothes or anything,” Rinaldi advised. Important evidence, the officer suggested, could be on her person and clothing.

				“I’m all ripped,” Donna said, referring to her attacker cutting her clothing.

				“Listen,” Rinaldi said, “don’t wash.”

				“I know.”

				“Try to stay calm. There’s nothing you can do.”

				“I just want my children safe.”

				Rinaldi promised Donna that they were working on getting the children.

				Donna was beginning to lose total control of her emotions. She had kept things in check for quite a while, but now Rinaldi was losing her. In tears, she said, “This is the most frightening thing I’ve ever . . . I’m just so grateful—I cannot tell you—that he left me alive.”

				“That’s the main thing . . .” Rinaldi agreed.

				For the next several minutes, Donna and Rinaldi talked about what had happened inside her bedroom. Donna explained why she believed her assailant had a gun—the sounds of metal and the fact that he had pressed what she thought was the barrel against her lips and to her temple. As soon as Donna said something important, Rinaldi repeated it to someone else in the room with him. Donna kept saying, “Oh, God . . . I cannot believe it . . .” 

				Interrupting, Rinaldi told her that an officer had arrived at her house.

				“Are my kids okay?” Donna asked excitedly.

				Rinaldi said the cruiser had just pulled up; no one was inside the house yet.

				Donna asked that they not enter the house without her there. She was firm: “Don’t scare the children!” She also warned Rinaldi that there would be a guy standing in the yard with an ax, but he was not the perpetrator. He was there to protect the children. “Don’t hurt him.”

				This got Rinaldi’s attention: “Pardon?”

				She explained what Cliff was doing up at the house. Rinaldi understood and relayed the information.

				Some time went by, and Rinaldi continued to comfort Donna, telling her that their main concern was getting the children into a safe environment.

				Donna was eager to get out of Cliff’s house and up to her home. She wanted to be there when the children woke up.

				“The best thing you can do right now is give me as much information as you can,” Rinaldi said. The information regarding her attacker was fresh in Donna’s mind. Looking back later, she assumed the WPD wanted to get the details from her so they could begin to search the area for the man who had attacked her.

				Rinaldi asked Donna if she knew which way her attacker went when he left the house.

				“No . . . out the front door, I believe.” Donna was crying now, again losing her composure. She sensed the impact this incident was going to have. The gravity of the situation was beginning to make sense to her. The thought that her kids were almost in the arms of safety was overwhelming. She was waiting to hear that the police were inside her home, protecting them.

				“Do you know which way he went down?”

				“My . . . my eyes were blindfolded. It took me a while to work them off.”

				“Are you positive that he left the house?”

				“Yes.” Donna said. She had heard him walk down the stairs and shut the door.

				“He cut the phone lines?” Rinaldi asked.

				“Yes.”

				“How do you know he cut the phone lines?”

				She explained how she couldn’t make any calls. The line was dead. It made sense that he cut the line. That’s why she left the house.

				At this point Donna saw a police officer at the back door of Cliff’s house. “The police are here,” she said to Rinaldi. Then, to the officer that entered Cliff’s kitchen: “I am the victim.”

				Donna handed the phone to the responding officer, saying, “My children. I need to get my children.”

				“Yes,” he said to Donna, then, addressing Rinaldi, “Hello?”

				“Is she all tied up?” Rinaldi asked the responding officer. There was a problem with the connection. “Is she all ripped up?” Rinaldi asked again after getting no response.

				“Yeah,” the officer said.

				After a few words: “This sounds real serious,” Rinaldi said.

				“I know it is.”

				Rinaldi explained that the kids were still in the house up the street.

				“I’m going to get the key from her and head up there,” the responding officer said.

				“Okay.”

				They hung up.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				Jam Sandwich

				Donna was in shock. The presence of the police, lights flashing, radios squelching, the entire neighborhood, it seemed, waking up in the middle of the night, amplified the event, made it all too real. She was crying now without realizing it, wandering around Cliff’s house in a daze, wondering what was going on at her house and if her children were safe. Had the police woken them up and frightened them?

				The responding officer hung up with Sergeant Rinaldi and asked Donna for the key to her house. They needed to get in.

				She handed the officer the key and followed him as he walked toward the door to leave.

				“Listen,” he said, “you have to stay here . . . and don’t remove any of that,” pointing to the nylons on her neck and wrist.

				Donna wondered why she had to stay behind—alone. But she did as she was told. Within a few moments the officer pulled out of Cliff’s driveway and sped off, en route to her house.

				Donna was now by herself at Cliff’s house. Why hadn’t they brought a second officer to stay with her? It didn’t make sense.

				She walked back inside and called her cousin. The one person she did not want to call was John. He was in Colorado. Sleeping. What could he do? In a day without cell phones, to notify John, Donna would have to phone the hotel and ask the desk clerk to wake him up and tell him there was an emergency back home. News like that would only spread the anxiety and fear she felt to Colorado and ruin John’s flight home. He would be home later the next day. She could tell him then.

				“I’ll be right there!” Donna’s cousin, Nick Gugliotti, said. Nick lived in Watertown, a neighboring city only minutes away. 
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				The separation anxiety I felt as I waited at Cliff’s grew with each passing moment. I had no idea what was going on at my house, or if the police had woken my kids up. I wanted to see and hold my kids. There were all these people—the police, Nick (my cousin), Cliff, even my neighbors—waking up, arriving at my house, and I am at another location. With that playing in my mind, along with the trauma of having just been raped, feeling a sense of urgency, and not knowing where my attacker was, I felt like I could no longer stay at Cliff’s house. So I made a decision.
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				Inside Cliff’s kitchen, unfamiliar with the layout or where Cliff and his family kept things, Donna frantically searched through cabinet drawers for a knife. If she was going to run back to her house, she was not going to do it without having something to protect herself with. She was certain he was out there, watching her, now upset that she had involved the police when he had given her specific directions not to.

				Arming herself with the “biggest knife” she “could find in the drawer,” Donna ran the five houses back to her home. Approaching the yard, she could see people mingling, neighbors looking out their windows. Police lights. The front door wide open. All this activity gave her a fleeting sense of relief that she was safe. But still, the children. Were they okay? Were they waking up wondering where she was?

				A police officer approached Donna as she walked up to the front door. She asked him where her kids were.

				“I need to take that knife, ma’am,” he said.

				Donna’s mother- and brother-in-law, who lived nearby, had just received a call from Nick, who had explained what was happening. Now they walked up and hugged Donna.

				Within a few moments, Donna was inside, running up the stairs to check on her kids.

				Remarkably, the kids were still sleeping.

				The house filled with people and Donna calmed down, if only slightly. She felt less threatened. Police were now inside her house, going up and down the stairs, sizing up a crime scene that had grown crowded, even bustling. Meanwhile, friends and family consoled Donna.

				“We checked the inside and outside of the residence,” noted a report written by the WPD about this crucial period of the night, “and did not find anything but the victim’s kids sound asleep in their bedrooms upstairs . . .”

				Describing Donna arriving at the scene, the report noted that she “appeared to be a little upset and had a knife in her right hand . . .”

				One of the first things Donna told police when she arrived, in describing her attack, was that she “might have heard” a noise “coming from one of the closets and then spotted a shadow.” She then described the attack in detail. In the police report the WPD said she “did not appear to have any marks . . .” Donna described her attacker as having a “Jamaican accent.” She said he “smelled of oil.” He “cut her panties, then tried to rape her, but couldn’t for some reason, then left the scene . . .” Even more interesting, when placed within the context of Donna’s ensuing case and how the next few weeks would play out, was the report’s description of Donna’s bedroom, the scene of the attack: “. . . Palomba’s pocketbook, wallet . . . were neatly on her bed. Residence appeared to be very neat.”

				Upstairs, inside Donna’s bedroom, according to the report, a pair of officers collected “2 floral pattern pillow cases, 1 silver earring, gold earrings, 2 pearl necklass [sic], 1 silver heart pendant . . . 1 black panty, torn . . . 1 grey sweatshirt with writing . . .” which were all, the report added, “turned in as evidence.”

				Police also took the panty hose that were tied around Donna’s neck and wrist, but not the clothing she was wearing. They confiscated more jewelry downstairs, “sheets, cases . . . ,” and also a “bat” (as in baseball), which they found on a chair in the living room. 

				On that night, not one neighbor was interviewed by the police. The neighborhood itself was not canvassed for Donna’s assailant. Besides those obvious items the police collected, the house was not cordoned off with yellow police tape and processed. Most important, there was no record of the WPD’s CSI unit being called in to fingerprint and photograph the house, or to search and collect trace evidence from inside or outside the house or from Donna’s body that night. Those procedures are part of crime-scene 101, regardless of circumstances. It was as if this was the first time an event of this nature had occurred for the WPD, and they were unprepared to deal with it. Why weren’t officers out scouring the neighborhood for an alleged rapist who had tied Donna up, brutally assaulted her, and threatened her life?

				“Looking back,” Donna said later, “I just don’t think they knew what they were supposed to do.”

				Donna was in a daze for the next twenty-four hours. She was saying and doing things out of the norm, but it was behavior that should have been expected from a victim of a sexual assault. When Nick had arrived earlier with his wife, Dawn, he was amazed when he first saw Donna.

				“When I got there,” Nick said later, “the image that comes to mind when I think of what Donna looked like is a scarecrow. Donna was standing in the doorway, her arms stretched out, those nylons hanging from her wrists and her neck . . . It was a bizarre picture to see someone you love standing there that way: pale as could be and shuttering.”

				Nick wanted to hug Donna, but he was told he could not because such contact could transfer evidence.

				“I saw a beautiful young lady that looked terrorized,” Nick added. “One of the things, however, that was literally bungled by the police was that they allowed me to go through the house without stopping me.”

				For Nick, to see his business partner, his friend, a family member, torn apart by an unspeakable crime, was gut-wrenching. Nick idolized Donna in many ways. 

				“She is an exceptional, unique individual,” Nick said later. “I’ve known her since she was a baby. We grew up together. We were in business together. So I’ve seen her just about every single day of her life. She is the epitome of a lady. Respected by our clients. No one in our family expected Donna to be anything but honest—she’s always been kind to a fault. So what was torturous to me was to later see what happened to Donna in the weeks after, as the police got hold of her. What they would say about Donna was so contrary to who Donna is and her life’s experience.”

				While at the house, Nick said he walked upstairs to check on the kids. Then he went from room to room, looking at windows, inside closets, all over, to see if anything stood out to him. He was curious to find out how the intruder had entered the house.

				As the police finished at the scene, a female officer suggested to Donna that she go to the emergency room for treatment. “I believe,” Donna recalled, “one officer might have asked to take me, but I wanted to go with Nick.”

				“She didn’t even want to go at first—she was obviously in shock and couldn’t make decisions,” Nick recalled later. 

				Despite everything that had occurred, there seemed to be no frantic hurry to get Donna to the hospital. But by about 2:30 in the morning of September 11, 1993, Donna’s eye was swollen, throbbing badly, and tearing up. She felt as though her attacker might have scratched the actual eyeball. While she hadn’t been beaten, her wrists had ligature marks where the nylons had been tied by her attacker. Her emotional state was deteriorating rapidly as the morning progressed. As she absorbed more and more of what had happened, the idea of being a rape victim began to consume Donna. Granted, she was grateful to be alive and even touched with gratitude toward her attacker for allowing her and her children to live. But the violence and her suffering during the ordeal were now overriding everything else as she wandered about the scene of the crime. She was starting to think in terms of . . . I was raped during a home invasion. I’m a rape victim. The totality of the night hit Donna as she prepared to go to the hospital after her cousin Nick and his wife Dawn offered to take her.

				“You know, you really should go,” the female police officer advised.

				“I know,” Donna said. “But my kids. I don’t want them to wake up and be scared. I’m worried about the kids.”

				After some time spent debating what to do, it was decided that Cliff and Donna’s brother-in-law would carry the children down the street to Donna’s mother-in-law. They would be safe there. 

				This female officer, Donna later said, also told her to make sure she asked the hospital to conduct a sexual assault examination.

				Ultimately this advice would change the entire investigation.
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				This place I called home, Waterbury, Connecticut, was a community of wonderful people, close, always willing to help one another. I grew up in the north end until I was about six or seven, and then we moved to the west end. My family was super tight, both sides 100 percent Italian. My mother was born in Italy. She came over when she was five years old and met her father for the first time. Life revolved around family. Sundays were always at my grandparents, where I learned about hope, faith, and perseverance at an early age. They had a grape vine. They crushed the grapes, made wine. My noni would make bread, pasta, and sauce from tomatoes we grew and harvested. They had a three-family house with a big garden in the
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