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Chapter 1
Jeanne
“Vallery Brighton?”
No response.
“Vallery Brighton,” the teacher called out again, louder, as her
gaze around the fifth-grade class settled on the quiet, slender, blond,
curly haired girl staring out the window facing the shimmering
Charles River.
Miss Callahan strolled over in front of Vallery’s desk. With
experienced patience and genuine concern for every pupil she ever
taught, Miss Callahan calmly asked, “Are you Vallery Brighton?”
“Yes, Ma’am, I’m Vallery. I’m sorry I wasn’t paying attention.”
“It’s only the first day. I will take attendance for a few days until I
get to know everybody. Are you new to Berkshire Street School?”
“Yes, Miss Callahan, I transferred from St. Mark’s.”
“Well, we’re glad to have you. I’ll finish the roll call, but I’d like
you to see me during recess so I can get to know you a little better. Is
that all right?” she asked with a smile.
“Yes, Miss Callahan,” Vallery responded, wondering why she was
being singled out for attention.
As the teacher methodically went through the class roster,
Vallery directed her gaze out the window again. The MIT crew team
was stroking up the river, eight muscular men drenched in sweat. She
struggled to pay attention when Miss Callahan began to talk of all the
fun things the class was going to do that year, as well as all the
learning, growth, and achievement.
At precisely 9:30 a.m., the bell rang for morning recess. All the
other children scampered for the door to run outside to the
playground. It was a warm, sunny day in Cambridge, and they were
still in summer play moods. Vallery cautiously approached the
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teacher’s desk and stood silently in front of it. Miss Callahan motioned
to the side chair by her desk and asked Vallery to sit down.
“We get a lot of students transferring from the Catholic schools in
the middle grades. I suppose it’s the cost or transportation problems.
But one good thing,” Miss Callahan said with a smile, “they’re all as
well mannered as you, Vallery.”
“Thank you,” Vallery responded. She waited a few seconds and
then asked, “What did you want to see me about?”
“Well, nothing in particular. I noticed you were fixated on
something out the window all morning. I’m sure you’re apprehensive
about attending a new school, but I’ll try to make you feel welcome.
It appears you know some of the other students already.”
“Yes, some of them are in my neighborhood. I’ll be okay.”
Miss Callahan perceived that Vallery was still preoccupied in
thought. She asked, “Is there anything bothering you today?”
Vallery looked out the window again, then back at Miss Callahan.
She wasn’t sure if she wanted to divulge anything personal to the
teacher. She’d just met her today. Even though she seemed pleasant
and sincere, she was still only a teacher, not a relative or trusted
friend. But Vallery felt obligated to speak, and as she thought about it,
there wasn’t anybody else to confide in who didn’t already know
what was happening. And none of them were the least bit concerned
about Vallery’s feelings on the event. So she opened up to Miss
Callahan.
“My mother’s in Boston today having a baby,” she told her
teacher very matter-of-factly.
Miss Callahan couldn’t contain her surprise. Her eyes opened
wide and she struggled for words. “Well . . . what are you . . . why are
you . . . why aren’t you in Boston with her?”
“I wanted to go, but my stepfather said I couldn’t miss the first
day of school. He said there was plenty of time to see the baby when
my mother came home, and I’d just be in the way anyway.”
Miss Callahan tried to recover. She hadn’t married yet so hadn’t
had children of her own, but she loved them dearly anyway. She
wondered how Vallery’s mother felt about not having Vallery there
when her sibling was born. She was amazed how calm Vallery herself
was at a time that should be very exciting.
“So who is staying with you until they come home?” Miss
Callahan asked.
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“Nobody. Except Lilly checks in on me at night.”
“Who’s Lilly?” Miss Callahan inquired.
“She’s the old lady on the third floor.”
“So you’re staying in your house alone?”
“Yes, but only for three or four nights. My mother said she’ll call
me tonight.”
“Well, I hope so,” Miss Callahan said with concern.
“If my stepfather lets her.” Vallery pursed her lips in silent
defiance.
“Why wouldn’t he?”
“He says my mother spoils me and she should spend more time
with him.”
Miss Callahan placed her hand on Vallery’s. “But now you’ll have
a new family member to share.” Then she wrote her phone number
on a piece of paper, folded the paper, and handed it to Vallery. As the
bell rang to end recess, she explained, “If you need anything while
your parents are away, call me at home.”
“Okay, thanks,” Vallery replied, relieved that an adult took an
interest in her well-being. She wandered back to her desk and
wondered whether the baby would be a boy or a girl and how much
the new sibling would impact her own life.
After school, she skipped all the way home, avoiding the sidewalk
cracks and tree roots bursting through the concrete. She entered
through the back door, as instructed, dropped her lunch pail on the
kitchen table, and stared at the phone on the doily-covered
mahogany end table in the living room. It didn’t ring.
Instead, the silence was broken by the creaky vestibule door as
Lilly waltzed in, wearing a beautiful red silk kimono with black sash.
“Hi, Sweetie,” she said.
“Hi, Lilly.”
She hugged Vallery, and then guided her to the broken-down
beer-stained couch where they sat together. “How was your first day
of school?”
“Boring.”
Lilly laughed. “Maybe you’re too smart for fifth grade; maybe
they need to put you in sixth.”
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“Did anybody call?”
“I don’t know, Honey. I didn’t hear anything upstairs.”
“I wish I could call my mother.”
“Don’t worry — they’ll call tonight.”
Vallery noticed the pearl necklace on Lilly’s neck. She reached
up to stroke it, asking, “What’s this?”
“Oh, it’s nothing — just something David sent me from Japan,”
she replied with misty eyes. “Doesn’t it go nice with this robe? It’s
from him, too.”
Lilly drew her fingers across the collar, lost in thought. “During
the war?”
“Yes, Dear — ten years ago today, just before he —” She choked
up, unable to finish her sentence.
Vallery shifted on the couch to face Lilly and placed her hand on
Lilly’s knee. “I’m sorry David died in the war, and I’m sorry that his
father died in World War One.”
“I know, Sugar — I am too.”
Lilly pulled a frilly white hanky out of her pocket and gently blew
her nose. “War’s a horrible thing. I lost the only son and husband I’ve
ever known.”
“Sometimes I wish my stepfather died in the war. I want my real
father.”
“You shouldn’t talk like that, Vallery,” Lilly scolded her. “Pete
fought for his country and for you to live in freedom.”
“But why is he so mean? He doesn’t even like me.”
“I’m sure he loves you and your mother. He was wounded, you
know, and spent eight months in a horrible prisoner of war camp.
They did some despicable things to him that made him feel less of a
man when he got out.”
Vallery pouted and changed the subject. “Let’s make dinner.”
“It’s only four o’clock, Darling.”
“So what? Mom said she’d call after dinner. The sooner we eat
dinner, the sooner she’ll call.”
Lilly laughed and shook her head. “I think she meant after her
dinner. You better stay in fifth grade.”
She stood up and took Vallery by both hands to pull her out of
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the couch. She draped her arm around her shoulder and guided her
out to the kitchen. The rose-colored wallpaper cast a warm hue over
the whole room, inviting them to relax and enjoy a succulent meal.
But fine dining was not the order of the day.
“There’s some leftover pot roast in the refrigerator. I guess we
can boil some potatoes and snap a few green beans. Do you want to
peel the potatoes?” Lilly asked.
“Okay, but with the peeler, not a knife. Last time I cut my finger
with the knife.”
“All right, Honey,” said Lilly as she rummaged through the
utensil drawer. “We don’t need any blood in the potatoes.”
After dinner, as the two ladies were washing dishes, the phone
rang. Vallery raced to answer it, her hands still wet and soapy.
“Hello?”
“Vallery?”
“Yes, Mom, it’s me. Did you have it?”
“Yes,” came the groggy answer. “She’s beautiful, like you.”
“It’s a girl?”
“Yes, a baby girl.”
“Did it hurt?”
“I don’t remember, dear, but she’s wonderful.”
Lilly strolled over and sat in the easy chair next to the phone.
“She had a baby girl?”
Vallery covered the mouthpiece and said, “Yes, I have a sister.”
Removing her hand, she asked her mother, “What’s her name?”
“Jeanne. Jeanne Gayle McCormack.”
“That’s a pretty name.”
“Vallery?” asked Pete in a gruff tone.
“What?”
“Your mother’s tired and has to sleep now.”
“Okay,” said Vallery, disappointed.
“Did you go to school today?”
“Yes.”
“Did you get the paper and the mail and empty the trash?”
Vallery bristled, but lied convincingly anyway. “Yes, everything’s
done.”
13

Larry E. Bridgham

“Okay, you get to bed on time tonight and go to school tomorrow,
understand?”
“Yes.”
“We can’t call again because it costs too much.”
Vallery was almost in tears. “Okay. When will you be home?”
“When we get there. Maybe two days. Don’t worry about it.”
Lilly took the phone from Vallery and spoke sternly into it, “Is
that you, Pete?”
“Yeah, why? Everything’s fine.”
“You’ve upset Vallery.”
“Well, it doesn’t take much, does it?”
Lilly restrained herself for Vallery’s sake. “Congratulations on
your new daughter.”
“Yeah, thanks. Maybe the next one will be a boy.”
Lilly was astounded at Pete’s attitude. She always gave him the
benefit of the doubt when she heard him yell at Mary. After all, he
was a wounded decorated veteran who expressed his anger at will,
but she thought ten years was long enough to overcome the pain
and get on with life.
“I hope Mary is resting comfortably. I’ll keep an eye on Vallery
until you get back.” She hung up without waiting for a response.
“See, I told you,” Vallery said.
“Oh, Honey, don’t you worry about Pete McCormack. You have a
lovely baby sister now to worry about.”
“I don’t want to worry about anyone.”
“All right — then I guess you won’t worry about me if I go
upstairs and take a bath and go to bed, will you.”
Vallery bowed her head sheepishly. “I’m sorry, Lilly.”
“That’s okay,” Lilly comforted her with a hug. “Now you better
finish cleaning up the kitchen and get yourself into bed, too.”
“Aren’t you going to help?” Vallery asked in disbelief.
“Honey, I have to soak my aching back and read another chapter
of my murder mystery. You’ll be fine.” Lilly sashayed out of the living
room as Vallery stood alone, listening to each fading footstep up the
stairs.
***
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Two days later, the clunky old Chrysler could be heard a block
away before it rolled to a stop in the driveway beside the house.
Vallery bolted out the door at the first sound of the rusted-out
muffler. She opened the side door and leaped into her mother’s arms.
“Be careful,” Mary warned her, “the baby’s right here.”
“Let me see.”
Mary lifted the baby out of its basket and gently pulled the
blanket back from her head.
“She has black hair,” exclaimed Vallery.
“That’s so I can tell you two apart,” Mary responded with a
benevolent smile.
“Oh, Mom, that’s silly. I’m older than she is. How do you spell
her name?”
“Maybe you can spell it inside,” hollered Pete as he slammed the
trunk lid shut and carried the luggage and baby paraphernalia
toward the front door, “while you’re making dinner.”
“Come on, Vallery,” Mary sighed, “let’s go cook your dad some
dinner.”
Two hours later, Pete settled into the couch with a bottle of beer
to listen to a fight on the radio. Mary went into the master bedroom
to nurse Jeanne. Vallery asked to accompany her, and Mary
consented.
She watched in awe as Mary uncovered her left breast and
suckled the baby. Jeanne’s eyes were closed, but she knew where
the sustenance was and sucked ferociously.
“What’s she doing?” asked Vallery.
“She’s sucking my milk.”
“You have milk?”
Mary smiled. “It’s called mother’s milk. It’s not the same as milk
in the bottle.”
“What does it look like?”
Mary removed her nipple from the baby’s mouth and squirted
some on the baby’s lips for Vallery to see. Jeanne frowned and was
about to cry when Mary reinserted her nipple in her mouth and
Jeanne continued her contented feeding.
“Do I have mother’s milk?” asked Vallery.
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“Not now. But you will when you grow up and marry and have a
baby.”
“I hope I have lots of babies.”
Mary softly laughed. “There’s more to having babies than
breastfeeding. You have to be able to take care of them every minute
of every day.”
“I will,” Vallery stated.
“Okay, well, why don’t you go upstairs now and get ready for
bed. Tomorrow’s Saturday and Pete agreed to take you to the park
while I fix up Jeanne’s room.”
Vallery did as she was told while Mary finished nursing Jeanne
and prepared her to sleep in the bassinette next to her own bed.
When the baby’s quiet breathing was the only sound in the bedroom,
Mary pulled the door partially shut and ambled out to the living
room. She was shocked to see Pete standing in the dark with only
his T-shirt on.
“Come here,” he demanded.
“What for?”
“Just come here,” he insisted. “I want to kiss you.”
“I’m tired, Pete. Let’s go to bed.”
She slowly crossed the room and stood in front of him, somewhat
apprehensive. He grabbed her by the shoulders and kissed her hard
on the lips. “What do you want?” she demanded in a harsh whisper.
“You know what I want,” responded Pete as he pressed his
erection against her sensitive belly.
“Damn it, Pete, you heard the doctor — no intercourse for six
weeks! Are you out of your mind?”
He covered her mouth with one hand and forced her onto the
couch on her stomach. “He didn’t say nothing about coming in the
back door, did he?”
Mary gasped in fear as he shoved her face into the sofa pillow
with one hand and yanked her panties down to her knees with the
other.
“You can’t —” Mary’s protest was muffled as he mounted her
from behind, almost smothering her in the pillow with the weight of
his hairy torso.
“Oh yes I can,” Pete insisted as he forced himself into her anus.
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He drove deep inside her with rapid thrusts, ignoring her faint,
painful moans. For a brief second, he flashed back to the agony he’d
suffered as a nineteen-year-old captured soldier when the two
Gestapo officers interrogated and tortured him for two hours,
culminated when they tied his hands, threw him on the concrete
floor, and took turns sodomizing him.
Pete grunted and exhaled loudly as he finished his mission.
Mary whimpered and cried softly, relieved it was over. He struggled
up from the awkward position, grabbed his pants off the floor, and
marched back to the bedroom. He flung himself into bed and was
snoring within minutes.
Mary stumbled to the kitchen and grabbed a damp washcloth.
She returned to the couch, got down on her knees and rubbed her
blood off the middle cushion as best she could. She rubbed and
rubbed in a trance, staring at the crucifix on the wall by the vestibule
door. She wondered if God was going to help her. But she vowed she
would somehow provide a life for her daughters, even if it meant
she’d have no life of her own.
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