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​​​​Dedication

To both my kids, Miranda and William Green III, for always being a positive part of my life and making me a proud parent. Congratulations to both of you on your achievements and newfound careers.

To Scott Congdon, for loving me for who I am and supporting me through another career, novel writing.
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In remembrance of Mary Theresa Simpson, from her sister Linda Simpson-Galpin. “Mary, I always have a great time with you. I know we didn’t have a lot of time together, but we did like the same things. We were great together in dance school, camping, swimming, block dance. I want you to know more than anything, you are my best friend and sister. I miss you every day. I love you with my whole heart and soul, your sister, Linda.”
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This is a novel based on an actual crime, the 1964 murder of Mary Theresa Simpson. She was a beloved child known for being timid, shy, and loving. Her story needs to be told, and her mystery needs to be solved.

This novel includes facts and other information obtained from multiple reliable sources. These sources include, but are not limited to: Linda Simpson-Galpin, Mary Theresa’s sister; Retired Elmira Police Officer David Holmes, and the Elmira Star-Gazette.
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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​Inspiration

“No one is actually dead until the ripples they cause in the world die away.”  

– Terry Pratchett

“Our dead are never dead to us until we have forgotten them.”

– George Eliot

“Nothing matters but the facts. Without them, the science of criminal investigation is nothing more than a guessing game.”

– Blake Edwards

“Asking questions is an essential part of police investigation. In the ordinary sense, a police officer is free to ask a person for identification without implicating the Fourth Amendment.”

– Anthony Kennedy

“I invite everyone to choose forgiveness rather than division, teamwork over personal ambition.”

– Jean-Francois Cope
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Prologue
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The wind howls through the barren trees, their skeletal branches swaying wildly before colliding in a loud, dry crack. Puffy, white-and-gray clouds drift across the sky as cold gusts sweep through the landscape, scattering dry, crumbling leaves, creating a whirlwind like miniature tornadoes. 

In the cloudy sky, a murder of crows caw, their dark wings slicing through the frigid air as they circle over a narrow creek running down Combs Hill before diving back toward the swaying trees. 

Beneath the bare branches, hidden among dead leaves, lays a small, freshly disturbed mound of dirt and foliage. A pair of sneakers sticks out from the pile, partially concealed beneath several stacked, flat rocks. The first rock reveals thin, short legs covered in knee-length jeans with the ends of a green skirt askew over them. 

The hem of a blouse with a missing button peeks out beneath the next flat rock, showing slight movement. It is the only sign of life beneath the large rocks, a slight rise in the fabric and its faint shiver coursing across her body, barely visible beneath the weight pressing her down into the cold, wet leaves. 

From beneath the third, heavier rock, her blue eyes peer through a narrow passage of dim light. One side of the passage appears smooth and dark gray, while the other is jagged and black, forming an uneven frame for the small sliver of light beyond. Her brown hair is matted into the mud or wound into mini ropes aiming in directions of its own choice.

The pressure on her chest makes her breathing shallow, labored. Beyond the tunnel’s mouth, she can see dried black leaves, pushed aside as if disturbed by someone. She strains her muscles to move, but the weight on her increases. She tries to move again but stops when a faint crunching sound reaches her ears, growing steadily louder. 

Panic surges within her as she tries to turn her head toward the noise, but her body refuses to move. She wants her arms to shift, to push against the weight trapping her, but they, too, are immobilized. Her brown, now-bloodshot eyes dart around, frantically searching for the source of the approaching sound, but she can’t see anything. 

A sudden sweeping motion rustles the leaves nearby. Crows screech and squawk in protest. Something brushes close to her nose, making it even harder to breathe. She tries to inhale through her mouth, but it is filled—packed tight. Her tongue presses against something thin and coarse, something that blocks any attempt to spit it out. 

She feels lightheaded, wants to breathe heavily, take deep breaths but can’t. She starts to sweat, then tranquility sets in. The crunching has stopped. The wind no longer howls; the icy breeze is gone. The crows linger in the limbs above, staring down in vowed silence. 

She gives moving her limbs another try, but with no success as her pulse pounds louder and her vision begins to blur. She hears the murder of crows screech and flutter their wings as the large, calm group alights to depart. She is alone.

Tears flood her eyes, and she continues to try to move. She shifts her weight to one side, then the other, scrambling to move. It feels like the weight is increasing and the lights are slowly being dimmed. 

The crows cry; their screeches sound more painful. She moves her fingers, reaching, grabbing, and feeling for something. Dead leaves, bits of snow and dirt fill her flexing fingers. The crows’ cries grow distant, echoing as though from another world. 

Along the planes of her tunnel of light, tiny black specks creep around the edge, growing larger. She tries with all her might to move her body, any part, spasmodically, as the black specks keep spreading along the perimeter, swallowing the last traces of light. Full darkness closes in. 
​
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Chapter 1 – Dad’s Christmas
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Sitting on the oval ledge in front of three large, protruding windows is a tiny pine tree, two feet tall, with a sparse number of branches. It appears bright, even though the lights are few, because the windows are covered in thick, heavy, dark-blue, floral-print drapes. The tiny tree might topple over at any moment. Its thin branches, with barely any needles, hang over each other, overwhelmed and weighed down with too many ornaments and lights. The small room is at its brightest, as pale, white lights cast shadows from a distance. The smell of pine is faint but refreshing.

Dressed in thin, pink, floral-print pajamas and socks, with tousled, dark, shoulder-length hair and lopsided glasses, Mary Theresa tiptoes across the dark-blue shag carpet. A smile crosses her face, and her eyes light up as they scan the small pile of gifts; some fully covered in wrapping paper, some only partially, others left in the bag from the store. 

She stretches her neck to see as many of the presents closest to her, looking for the tags to see who the gifts are for. Some, she can tell; others, she can’t, but doesn’t dare to touch anything, afraid the crinkling noise will wake the others.

Her smile expands as she sees a box under the tree in the back, close to the wall. She stretches her neck some more and stands on her toes, being careful not to lose her balance; she leans in. The box is fully wrapped in bright red paper with a blue bow, appears to be the perfect shape and size for what she had as number one on her wish list. 

She carefully stands up, making sure not to bump into anything. With a great big smile, she bounces a little in place as quietly as she can with an excited finger clap before she turns back towards her room.

Straightening her glasses, she puts her hands together in prayer. She mouths a few words before she tiptoes back to her bed, making sure to walk along the wall and only on the silent floorboards.

Carefully, she climbs back into bed knowing she won’t fall back to sleep. She looks at the wall clock showing 4:16 a.m. It will be hours before the sun rises. She lies in bed with excitement and anticipation, thinking about how it will be in a few hours. She hopes the rest of her family are as excited as she is and that they like what she could make them at her new school.

Today is one of the few days of the year she gets to see all her brothers and sisters and her mom and dad. But on top of that, she even gets to have two dinners at two different places to open two sets of presents! 

She places her glasses on the nightstand and lies in the dark, picturing all her family at the table enjoying the great homemade food and then moving to the Christmas tree. Hoping to give out the gifts from under the trees so she can enjoy their smiling faces as they open gifts, she drifts back off to sleep.

*****
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It is the creak of a floorboard that makes Mary Theresa’s eyes flutter open. Normally, she sleeps through anything, but the anticipation of Christmas and all it brings for her and her family, along with getting to open the presents, made her sleep lightly, in a kind of half sleep. She grabs her glasses and looks at her door, waiting in anticipation and excitement as the shuffling footsteps get louder along the hallway. 

Ellsworth sniffs loudly and rubs his eyes; his short, dark hair is a tangle of hanging strands while others are sticking out in different directions. Restless sleep has left him with his usual bed head. 

He strolls the length of the hall, his slippers making a clicking sound. He pulls the string at the waist of his sweatpants to make them a little tighter and then pulls his white T-shirt over top. When he looks up, he sees Mary Theresa.

“Merry Christmas, Mary Theresa,” he says just before he breaks into a yawn. 

“Merry Christmas,” she replies as they finish the short walk along the hallway. When they take the corner, Mary Theresa hops excitedly as she looks at the lit Christmas tree again, trying her hardest to look surprised.

“Can we start sorting out the presents?” Mary Theresa asks as she picks up gifts and turns them to read who they are for as she leans over the small piles under the tree. 

“You can sort them out, but we should wait for Leslie and Maria to come down,” Ellsworth replies, looking at 6:20 a.m. on the starburst wall clock, grateful for the generosity the Houcks were showing him and Mary Theresa by opening their door to him. It was more than he expected from a colleague. “I would say give them at least another half hour, and if they’re still not up and around, I’ll go wake them up for you.”

Mary Theresa nods as she continues around the tree, sliding the presents around and then making piles. 

He watches with a big smile as Mary Theresa searches the presents for name tags. Once she sees who the gift is for, she proudly carries each gift across the old creaky floor and creates a neat little pile in front of each of the chairs in the small living room.

She proudly hands Ellsworth his three presents, and one of them is from her. He gently places them on the floor. “It won’t be long,” Ellsworth says with a wink. Mary Theresa turns and places one present for Mrs. Houcks and one present for Mr. Houcks on the coffee table in front of the loveseat where each of them usually sits.

Ellsworth notices how she keeps looking back at the large box on the floor. He’s so happy he could save up enough money to get that for her. He knows how much she wanted it. 

Mary Theresa gets to the large box and does her happy clap dance when she sees her name on the tag. With a hop in her step, she picks it up and places it on the floor with her other gifts.

“Now that you have them all sorted,” Ellsworth says, “come with me into the kitchen while I make some coffee. Maybe the smell of that will wake them up!” 

Following her dad, she says, with excitement in her voice, “I sure hope I got that coat. I put it at the top of my list. I mean I would like some dresses and dolls, but I would reeeeeally, reeeeally like that coat. It is so pretty!”

“Would you like me to make you some breakfast while we’re in here waiting?” Ellsworth asks as he puts the instant coffee in his cup.

“No, I’m too excited to eat; all I want to do is run around burning up all this energy while I’m waiting for them,” Mary Theresa replies shyly as she looks at the floor and then at her dad with a red face.

“I understand, and I’m happy that you’re excited,” Ellsworth replies as the kettle whistles.

Ellsworth pours the hot water into his cup but turns his head to listen. “I think the whistle from the kettle woke them up. I hear movement,” he says as he pours the water into the instant coffee and starts stirring.

Bouncing at the kitchen table in anticipation, Mary Theresa asks, “Can we go back to the Christmas tree?”

Ellsworth nods and follows Mary Theresa as she turns and takes off. “Don’t run.”

Leslie and Maria come downstairs and grab their cups of instant coffee before they go to the living room. They both smile widely as they see Mary Theresa sitting in front of the tree with an enormous smile, waiting with excitement to open presents.

“Are we doing one at a time?” Mary Theresa asks.

“That sounds good, but you can go first,” Leslie replies as he takes a seat.

Mary Theresa gently undoes the tape on each end of the box, trying not to ruin the wrapping paper. She gently flips the box over in her hands and lays it down on the fluffy shag carpet and starts to gently peel the tape from the underside. Once all the tape is unattached, she gently slides the paper off the box and folds it neatly. She gently lifts the lid of the box and sees white tissue paper.

She smiles and looks at everyone watching her as she carefully separates the tissue paper side to side, and her face lights up. She jumps up from the floor and runs to Ellsworth with her arms wide open and grabs him in a big hug. 

“Thank you so much, Daddy, thank you! Thank you!” Mary Theresa screams, jumping up and down, clapping her hands. “It’s just what I wanted.” She runs back over to the box and pulls it out and tries it on. She turns side to side so she can see the entire blue, hooded jacket. There are just enough pockets, and the angles of them are perfect! She runs to the nearest mirror and then sprints back to the living room and models. 

“It fits perfectly!” she says as she spins around with a big smile to show how well it fits.

“Go ahead, Dad, you go next,” Mary Theresa says with excitement, knowing hers to him is on top of the pile.

Ellsworth leans forward and picks up the small package. He tears off the newspaper used as wrapping paper to find a silver Lazy Ike fishing lure. He lifts it and turns it towards Leslie and Maria with a smile. “Thanks, baby,” he says proudly. 

They both turn and look at Leslie and Maria. “Your turn,” Mary Theresa says. “Open the one from me. It’s the one on top.” 

Leslie nods towards his wife, who sits forward and opens the newspaper wrapping to find a new bell-shaped Christmas ornament made from clay.

Mary Theresa jumps up and runs over to them. “I made it in art class; look at the back.”

Maria flips it over and reads out loud, “‛Merry Christmas, Mrs. Houcks and Mr. Houcks.’ We love it, Mary Theresa, thank you.”

She waited patiently, watching Ellsworth, Maria, and Leslie as
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