
This date has caused me a great deal of anxiety for many years for each day of February leading up to the 
26th, as I've relived my memories of Donna and what she would have been doing that day in 1970, 
especially since hearing stories from her friends and reading reports detailing her last day, and my own 
last memories of her before she walked out the door.  But this year, I've felt more grateful, rather than 
sad and anxious, and I hope that this dinner in remembrance of Donna's life will bring us all a happier 
memory of February 26th than those we've had for the past 50 years. 

I would like to formally thank four very special people here tonight.  If not for you, I don't think this night 
would have been possible, just another sad day in my family's history.  I am grateful beyond words for the 
moments and fragments of your lives that you all have spent doing what you did for my family, and 
especially, for my parents.  So chronologically: 

Annysa Johnson: In 2004, sending an email to a newspaper reporter was one of the boldest, most 
terrifying things I'd ever done in my life up to that point.  You were the first person I was able to voice my 
long-buried feelings to, and that first interview broke apart a dam inside of me, which I'm grateful for.  
Also, your 2009 masterpiece brought many people into my life who knew Donna, remembered her, and 
shared their memories of her with me, something I never even imagined. 

Kathy Spano and Gil Hernandez: From the first day you came into my home and I was able to speak to 
actual detectives, I felt like I was floating in a dream.  You gave me details I never knew, I asked questions 
I never thought I'd be able to ask, and you gave me hope for the very, very first time in my life.  You took 
an enormous weight from my shoulders that I hadn't realized was there until it was gone.  When you 
ultimately determined who Donna's murderer was after 40 years of us waiting in unspeakable silence, I 
wanted to shout to the entire world from a rooftop, "Do you know what these people have done???"  I've 
told you often that I'm struggling to find the "right" word to express what you have done for us: for the 
entire Willing family, Donna's former friends, neighbors, and those whose lives were touched by her 
death.  I know I'll continue to struggle for the rest of my life seeking that word, because for now, "life-
changing" doesn't even come close. 

Holly Bunch: After our very first meeting, you told me that you wished you could jump over that table in 
the interview room and give me a hug.  I want you to know that, in my mind, you did.  I wholeheartedly 
believe that you are the ONLY and the RIGHT person to be assigned to Donna's case that we could trust 
with all its issues, and I always did trust you, and I thank you for being so tough, yet so darn great. 

I also want to note another person I consider one of my heroes, Elliott Steele, who lives in Florida now.  It 
was he who found Donna's body 50 years ago.  I was blessed to meet him several years ago, and he told 
me that he knelt next to her praying until the police arrived so she wouldn't be left alone.  I am grateful 
that I was able to hug him for doing that, and I thanked him for having that kindness in his heart.  For the 
rest of my life, I hope to be as kind, caring and compassionate as these five very special people who are 
literally answers to prayers and literally made our dreams come true. 

To my family: For most of my life, I've kept my thoughts to myself to keep you from re-experiencing your 
grief all over again, but I want you to know that I agonized over reopening Donna's case for many, many 
years before deciding that I had to take a chance JUST IN CASE there was one, so Ma could learn who had 
murdered Donna before it was too late. 

I don't ever want to take any credit for anything, because I feel like I really didn't do anything.  I think 
about Donna a LOT, but I feel that every one of you hurts much worse than I ever will because you have 
many, many more memories of her than I do, and I hope you'll cherish them from this day forward 
instead of avoiding them. 

I love you all and I want to thank you all for coming to share this anniversary and memorial dinner with 
me: the ones who made it possible, and the ones that you did it all for. 


