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CHAPTER 1: A GRUESOME NIGHT IN OCTOBER 2007 

S ometime on Saturday, October 13, 2007, Gina Carol 
Guthrie locked the door to her room at the tawdry Sand-
man Motel, descended the stairs to the lobby, and ad-
justed her outfit in the mirror.   

The tied-off black, short-sleeved shirt would draw 
looks. 

The Sandman’s clerk watched her walk a few steps to the bus stop 
on West Van Buren Street near 29th Avenue in Phoenix. He never 
saw her again.

The bus took her a few stops west, past the big cemetery, back 
onto familiar streets. Tough streets, but her streets. The streets 
where her caseworker had dropped her off only the day before, fol-
lowing  yet another bout with bipolar disorder.

Four miles away that day, Sandra Antoinette Jakubowski stepped 
out onto unfamiliar streets. Five days earlier, she was under lock and 
key at a state psychiatric ward in Mesa, not far from where she lived 
most of her adult life. 

Now, alone, she was in an urban wasteland just off Seventh Street 
in Phoenix, between the boxcar sidings and the interstate. Jets from 
nearby Sky Harbor roared overhead.

Sandra needed money. She wanted a drink. 

Los Arcos, the popular neighborhood dive on Mohave Street, was 
hopping. Across Mohave, the woman behind the metal grille at the 
the drive-up liquor store wouldn’t sell to Sandra.  So she bounced 
back and forth across the street asking men to buy a lady a drink. A 
man from the neighborhood refused.

Down Mohave Street, amid condemned buildings and bull-
dozed gravel lots, dogs barked their warnings from behind chain-
link fences.

Midnight was the last time anybody saw Sandra Jakubowski alive. 
That Sunday morning, a man taking out the empties after a long 

party found her. She was naked from the waist down, lying in the 
gravel,  dirt, and litter of an alley. Her body was 700 feet from Los Ar-

cos, lying face up next to a black 
city garbage bin in the weeds.

Fewer than 17 hours later, a 
woman on her way to an early 
shift found Gina Guthrie’s body 
in an alley near Van Buren Street 
and 29th Avenue. She was half a 
mile away from the Sandman.

Gina was naked from the 
waist down, lying face down in 

the gravel. She lay next to a large black garbage bin amid the spilled 
paper wrappers and bottles. It was 4 a.m. in the cool, clear predawn 
of Monday, October 15, 2007. 

Both women were homeless. Both battled addiction. Both were 
treated for depression. Both were strangled.

Neither case has been solved.  Their deaths, like their lives, faded 
from memory. Ten years passed. Their cases, like many 

Hot NigHts, Cold Cases

The deaths of two women are among hundreds of 
unsolved murders in Phoenix. We may never know if 
another serial killer was at large • By Sean HolSTege

Gina Guthrie (left) was staying 
at the Sandman Motel on West 
Van Buren Street. Above left: 
The alley where Guthrie’s body 
was found.
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hundreds of others in Phoenix, went cold.
The Phoenix Police Department lists a 

backlog of almost 2,400 cold-case mur-
ders, defined as those with no fresh leads 
in a year.

“Phoenix is one of America’s cold-case 
capitals,” says Tom Hargrove, executive di-
rector of the Murder Accountability Proj-
ect. A city this size should have half as 
many, he says.

He and his Virginia-based nonprofit 
compiled the largest database of murders 
in the country. It was assembled from the 
FBI’s Supplemental Homicide Report and 
from lawsuits his group filed to compel 
agencies to report cases. The database 
spans 40 years from 1975 to 2015. 

It lists 732,000 murders. Of those, 
214,000 remain unsolved. No suspects 
named.

That means nearly one killer in three is 
not caught. Phoenix and Arizona are no 
different, a Phoenix New Times analysis of 
the data shows. Phoenix ranks in the mid-
dle of the pack for solving murders among 
departments that investigated more than 
1,000 homicides since 1980.

Nor is Phoenix different in another tell-
ing respect. The clearance rate, the rate at 
which murders get solved even if no one is 
arrested, has declined for decades. Police 
used to catch their killer 90 percent of the 
time, statistics from the 1960s show. This 
decade, they have caught 70 percent.

This, despite important advances in fo-
rensic science, especially DNA. Despite 
countless new and better technologies 
and techniques. Even though the public is 
more informed.

“Misinformed,” detectives and forensic 
anthropologists say. 

“The public has an unrealistic expecta-
tion of what we can do,” says Dr. Laura 
Fulginiti, forensic anthropologist at the 
Maricopa County Medical Examiner’s Of-
fice. “They think: ‘Why can’t you just 
solve it in an hour? They do it on TV all 
the time.’” 

“They don’t understand the grinding 
nature of what we do. It’s little puzzle 
pieces, put together, put together, put to-
gether until you finally have a picture,” 
she adds.

The picture is distorted by a steady diet 
of “true crime” shows. We are led to be-
lieve serial killers run amok. The murder 
rate is skyrocketing. Police always get their 
man. Science can solve any riddle with the 
click of a mouse.

The ghosts of Gina Guthrie and Sandra 
Jakubowski tell us something else.

The homicide clearance rate fell nation-
ally, but so did the murder rate. The U.S. 
murder rate peaked in 1993, at the apex of 
the nation’s crack cocaine scourge.

But Phoenix’s murder rate kept climb-
ing, peaking in 2007. That year, Phoenix 
police also logged their worst rate of clos-
ing murder cases — 52 percent.

The sweltering summer before, the de-
partment dedicated huge resources to 
catch two sets of serial killers — known 
widely as the Baseline Killer and the Serial 

Shooters — who terrorized the city, killing 
at least 17 people. And just this year, Phoe-
nix police said they caught the man they 
call the Serial Street Shooter, who hunted 
people on the streets of Maryvale and cen-
tral Phoenix. The suspect is charged with 
nine murders since 2015.

The city’s spate of prolific serial killers is 
also out of step with the rest of the country.

For a quarter century, Mike Aamodt and 
his team at Radford University in Virginia 
have catalogued nearly 4,800 known serial 
killers. It’s the largest compendium of se-
rial killers ever amassed.

Aamodt’s team drills into exacting de-
tail of more than 130 variables, everything 
from the IQ of the killer to how he met his 
victim. “He,” because 90 percent of serial 
killers are men.

The patterns buck the classic Holly-
wood stereotype of the deranged, white 
male loner.

“It turned out it was only accurate 
about 12 percent of the time,” Aamodt 
says.  “Maybe what we think we knew 
about serial killers wasn’t necessarily all 
that accurate.” 

The worst year for serial killers nation-
ally was 1987. That year, 189 killers mur-
dered two or more people in separate places 
and times, Aamodt’s database shows.

Why did Phoenix lag so long?
Some experts suggest it’s because Ari-

zona is a fast-growing state. But similar 
states, like Nevada and Florida fit the na-
tional norm. Arizona is the gateway for 
smuggled drugs and people from Mexico. 
But Texas, California, and New Mexico 
also look like the rest of the country.

Something very unusual is afoot in 

Phoenix. Experts can’t explain why there 
have been so many serial killers here in the 
past decade.

“I don’t think anybody has the answer,” 
says Sgt. Jonathan Howard, spokesman for 
the Phoenix Police Department. 

Nor does anybody have the answer to 
who killed Gina Guthrie and Sandra 
Jakubowski.

CHAPTER 2: A MOTHER, A
BEAUTICIAN; THEY HAD LIVES

Nothing predestined the fates of 
Gina Guthrie and Sandra 
Jakubowski. 

Their lives took tragic turns that put 
them in the trash-filled Phoenix alleys 
where they were found dead and alone in 
October 2007, four miles and 17 hours 
apart. Gina was a mother of three. Sandra 
was a beautician. They fought their de-
mons and the demons won.

Little is known about Sandra. Her 
brother politely declined interviews on be-
half of the family. His mother already had 
been through too much.

A friend remembered “Sandy” in a con-
dolence book as “a young woman with so 
much wit and determination.”

Sandra  moved to the East Valley from 
the Chicago area before her depression 
took hold. 

In 2005, she filed for bankruptcy in fed-
eral court, claiming she owed nearly 
$21,000 in unpaid credit card bills and 
back rent. She listed $585 to her name, 
most of it furniture and a couple of TVs.

She declared she was single and dis-
abled, living off of $628 month in govern-
ment assistance. She needed $731 a 
month to make it at her Power Road 
apartment in Mesa. 

She wound up on the street. By 2007, 
she was committed to a psychiatric ward at  
the Desert Vista Behavioral Center. Five 
days after her last recorded day there, 
somebody killed Sandra Jakubowski.

Much more is known about Gina 
Guthrie. 

She had always lived a troubled life, but 
found brief moments of happiness.  

She wanted her kids, but her mother, 
her illness, and her choices made that im-
possible. It tormented her. Street life be-
came her true home. And it killed her.

“Gina, my sister, was a soft-spoken, 
quiet, very kind, loving person. She was not 
a bubbly outgoing personality, but she was 
a very loving, kind individual. Unobtrusive. 
She didn’t cause a lot of problems. She just 
loved life. She loved kids,” her brother, 
Kevin Earley, says.

He and Gina moved from Virginia in the 
early 1970s. They lived in a chaotic home in 
Maryvale, where their mother, fueled by 
alcohol, took aim. With her, it was the bot-
tle and the belt. Sometimes more.

“She laid down the law,” Earley says.
He kept his head down and his mouth 

shut. He got out of the way and, later, the 
house. His younger sister took a different 
path. 

Hard drugs helped her “try to forget, try 
to enjoy life,” Earley says.

By 14, she was taking angel dust, win-
dowpane LSD, and meth. Soon, she had 
two kids by different men. Earley told her 
to be careful.

Their mother told everybody Gina 
would never add up to anything. It 
wounded her.

“It almost seemed like she preferred 
this lifestyle or any lifestyle that was out-
side of the thumbprint of my mom,” Ear-
ley says. “So being out on the street 
seemed more preferable to her than being 
at home.”

Earley gave his sister money, sometimes 
a lot, but he knew it would go to waste.

By the early 1980s, Earley met and mar-
ried Lois and they built a family. Gina was 
doing better. She had met Guy Guthrie, a 
carpet cleaner. She got off the street and 
lived the life of a homemaker. 

Right away, Lois Earley “liked her a lot.” 
They bonded. Gina would confide in Lois. 

But Gina’s peace unraveled quickly 
amid nasty rumors about her husband. It 
was never clear if Gina’s mother was 
spreading her poison. Or if Gina was delu-
sional. At the time, nobody knew, not even 
Gina, that she was bipolar.

The marriage fell apart in 1985. Gina 
kept their daughter, and a 10-year custody 
battle ensued. Guy Guthrie finally pre-
vailed in the mid-1990s, court records 
show. He told the court his ex was “com-
pletely unfit” to care for a child. Guy 
Guthrie moved away. He could not be 
reached on listed phone numbers and so-
cial media accounts.

Gina was already back on the street, for 
good. Her mother persuaded Earley to give 
her guardianship of her grandchildren. 
Earley knew his mother was exerting con-
trol, but his sister was in no shape to care 
for them.

Besides, the Earleys now had their own 
daughter to care for. They drifted from 
Gina. But she would call and talk about 
wanting to get the kids back. Her brother 
told her she had to clean up first.

The wound festered. The illness deep-
ened. The meth tugged harder.

Sandra Jakubowski (left) was last seen in 
the vicinity of Los Arcos, a neighborhood 
bar on Mohave Street just east of Seventh 
Street.

Hot Nights, Cold Cases from p 9
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17” $749
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20” $1099
22” $1199       
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17” $58.00
18” $62.00
20” $65.00
22” $90.00

24” $125.00
26” $144.00
28” $265.00

By the early 1990s, other calls started 
coming. Gina was in jail. She was in rehab. 
She was back in jail. Again. And again. 

“I just remember seeing her there, sit-
ting at a table, and just being totally 
shocked,” Kevin Earley says.

Homelessness and meth addiction were 
not new topics, but now they heard a new 
word. Prostitution.

Gina told them about it during a visit to 
the Desert Vista.

“I was asking her: How you supporting 
yourself? You’re on the street. What are 
you doing? I probably blanked it out be-
cause she is my sister,” Kevin Earley says. 
“Oh, I felt terrible. Like I probably caused 
part of it, you know, by not being around.”

Lois Earley remembers how blunt Gina 
was.

“I was taken aback by how matter of 
fact it was, but Gina was like that about ev-
erything,” she says. 

In 2004, Gina told them for the first 
time she was bipolar. For Lois Earley, it all 
clicked.

“I believe that it was the mental illness 
that made her what she was. I believe that 
she was a prostitute and a drug addict be-
cause,” Lois Earley says, “she had nowhere 
to go.”

She blames the mental-health system 
for Gina’s death. 

“They would tell her, ‘Yes, you have a 
mental illness, but you’re also addicted to 
drugs and you’re a prostitute you need to 
stop doing those things and take care of 
yourself.’ As if somebody who is mentally 
ill can do those things,” Lois Earley says. 
“It doesn’t work when there’s something 
wrong with your brain.”

Gina fled rehab repeatedly.
“So you know you have this mentally 

ill, psychotic person who’s able to come 
and go as she pleased and we wonder why 
she ended up where she ended up,” Lois 
Earley says.

She broke the news of Gina’s death to 
her husband.

Kevin Earley bottled his feelings, but 
the news tore at him.

“I didn’t show any emotion at all. I was 
angry. I was helpless. I hated to be thinking 
that I was right that something was going 
to happen to her if she’s on the street,” he 
says. “And sure enough it did.” 

CHAPTER 3: THE 
INVESTIGATIONS BEGIN   

On Sunday, October 14, 2007, in a 
part of Phoenix where cars slow 
down to cast long, hard looks at 

strangers, it was the morning after.
The morning after anyone in the neigh-

borhood saw Sandra Jakubowski alive. 
The morning after Chuey Ortega threw a 

bash on the front porch of his bungalow at 
909 East Mohave Street. About 10 friends, 
neighbors, and relatives reveled in a mild 
Saturday evening. Most were from the 
block, some up from southern Arizona. 
They were all men. They drank, ate ceviche, 
and drank some more on into the night.

At around 6:30 p.m., Ortega took his 
family to a piñata party nearby. Ortega’s 
uncle, Luis Ortega, stayed behind and kept 
the party going. He had lived across the 
street for 16 years and knew the neighbor-
hood well.

Down at the end of the block, Sandra 
had been on the move, but it’s not clear 
where she stayed after she was released 
from the Desert Vista Behavioral Health 
Center, 13 miles away in Mesa. The nearest 
hotel was the EZ-8 just across Seventh 
Street. The clerk there says he found no re-
cord of anyone named Jakubowski check-
ing into a room in October 2007. 

She’d been spotted the previous few 
days.

Luis Ortega’s neighbor Dan Daniels had 
seen her walking down the street, talking 
to herself. The clerk at Star Liquor had 
seen her hanging around the drive-up. 

She was back in the neighborhood, and 
broke. The clerk inside the cage there told 
her to get lost. Right across the street, a 
knot of people hung around outside Los 
Arcos. She asked some men to spot her for 
a drink. 

Shortly before midnight, she went back 
in front of Star Liquor and asked Dan Dan-
iels, who had taken a break from Chuey’s 
party down the street. Daniels said no. He 
watched Sandra bounce back to Los Arcos. 
Then he headed home, past the mechanics’ 
shops and empty lots on Mohave.

Luis Ortega went the other way. Around 
11:30 p.m., he went to Los Arcos. There, he 
later told police, he danced with the wait-
ress. He walked home and went to bed 
around closing time.

Chuey Ortega returned from the piñata 
party with his wife and kids around 9 or 
9:30 p.m. They drove up the gravel alley-
way behind their house, unlocked the 
chain-link fence at the back of their yard, 
pulled inside, parked the car, and locked 
the fence.

They noticed nothing unusual.
Chuey Ortega went to the front porch 

and cracked another cerveza. Guests 
drifted in and out, but most stayed 

Forensic anthropologist Dr. Laura 
Fulginiti: “The public has an unrealistic 
expectation of what we can do. They 
think: ‘Why can’t you just solve it in an 
hour? They do it on TV all the time.’”

Hot Nights, Cold Cases from p 10
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until 11. His friend Miguel Chavira-Leal, 
up from Rio Rico, lasted until 2 a.m., and 
then crashed out.

After he woke that Sunday morning, 
Miguel helped shift all the empties. Chuey 
pushed a wheelbarrow full of them 
through the gate just after 10 a.m.

That’s when the two friends saw her: 
Sandra Jakubowski lay face up next to the 
trash can. 

She was 5 feet tall, with hazel eyes and 
shoulder-length brown hair. She weighed 
182 pounds and wore a white tank top, 
blue swimsuit, green shorts, and sandals. 
She was naked from the waist down.

Blood smeared across her chest. 
Bruises, cuts, and scrapes marred her face 
and torso. Numerous deep bruises littered 
her scalp. Signs of a bashing.

Crusty brown abrasions appeared on 
her left nipple and circled her right one. 
Signs of trauma showed on her genitals.

Telltale bruises lined her neck. Later, 
the autopsy found broken cartilage in her 
throat. Somebody had raped her and 
choked her to death. 

Nobody saw it. Nobody heard it.
The condition of Sandra’s corpse sug-

gested she’d been there a while.
Police interviewed some men who had 

been at the party.
Dan Daniels, the neighbor across the 

street, immediately asked about the iden-
tity of the dead woman. Police noted in the 
report, “he asked if she was a short, heavy-

set, white lady with big tits.”
Daniels described the woman from the 

liquor store, a little taller and heavier than 
she really was, and wearing a peach tank 
top, not white. He told police she was be-
tween 42 and 44 years old.

Sandra was 42.
Luis Ortega asked to view the dead 

woman’s face. Maybe he had seen her at 
Los Arcos. He said he saw nothing on his 
walk home from the bar. He told police 
somebody from the neighborhood must 
have killed her.

Officers knocked on doors. Nothing.
Two homes, one at the church next 

door, another a shack just opposite the al-
ley, looked directly onto the crime scene, 

but they were both vacant.
Sandra Jakubowski left this world un-

noticed.
Seventeen hours after Sandra was found 

and four miles away, Gloria Molina Cruz 
backed her car out her parking slip at the 
back of her small brick apartment at 2837 
West Melvin Street. She was on her way to 
start an early Monday morning shift.

Cruz saw a woman lying face down in 
alley, next to the big black trash bin. She 
was used to transients and prostitutes 
there. She nudged the woman with her 
foot. No response. At 4:06 a.m., she called 
911. Four minutes later the police arrived.

They found a woman who looked like 
she had been in a fight: cuts, scrapes, and 
bruises everywhere. Her head had been 
smashed with something hard. There was 

no obvious damage to her throat, but tiny 
burst blood vessels in her eyes showed she 
had been strangled, too.

Around the areola of her right breast, 
medical examiners found a small cluster of 
crusty brown abrasions.

Cruz saw and heard nothing before she 
went to her car. 

Early into the investigation, police con-
tacted a neighborhood prostitute. An hour 
earlier, she had been on the corner of 29th 
Avenue and Van Buren Street, about 200 
feet away. 

She told police she saw a large white 
van with V-shaped trim back out of the al-
ley and drive north up 29th. She said it 
looked like a Ford Econoline with Arizona 
plates. She didn’t see the driver.

As police processed the crime scene, a 
man named Johnny Moron told officers he 
heard about the death. He knew many of 
the hookers around there, and thought it 
might be one of them in the body bag. 

Police pulled open the zipper. Moron 
saw a 5-foot, 3-inch tall woman with hazel 
eyes and greying shoulder-length brown 
hair. She weighed 142 pounds. Right away, 
Moron identified the body.

Fingerprints later confirmed it was 
Gina Guthrie, age 44. 

Police knew her well. They had repeat-
edly arrested her for prostitution, drug 
charges, and general disturbances. The au-
topsy said she looked older than her years. 
Thirty years on the street had turned her 
face to leather.

Moron said Gina hung out around 33rd 

Hot Nights, Cold Cases from p 13

Guthrie’s relatives, Lois and Kevin Earley.
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Avenue and Van Buren, where she lived on 
the streets with her friends. Moron had last 
seen her three days earlier.

Moron declined a Phoenix New Times 
interview request. He is serving seven 
years in prison near Yuma on a drug-deal-
ing conviction.

Detectives had other leads to follow. 
Their files had plenty on Gina: arrests 

for prostitution and assault in 2006 around 
the corner from the rehab clinic on East 
Van Buren Street where she stayed, and ar-
rests in 2006 and 2007 near 27th Avenue 
and Adams Street, for public urination and 
flicking a cigarette at a cop and telling him 
to “fuck off,” a quarter mile away from 
where the body was found.

Gina never listed any family when po-
lice picked her up. Officers tracked her to a 
clinic and then to a caseworker, Iola Reed, 
at Magellan Health Services. Reed told de-
tectives she had seen Gina that Friday af-
ternoon, three days before.

Gina came to pick up a $100 disability 
check and asked Reed to drive her to 35th 
Avenue and Van Buren, so she could cash 
it. Reed drove her to the Sandman Motel, 
less than two miles to the east, checked her 
in, and then dropped her off where she re-
quested. She never heard from her again. 

Across the street from the check-cash-
ing store, cameras at the Chevron station 
recorded a suspicious incident the night af-
ter Gina died. 

The attendant, Anthony Melendez, 
later told police a woman approached his 
booth and begged for protection. She 
claimed a man had tried to choke her and 
take her panties. The attendant saw a man 
riding a bicycle and another man he de-
scribed as “a bum” come to the station.

The man on the bike was drunk, agi-
tated, and spewing a rant about how he had 
to stop the woman being a prostitute and 
the other man being homeless. He told 
Melendez that if nothing was done “he’d 
take them all out.”

Melendez didn’t recognize the man, but 
he had seen the woman dropped off by cars 
on the corner many times. She told him the 
man bragged to her that he had strangled a 
woman behind Jimmy Jacks, a burger joint 
just to the east. He’d taken clothes and cut 
her breast, she said. 

After the outburst, the man peddled 
east down Van Buren, back toward Jimmy 
Jacks and the spot Gina died.

Melendez told police other prostitutes 
were talking about Gina’s murder and the 
death of another prostitute who had been 
hit by a car in front of the gas station. They 
had stopped hanging around as much, and 
were either spooked or cold, he told police. 
It was now early December.

Police pulled the 20-minute security 
footage. It showed a tall, heavy, white 
man on a mountain bike, carrying a bag. 
The image was too grainy for detectives 
to identify anyone, including the scared 
prostitute.

Not much has changed on that 
milelong stretch of West Van Buren 
Street. Strip malls line the blocks, selling 
cheap food, cheap booze, and cheap tires. 
Just off the drag are trailer parks. At the 
shelters, you can get a hot bowl of soup or 
a cup of cold redemption. 

Neighbors come and go every six 
months and never talk to each other, or 
anyone else. Men and women with deep 
tans and tattered clothes roam the 
streets, some aimlessly, some in need of a 
score, others a john. Younger men ride 
low bicycles, carry small duffel bags, talk 
on cellphones, and ask strangers why 
they are there.

In the spot Gina Guthrie died, an empty 
condom wrapper rests in the gravel. The 
place reeks a unique sweet-and-putrid 
blend of landfill, sewer, and fast-food 
kitchen. Not 700 feet away, in the alley be-
hind Jimmy Jacks, a neighborhood hang-
out, two hookers and a junkie sit in a pile of 
trash, lean against a wall, and shoot up. 
Thirty feet away, somebody has erected a 
lean-to from cardboard and Styrofoam.

Back in 2007, police went to the mur-
der scenes of two troubled women. Two 
women who had been strangled. Both had 
cuts around their right nipple. Both 
white. Both in their 40s. Both with hazel 
eyes and brown hair. Both on the street. 
Both with drug addictions. Both with co-
caine in their bloodstream. Both battling 
mental disease. Both discarded next to 
the trash. Both forgotten.

Around town, and not far away, other 
women like them were dying.

CHAPTER 4: CLUSTERS OF DEATH

C riminologists call them clusters.
Some of the most pioneering 

work to find clusters is not being 
done in police squad rooms, but in univer-
sities or by independent investigators like 
Tom Hargrove.

The FBI tracked 31 variables in the 
732,000 murders the bureau has cata-
loged since 1975. Those factors include 
the race, ethnicity, age, and gender of the 
victim, the weapon used and the circum-
stances of the murder.

Hargrove teased patterns from the data 
with a powerful statistics program nor-
mally used in research labs. He tried differ-
ent combinations of factors, and gave each 
cluster of similar crimes a unique number. 

It’s like a zip code for murders. 

Johnny Moron. He’s serving a seven-year 
sentence in Yuma on a drug charge. He 
was  near the scene where Guthrie’s body 
was found. 

>> p 16
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Hargrove calls it his “Dewey Decimal Sys-
tem of death.” 

All the shootings of black men in their 
20s, for instance, got one number. Strangu-
lations of white women in their 40s got an-
other. Identical crimes in different cities 
got their own unique numbers.

Hargrove focused on those with ab-
normally low solve rates and ranked 
them. These were the clusters of un-
solved killings.

He tested the system. It predicted the 
handiwork of Gary Ridgeway, the Green 
River Killer, who confessed to killing 49 
women in the Pacific Northwest during the 
1980s and ’90s. 

Hargrove’s computer modeled a cluster 
in Los Angeles, the largest in the country. 
The Los Angeles Police Department 
formed the Southside Killer Task Force to 
crack cold cases. It turned out there were 
five or six serial killers, all unrelated, prey-
ing on women there.

The second-largest cluster was in Phoe-
nix, Hargrove told police here in 2010.

Phoenix detectives here were grateful 
for the data, but unconvinced the killings 
were related.

 “Phoenix was one of my failures,” Har-
grove says. “I still think there were (un-
solved) serial killings in Phoenix.” 

But he couldn’t prove it. New Times 
picked up where he left off.

We refined his clusters, looking more 
discretely at gender, narrower age groups, 
weapon, and location. We ignored any 
cluster in which police solved more than a 
third of the cases, half the average rate.

In Arizona, 10 clusters remained, six in 
Maricopa County. The largest was a group 
of 270 men between the ages of 26 and 50, 
shot by an unknown type of firearm. Little 
more than a quarter of those murders 
were solved.

Police were slightly better at solving 
murders of 40 women close to the same 
age killed by unknown means. In one 
group, of 20 men between 18 and 25 killed 
by unknown means, only 10 percent of 
those cases were solved.

But these are raw and crude snapshots, 
taken over the course of 40 years. We dove 

deeper into city-by-city statistics, looking 
at race and shorter slices of time.

Two clear patterns in Maricopa County 
jump out from the FBI data. In one cluster, 
43 women were shot to death, and in an-
other, 48 women were killed by unknown 
means. Fewer than a third of their killers 
were caught.

In Phoenix, four white women between 
the ages of 35 and 50 were strangled from 
2006 to 2009. Police solved none.

Gina Guthrie and Sandra Jakubowski 
were among them. 

The Phoenix Police Department’s list of 
cold-case murders, released under a public 
records request, reveals an even more chill-
ing pattern.

Between 2006 and 2009, six women 
were murdered in similar fashion. Three 
of the other four were prostitutes. One 
was found naked in a park filled with a 
cocktail of drugs. Two were transient. One 
had a meth habit. One had a history of 
mental illness.

One was last seen alive five blocks from 
where Gina was dumped. Another was 
killed one block off Van Buren Street near a 
park frequented by prostitutes, pushers, 
and homeless people. Gina stayed at a dif-
ferent motel five blocks away the year be-
fore she died.

That does not mean the killings are 
linked. A cluster only shows that people of 
a similar profile were killed by similar 
means. It indicates of the possibility of a se-
rial killer, not proof.

But Hargrove, seeing the details for the 
first time, is convinced of the link.

“Serial murder is more common than 
we ever want to believe. And I have no 
doubt whatsoever that there are uncaught 
serial killers still in Phoenix,” he says.

So were the deaths of Gina Guthrie and 
Sandra Jakubowski the work of yet an-
other serial killer in Phoenix?

We may never know.

NEXT WEEK:  
WILL THEY EVER 
CATCH THE KILLERS?

Tom Hargrove says Phoenix shouldn’t 
have so many unsolved murders.

Hot Nights, Cold Cases from p 15
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CHAPTER 5: WHY PHOENIX 
CASES GO COLD  

(Previously: Gina Guthrie and Sandra 
Jakubowski were both last seen in Phoenix 
on Oct. 13, 2007. Their bodies were found 
within 17 hours of each other, about four 
miles apart. A decade later, their cases re-
main among the many hundreds of un-
solved murders in Phoenix alone. Today: A 
look at why these cases go cold.)

I nvestigators develop relationships 
with the dead. It motivates them.

Mike Meislish, a retired Phoenix 
homicide cop, keeps a quote from 
The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo on 

his wall.  
“Being a homicide detective can be 

the loneliest job in the world. The friends 
of the victim are upset and in despair, but 
sooner or later — after weeks or months 
— they go back to their everyday lives,” 
the author, Stieg Larsson, wrote. “Life 
has to go on. It does go on. But the un-

solved murders keep gnawing away and 
in the end there’s only one person left 
who thinks night and day about the vic-
tim: It’s the officer who is left with the 
investigation.”

Meislish shrugs.
“Unfortunately, that’s true sometimes,” 

he says.
Dr. Laura Fulginiti, forensic anthro-

pologist at the Maricopa County Medi-
cal Examiner’s Office, thinks about the 
people who died alone as she prepares 
their bones.

“The case that I think about more 
than any other case in my career is an el-
derly woman who died. She had a heart 
attack sitting on her toilet and she skele-
tonized on the toilet,” she says. “She had 

no family to care about her. Nobody came 
and looked and nobody checked. And 
that, to me, is the epitome of why we do 
what we do.”

But even the most dedicated detectives 
run into brick walls. 

“Traditionally, it’s always been said if 
you can’t solve a homicide within the first 
48 hours, it’s not going to get solved 
quickly. That’s pretty accurate,” says 
Meislish, who helped catch the Baseline 
Killer in 2006 with Phoenix PD and now 
works for the Maricopa County Attor-
ney’s Cold Case Team. 

The first 48 hours of the Gina Guthrie 
and Sandra Jakubowski investigations af-
ter both were found dead in October 2007 
were typical. 

Police canvassed neighbors and talked 
to anybody around. They tried to figure 
out who these women were and how they 
met such an awful end. They gathered 
any forensic evidence they could from the 
clothing, the debris, and the bodies.

Then they waited. For a lab result. A 
tip. A reluctant witness. A guilty con-
science. Anything.

Nobody reported seeing or hearing 
what happened to Sandra in the alley be-

hind 909 East Mohave Street. Her case 
would have to be solved by forensics.

Police collected DNA from her breast 
and genitals, fingernails and more. They 
ordered a rape kit. Detectives requested 
lab tests on October 30, more than two 
weeks after she died.

Of the 17 pieces of evidence police 
technicians took from the murder scene, 
one offered the most promise. Police 
found a piece of brick with a clump of hair 
on it near Sandra’s left hand. 

Detectives didn’t request DNA analysis 
from the brick until June 2009. The next 
month, the lab found male genetic mate-
rial on the brick, but it came from a lab 
technician. Results from the brick and ev-
erything else were inconclusive.

Human sources proved worse.
Police never got the full names of all 

the men at the party at Chuey Ortega’s 
home. Half they never interviewed. Nor 
did police interview anyone at Los Arcos, 
a popular bar on Mohave Street in Phoe-
nix, about 700 feet from where Sandra’s 
body was found. Officers did talk 

PART II: Homicide Detective Can Be the ‘Loneliest Job in the World’

Hot NigHts, Cold Cases

Dr. Laura Fulginiti compares pelvic bones in the Medical Examiner’s Office.

BY SEAN HOLSTEGE
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22” $1199       
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to the clerk at Star Liquor across the street, 
but she only reported seeing Sandra hang-
ing around.

Sun Kang has owned Star Liquor 30 
years. He says the police never spoke to him.

Across from Chuey’s house, the homes 
of Dan Daniels and Luis Ortega are gone 
now. The city condemned them and re-
placed them with crushed gravel and “No 
Trespassing” signs. Chuey Ortega died, 
says his former landlord, who moved back 
into the bungalow.

The shack across the alley has fallen 
into disrepair. Vagrants and dopers burned 
part of it and collapsed the roof. Taggers 
got the rest.

Phoenix detectives investigated the 
murders of Gina Guthrie and Sandra 
Jakubowski as linked, but by then they 
were clutching straws. The cases had pe-
tered out years earlier.

Detective Matthew Verthein investi-
gated both.

In February 2009, he sent a subpoena to 
Desert Vista Behavioral Health Center in 
Mesa, demanding the files of both women. 
He wanted “to learn who they had been as-
sociating with and/or was having problems 
with” at the state psychiatric hospital.

The mental-health records came back 
in March. Verthein reported that he read 
one of 10 entries seven months later. He 
looked only at the records for October 
2007, which ended five days before San-
dra’s murder. They dealt with her mental 
health and lifestyle choices, nothing useful.

A few inconclusive lab results trickled 
in, one in 2011, another in 2013. 

The Jakubowski murder investigation 
never really took off.  

That was less true after police found 
Gina Guthrie in the alley behind 2837 West 
Melvin Street the next day.

The white or cream-colored van with 
chevron trim seen backing out of that alley 
was a real lead. But there were no plates to 
go on. Police never checked MVD records 
and nothing ever came of the tip.

Ditto the tip about an angry man at the 
gas station who bragged about killing 
hookers and vowed to clean up the streets. 
Video of the encounter was too grainy to 
use. The attendant forgot the name of a 
scared prostitute who asked his help. He 

did remember the street name of another 
hooker who talked to him about Gina’s 
death. “Star” was so common in a police 
list of known prostitutes that detectives 
dropped the inquiry.

The neighborhood canvas turned up 
next to nothing. “Officers did not locate 
anyone who had any information to help 
further this death investigation,” one re-
port said. 

Two days after the murder, police spoke 
with a man in house at the corner of the al-
ley. He told them he didn’t know anything 
and didn’t know anybody who did. Police 
asked about a man named Javier, a neigh-
bor, but got nowhere.

Police reports never said who Javier 
was or why they were interested in him. 
They never mentioned him again.

Johnny Moron, a convicted drug dealer 
who identified Gina’s body, also told police 
that she had been in rehab and where. Po-
lice never interviewed Moron again.

But he had led detectives to Magellan 
Health Services, where caseworker Iola 
Reed had helped Gina with rehab. She had 
dropped Gina off three days earlier, after 
checking her into Room 22 at the Sandman 
Motel on West Van Buren Street.

Gina told Reed she was planning to 
shack up with her boyfriend, Vernon, who 
she’d known for several years. Reed never 
met him. There was no sign of Vernon at 
the motel, only a pile of neatly folded 
clothes, a loaf of bread, and some iced tea. 
The bed was still made up. Gina hadn’t 
been there.

Guests hadn’t seen Vernon or Gina. 

The Sandman was the kind of place 
where expensive sedans drove up and 
women hopped in or out, guests said. 
They kept to themselves.

Over the next two days, police talked to 
the owner, Czeslaw Gajor, and his brother 
Joe, the manager. They recognized Gina 
from a photo. They had told Gina she could 
stay with Vernon; Joe never saw Vernon or 
Gina get in any car. He had seen her the day 
before, when she came to lobby, grabbed a 
coffee, and went to wait for a bus.

The current clerk at the Sandman says 
the Gajors no longer run the place. Iola 
Reed did not return a request for an inter-
view over LinkedIn.

But she had provided detectives with 
the names of Kevin and Lois Earley, Gina’s 
brother and sister-in-law.

Police told Lois Earley about the mur-
der. She told them she never heard of Ver-
non, but that Gina had a boyfriend named 
Steve. She didn’t like him. Then the po-
lice left.

They never came back, Lois Earley says. 
She was not impressed.

“If they weren’t telling me that Gina 
was murdered, I probably would never 
have remembered even talking to those 
two people,” Lois Earley says. “They 
don’t even go through the motions of try-
ing to tell me that they’ll find out who did 

it, or anything.”
Steve was Gina’s live-in boyfriend about 

10 years before she died. He had a rough 
demeanor. His tattoos matched his gritty, 
macho, over-the-top street talk. During a 
Christmas visit with Gina, Steve joked 
about how he would kill Kevin Earley if he 
took his photo. Kevin remembers thinking 
he’d better count the silverware.

But the Earleys thought: At least Gina 
had a man and roof and some semblance 
of stability. It didn’t last. Gina returned to 
the street, the only place she ever really 
felt at home.

Police never ran down Steve or found 
that in 1999 Gina signed over power of at-
torney to a man named Steve DeValle. 

They didn’t follow up with Lois Earley. 
She would have told them that sometime 
after she last saw Gina, at Desert Vista in 
March 2007, Gina called in a panic. She 
was at the check-cashing joint at 35th Ave-
nue and Van Buren Street. Frantic, she said 
people were trying to kill her. Lois chalked 
it up to meth mania, or the delusions of a 
bipolar mind.

Detectives were sent down blind 
paths, too.

In one, they pulled partial prints and 
DNA off empty Bud Lite and Coors bottles 
found next to Gina’s body. The DNA on one 
bottle gave them a hit on one man, but the 
DNA didn’t match the other bottle or DNA 
found from swabs of Gina’s breast. It ruled 
the man out, but detectives didn’t learn 
that until July 2009.

Three months after the murder, in Janu-
ary 2008, somebody called in an anony-
mous tip about a man bragging about killing 
a woman in a parking lot, molesting kids, 
and enjoying “torture sex.” The caller 
thought he was connected to Gina’s murder.

Police interviewed the “very coopera-
tive” man with no criminal record. He said 
a relative was upset about an inheritance, 
and a nephew had been making false police 
reports against him. He volunteered a DNA 
sample, which police collected four 
months later.

On July 30, the results came back. His 
DNA did not match any from the crime 
scene. Police eliminated him as a suspect.

The wait for a break continued.
In February 2014, the lab reported that 

DNA from Gina’s breast led to a Hispanic 
man, who was two years into an 

Hot Nights, Cold Cases from p 9

Retired local murder cop Mike Meislish: 
“Traditionally, it’s always been said if you 
can’t solve a homicide within the first 48 
hours, it’s not going to get solved quickly. 
That’s pretty accurate.”
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eight-year stint in prison for armed rob-
bery.

The prisoner refused to talk and de-
manded to be returned to his cell. He said 
he didn’t recognize Gina’s photo. 

“Does it look like I mess with hookers?” 
he said, ending the interview. “I would 
rather go to trial.”

Police named him as a suspect, but did 
not have a full DNA match, only material 
that 1 in 1,100 Hispanic men share. Police 
reports never mentioned him after that.

The case grew colder.
Kevin Earley didn’t feel driven to find 

out who killed his sister or seek vengeance. 
As a Christian, he figured the murderer 
would get justice on Judgment Day. That, 
and the thought that Gina was at last at 
peace, was enough for him. At first.

Something about it never left Lois Ear-
ley’s thoughts. It nagged at her like a debt 
collection notice.

“She’s disposable,” Lois Earley says. 
“There’s no public outcry over who killed 
Gina. There’s not even a family outcry over 
who killed Gina because she was so sick.”

CHAPTER 6: IT’S NOT LIKE TV

The murder investigations of Gina 
Guthrie and Sandra Jakubowski 
typify those that stall.

Witnesses are absent. Evidence is 
scant. Other cases have more leads. These 
are tough cases to make. Time makes 
them tougher.

“If there is no evidence to link to a sus-
pect, it may not ever get solved,” says Mike 
Meislish, the county prosecutor’s cold-
case investigator.  

In 2007, the year Guthrie and 
Jakubowski were killed, Phoenix’s chal-
lenges were acute. 

It was the homicide squad’s busiest 

year. Hundreds of officers had just spent a 
year tracking down the Baseline Killer 
and the Serial Shooters. The clearance 
rate plummeted.

“When Baseline Killer was going on, 
with so many hours, we were working 15-, 
18-, 20-hour days sometimes just to do what 
we had to do on a case. And, you know, you 
go home, you think about it. Wake up in the 
middle of the night. I can’t tell you how 
many times (the case agent) called me up 
and we’d run stuff by each other at 2 o’clock 
in the morning or 11:30 at night. It’s how 
you do things,” Meislish says.

“If you have two detectives and you 
have one on homicide, you can work it 
forever,” he adds. “When you have 30 de-
tectives and you get 240 a year, it’s pretty 
hard when each one of you is carrying 18 
or 19 and you’re just going from one fire to 
the next.”

It’s not like TV, says Sergeant Jon How-
ard, Phoenix police spokesman.

“When we have a crime occur in the 
real world, the entire rest of the world 
does not stop and allow any police depart-
ment to focus every bit of energy on that 
one,” he says.

Other, more solvable cases came, and 
leads on the two women in the alleys 
went cold.

Leading criminology experts around 
the country agree that institutional barri-
ers halt progress, too.

Scant resources, political pressure from 
inside and outside the police department, 
poor community relations, careerism, and 
mediocre training or expertise can all 
scotch a murder inquiry.

“Evidence can be lost, missing, or stolen 
after sitting in lockers for decades,” says 
Enzo Yaksic, a researcher at Northeastern 
University in Boston who has helped de-
tectives and reporters solve cold cases.

“Deficits in government funding can 
impede progress on unsolved homicides,” 
Yaksic adds. “Triaging can often lead to the 
prioritization of one type of homicide over 
another. Some cases go cold due to societal 
indifference, when the victims are not 
looked upon as being upstanding members 
of the community.” 

Victims like Gina Guthrie and Sandra 
Jakubowski.

Hot Nights, Cold Cases from p 10

Maricopa County Attorney Bill 
Montgomery:“The degree to which law 
enforcement is successful in resolving 
cold cases is, in many ways, directly 
proportional to the level of effort that law 
enforcement can put into solving a cold 
case.”
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Former Mesa detective Bill Richardson 
says he’s seen discrepancies firsthand. He 
investigated two dozen murders and two 
serial killers before he retired in 1989.

“Homicide should be the ultimate 
equalizer. Every dead person should get 
the same treatment,” Richardson says.

The quality of the initial response and 
early investigation can vary, he says. A 
high-profile victim, such as a wealthy cou-
ple or a fallen officer, can get more atten-
tion than a teen runaway, a drug pusher, or 
a prostitute, he says.

“You have to wonder, if they find a dead 
prostitute in an alley or beside the road 
next to a used condom, like in one of the 
Serial Shooter cases, is the assumption 
right off the bat that it’s another dead 
whore who was killed by a john? And does 
it get the same attention again as, say, the 
double murder in Paradise Valley?” Rich-
ardson asks.

Lois Earley, Guthrie’s sister-in-law, does 
not wonder.

“Gina’s disposable. I already know that. 
She was a drug-addicted, mentally ill pros-
titute. Who gives a crap?” she says. “She 
was treated the same way in death as she 
was treated in life. Nobody cared.”

Meislish says he’s never seen detectives 
stymied by superiors, but sometimes they 
dial back naturally.

Some “may not be willing to go 100 
percent,” Meislish says, “because they’re 
either burned out, they’re tired, or got too 

much stuff going on, or they just don’t 
care anymore.”

Howard says detectives treat all cases 
the same and are dedicated to the task.

Still, in the Guthrie and Jakubowski 
murders, police knocked on only a handful 
of doors, many without answer. Last year, 
when a witness survived being shot at by 
the Serial Street Shooter, police canvassed 
dozens of homes and addresses on that 
block. The witness was unscathed, but the 
stakes were higher.

Maricopa County Attorney Bill Mont-
gomery sees the limitations.

“The degree to which law enforcement 
is successful in resolving cold cases is, in 

many ways, directly proportional to the 
level of effort that law enforcement can put 
into solving a cold case,” he says.

Lack of professionalism also harms Ari-
zona’s track record in cracking cold cases, 
Richardson says.

“In a state like Arizona, there are no 
standards to be a homicide investigator,” 

Richardson says. “You’re a police officer. 
Anybody can investigate a murder.” 

The Phoenix Police Department re-
quires officers to become detectives of 
other felonies and to take community col-
lege courses before they can join the ho-
micide squad. Not all departments have 
such policies.

Investigating murder does not carry the 
prestige it once did, detectives say.

“When I went to homicide, detectives 
went to homicide, retired from the depart-
ment out of homicide. You spent your ca-
reer there because that’s what you wanted 
to do,” Meislish says.  “This isn’t a job, it’s a 
lifestyle. Some people just can’t handle the 
lifestyle, so they don’t stick around.” 

“In other agencies, there are people who 
may only spend a year or so there, get a line 
on their resume, and — poof — they’re off to 
do something else. Not because they can’t 
do the job, but because they don’t want to,” 
he adds, echoing Richardson.

Howard doesn’t see that at Phoenix PD.
“It is a very slow turnover rate here,” 

Howard says. “The vast majority of them, 
when they achieve that position, they stay 
in that position for many years, most of 
them for the life of their career.”

In 2007, the barriers to solving cold 
cases prompted the Legislature to order 
then-Attorney General Terry Goddard to 
study the problem.

The findings did not inspire.
Only one law enforcement agency in six 

had a cold-case unit. Only one in 10 had 
written protocols for pursuing 

Hot Nights, Cold Cases from p 13

Bill Richardson investigated two dozen 
murders and two serial killers before he 
retired from the Mesa Police Department: 
“In a state like Arizona, there are no 
standards to be a homicide investigator. 
You’re a police officer. Anybody can 
investigate a murder.” 
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cold cases. One-quarter had no written 
policies for preserving evidence.

The Cold Case Task Force said partici-
pating agencies reviewed 38 percent of 
their known cold cases. Of those, they 
solved just 6 percent.

Goddard’s task force recommended 21 
improvements, including minimum stan-
dards and training for crime scene investi-
gators, evidence-retention standards, and 
annual reviews of all cold cases.

The state never issued a follow-up report.
“I was disappointed in the lack of pro-

tocols and inconsistencies, but I wasn’t 
surprised,” says former Maricopa County 
Attorney Rick Romley, who chaired the 
report. “My biggest disappointment was 
the lack of follow-through by a number of 
entities: law enforcement, medical exam-
iners, the Legislature, the state criminal 
justice commission.”

CHAPTER 7: HOW DO WE MAKE 
COLD CASES WARM AGAIN?

C riminologists, detectives, research-
ers, prosecutors, and forensic inves-
tigators all agree on what could 

help close cold cases. 
In the past five years, they have seen 

progress. Phoenix’s closure rate has 
bounced back a little, as the murder count 
fell, but also as technology, methods, and 
teamwork improved.

Still, experts widely agree, police need 
more resources. More training. Better ac-
cess to shared data. Better coordination 
among agencies. Better relations with the 
communities they patrol. Closer connec-
tions with the families of the slain.

“Inadequate resources have been put to 
the problem of murder. There aren’t 
enough police. There aren’t enough 
trained police. We don’t pay our police suf-
ficiently to get good police,” says Tom Har-
grove, the executive director of the Murder 
Accountability Project.

“Instead, what happens in all too many 
communities is we inadequately train 
someone, we pay him only a little bit better 
than a janitor gets paid, we give ’em a gun 
on his hip and send him out onto the street 
and we hope it comes out okay. Well, it’s 
not going to come out okay in a lot of 
places, and we’ve seen that in the last few 
years. We need to support police ade-
quately through sufficient manpower, suf-
ficient salaries, and sufficient training. And 
we’re just not doing it,” Hargrove says.

Researcher Mike Aamodt of Radford 
University in Virginia thinks, as many do, 
data can be critical when resources are tight.

“There really is no excuse for not having 
a central point of accurate data,” Aamodt 
says.  “The more that you can share data, 
the more you can learn about serial killers 
and crime in general.”

Richardson points to the 2015 arrest in 
a Phoenix cold case, the Canal Killings 
from the early ’90s. The suspect dumped 
decapitated women on the banks of Phoe-
nix canals.

“Is there any place you can go to look for 

decapitation murders? No,” Richardson 
says. “The problem is there is no repository 
for information.”

A year ago, he said as much during the 
peak of the Serial Street Shooter hysteria, 
when he wrote a guest column for the Ari-
zona Republic. 

He described a 2004 initiative by then-
Governor Janet Napolitano to establish a 
violent crime-tracking program like one in 
Washington state. She sought $470,000 for 
the Arizona department of public safety to 
implement it.

“No one recalls it,” Richardson wrote, 
quoting from a DPS email.

He told readers that after Phoenix po-
lice caught the Baseline Killer and Serial 
Shooters in 2006, acting chief Mike Frazier 
wrote Napolitano in strong support for ef-
forts to develop an information system for 
criminal justice agencies.

Frazier said, “I am extremely proud of 
the dedication and commitment that oc-
curred. However, one has to wonder 
whether these episodes could have been 
solved, or even recognized as serial crimes, 
more efficiently if criminal justice entities 
had a system of information sharing?”

Plenty of good data exists to curate.
The FBI collects data on the murders 

that police departments report. Many do 
not, and the Murder Accountability Project 
successfully sued to get states and large 
agencies to report their homicides, adding 
24,000 cases to the FBI list.

But that doesn’t capture the full uni-
verse of murder. 

Medical examiners and coroners report 
more medical homicides than are investi-
gated criminally. If a badly damaged and 
unidentifiable body is found with obvious 
signs of murder, there’s not always much a 
detective can do.

The case of dead 3-year-old Crystal Reyes 
was like that. In 1998, somebody found a 
fragment of a child’s skull in the desert.

A year later, a detective on a cold case 
called Laura Fulginiti at the Medical Ex-
aminer’s Office and asked if she had any 
dead kids. She ordered a DNA test, but had 
nothing to match to its results. Detectives 
had a tip about Crystal’s murder.

The girl’s mother had locked Crystal in 
a dog kennel much of her life. She died, so 
Crystal’s mother and her boyfriend 
dumped her the desert in 1997. Nobody re-
ported Crystal missing. It took until 2014 
to match Crystal’s DNA to her long-lost fa-
ther’s. Two years later, the mother’s boy-
friend was convicted. The mother fled and 
remains at large.

Every year, the Maricopa County Medi-
cal Examiner’s Office takes in 150 John, 
Jane, and Baby Does, completely unidenti-
fiable at first. Last year, forensic experts 
there put a name to nine cases, up from re-
cent years. That’s because detectives, gov-
ernment agencies, and families share 
information, says Christen Eggers, who 
helps the medical examiner’s office iden-
tify bodies and find their families. 

Fulginiti says the number of open cases 
year to year is falling, as is the overall num-
ber of unidentified bodies. Between 10 and 
20 percent were murdered.

Hot Nights, Cold Cases from p 15
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In 2002, the federal Centers for Dis-
ease Control began compiling statistics 
from coroners around the country. It cre-
ated the National Violent Death Report-
ing System. In 2015, Arizona joined 41 
other states contributing data, but keeps 
the victims anonymous.

Also, the U.S. Department of Justice 
maintains a searchable database of missing 
persons, the National Missing and Uniden-
tified Persons System, known to investiga-
tors as NAMUS.

For Eggers, NAMUS is invaluable. An-
thropologists, dental experts, and forensic 
sketch artists develop a description of a 
missing person and enter it into the data-
base. 

It helped Eggers track the identity of a 
woman who was shot and left in a car in 
2006. Police never solved it because no-
body could identify the body. A family in 
Mexico saw the information on NAMUS 

and contacted Eggers. With DNA, the 
medical examiner’s office could confirm 
the identity and open an investigative lead 
on a cold-trail murder.

“It’s getting better, because families 
know to go to these websites to review 
this information,” Eggers says. “DNA is 
only good if you have something to com-
pare it to.”

It’s also slow. Fulginiti says it can take 
“years and years. So we’re getting, like, 
2005 and 2006 cases right now.”

Yet another tool is the Violent Crimi-
nal Apprehension Program or ViCAP. The 
FBI maintains what it calls “the largest 
investigative repository of major violent 
crime cases in the U.S.” to “collect and an-
alyze information about homicides, sex-
ual assaults, missing persons, and other 
violent crimes involving unidentified hu-
man remains.”

Detectives can search online but the da-

tabase is not released, and Hargrove says 
ViCAP is badly incomplete.

The FBI also maintains a database of 
mobile killers called the Highway Serial 
Killer Initiative. It logged more than 200 
offenders who dumped bodies along the 
nation’s highways. This is an important 
finding because, for years, profilers as-
sumed serial killers stayed close to home, 
where they felt comfortable and safe.

State and federal prison data would 
help close cold murders. Many cases go 
cold when a killer is imprisoned, often in a 
different state from the unsolved murder. 
Tracking and documenting methods of 
convicts would help, detectives and re-
searchers say.

“You have to also look at the ones that 
are solved,” Richardson points out. “Be-
cause they may be linked to the ones that 
are cold and nobody knows.”

The problem is no trifle. The Radford 
University database shows that 20 percent 
of known serial killers were convicted of a 

murder, served prison 
terms, and killed again af-
ter being paroled. One of-
fender killed nine times, 
was locked up, and then 
slew seven more people 
after his release.

Law enforcement 
agencies also share access 
to vast databases of fin-
gerprint records, called 
IAFIS, and a growing re-
pository of ballistic data, 
called NIBIN. With time, 
Howard says, those data-
bases gain value as they 
are populated with more 
information, just as it 
took time for fingerprint 
and DNA databases to be-
come useful.

But even great data is 
only a tool. It can’t replace 
quality traditional polic-
ing or a second look.

“You have to gather 
this data, and it’s got to be 
done scientifically,” Rich-
ardson says. “And then it 

needs to be analyzed by people who don’t 
have a horse in the race.”

Howard says the training and intuition 
of detectives finds patterns and cracks 
most cases.

“There still is no magic database. We are 
still going back to good old-fashioned de-
tective work,” Howard says. “I think law 
enforcement has a tendency to be shy about 
new technologies until they’re proven. So 
we are not going to be early adopters.”

Numerous law enforcement veterans 
say community support is key. Without it, 
cases go cold because witnesses are afraid 
or unwilling to come forward.

“Victims of crime, witnesses to crime, 
people with information about a crime, 
will figure out in a matter of seconds if 
you give a shit. Are you just passing 
through? Or do you really care? And 
they’ll test you. And you have to pass the 
test,” Richardson says. 

Hot Nights, Cold Cases from p 16
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PHOENIX HOMICIDE  
CLEARANCE RATE 1975–2015

Sources:  FBI Supplemental Homicide Reports 
Murder Accountability Project
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“You have to create a trust relationship 
with them. And so now you’re asking 
somebody with information about a crime 
that can get them killed if they cooperate 
to trust you,” he adds. 

County Attorney Montgomery says that 
relationship is the foundation to any inves-
tigation. He says if he had one tool to lower 
what he calls a “frustrating clearance rate,” 
it would be “more beat cops.”

Four years ago, Montgomery set up the 
Cold Case Squad four years ago. Since 
then, Mike Meislish’s team has reviewed 
118 cases and closed 18. 

The group provides that second set of 
eyes. They always look for the same things.

“Is there any evidence that hasn’t been 
tested? Or is there any evidence that can be 
tested again with new technology?” Meis-
lish says.

Even then, new evidence might not 
matter in court.

“The officer that collected it is dead. 
The crime lab person who worked on it is 
dead. The detective that worked on a case 
is dead. Unfortunately, time is against us on 
these cases,” Meislish says, noting 10 to 20 
percent of the referred cases are just too 
thin to work.

Efforts to share files, like the county 
cold case team does, are catching on.

“At one time, many, many years ago, that 
would be unheard of: crossing agencies to 
get work,” Meislish says. “But it’s a differ-
ent world now. Everybody seems to be co-

operating a little bit more.” 
Fulginiti agrees. 
 “And we’re way better at it than we 

were 30 years ago when I started. When I 
started, there was no cross-agency talking 
about stuff,” she says. 

There is still room to improve in a 
place like Phoenix. Killers don’t care 
about city limits.

“The next challenge becomes, okay, we 
can identify maybe some here in Phoenix? 
It’s sharing that information with adjoin-
ing agencies. So it is still a challenge for 
us. It’s something that we’ve identified, 
though we recognize that it’s one of our 

challenges and we are improving,” How-
ard says.

Technology is improving, but it’s only as 
good as the resources dedicated to its use.

Science is slow. Lab tests take time, and 
need to. Incomplete or sloppy results send 
detectives on a fool’s errand or get thrown 
out in court.

“The labs don’t have the time. They 
don’t have the manpower. They don’t 

have equipment to test everything,” Meis-
lish says, calling the experience “ex-
tremely frustrating.”

“If I won a multimillion-dollar state 
lottery, first thing I would do would open 
up a crime lab, staff it 24 hours a day, 
seven days a week, with a whole bunch of 
people and I’d be solving cases like crazy,” 
Meislish says.

That’s not the world detectives enjoy 
yet. Nor did they in 2007, the year after 
that sweltering summer of competing se-
rial killers, the year when a state task 
force suggested how to solve cold cases 
more effectively. 

Ten years have passed. Ten years since 
Phoenix’s worst year, the year somebody 
murdered Gina Guthrie in an alley.

Her brother Kevin Earley still wants to 
know what happened.

“I hadn’t really thought much of it, 
other than justice will prevail one way or 
another,” Earley says. “I believe that some-
one is going to get what they deserve. I left 
it in the hands of Jesus.”

Now, he says, “This is unsolved. And 
this is my sister.” 

He has started thinking about the other 
women like Gina, too, and their cases that 
ran cold.

“They are people. That have a history 
and they have a story. And I’m sure they 
didn’t all intend to be in the position they 
were in out there on the street,” Earley 
says. “No one should be out on the street 
and get murdered and not have it solved, 
not have it come to light.”

Hot Nights, Cold Cases from p 18

Phoenix Police Department spokesman 
Sergeant Jon Howard: “There still is no 
magic database. We are still going back 
to good old-fashioned detective work.”
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