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This book is dedicated to my parents for loving, nurturing, and teaching me to harness the power of education and hard work. You are my foundation. Also, to my wife, for loving, supporting, and believing in me throughout this case and the writing of this book. You are my anchor. Finally, to my daughters, I love you more than words can express. Don’t be afraid to blaze your own trail in life. You are my angels.






A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

I never imagined myself, a small-town and slightly nerdy CPA, surrounded by blood, guts, and severed body parts on the hunt for the most elusive of all criminals: the serial killer. For more than ten years, I proudly served as a detective sergeant with the Phoenix Police Department in a very challenging cold case homicide assignment. During that period, my elite group of detectives and I took down nearly one hundred elusive murderers and gave delayed justice to the victims and their families. However, the subject of this book, the three-and-a-half-year hunt for the serial killer who savagely killed two women—Angela Brosso and Melanie Bernas—in what became known as the canal murders was the most challenging and meaningful. The odds were completely stacked against us, and the doubters were many. We were Angela and Melanie’s absolute last hope for justice, and we never gave up.

There were others who helped along the way, but the core group listed in the following pages had the greatest impact. I would also be remiss if I did not highlight a few strong leaders who, without their support, none of this would have been possible. The original investigators were instrumental, too. Without their hard work and diligence on the front end, we would have not been able to put all this together.

Additionally, I would like the reader to know that police officers and detectives are continually bombarded with graphic images of violent acts and tragedy. Sometimes, the only coping mechanism or outlet for them to remain sane is humor. The detectives on my team during this lengthy journey engaged in joking and banter among themselves. It was never meant to be disrespectful to those whom we ultimately served (the victims and their families). It is merely a coping mechanism for the human beings behind the badge.






CHAPTER 1 THE VICTIMS


On November 9, 1992, officers from the Phoenix Police Department made a gruesome discovery that upended a city for the next thirty years. A woman by the name of Angela Brosso had been reported missing the night before around midnight by her fiancé, Joe Krakowiecki.

Angela and Joe lived together on the third floor of Woodstone Apartments near Interstate 17 and Cactus Road in North Phoenix. Officers contacted Joe at that time but did not take a report due to Angela’s status as an adult. Joe said that Angela went out for a bike ride around dusk on her purple Diamondback mountain bike, and she normally returned within a few hours. He told officers he stayed home and baked a cake for her twenty-second birthday which was the next day. When she didn’t return, he and a friend went looking for her and walked the bike path she normally traveled. He also talked on the phone with her mother, who lived out of state. They found no trace of Angela. Joe told officers Angela was wearing a gray sweatshirt turned inside out, purple shorts and shirt, white tennis shoes, and socks when she left.

Around 6:30 A.M., he called back, and officers took a missing person report. That’s when police started a search, and bike officers found a body that appeared to be Angela in the open field west of the bike path, south of Cactus Road, and east of the apartment complex. She was naked except for shoes and socks. Shockingly, her head was missing, she was badly mutilated, and it looked like the killer may have tried to cut her in half. A deep cut went all the way around her torso.

Investigators found multiple blood drops on the bike path. The drops continued for about 150 feet to a small tree just off the path. It appeared the victim had been on the ground near the tree and then was dragged into an open field toward the apartment complex. The body was then dragged more than one hundred feet up a steep berm to where she was found. Clothing was cut and strewn on the ground near her body.

Officers did not find Angela’s bike, but they did find a bike reflector. Joe also said she always listened to a Walkman with headphones when she rode, but officers did not find the Walkman.

Angela’s mother lived in Pennsylvania, where Angela was from. Angela had moved out to California a few years prior to attend DeVry. The summer before, she moved to Phoenix to live with Joe. Angela worked at a technology firm named Syntellect, Inc. as an instructor and had just returned from a business trip to Los Angeles the day she went missing. According to sources, she didn’t drink or do drugs. Angela was known to be vibrant, athletic, and well rounded.



Two days later investigators responded to the 11000 block of North 32nd Drive. This location was a couple of miles away from the crime scene. A retiree said that he had gone into his alley that morning and found some graffiti on a piece of plywood. The plywood had been there for several days. He had last been in the alley around 5 P.M. the day before and the graffiti wasn’t there. The writing on the plywood read “I chopped that bitches head off.” It was written in red lipstick, and officers found a broken stick of lipstick nearby.



Approximately ten days after the murder, officers endured another grisly discovery. Angela’s head was discovered floating in the canal west of Interstate 17 in North Phoenix near Dunlap Road. On the other side of the canal bank was a pedestrian tunnel that ran underneath the interstate, which was heavily traveled by pedestrians and bikers. The once vibrant Metrocenter mall sat close to the canal, a couple miles south of the area where Angela had been murdered.

An employee from a local store named BizMart called the gruesome discovery in to police. The employee told police a local transient and canal fisherman, Mark Qualls, had come into the store and told him of the sighting. Qualls took off and was nowhere to be seen along the canal banks. Qualls was tracked down by the police and claimed he had no involvement other than finding the head. A medical professional later opined he believed her head had been refrigerated or frozen by the killer.



Ten months later, on September 22, 1993, around 9 A.M., a jogger noticed blood drops on the bike path. The jogger then saw the body of a young girl floating in the canal. Patrol officers responded, contacted the jogger, secured the scene, and called the dive team. The team extracted a Caucasian female teenager from the canal. She was floating face up, wearing a turquoise one-piece swimsuit or bodysuit that zipped up the front. According to sources, the suit was extremely tight and appeared to be fitted for a much smaller person. The victim’s breasts were exposed, and letters were carved into her chest and a cross below it. Like Angela, she still had her shoes and socks on.

The police discovered blood drops on the bike path near where her body was found in the canal. The drops appeared to travel about fifty feet and led to a large area of dried blood. It appeared the victim had lain there for a significant period of time. From the dried blood, there were drag marks that led into the landscaping just off of the bike path. The bloodstains went into a group of oleander bushes and a small tree. Officers found a bloody sleeve from a shirt, believed to be the victim’s, and wires from headphones. It appeared the victim was dragged again down to the same bike path and then approximately one hundred feet past the entrance to the tunnel under the freeway. The victim was then dragged from that area of the bike path and placed into the canal. Investigators located what appeared to be her sports bra, cut and shredded, on the side of the freeway. Officers later found more items belonging to the victim in a credit union parking lot dumpster near the crime scene.

Officers discovered this victim to be a seventeen-year-old named Melanie Bernas, who was reported missing the night before. Her mother had left for a dinner, and when she returned Melanie was gone, along with her bike. They lived farther south of the scene, near 40th Street and Indian School Rd. According to her mother, Melanie rode daily, usually in the middle of the afternoon. She was last seen wearing a green shirt, blue shorts, white K-Swiss shoes, and white socks. She always rode a green Specialized Hardrock bike, but officers did not locate it at the scene. Melanie typically listened to a Walkman while biking. Officers did not find that, either—only the headphone wire.

Melanie was a junior at Arcadia High School and worked at a yogurt shop in the Arcadia area of Phoenix. Her friends and family described her as very responsible and pleasant to be around. She was not involved with drugs or alcohol. She had lots of friends and was described as athletic.

Either murder alone would have turned a community upside down. But now there were two, and evidence revealed they were related. The most heinous murders in the history of Arizona were connected to a single killer by DNA. The so-called Valley of the Sun was bloodied and stained forever by a fanatical serial killer. Fear blanketed the desert community for months and years, while the original investigators worked feverishly to track him down. Both cases went cold, detectives retired, and the public eventually forgot about the victims.

We did not.






CHAPTER 2 THE CPA


I made several abrupt shifts in the unforgiving plastic chair. I sat crammed shoulder-to-shoulder next to a host of other (I could only presume) equally uncomfortable people at the Illinois CPA Society. The walls and ceiling of the convention center squeezed in on me. Wave after wave of nerves thrashed, retreated momentarily, and thrashed again. I felt nauseous and peered around for the closest bathroom. The whole ceremony was a grand celebration for most, but I sat in sheer torment and prayed for my name to be called to inform me it was my turn to go up on stage. I tapped my right foot rhythmically to make time move faster. It didn’t work. Let’s just get this ridiculous thing over with, I thought.

How did I even get here? I remembered my obsessiveness for every single episode of the classic 1980s television cop shows: Hill Street Blues, Hawaii Five-O, Miami Vice, Starsky and Hutch, Hunter, CHiPs, Cagney & Lacey. It didn’t really matter which one. I feasted on them all. The detective shows by far were my favorite, and I dreamed of the thrill of sifting through the clues and ultimately snaring the bad guy in the name of good versus evil, the cerebral game to outwit the scourge of society. It was my destiny, but there I sat. My destiny pointed bleakly to another course, one where I would jump with glee at the latest volume of governmental accounting or a new set of tax regulations.

Valedictorians from a small town were expected to make something of themselves. Becoming a lawyer or doctor fit the bill, but becoming a detective absolutely did not. I could work with doctor. After all, doctors questioned, followed clues of a sort, and ultimately solved the patient’s problem. I was fully submerged in the acclaimed pre-med program at the University of Illinois, and it took me a nanosecond to come to a painful discovery: I did not like or even comprehend chemistry. That is, obviously, a massive problem for a physician.

There was my sign. I needed to promptly drop out and prepare to join the police department. The journey to become Detective Troy Hillman would become a blissful reality. I would strap on a gun and badge and follow my beloved 1980s detective heroes to make a difference. There was one problem: I just couldn’t do it. I couldn’t pull the proverbial trigger. I was still hung up on perceived expectations.

What next? I brooded. I had close family members in business. I also had an uncle in accounting. I was good with math. I needed a path, so I would give it a try. In a cruel twist, accounting came naturally to me. I liked the rigid organization and structure. For every debit there is a corresponding credit. I exceled at it and accelerated toward the degree and coveted CPA examination, a career that offered ironclad stability and a decent living. My detective dreams were shelved.

I drifted back to my current predicament, stuck at the ceremony. CPAs bear the burden of a certain nerd stereotype. The president of the society, who emceed the event, lived up to every bit of the stereotype. He wore the typical thick-lensed eyeglasses and spoke with a monotone voice. I imagined him brimming with excitement at the arrival of the latest and greatest set of annual tax updates or, even better, the updated volumes on governmental accounting standards. He would high-five his like-minded colleagues at the water cooler. I would prefer to hurl the monotonous items into a barrel and set flame. He said:


Ladies and gentlemen, there are three awards for the uniform certified public accountant examination taken in April of this year: the bronze, silver, and gold Medals. Each of these candidates about to be recognized scored, not only top in the State of Illinois, but top among 150 candidates in the entire United States. It is quite an achievement. Without further ado, the bronze medal for third place was a tie between twins. Can you believe that, folks, twins, getting the same exact score?



He chortled awkwardly, and I rolled my eyes.

“The silver medal for second place was also a tie,” he continued. “No, it was not between triplets…” More embarrassing laughter. Oh, for the love of God. “And now, I’m proud to introduce this year’s silver medal winners in the State of Illinois: Mr. Troy Hillman and Mr. Kyle Hood. Gentlemen, could you please come up on stage and join me?”

I wanted to sprint for the exit because I didn’t belong here. These folks all embraced their Revenge of the Nerds stereotype. They had found their people. But I had not yet found mine. My silver medal counterpart, Kyle, was the only one remotely like me. I looked up to him as he was not only of superior intellect but charismatic, athletic, and adored by the ladies. However, even he had intentions to swiftly abandon accounting and launch into the fast-paced private equity world. Was this my destiny? I finally gathered the courage to step onstage and collect my plaque. Afterward, my parents hugged me with enormous pride and took what seemed like hundreds of photos. I faked a smile throughout while an inner conflict brewed.

Friends and family barraged me with “With that score, you’re partner material, Troy.” Partner material, partner material, partner material looped incessantly in my mind. The torment would not stop.



The necktie had an iron chokehold, and the wool suitcoat engulfed me in sweat. I sat in a musty board room at a museum and meticulously wrote numbers in an accounting ledger. I added column after column of numbers together. The numbers were extracted painstakingly from last year’s cash flow statement. I wondered if anyone anywhere cared about last year’s cash flow statement. Calculators clicked and clattered in the background. I checked my watch and realized it was only one o’clock in the afternoon. I shuddered at another seven or more hours to go. An eternity.

I glanced down at the police manual tucked in my audit bag. The manual was a step-by-step guide on how to test and land a position with a police department. I carried it to remind me that I had a choice. I would occasionally reach down and touch it. It radiated power and control.

My manager walked by and focused intently on my cash flow statement. I drove back my blossoming urge. I wanted to wad up the numbers nobody cared about and hurl it toward him, to scream that someone else could do this boring and unfulfilling job. I desired a permanent escape from the mundane museum and the accounting chains that held me. I wanted nothing more than to yell proudly that I am off to become Sherlock Holmes and make a difference.

My fantasy fled. The manager told me that we would be staying late again. I felt like an inmate trapped in a prison the likes of Alcatraz. Yet, unlike that nightmare, I had the key. I had a way out, if I would only listen to my gut. If only.



I lingered alone in the elevator for what seemed to be an eternity. I stared at the long column of buttons. I needed to hit the button for the thirtieth floor, but my hand shook. I pulled it away multiple times at the very moment I was about to tap it. I was facing my destiny. Sweat beads ran down my back in my stifling business suit. I tugged at my ironlike necktie while my heart pounded in my chest. I had a crushing headache and felt woozy. Just hit the stupid button, Hillman. This must be done. You were ordered to see him. The elevator moaned. I took long breaths to soothe my angst on the longest ride imaginable.

When the doors slammed behind me, I smelled the faint scent of cinnamon. I tried to focus on that comforting smell, but it didn’t work. Down the hallway toward the receptionist’s desk, I saw the fire escape stairwell. That’s it! I would escape. The receptionist called out, “You must be Troy.”

Despite more and more back sweat and a throttled heart rate, I said, “Yes, ma’am.”

“You can go in. He’s expecting you.”

I crept into the managing partner’s office of one of the largest accounting firms in the world. I wished I could just slide him a note that read “I quit” and run off without further explanation. That would be too easy. His massive office, lined with wall-to-wall mahogany wood, looked down on most of the towering Chicago skyline. It was breathtaking. In any other situation, I would have been overjoyed to take it all in. The partner stared out the window toward Lake Michigan with his back toward me. I could just leap past him and throw myself out the window, I thought. That didn’t help.

I cleared my throat. “Sir, you wanted to see me?”

The partner stood up. He was a tall, distinguished, intimidating man who wore $2,000 suits and drove the latest and greatest Porsche. I was a delicate mess of a young man about to turn his back on a lucrative career and chase a dream I knew little about. My knees buckled and the sweat spread in an all-out formation from my back to my brow. I was a steamy mess.

“Yes, Troy, come on in. I don’t think that we’ve met before, but I wanted to meet with you directly. I understand that you’ve submitted your resignation, and frankly, I am a bit concerned. The HR director tells me that you had extremely good grades at the University of Illinois and scored extremely high on the CPA exam. I’ve heard nothing but good things during your tenure with our firm. I’m told that you are becoming a… police officer? Is that correct, young man?” He looked at me through his thick glasses with a deep frown.

I took a deep breath, summoned my inner strength, and said, “Yes, sir. Phoenix PD. I want to be a detective.” Even though I teetered on the edge of cardiac arrest, a wave of relief held me. I had said what I needed to say.

He blew out a deep sigh. “Troy, a guy like you could make partner rather quickly. You have a great life ahead of you with this firm and in the business world. I’ve been afforded the best of cars, suits, and vacations. So, I’ll just come out and say it: We’ve never had a member of our staff quit to become a cop. Ever.” He pulled off his thick glasses and looked at me. “I mean, seriously?”

“Well, sir, consider me the first to become a lowly cop and future lowly detective. I appreciate your kind words and concern. However, I stand by my decision. Good day, sir.” He stood behind his desk, staring blankly at me as I walked out of the office. I didn’t look back.

The year 1997 was a tipping point in my life.






CHAPTER 3 THE CANAL MURDERS DISSECTED


The room was nothing special, but it would do. It consisted of a simple collection of wooden tables and a few scattered metal folding chairs. More importantly, every wall in the large room had either a big bulletin or dry erase board. I, like most detectives, am a visual creature, and I needed to gaze at every detail of these murders. Among those details was the key, I knew, to finding the killer. It was the classic find-the-hidden-object-in-the-picture game I loved as a child. Only this was no game. Even though I turned my back on the CPA profession years ago, the methodology used to flush out why the debits did not equal the credits was still hardwired inside of me. A CPA’s extreme organization and obsession with every detail would prove effective—I believed this. By the time I had gotten access to the case files, almost twenty years had passed since Angela’s and Melanie’s murders, and they deserved justice.

I graduated from the police academy in 1998 and launched into patrolling the streets of South Phoenix followed by a stint as a financial crimes detective and onto a patrol sergeant/squad leader. The original case agent for the canal murders was thorough and diligent but retired in 1997. The case had been handed over to the scene agent who worked on it as time permitted. However, as Phoenix grew in the late 1990s and early 2000s, so did the murder rate. Homicide detectives were swamped with new cases and had little time for cold cases. Even when cold case detectives were added to the mix in the mid-2000s to help, they didn’t have time to review thousands of cases.

The perpetrator’s DNA profile for the canal murders was uploaded into the national DNA database in the late 1990s, and there were no hits. Time marched on. The canal murders investigation and files were absolutely massive, and I can only imagine it was easier to assume and hope that the perpetrator was dead or at the very least causing destruction in other parts of the country.

My obsession with these two cases, the canal murders, began a few weeks earlier when I received a media-generated public records request. To protect the victims and their investigations, I would spend innumerable eye-straining hours poring line by line through materials for every public records request, redacting it painstakingly. I wanted to ensure that sensitive information did not get out, should the case eventually go to trial. We owed that much to the victims and their families, I thought. These reports were different, though. Not only were they massive, using reams and reams of paper, but they reeked of a serial killer. The acts committed upon these two women were beyond savage. It was something reserved for Hollywood, and I doubted even the most twisted script writers could come up with what I was seeing. My heart ached with each turn of the page. Many of the salty homicide investigators at the time adamantly stated the killer was dead. Yet, even if this were the case, I believed there had to have been more murders before and after. One didn’t start out with beheading a human being and mutilating a corpse and move on to post-mortem acts of carving and re-dressing, like the second murder, and then just stop. There had to be more despicable and predatory behavior both before and after. I could and would not accept the notion he was dead.

I took a photograph of our first victim, Angela Brosso, and taped it to the whiteboard. I stared sorrowfully at the photo. Angela was an intelligent, beautiful, and vibrant blond woman with her whole life in front of her. She had grown up in a small town in Pennsylvania and pursued her dreams of an IT career by moving to Los Angeles to attend DeVry and then on to Phoenix. Angela was newly engaged to a man she had met at a college campus in New Jersey named Joe Krakowiecki, and they lived together in an apartment adjacent to where her body was found. Her last bike ride took place on the eve of her twenty-second birthday. She had just returned from a trip to Los Angeles as a trainer for her employer, Syntellect, Inc. I glumly jotted down these notes underneath the photo and put “Victim #1—November 1992” above her picture.

I posted a photo of Angela’s fiancé, Joe, a few feet away from Angela’s and drew a connection arrow, labeling it “fiancé/last person to see her alive.” Joe was considered the prime suspect during the initial stages of the investigation and had been interviewed three separate times. Joe told investigators he met Angela at DeVry in New Jersey in April 1991. In October 1991, Angela moved to California and completed her degree, whereas he went to Phoenix to continue his DeVry education. Angela moved in with him at the apartment Joe had at the time after graduating the summer of 1992. Joe said they had very good relationship with only small fights.

According to Joe, Angela had gone on teaching assignment to Los Angeles and returned the day prior after midnight. They slept until 11 A.M. on Sunday and went to pick up her bike around noon. They ate at TGI Friday’s restaurant, ran to the grocery store, and were home by 7 P.M. Angela went for her bike ride around dusk, but Joe didn’t go with her because he wanted to bake her a birthday cake. Angela was usually gone for forty-five minutes on a ride. Joe said he looked for her on three occasions that night and called the police.

Detectives focused on Joe not only because he was the last person to see Angela alive but due to concerning statements from her mother about Joe’s behavior and their relationship. Angela’s mother said Joe acted strangely when she called him multiple times on the night Angela went missing. Joe did not seem worried or concerned. Angela’s mother told Joe to check the bike path, but he said he and a friend had checked the bike path multiple times. Angela’s mother said Joe and Angela had been having problems for the past three weeks and Angela was going to move back to Pennsylvania but needed money. She added that Joe was not supportive of Angela’s teaching job and was drinking and partying a lot. Angela had told her mother that Joe had pushed her in the past.

Coworkers of Angela added to Angela’s mother’s statements. They all said she wanted to move out due to problems with Joe. Joe maintained his innocence throughout. There was also no known connection to the second victim, Melanie. Joe was ruled out as a suspect in the mid-1990s by DNA comparison to the DNA left at the scene by the perpetrator. I wrote notes under Joe and indicated “ruled out by DNA.”

I took another gulp of coffee and plowed back into the case. I taped a photo of the second victim, Melanie Bernas, a few feet away from Angela’s. I wrote “Victim #2—September 1993” above Melanie’s photo and drew a connection line. The same feelings of sadness overwhelmed me as with Angela. Melanie was even younger than Angela, at seventeen, just a high school junior. I sighed and rubbed my temple. Melanie was likewise intelligent and beautiful with a full life ahead of her. Investigators spoke with Melanie’s mother and her friends. According to Melanie’s mother, she had last seen Melanie at their home at about 7 P.M. when she left to go out to dinner. When Melanie’s mother returned home around 10 P.M., Melanie was not there, and her bike was gone. In the past, Melanie rode her bike for exercise and rode city bike paths northwest of their home to Metrocenter, which was in North Central Phoenix. Melanie must have gone out sometime after her mother left. Her mother reported Melanie missing the next morning.

Melanie’s close friends told investigators she didn’t use drugs but did drink occasionally. Melanie did not have a boyfriend. Her best friend went over to Melanie’s house on the night she went missing at 8:10 P.M. At the time, the doors were locked, and Melanie’s bike was gone. I wrote these notes underneath Melanie’s photo.

I gazed at the three photos, Angela, Melanie, and Joe. I felt I had made some progress, but I was still lost and melancholy. I posted a photo of a man named Mark Qualls near Angela and Joe. The killer had taken Angela’s head from the scene, and approximately ten days later it was found floating in the canal. Qualls was a local transient and canal fisherman. Qualls had told an employee of a store to call police and took off. Interestingly, Qualls was nicknamed the Fisher King. Detectives tracked the Fisher King down to a local bar. He was interviewed and said he had been there the night before fishing until dusk. At that time, there was no head there. He walked by the canal in the morning and saw it. Qualls adamantly denied involvement and gave a blood sample.

I drew a squiggly line from Qualls to Angela and wrote “found her head.” I jotted down notes below Qualls’s photo. I also drew a crude representation of a letter connecting it to Angela. I wrote, “letter from the doctor in D.C. on how long Angela’s head was in the canal. The doctor’s working theory was that the perpetrator preserved the head through refrigeration or freezing.” Dreadful, I thought. Absolutely dreadful.

On a separate whiteboard to the left of the victim’s photos, I detailed the location of each murder drawing a crude map labeled “ONE—Angela’s murder (1992), TWO—Melanie’s murder (1993).” Eerily, Angela’s head was found very close to where Melanie was later found murdered. It was just on the other side of a major freeway that bridged over the canal. I labeled that location also as “THREE—Angela’s head discovered (1992).” I also added the location where an elderly homeowner a few miles west of Angela’s murder had found a large plywood board in his alley next to garbage cans with “I chopped that bitches head off” written in red lipstick. I labeled it “FOUR—plywood clue (1992).”

Now that I had the main persons involved listed and the map drawn on the whiteboards, I stepped back and massaged my right hand. I saw the multiple piles of developed 35mm pictures from the murders. Some of the pictures from Angela’s murder were labeled “Aerial” (they had been taken from the helicopter), with another large group labeled as being taken from the ground. There were also autopsy photos and photos from the scene where her head was recovered. The pictures from Melanie’s murder were similarly labeled but included pictures from inside a tunnel nearby. I then carefully placed them in what I believed to be sequential or logical order, thumbtacking them to the bulletin board on the other side of my newly created war room.

Tired from this tedious endeavor, I sat down in a metal chair and stared at the massive collection of photos. Man, it’s painful to see what the monster did to these innocent girls. I looked at my watch and couldn’t read the numbers. I rubbed my eyes and tried again. The worn silver watch face blurred but still read 1 A.M. No wonder. Case or no case, sleep was imperative now so I could focus. I gathered my backpack and coat and headed toward the door. Before the lights were turned out, I looked back at the fruits of my labor and grinned. The picture was beginning to coalesce. It always did. I would get this son of a bitch.

The next morning (really, later that same morning), it was lather-rinse-repeat. Eggs, bacon, and coffee and the big room. I digested the find-the-hidden-object collage from the day before and took some comfort in it, but there was a lot more to do in building the visualization of the incident. I wanted to examine the similarities of the murders. I found an open section of whiteboard and wrote “Similarities.” Both women had their clothing torn and cut at some point during the murder. Both victims were on a bike path near a canal riding their bikes at dusk. Also, there were tunnels nearby both murder scenes. Both women had a fatal stab wound to their upper back, which immediately collapsed their lungs and penetrated their hearts. Both women’s mountain bikes as well as Sony Walkman cassette players were taken from the scene and never found. The strangest of similarities had to do with both women wearing their shoes and socks.

More coffee, more shaking out of a cramped right hand. I continued to write. However, I transitioned to “Dissimilarities.” Our first victim, Angela, was beheaded. Melanie was not. Angela was deeply cut in the shape of a cross across her abdomen postmortem. It appeared the killer may have been trying to cut Angela in half. Disturbing at all levels! The killer also used what appeared to be another instrument besides a knife and drove holes in her pelvic area.

This heavy mutilation was not the case with our second victim, Melanie. With her, the killer made a slight incision across her neck and carved a cross with three dots within. He also carved the letters WSC into Melanie’s center chest. Angela was displayed on a berm naked facing east (with only her shoes and socks), whereas Melanie was re-dressed by the killer into a small girl’s aqua bodysuit. She was dragged a considerable distance and placed in the canal. There was considerable graffiti inside a tunnel near Melanie’s murder, whereas this was not found at Angela’s. I shook my head in disgust for what had been done and because I was still lost and no closer to the killer than when I began.

With the most painful part done, I used the restroom, and then realized that I was starving. I sat at one of the center tables and ate a peanut-butter-and-grape-jelly sandwich my wife made me that morning. Something as simple as a PB&J always seemed to taste better when she made it. It was good to remember my loved ones during these dark, arduous hours. I cleaned the last remnants of peanut butter and jelly from my hands and got back to writing.

I wrote “What’s Been Done—Angela.” Detectives canvassed her apartment complex and the surrounding area. Most people were asleep or not home. Neighbors did see Angela leave the apartment with a described “angry” look. Also, a couple going to a convenience store at 1 A.M. the night of the murder saw a thin man looking around and holding something in his jacket and using both hands to cradle it. Another couple saw a man acting strangely and attempting to enter the front door of a church near the scene. This man had something in his right hand.

Additionally, detectives spoke to Angela’s coworkers at Syntellect. They gave a consistent story of Angela wanting to leave Joe. A large number of tips came in from around the country and from field contacts with officers reporting a strange person, bike, or vehicle sighting, known creepy subjects, killers from around the country, and so on. The detectives organized and completed tracking packets and then triaged and vetted.

A few weeks after Angela’s murder, detectives flew to Los Angeles, visited the Los Angeles Times headquarters, and systematically interviewed the employees who attended Angela’s training seminar. Detectives also went to the apartment complex where Angela resided while finishing up her studies at DeVry. They interviewed Angela’s adviser and her professor and obtained a list of students who attended DeVry at the same time. They also interviewed and obtained a blood sample from a former boyfriend of Angela’s at DeVry who denied involvement and had no motive.

I took a break to get some air. When I came back, I looked at the scribbles on the dry-erase boards all over the room. It looked like a mathematician who’d gone insane trying to prove a hellacious theory. New marker; keep going.

I started in on the next section with “What’s Been Done—Melanie’s Murder.”

Detectives canvassed the scene, and inexplicably no one saw or heard anything. No one? Seriously? He took a ton of time with both of these girls, and no one saw or heard anything? Numerous tips came in and were doggedly followed up on. An FBI profile on both murders was completed in the mid-1990s. DNA from semen at both scenes was matched to the same unknown killer and in the late-1990s it was uploaded into the national DNA database. There had been no hits to the DNA in the federal database to date.

After many hours of tedious work spanning days, I stared at the whiteboards and photos. I had summarized every pertinent detail from the massive reports. I looked back and forth repeatedly for the hidden clue that would break the case wide open. Where in the hell was it? Nothing. Was the visual every-debit-has-a-corresponding-credit exercise all done for nothing? Should I assume the monster is dead, like all the others do?

No, no, no! I couldn’t give up on these women and their families. I just needed help. I needed to assemble a team of elite investigators.






CHAPTER 4 THE TEAM



The DNA Expert

The crowd of detectives peppered Kelley Merwin with questions, and her zeal for the subject, paired with almost twenty years of lab experience, blanketed the room. Most of us did not have a scientific background. High school chemistry was the best we had to offer. Somehow, in less than an hour, she broke down the rather complex world of DNA in a manner a child could easily understand. She compared it to a blueprint for a house or code for a video game. Excellent! We appreciated it. We depended on DNA to solve our cases. DNA had become a game-changer in the fight against crime. It had evolved dramatically since the time of the canal murders and continued to get more precise.

I was pleased I had carved out time to attend Kelley’s brown-bag-lunch lecture that day, and I approached her after the crowd dispersed. We became friends during my assignment in cold case homicide. Her husband was an affable top-notch officer I had worked with in the past. Not to mention, Kelley and I shared supervisory philosophies. We both believed in finding the best people and getting out of their way. She knew we carried a heavy load of 2,500-plus cold cases on our records and made it abundantly clear she and her team were there to help us.

“Let me see a picture of Morty,” I said.

“Here’s Morty,” said Kelley. She set her phone down in front of me.

“He’s a good-looking dog! Markings like Steve.” Steve was my English bulldog. Unfortunately, he had passed away a few years back.

“Does Morty snore?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah, he wakes us up in the middle of the night sometimes.”

“And passes gas at about the same rate?”

She laughed. “Yes, Morty is quite proficient at that, too.”

“They’re the perfect breed. Lazy as can be, and they don’t want much out of life but to eat, sleep, and be loved.”

Kelley showed me several more pictures of Morty. Morty was a bright spot in her crime-fighting world. The Halloween and play pictures made me laugh.

“Now that I think of it,” I said, “good ol’ Steve liked his tug-of-war with his rope, too. The darn dog would not, under any circumstance, let go of it.”

“Stubborn breed. They don’t give up.”

“They’re bred to pull bulls, get thrown off, and go right back at it. That’s the way I want my cold case team to be,” I said.

“And how is that coming along?” Kelley asked.

“I’ll get to that in a minute. Do you remember the canal murders?”

“Yes, I worked on the DNA for those cases years ago. Angela Brosso and Melanie Bernas. November 1992 and September 1993. Serial killer stuff like decapitation, carving, re-dressing.”

Kelley then launched into a series of details on both cases that only the original investigators would know. It was evident her memory was a steel trap.

“Do you remember the details on all of your cases like this?” I asked.

“Well, yes, it’s kind of a gift. But these are two of the most, if not the most, horrific murders in our city and the State of Arizona, for that matter.”

“Yes, they are, indeed. I just spent weeks locked in a room walking through them step by step. I thought I could use my CPA-nerd organizational skills to find the missing clue.”

“Did you?” Kelley asked.

“Um, no, that’s why I’m over here talking to this intelligent DNA supervisor who doesn’t miss a detail. Would you join my team to solve them? I need to assemble a team of the best to even have a chance against a serial killer.”

Kelley beamed. “Yes, of course. I am definitely on board. You do know that the only way you’re ever gonna solve the canal murders is to bring us his DNA? The unidentified sample has been in the national CODIS database since 1999 and never matched.”

“Okay, that’s great news!”

“Do you think he’s dead?”

“That seems to be the consensus with the older homicide detectives. I’m not so sure. He could have moved around the country or even world without being detected.”

“Definitely,” she said.

Kelley’s cell phone rang, and she told the caller she would meet her in a nearby lab room. She motioned for me to follow her. From the second-floor balcony, I saw the intricate art display that adorned the main entrance. Items associated with a forensic lab, such as beakers, flasks, pipettes, and wash bottles were suspended in a massive visual collage. I loved to stare at it every time I entered. It creatively defined the lab.

We entered a room that held signs warning not to enter the adjacent room unless properly equipped. I heard Kelley speak to one of her staff. It sounded like she was explaining a process in detail. The staff member couldn’t stop telling Kelley how much she appreciated her help. A novice could see that Kelley’s knowledge was as important as one of the steel pillars holding the new forensic center in place. They were lucky to have her institutional knowledge and leadership.

We left the room. Kelley apologized for the interruption and said, “Back to the canal murders. What were you saying?”

“I don’t see how a person starts off so vicious, cutting off a head and doing what he did to Angela, kills Melanie in an equally awful manner, and then just stops. No similar murders before or after. Or at least that we can find. Just two in a matter of months and then flatline.”

“It’s so weird. Who else have you picked for your special team?”

“Well, you, and to be determined on the rest. I’ll let you know.”




The PhD Detective

William Schira let out a groan as he stretched in the doorframe of the office. Years of wearing a gun belt and a couple of accidents as a motorcycle cop had wreaked havoc on his lower back. Stubborn as a mule, though, he didn’t skip a beat and hardly ever took a day off from chasing bad guys throughout his long career.

“You ready, boss man?” he asked.

“Yeah, let’s go,” I said.

We made our way out of headquarters. William stopped and talked to person after person. He reminded me of my mother, who would leave me in the car in the grocery parking lot as a teenager. She would always say, “Troy, I’ll be right back.” Two to three hours later she would arrive to a steaming mad son. This was before the days of smartphones. It was me, the radio, and my thoughts. I believed she talked to absolutely everyone in the darn store. William would have done the same.
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