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TO CATCH A KILLER
* * * * *
PROLOGUE
Just after sunrise on a steamy July morning, a team of Fort Worth detectives arrived with a search warrant, pushed past the murder suspect’s belligerent mother and entered her clapboard house. Among the officers that morning of July 26, 2000, was homicide Detective Michel Carroll, an experienced investigator who slowly made his way through old furniture and assorted junk piled in the living room. He and his supervisor, Skeeter Anderson, proceeded to search the kitchen and finally stepped into a small room where a bare mattress on a simple frame was pushed up against a wall. A dresser with a mirror sat against another wall. Barbells and soda and beer cans were strewn around the floor of the room, which obviously belonged to a young man.
Then Carroll saw them. Photographs of young Hispanic girls, dozens of them, stuck to the mirror, scattered across the top of the dresser and on the floor. In the photos, some of the girls were lying on the bed with the suspect, Andy James "Jaime" Ortiz, or being fondled by him or just staring sadly toward the camera. Almost all of them were teenagers or preteens with shoulder-length dark hair.
Carroll’s stomach turned, and he was momentarily speechless. He had worked homicide for four years and had often chuckled at the ridiculous ways his job was portrayed on television. But this room seemed straight out of a horror film about a serial killer. And there was more. Everywhere Carroll looked, he saw the artifacts of sexual obsession. Address books were filled with name after handwritten female name (there were only a few males listed) with accompanying phone numbers. A photo album contained dozens more photographs of young girls. In one corner sat a box full of women’s underwear, near a blue bra lying on the floor. Souvenirs, Carroll thought. The driver’s licenses of two young women were also in the mess. Officers found the credit card of a third.
And scattered about the room like confetti were small scraps of paper, torn from restaurant menus or supermarket receipts or maps or envelopes, anything that might have been handy at the time. Written on each of them were the name and telephone number of at least one female, sometimes several. There were 126 pieces of paper in all.
"I wonder if we’ll be able to find all these girls," Carroll said to Anderson.
Carroll stepped out of the room to find Detective Curt Brannan, who was working in another part of the house. Five days earlier, on the shore of Marine Creek Lake, Brannan had stood over the rotting corpse of a girl who had likely spent the last few hours of her life with Andy Ortiz in that very bedroom. Police also suspected that Ortiz, a north-side gang member, had raped and strangled another teenage girl three years before.
But this ...
Brannan, the lead investigator, stood wordlessly with Carroll and Anderson, studying the bedroom. "You’re going to have your hands full on this case," Carroll said.
Brannan nodded.
"I wonder how many of these girls are still alive," Brannan said.
CHAPTER ONE
Some days in the Midwest sugar beet fields, a hoe in her calloused hands, young Brenda Salazar would pause and look wistfully at an airliner crossing the sky. Other times, back home in South Texas, she would climb onto the roof of her family’s modest yellow house and stare toward the heavens, imagining a life beyond the bakeries, tire shops, beauty salons and convenience stores that filled in haphazardly around stucco homes in the small town, where a warm wind from the Gulf of Mexico forever stirred clouds of gritty brown sand.
Her family had always been migrant workers, but as much as she loved her parents and younger siblings, Salazar wanted more for her life. She wanted to be a flight attendant in one of those passing jetliners, or maybe even a pilot. That was why Salazar left her tearful family behind in 1996, moving at age 19 from San Juan in the Rio Grande Valley to North Texas. There, on Memorial Day weekend a year later, her dreams abruptly ended.
Just after 5 p.m. on Monday, May 26, 1997, her roommate, Jennifer Ledesma, set a container of rice and beans and a blue Igloo cooler on the ground and fished out the keys to the small Fort Worth apartment that she and Salazar shared. Inside, Ledesma found the place a mess, clothes scattered everywhere. That was not necessarily surprising, because the two women were planning to move to a larger apartment in the same complex in the next few days and Salazar might have been packing. But then Ledesma saw the empty place on the shelf where the stereo had been, CDs strewn about and a bedsheet covering something on the floor. Her heart filled with dread.
Ledesma had been trying to call her roommate for more than a day from Austin, where Ledesma had spent the weekend with relatives. The women’s answering machine was programmed to activate quickly, but the phone just kept ringing. When Ledesma pulled into the apartment complex, she noticed that Salazar’s car was missing from its usual parking spot. When Ledesma saw the sheet on the floor, and lumps beneath it, she prayed that the lumps were just pillows, but somehow she knew they weren’t.
She stumbled and one foot touched something hard beneath the sheet. With a toe, Ledesma inched it far enough down to reveal her roommate’s body. Salazar was lying facedown in her blue nightgown, her hands bound behind her with the cord of an iron, a leather strap around her neck. Ledesma screamed and dropped her purse, spilling its contents onto the carpet. She raced toward the leasing office and pounded on the door. When there was no answer, she ran to the pool, where her neighbors were enjoying the last few hours of the holiday weekend.
"I need help!" she screamed.
The call
Curt Brannan’s cellphone rang at 5:20 p.m. that Monday, and when it did he couldn’t help but groan. Fort Worth’s senior homicide detective had finished his day at the office and was just a mile or two from the country home south of the city that he shared with his wife, Beverly, and his sons, Jacob and Cole. His roping horses were waiting on those 3 acres, as was the personal gym where Brannan, a seventh-degree black belt in karate, pounded away on the heavy bag to sweat out the stresses of his job. That night he planned to read the Bible to his sons, a bedtime ritual every night he was home.
But 13 years of investigating murder had taught Brannan that the job was nothing if not inconvenient. This time, the dispatcher said, patrol was requesting detectives at a death scene in far east Fort Worth. It was not uncommon for patrol officers to overreact a bit, Brannan knew, to see blood or excretions around a body and suspect foul play where none existed. He briefly held out hope that he could clear things up and continue on home.
But then he pulled off the road and talked to the patrol supervisor on the scene, who told him that a young woman had been found dead in her apartment, her arms tied behind her back, a ligature still around her neck. There was no misinterpreting that.
Most murders were fairly easy to solve, and Brannan had caught plenty of those cases over the years. Domestic violence, say; or a smoking gun or a bloody knife and a barroom full of witnesses; or a gangbanger already in the back seat of a patrol car by the time homicide detectives arrived. Tragic as those killings were, they were mostly paperwork for a detective.
But every so often came a crime cloaked in both brutality and mystery, a real whodunit. That Monday afternoon as he heard the details, even after 13 years on the job, a knot grew in Brannan’s stomach, his adrenaline surged, and the checklist started in his head.
He scribbled down the address, checked his city map and pulled into a gas station to fuel up his department-issued sedan. He called his homicide supervisor at the time, Sgt. Paul Kratz, and made plans to meet him at the scene. Brannan also called his wife to say he would not be home anytime soon. The murder of Brenda Salazar would be, as Brannan often referred to the toughest cases, a "big deal." He had no way of knowing then just how big.
An imposing presence
Hillcrest Apartments was a tidy complex of red brick buildings built on a hilly finger of Fort Worth that jutted up toward Dallas/Fort Worth Airport. Many Hillcrest residents, in fact, worked at D/FW. But that Monday evening they gathered in quiet clusters or peeked out through drawn blinds at the officers coming and going at a ground-floor apartment, No. 801. At 6:18 p.m., a white Chevrolet Lumina rolled up, and heads turned as the driver stepped out.
Brannan did not arrive at a crime scene so much as he made an entrance. He was 45 years old then, a handsome, muscular man well over 6 feet tall, with short white hair and a thick white mustache. But what most set him apart from the other cops was the white Resistol cowboy hat pulled low above his piercing blue eyes. He also wore a starched white Western shirt and dark tie with a badge dangling from his pocket; pressed slacks with a holstered service revolver on one hip; and polished cowboy boots.
From all appearances, Brannan was the Old West sheriff come to catch the bad guys, an impression he did not necessarily discourage. At a chaotic murder scene, with the crime scene investigators, medical examiners, paramedics and patrol officers milling about, witnesses saw him and knew "the guy with the hat is the one you’ve got to talk to," Brannan would say years later.
The Western profile sometimes invited the snide remarks of colleagues, who would say (when Brannan was out of earshot) that he was something of a showboat. But most of that grumbling seemed inspired by jealousy, and where Brannan was concerned, professional jealousy was probably inevitable.
He was a real cowboy, for one thing — not one of those Friday-night versions who tend to populate the Stockyards honky-tonks. The Fort Worth native walked in a bowlegged shuffle straight out of a John Wayne Western, and he came by that gait honestly, on the backs of angry bulls and bucking broncs on the professional rodeo circuit. Other officers might also have envied Brannan’s friendship with the movie star Chuck Norris. The two of them met at an area karate competition in the early 1990s, and when Norris began shooting Walker, Texas Ranger in Fort Worth, he tapped Brannan as his bodyguard. Later, when Norris wanted to know the cowboy way for his television program, he often turned to the Fort Worth detective for advice.
"Even his talking ... he’s got that slow drawl," Norris said. "I think he was born about a hundred years too late. To me, he’s just the ultimate man’s man."
In 1984, Brannan, a former Army drill instructor, was quickly promoted to the Fort Worth homicide unit after only a few years on patrol and a short stint investigating lesser crimes, a rise that was almost unheard-of. Year after year, in a career that would stretch over more than two decades, his clearance rate was always among the highest of the dozen or so detectives in homicide. He was a dogged investigator, highly organized, smart and — perhaps most important — able to talk to anyone, whether it was a west-side socialite or a murderous scumbag with a ticket to Death Row.
"He’s easy to be jealous of," said Kratz, Brannan’s former supervisor. "I mean, just look at the guy. On top of that, he’s been married to the same woman for more than 30 years. He’s a storybook character, and people will think this guy must be too good to be true. I think a lot of people have that attitude. But I worked with him and he worked for me for a long time. I never came to doubt he was anything but the genuine person he professed to be. If I looked like that and walked the walk the way he does, people would be jealous of me, too."
By that Monday night a decade ago, when Brannan stepped out of the Lumina, he had worked hundreds of murder cases, including the 1992 slaying of Fort Worth socialite Caren Koslow and other high-profile crimes, solving all but a few. That night, he glanced around at the bystanders, at the nearby swimming pool, at the apartment office and at the crime scene officers, a knot still in his stomach. But there was another feeling, too, a secret exhilaration that welled up at the beginning of what promised to be a very challenging case: the excitement of the hunt.
A grisly picture
Most other homicide detectives made a beeline for the body. Brannan preferred to take his time, circle toward it, look around and talk to patrol officers who arrived first, so that when he finally did see the corpse, he had a better idea of what he was looking at. On that night, he was glad that a veteran and highly capable patrol cop named William Bench was in charge of securing the crime scene. Brannan immediately invited Bench to sit down with him in the quiet of the Lumina. There, Bench recounted Jennifer Ledesma’s story and described what she had found in the apartment. As he listened, Brannan scribbled in a notebook and dictated into a small tape recorder.
Bench also had good news: The victim’s missing Pontiac Grand Am had been found the day before, out of gas and abandoned at an intersection several miles away in the Riverside neighborhood of northeast Fort Worth. That was, to use one of Brannan’s favorite expressions, "very cool." The car, an extension of the crime scene, would be another promising source of clues and evidence.
When his conversation with Bench was finished, Brannan left the car and instructed patrol officers to record the license plate of every car in the parking lot. He also wanted the name and telephone number of every lingering bystander, because Brannan knew that murderers were often like arsonists, who like to stand around and observe the mess they created.
Sixteen minutes after his arrival, the detective finally made his way toward the apartment. A patrol officer stood outside the front door, a blue cooler at his feet. Brannan nodded to the officer and stepped inside, where an ironing board was perched to the left, piled with mail, keys, a container of motor oil and some other papers. Ledesma’s blue purse still lay on the floor, next to a mound of clothes and shoes.
Just beyond the ironing board, farther to the left, Brannan saw the body facedown on the carpet next to an open trunk and unmade daybed. A sheet covered the left hip, left arm and left leg of the corpse. The face was shrouded in thick strands of dark hair. The victim’s hands were bound behind her, knuckle to knuckle, with the cord of a white iron that lay on the carpet a few inches away. As Brannan stood over the body, a familiar sense of disgust welled up inside him. What a shame, he thought.
But he could afford to indulge those feelings for only a second. This would be a one-shot deal, gathering evidence at the crime scene, and Salazar’s body was an important piece of what promised to be a complicated puzzle.
Instead of her stolen humanity, Brannan needed to focus on Salazar’s fingers and fingernails, her arms and legs, looking for defensive wounds, signs she had put up a fight. (There were none.) He needed to study her blue nightgown, the dark underpants and the white socks on her feet, looking for signs of sexual assault. (None were obvious.) He needed to focus on the type of knot used to bind her wrists (three wraps, then a distinctive bow); the Marlboro cigarette butt in the ashtray; the victim’s glasses on the bed, the lenses popped out and lying nearby; the spot of blood on the carpet.
And the bedsheet. That might have been the most instructive detail of all. When Ledesma had found the body, it was completely covered. Whoever killed Salazar didn’t want to look at her while ransacking the place, which in Brannan’s experience suggested that the killer knew his victim. There was also no sign of forced entry, no jimmied locks or busted doorjambs, and Ledesma was certain that she had unlocked the door before entering that afternoon. So in the first few minutes of the investigation, this much seemed certain: Salazar had felt comfortable opening the door to her assailant, even if just a crack, before she was overpowered.
Brannan began to picture the rest in his mind, a minimovie that usually started in his first few moments at a crime scene. He saw a shadowy character forcing his way through the door, probably late at night, smashing Salazar in the head with whatever was handy (the iron as it turned out), pressing her head into the bed to stifle her screams, pushing with such force that the lenses of her glasses popped out. The detective could see her gasping for air. Then the wrists pulled behind her back; then the strap around the neck; then the bedsheet; then silence.
Brannan never went to movies or watched television shows about murder and horror, because the real-life images played so often in his own head. The latest continued as he inched through the apartment, jotting down notes, talking into his recorder. He conferred with the crime scene investigator who shot photographs and lifted fingerprints from a telephone receiver (the answering machine had been stolen), picture frames, the inside surface of a window. Kratz arrived, and Brannan briefed his supervisor. As the work continued at the crime scene, Brannan found a quiet corner of the apartment, looking down at the body and around the room, trying to make sure he had missed nothing.
Other thoughts ran through his mind.
"Lord, help me to see what I need to see here," Brannan prayed, as he did at the beginning of every tough case. "Father, I need your help in this."
CHAPTER TWO
It was a Wednesday morning at 9 a.m., but Rosa Maria and Fermin Salazar were dressed in their Sunday clothes, sitting in a small room on the third floor of the Fort Worth Police Department. No environment could have been more foreign to the couple, migrant workers who had made the long drive north from their home in the Rio Grande Valley. No nightmare could have been worse than the one they were living that morning of May 28, 1997. Two days earlier, the body of their daughter Brenda had been found in her Fort Worth apartment, the strap used to strangle her still around her neck. Detective Curt Brannan now sat with the victim’s parents in the room at the Police Department, telling them how sorry he was for their loss.
Brannan also said he needed to know everything about Brenda’s life because it might help him catch her killer. But how could Fermin and Rosa Maria tell everything about their beloved daughter, who was so beautiful that she dabbled in modeling, who loved gymnastics and ballet, who ran track and played volleyball, who had a rose tattooed on her hip, who loved dried flowers, who underlined her favorite passages of Emily Dickinson and Edgar Allan Poe?
Perhaps it was inevitable that San Juan, Texas, could not contain such a spirit. Brenda’s parents were traditional people from large Hispanic families who believed that their daughter should remain at home until marriage and continue the same modest life they had made. They argued with her and pleaded with her to stay when she told them of her plans to move to North Texas. She was too innocent. She would be safer at home. The begging went on right up to that late summer day in 1996.
Brenda had spent one last season with her family working in fields and orchards in Michigan.
On their way back home, her parents planned to drop her off in Arlington at the trade school for travel- and aviation-related fields. They stopped to buy her towels and bedding, but before they got to the school, Fermin pulled into a park and tried one last time to persuade Brenda to come home. Then 19, she remained steadfast.
"She said she was doing it to have a career and help us," her mother would remember a decade later.
It was some consolation that Brenda came home almost every other weekend and talked to her mother almost every day on the telephone, at least until the mounting long-distance bills forced them to cut back to mostly Sundays. On the visits home, Brenda spoke vaguely of her studies and her stopgap job at an Arlington telemarketing company and of her series of roommates. If there was romance in her life, she never mentioned it. In fact, she sometimes sounded sad and lonely, even afraid. Brenda occasionally wondered out loud whether she had made the right decision. But always there were the weekend visits home.
The last was on Mother’s Day weekend, when Brenda flew home with a new dress and cake for her mother. Before she left, Brenda went to the beauty salon where Rosa Maria worked between migrant seasons and asked her mother to put her hair in French braids.
"I don’t like for you to work so much," Brenda told her mother. "When I finish my career, I want to set up a beauty salon that will be yours. I want you to have a better house."
"You have to study so you can have your own house," her mother replied.
Brenda’s next visit home was supposed to be a few weeks later, over the Memorial Day holiday. But she called her mother the Thursday before to say she would wait a week and come back for her sister’s high school graduation instead. That was the last time Rosa Maria heard her daughter’s voice. There was no call from Brenda on Sunday morning, when the family typically heard from her, and the phone just rang when her mother tried calling later in the day. By the next day, Brenda’s parents were worried enough to begin making plans for a trip to Fort Worth.
Then, at 4 a.m. on Tuesday, May 27, the phone finally did ring. But it was a San Juan police officer who said he needed to come to their house. When he arrived, he told Brenda’s parents and siblings to go back inside and sit down. The officer delivered the news that Brenda was dead, that she had been murdered in her apartment. He left the number of the Tarrant County medical examiner’s office. Because Fermin and Rosa Maria spoke little English, the call was made by Brenda’s 18-year-old sister, Rosalia, the one who would graduate the next weekend.
"Is this a hospital?" Rosalia asked over and over, hoping there had been some terrible mistake.
The man’s answer was always the same.
"No. This is a morgue."
By the next morning, the family was seated in the third-floor office with Brannan. A decade later, he still remembered the pleading, heartbroken look in their eyes.
"It was a look of total dependence on us to help them," Brannan said.
‘Collage of suspects’
Eight days later, minutes after arriving for work, Brannan got a message that the Salazars were in the lobby of the police building, hoping to speak to him. He hurried downstairs and brought them up to his office, learning that they had returned to Fort Worth to collect Brenda’s car and the rest of her belongings. But there was something they wanted to deliver in person: a three-page handwritten letter from Rosalia.
After a brief visit, Brannan drove them to the auto pound and helped them get Brenda’s car. Back at the office, he sat down to read.
"We have a couple of things we want you to be aware of concerning people Brenda knew here in Fort Worth," Rosalia’s letter began.
Based on his investigation so far, Brannan knew that most of the sister’s suspicions were unwarranted. But as he came to the end of the letter, his interest grew.
"Brenda had told ... one of her close friends that she had met this guy by the name of Tommy at work," Rosalia wrote. "Tommy tried to choke her, he put his hands around her neck and said jokes about it, and he also kissed her without permission."
Who was this Tommy? The detective needed to find him, pronto. Brannan’s interest intensified later that day after learning that there was indeed an employee named Tommy at the telemarketing firm where Brenda worked. Further checking revealed that the guy had a burglary conviction. More than a week after the killing, Tommy had moved to the top of Brannan’s list of suspects.
"I felt good about him," Brannan recalled later. "We jumped on him pretty quick."
But Brannan’s suspicions dissipated as quickly as they had arisen.
Tommy agreed to come in for questioning and denied even knowing Brenda Salazar. He underwent a polygraph test to prove it, and other parts of his story checked out. So Tommy fell back into a "collage of suspects," as Brannan called them.
They were young men Brenda had briefly dated named Martin and Michael; co-workers and fellow students; friends of friends who Brannan learned had criminal records. The detective couldn’t afford to ignore any of them. You never knew which rabbit trail might lead to the killer.
And he could be sure that someday, if he made it to the witness stand of a murder trial, a defense attorney would want to know exactly what he had done to eliminate each possibility.
That meant a long, frustrating summer of knocking on doors, leaving business cards, and talking to dozens of witnesses and potential suspects whose stories and recollections ultimately led nowhere.
Brannan knew only a few things for sure: On the Saturday evening of Memorial Day weekend, Brenda had gone to an Arlington bar called Desperado’s to apply for a part-time waitressing job, but she was home sometime before 10. (A co-worker had called the apartment at that time and found her alive and well.) Sometime the next morning, her car was found about 15 miles away, out of gas and in the middle of an intersection. What had happened in the interim?
As Brannan continued working and the frustrations grew, he reminded himself that he had made some progress. He had gathered valuable pieces of evidence that would make a conviction likely if he could zero in on the right guy. For instance, a few unidentified fingerprints were found on Salazar’s car. In early June, Brannan asked the Police Department’s fingerprint expert, Loyd Courtney, to run the prints through the Automated Fingerprint Identification System, a nationwide database of known offenders, and Courtney promised to comply. Courtney later told Brannan that he had run the print and nothing had come up.
Later in June, Brannon received a key piece of information. He learned from the Fort Worth crime lab that semen was found in Salazar’s mouth and that there was a sufficient sample to identify the DNA. With the DNA evidence, Brannan encouraged his long list of suspects — classmates, colleagues and ex-boyfriends — to give blood samples. Many also agreed to submit to polygraph exams. One after another, each was cleared.
As the investigation continued, Brannan looked into a possible link to the so-called Railway Killer, who was raping and killing his way across Texas and the United States at the time, but the DNA in the Salazar investigation did not match genetic material from those cases. The Fort Worth detective also talked to Arlington counterparts who were investigating the "Bathtub Murders" of young women in that city, but again the DNA proved there was no link.
The trail goes cold
Early in the investigation, in late May through June and much of the summer, Brannan’s case notes in the Salazar investigation consisted of several entries every day. By September, the entries had dwindled to four for the entire month. Then there were none. By that fall, the murder of Brenda Salazar had become a cold case. Without further clues, there was nothing else Brannan could do.
"When I was a little kid watching TV, I thought every murder case was solved," Brannan said years later. "When you watched The Lone Ranger, the good guys always won. By the end of the show and the bottom of the popcorn bucket, everybody knew what happened. But you know what? Now I know that’s not the case. They’re not all humanly solved."
Brannan would continue to live with the Salazar case. Maybe he would see a young woman who resembled the victim or drive by a place associated with the case, and the minimovie that played in his head when he first saw a crime scene would start again. Several times over the next three years, he dug the Salazar file out of his desk to look it over, searching for something he might have missed. And he continued to give assurances to the Salazar family.
"This case will not be forgotten," Brannan once told Brenda Salazar’s mother. "It’s not going to be put in a drawer, Mrs. Salazar, and forgotten as long as I’m a detective in this unit. ... I know [the case] and anything that comes in, I will compare to this case, any other similar cases. Sometimes people start talking; information comes in with a phone call and all of a sudden it cracks ... wide open."
And he was right. Three years later, the truth would be known, and Brannan himself would play a crucial role in revealing it. But it was an uglier reality than anyone could have known, an investigative trail that would lead back to a lovely young girl named Armida, to a criminal named Andy Ortiz, and to the sickening contents of the murder suspect’s bedroom.
CHAPTER THREE
Armida Garcia was a willowy teenage beauty of the sort who left boys her age tongue-tied. In fact, her friends said that she resembled the Tejano singer Selena, a particularly apt comparison because Armida's singing voice was lovely and the Fort Worth girl also seemed destined to perform. Years later, friends still recalled how she belted out Selena songs at a junior high talent show, how Armida sang a love ballad over the telephone to a special boy.
But something more than looks and talent distinguished the girl, who was 15 years old in the summer of 1997 and was preparing for her sophomore year at North Side High School. It was her naivete, an innocence and purity that had somehow survived the hardscrabble life around her.
Armida, her parents and her younger brother, Fernando, lived in a modest home on Denver Avenue in the Stockyards district of north Fort Worth. It was a mostly Hispanic neighborhood where life revolved around family and church, where baptisms, birthdays and quinceañeras brought large extended families together in celebration. But it was also a place where most families struggled to make ends meet, where street gangs battled over turf. Still, Armida clung to her idyllic view of the world.
She proudly showed friends a photograph of her father, a house painter named Juan Garcia, as he hoisted his wife, Graciela, in the air. In a world where divorce was common, Armida boasted to friends that her parents were deeply in love, and the girl said she dreamed of a similar relationship with her own husband someday. Armida had her flirtations but insisted that she would remain a virgin until her wedding night.
She was famous among her friends for her kindness, loath to hurt anyone's feelings. And she stubbornly believed, despite much evidence to the contrary, that there was good in everyone, absolutely everyone. That might have explained her friendship with a notorious neighborhood gang member named Andy Ortiz.
'You could see the hate in him'
They met one day in 1995 at a convenience store near Armida's home. Ortiz was relentless when it came to pursuing girls, the younger the better, and on that day Armida was still in junior high school. Ortiz lied to her, saying he was still a teenager himself, when in fact he was in his early 20s. He was a short, rather doughy young man with a scruffy goatee and short dark hair. But looks weren't everything to a girl as young and impressionable as Armida. Ortiz had a car, for one thing, and Armida could not help envisioning rides to the mall or to the movies. So when Ortiz asked for her phone number, she saw no harm in giving it to him.
Months passed before he used it, and when he did, it was a collect call from the Tarrant County Jail. An arrest for theft, Ortiz explained, which was a crime easy enough for a girl like Armida to forgive. She almost certainly didn't know that there was much more to his past, that over the previous decade Ortiz had built a reputation as one of Fort Worth's most incorrigible gang members, a thug who had proved himself beyond redemption. Police who worked the north-side patrol or in the gang intervention unit still remembered Ortiz a decade later.
"On a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being mild and 10 being the worst [gang member], he was a 15," said officer Dean Christensen, who worked in the Fort Worth police gang unit for much of the 1990s.
Ortiz's gang career began with petty stuff when he was a teenager. Though his juvenile records are sealed, police remembered that Ortiz quickly graduated to serious crimes, such as car theft and suspected involvement in drive-by shootings. Ortiz was also on the receiving end of a gang bullet and had his jaw wired shut for months after he was shot in the face. Then he couldn't cuss at police as they drove by his home on Lee Avenue. He resorted to shooting them the finger instead.
Officers later wondered whether things would have been different if Ortiz's parents had been willing to believe what police were telling them. His father, David, was a car salesman who had twice run unsuccessfully for Fort Worth City Council. Mother Stella ran a flower and gift shop. Both seemed to be doting parents, who once took their three sons on a Disneyland vacation. But they could not, or would not, believe that their three sons -- David Jr., the oldest; Andy, in the middle; and Elton, the youngest -- were headed on a dark path to nowhere.
Each son had a long arrest record. Cops remembered chasing the boys through the neighborhood and right into the house on Lee. The parents would slam the door in the officers' faces and threaten to file grievances with the Police Department for harassment, saying the Ortiz boys were targeted because they were Hispanic. (David and Stella Ortiz declined repeated interview requests for this story.) Of the two parents, police remembered Stella Ortiz as the staunchest advocate for her sons, continuously proclaiming their innocence despite mounting evidence to the contrary.
"Mom always defended them," said officer M.M. Salinas, a longtime member of the gang unit. "Anytime we went knocking on their door when they were listed as suspects in this assault or that drive-by shooting, she would always fight the police. She and her husband would always protect their kids. 'It wasn't my child. I have a good child. I know my child.'"
Years later, Salinas wondered whether the parents could see what was happening, particularly with Andy. "You could see the hate in him," Salinas said. "He was very hateful, and not just toward the police but to other individuals. He had no respect, even for his own brothers. We would get calls that they were fighting one another. ... With that kind of individual, you can't reason with them."
So Andy Ortiz's gang career blossomed, and the nature and frequency of his crimes escalated. On Nov. 25, 1990, just 21 days after his 17th birthday -- when he became an adult in the eyes of the law -- he was arrested for burglarizing a car. He quickly posted bail and was arrested again for the same crime less than two months later. Over the next decade, his rap sheet would grow to include 62 entries, arrests for crimes ranging from traffic violations to burglary to probation and parole violations to bomb making to assault. But the arrests and felony convictions in the 1990s never resulted in more than a few months behind bars.
"That was always frustrating," Christensen said of Andy Ortiz and other gang members. "We'd nail them for something and think, 'Now we got them good. This time they're going to be gone for a while.' Wrong. They were back in no time, up to their old business. I'm sure it had to do with the court system somewhere, but that's another story."
That story, state officials said at the time, had to do with overcrowding in the prison system and a parole board that, as a result, freed 8 in 10 parole-eligible inmates.
"The parole board became a releasing authority instead of a parole authority," Victor Rodriguez, then-chairman of the Texas Board of Pardons and Paroles, said in 1997. "It contributed to an attitude problem among people committing the crimes that the state had a system that was broken and you aren't going to jail anyway."
By the end of the 1990s, the state had built thousands of new prison cells, and the parole board had become much less forgiving. That came too late to stop criminals like Ortiz, who took full advantage of the revolving door. And as his rampage continued, police began to notice something about his activities that caused them grave concern.
"As a young adult, 19 or 20 years old, he was always going after young ladies but no one his age," Salinas remembered. "They would be 13 or so, so naive that they would believe anything he'd say. When we would catch him with those girls, we'd tell the parents their daughter was with someone like Andy."
But for many girls, their parents didn't find out about Ortiz until it was too late.
CHAPTER FOUR
Most entries in Andy Ortiz's criminal dossier, which grew to be several inches thick, concerned burglary, along with auto theft, brawls and parole violations, typical gang stuff. But several police reports detailed more sinister allegations, such as one in which the victim was a 13-year-old girl.
She was walking past Ortiz's home on Lee Avenue on Sept. 4, 1991, when he called out her name. When she would not come into his house, the police report said, he grabbed her, pulled her through the front door, locked it and threw her on a sofa, where he began kissing her face and neck. The girl managed to break free, escape the house unharmed and run to the house of a friend, who called police.
Ortiz was arrested within hours and eventually charged with aggravated kidnapping. But the charge was dismissed as part of a plea bargain when Ortiz agreed to a nine-year prison sentence for earlier burglaries. He was paroled after nine months.
So he was free two years later, on Aug. 8, 1993, another night detailed in long police report narratives. This time the girl was a 15-year-old who joined two young friends using fake IDs to sneak into a north-side nightclub. That night, when the teenager declined the advances of a young man who approached her in the bar, he pushed something into her back. "Come with me now, or I'll shoot you here," the man said, according to a police report.
Outside, she was forced into the back seat of a car with the man. Another man was behind the wheel as they drove away. The 15-year-old remembered that her abductor wore a dark blue Dallas Cowboys T-shirt and jeans and smelled as if he had been sniffing paint. She wept and her heart raced as they turned left from the parking lot, passing a large school. The radio was tuned to a Spanish-language station. After several minutes, the car stopped in front of a light-colored house on the north side, and the abductor forced the teen from the car. Standing in front of the house, he began calling her a bitch and a whore and threatened to shoot her when she cried.
"Shut up so you don't wake anyone," the man said, according to the police narrative. "If you don't shut up I'll kill you."
Inside she saw the hardwood floors in the living room and two twin beds in a bedroom. She told police that she was raped and beaten on one of them and that when she began to scream, her assailant choked her and put a gun to her forehead. When he finished, he ordered her to dress and forced her back outside to a house a few doors down the street, where several other young men were drinking beer outside in the pre-dawn. The girl was certain the other men were about to rape her, too, so she ran.
"If you don't stop I'm going to shoot you!" the rapist yelled.
"Then shoot me!" she screamed.
The rapist did not pursue her. A few blocks away, she saw a man loading his pickup in the dark.
"Someone is going to kill me and I need to go home," she said, crying
The man agreed to help her. According to the police report, as they drove away, he asked the teenager if a young man by the name of David Ortiz was the one who had assaulted her, because the oldest Ortiz brother was "a very bad boy who lived just up the street." She said she didn't know.
Her mother called the police when her hysterical daughter got home. Within hours, witnesses from the bar led detectives to a suspect. In the hospital emergency room, when detectives laid out a photo lineup, it was not David Ortiz whom she identified. It was his brother Andy, who had been at the bar and given his pager number to one of the girl's friends.
Andy Ortiz was quickly arrested. When interrogated by detectives, he did not deny having sex with the girl. But he insisted that it was consensual and that, because of her fake ID, he did not know that the girl was underage. Investigators, after consulting with a Tarrant County prosecutor, determined that it would be difficult to prove otherwise. The teenager had been drinking heavily that night. She said she had been beaten repeatedly, but investigators found no corresponding bruises. She said her assailant had ripped off her underwear, but the panties seemed to have been cut off, a detail that detectives thought further weakened the case.
"There were a lot of credibility issues with the victim's story," said Judy Jones, the Fort Worth detective who investigated the case, in a recent interview. "That's why it wasn't filed."
Jones said that she studied Ortiz's lengthy rap sheet during her investigation.
"But again, there were so many credibility issues with the case, it wouldn't have been easy to file anyway," Jones said. "Even with his criminal history, you've got to have somebody who can testify credibly about the facts."
So instead of charging Ortiz with rape, Tarrant County prosecutors asked that his parole on an unrelated weapons charge from earlier that summer be revoked. He spent only a year behind bars. The 15-year-old's case became another in a long series of missed opportunities to put Ortiz away.
The scars from that night linger today, 14 years later. The girl's mother wept bitterly while she recalled her daughter's alleged assault and what the mother called the failure of police.
"They didn't do (expletive)," the mother said. "Now three girls are dead, and my daughter's bulimic."
In her frustration and heartbreak, the mother says, she still drives by the Ortiz house on Lee Avenue every few months. Jones says she understands her pain.
"I wish it could have been different," said Jones, now a captain in the traffic division. "I wish I could have filed the case in 1993, but at the time it just wasn't prosecutable because of inconsistencies. I had worked many kid victims. This was a passion of mine. I would have filed it if I could have, but I just couldn't."
A typical target
Yet another girl, five days shy of her 13th birthday when Ortiz pulled up to her house, was typical of his targets - young and pretty, with long, brown hair. The guy who called himself "Jaime" said he got her number through a friend of a friend. And though he looked much older than her, he seemed harmless enough as they chatted on her front steps.
Her mother was at work when he stopped by that day, July 9, 1997, and her brother was out, too, so there was no way she would let Jaime into her house. But what harm could there be in getting him a glass of water?
So she stepped inside and filled a glass from the kitchen faucet. When she turned to go back outside, she saw that Jaime had sneaked in. He refused when she insisted they return to the porch, pulling her down on a sofa and begging her to kiss him. Then the threats started. He said he would kill her if she didn't do what he wanted and threatened to strangle her with a telephone cord if she did not submit.
The rape went on for nearly an hour.
"He took my jewelry and told me that if I told anybody he would come back and kill me," she said in a recent interview. The woman is now 23. "I told him, 'I'm not going to tell anybody. I'm not going to tell anybody. You don't have to worry about it.' That's the thing that saved my life."
Her aunt called the police that day. Detectives were inside the girl's home a few hours after the attack, questioning her, when the telephone rang. She nearly fainted when she heard Jaime's voice on the other end of the line.
"I thought you said you wouldn't tell anybody," he said.
"How do you expect me to keep something like that a secret?" she said, crying and handing the telephone to an officer. But the line had gone dead.
In the days to come, investigators checked gang records for suspects named Jaime but came up empty. Police tried unsuccessfully to find the person who had given him the girl's telephone number. But she learned the probable identity of her attacker a few days later.
When she described the rapist to a friend - a short, paunchy Hispanic guy, short hair, and a tattoo of a girl beneath a sombrero on his shoulder - the friend said it sounded like a neighborhood gangster named Andy Ortiz. Pretty much everyone on the north side knew Ortiz, the friend said. Pretty much everyone was afraid of him and his brothers.
That was why the girl and her friend never shared their suspicions with police. They were afraid. And that fear greatly intensified in the first week of August, less than a month after she was raped, when word spread across the north side about the fate of another beautiful girl, Armida Garcia.
CHAPTER FIVE
The collect calls kept coming from the Tarrant County Jail, at least until Armida Garcia’s father saw the charges on the telephone bill. Armida was on the phone too much as it was, Juan Garcia thought, but talking to a prisoner? That had to stop. So in late 1995 he laid down the law with his 13-year-old daughter.
But Andy Ortiz would not be deterred. The high school dropout, in his early 20s and in jail for gang-related crimes, began writing to Armida instead. The increasingly lurid letters became forbidden entertainment for the girl and her two closest friends, Alma Puente and Arianna Barbosa.
To them, Ortiz had seemed sort of brotherly at first, promising to protect the girls from neighborhood toughs when he got out. But then he asked Armida and Alma to send him photographs. (They didn’t.) He asked them to send a pair of their panties. (Neither would think of doing it.) Then he began to describe sex acts, which the girls found at once disgusting and sort of thrilling.
"We were surprised because nobody would speak to us like that," Alma remembered thinking of the letters, then hidden in Armida’s bedroom. "We were like, ‘Oh my God! Oh my God!’ This is the first guy who is actually telling us how he liked girls, what he likes girls to do and we’re like, ‘Do you think we would ever really like that?’ I guess we saw him as a teacher of sorts."
Armida, for one, insisted that curiosity was as far as it went. On at least one occasion, she drew the line in a telephone conversation with the prisoner when he began to express more than a brotherly interest.
"Look, I don’t like you in that way," she told Ortiz. "If you don’t want to be my friend, then we just won’t talk anymore."
"Well, I’d rather have you as a friend so I’m going to treat you as a sister from now on," Ortiz replied.
Ortiz was on his best behavior in a letter that Armida’s mother later found stashed behind a picture in the girl’s room.
"I know we’ve talked about weird [things] in the past, but I want to see you treated right," he wrote. "So will you let me offer you a good thing? Yes or no? I want to be like a big [brother] or best homie or [cousin] to you and I’ll tell you why. Your nice as they come. Your pretty, sweet, dress all that, [firm] body, cute personality, etc. I could go on about you, [but] by now your blushing like a red apple."
Ortiz continued in that vein when he was released from jail just after Christmas 1995. Armida agreed to meet him once or twice, usually at the convenience store near her home, where other people would be around. But as time passed and Armida matured, her friends noticed that Ortiz’s interest intensified. He would scream at her when she refused his increasingly blatant advances.
Which later raised the question: Why didn’t Armida put him off once and for all? Friends would conclude that it was Armida’s unwillingness to hurt another person’s feelings, even if that person was a thug like Ortiz. Or maybe her reasons were more complicated, having to do with youthful affections that defied logic. In any event, for much of the last two years of her life, Armida continued a dangerous flirtation with one of the north side’s most voracious sexual predators.
It went on even after she had been warned by Arianna’s older sister, 16-year-old Angelica Barajas.
One day during the summer of 1997, Ortiz came up to Angelica on the street and launched into his series of pickup lines, which she rebuffed. Ortiz found out her telephone number and began pestering her with calls. One night he showed up uninvited at her house, coaxed her onto a porch swing, grabbed one of her hands and forced it onto his crotch until her screams sent Ortiz hurrying away in his car.
He continued stalking Angelica at the Carnival grocery store where she worked, calling her more than two dozen times on one particular day and showing up in the parking lot with his friends.
About that time, Angelica learned that the creepy guy had also set his sights on her sister’s naive young friend, Armida.
"I know you want to wish that everyone is good, but this guy is not good," Angelica told Armida that summer.
But Armida didn’t listen. In fact, on July 19, 1997, when she needed a ride home from Arianna’s house, she called Ortiz, who pulled up within minutes. That night, Ortiz grabbed her by the arm and tried to kiss her when they arrived at Armida’s home.
"What are you doing?" she asked. "We’re just friends."
"So it’s going to be like that, huh?" Ortiz asked, obviously angry.
"I guess so," Armida replied.
In a call the next day, Ortiz accused Armida of using him. He said he was through talking with her.
"I told him I just wanted to be friends," Armida told Arianna. "Why doesn’t he understand that?"
For two weeks there were no words between them.
An ill-fated encounter
The silence ended at noon on Sunday, Aug. 3, when Ortiz called Armida and invited her to hang out with him for a few hours at a mall. He became furious when Armida declined.
On the telephone several hours later, Armida told her friends about the difficult exchange. But Arianna and Alma were much more interested in hearing about Armida’s budding romance with a boy more her own age, a cute sacker at the neighborhood Carnival store named Onesimo "Mimo" Bazan. Mimo had come by to visit that afternoon, Armida told her friends, and she had agreed to go out with him after his shift ended that night. The three girls giggled in anticipation.
That afternoon, Juan Garcia told Armida that he and her mother were leaving to drop off a relative and pick up groceries for the week. Why didn’t Armida come along? But she was on the telephone with her friends, and she sent her father away with a playful wave. With her younger brother, Fernando, at a friend’s house playing video games, Armida was alone at home.
Her cousin Roberto Jordan was the next person to see her. He pulled up about 8 p.m. and Armida was on the front porch with a chubby guy who looked much older. She was leaning against the railing, and the guy, who lowered his eyes as Roberto pulled into the driveway, sat slouched behind Armida on a sofa outside. Armida walked out to Roberto’s pickup and asked about his new baby. The two young relatives chatted for a few minutes until Roberto drove off into the dusk.
About that time, the telephone rang inside Armida’s house. Mimo had left the Carnival store that evening, hurried home to shower and then called Armida. She answered after a few rings and the two of them chatted happily, trying to decide on a restaurant, at least until Armida asked Mimo to hold on. He heard her talking to a man in the background but could not make out what was said.
Then the phone went dead.
‘Did you hear?’
About 9 p.m., Alma and Arianna separately began to dial Armida’s number, both eager to learn of any further romantic developments. But Armida did not answer.
Finally, between 10 and 11, Arianna’s phone rang and she ran to pick it up, expecting to hear Armida’s voice. Instead, it was a neighborhood boy.
"Did you hear what happened to Armida?" the boy asked.
"What are you talking about?" Arianna replied, her concern mounting.
Arianna was furious when he told her, certain that the boy was trying to play a horrible practical joke. But then came a knock at her door, and she saw a police officer standing outside. When she answered, the officer wanted to know when she had last talked to Armida and whether Armida had plans to meet anyone that night. The officer would not say why he was asking but directed her to the crime scene.
Arianna threw on clothes and tennis shoes and went with her mother to pick up Alma. The three of them sped to the block on Denver Avenue. The street was filled with emergency vehicles, and the night crackled with the sound of police radios. People stood in small groups on sidewalks. Armida’s house was surrounded by yellow crime scene tape. The first person Arianna saw while she was running toward the house was Fernando.
"Where’s your sister?" she screamed. "What’s going on?"
When he replied, Arianna’s knees buckled and she collapsed on the sidewalk, sobbing just outside the yellow tape.
A chilling discovery
Fernando had known immediately that something was wrong when he came home. It was after 10 p.m. and all the lights were off. That was strange because Armida was supposed to be there and Fernando knew she was afraid of the dark. Stranger still at that late hour was the music blaring from the stereo in the living room. He hurried around to the back door, which was normally unlocked, and was surprised to find a green towel wrapped from handle to handle to keep the door open. Fernando removed the towel and continued inside. He turned on the kitchen lights and lowered the volume of the stereo. He called Armida’s name and checked her empty bedroom, where a large mirror lay on his sister’s bed next to scattered makeup.
He continued to his parents’ bedroom and turned on the light, noticing that a comforter was pulled from the bed onto the brown tile floor. He was about to pick it up when something stopped him. The comforter seemed to be covering a human form. He pulled it back and saw his sister, facedown on the floor.
Fernando called Armida’s name and shook her, but she would not stir. He sprinted next door to the home of his older uncle, and the two of them hurried back to the Garcia home. The uncle saw Armida’s body and told the boy to call 911. They frantically searched for the cordless telephone, which finally turned up on the living room sofa. The call came in at 10:15 p.m.
"I came to my house and my sister was lying on the floor," Fernando told the 911 operator, standing over his sister. "I think she’s dead."
The operator transferred him to a paramedic.
"Is she breathing?" the paramedic asked. "Is her chest rising and falling? Is any air coming out of her mouth?"
When Fernando said there was not, the paramedic told him how to begin CPR and asked him to feel for a pulse on Armida’s neck. That’s when Fernando saw them: black shoelaces from his old sneakers, tied tightly around his sister’s throat.
"Oh! Someone strangled her," Fernando cried. "She got strangled!"
"What is it around her neck?" the paramedic asked.
"A shoestring," he said.
"Find something and cut it right now, a scissors or anything," the paramedic said, his voice growing even more urgent.
Just then, other paramedics arrived in the bedroom.
"My sister is dead, fool. Someone killed my sister," Fernando said.
Then he began to weep.
"We’ve got to get PD here," a paramedic in the bedroom said. "This is going to be a crime scene."
Fernando was ordered from the room while the emergency workers cut the shoelaces from Armida’s throat. When the ligature was sliced free, air gushed from the girl’s mouth, giving paramedics hope that she was still alive. But Armida never drew another breath.
CHAPTER SIX
From appearances alone, two men could not have been more different than Curt Brannan and Joe Thornton, both detectives working homicide in the Fort Worth Police Department in 1997.
Brannan was 45 that summer, a native Texan and a senior investigator with 13 years in the unit. Thornton was 37, grew up in New York and was homicide’s rookie. Brannan was tall and strapping, Thornton short and slender. Brannan was easygoing and gregarious, but Thornton was unusually quiet, a cop whose gentle nature seemed to belie his choice of occupations.
But the two investigators also had much in common. Both were keenly intelligent, thorough and highly organized — essential qualities for a homicide detective. More important, both saw their work investigating the ultimate crime as a sacred mission, part of an ongoing battle between good and evil. That passion inspired in both of them an acute, often painful awareness of the human suffering that was such a large part of their work.
Such sensitivity could be a homicide detective’s greatest professional asset and an exhausting occupational hazard — an obsession that motivated them but also kept them awake at night. In the summer of 1997, Brannan would have more sleepless nights than at almost any other time in his long career.
After Brenda Salazar’s murder in late May, Brannan spent two months pursuing fruitless leads. Finally, in the first week of August, he sketched out a ring stolen during Salazar’s murder and had the drawing published in the Star-Telegram, hoping that a pawnshop dealer might recognize it and call with a lead. But there was no response. None of the stolen items ever turned up. As summer dwindled, the trail grew cold.
Thornton’s ordeal began on a Sunday night, Aug. 3. His telephone rang about 10:30 p.m., just after he finished watching the late news at his home in North Richland Hills. A police dispatcher told him that a 15-year-old girl had been strangled and that her younger brother had found her body at their home. The detective jotted down the address on Fort Worth’s north side, hurriedly put on a necktie and stepped out into the steamy summer night, anger rising up in him when he thought of the victim’s age. Thornton was always particularly appalled when the elderly or children were victims.
"They should never be hurt," Thornton, the father of two daughters, would say later. "They should not have to worry about those things. For someone to prey on them, to me, is just the ultimate disgrace."
Fifteen years old, Thornton thought as he drove off. Still just a kid.
Rising through the ranks
In many ways, that call was the moment Thornton had anticipated for decades, since he was a boy watching his father put on a New York State Police uniform each day for work. His dad caught bad guys for a living, and for as long as Thornton could remember, he had wanted to do the same. After college, Thornton headed for the booming Sun Belt and quickly landed a spot in the Fort Worth Police Academy. Six years later, after stints in patrol and plainclothes investigations, he joined the SWAT team as a sniper, fulfilling one longtime career ambition.
Catching killers was another. Thornton realized that dream in early 1997 when he got a call from the homicide supervisor, Sgt. Paul Kratz.
"I remember asking him, ‘Do you think I’m ready?’" Thornton recently recalled.
For the first several months in the unit, he was paired with Brannan, a former rodeo cowboy whom Thornton thought of as "Mr. Homicide." The rookie detective was like a sponge, carefully noting how Brannan talked to witnesses, conducted himself at a crime scene, took notes and dictated important information into a tape recorder. He also watched as other detectives tried to coax confessions from suspects, and he voraciously read case notes, prepping for the moment when his name would be on the dry-erase board as the lead investigator on a murder.
That time had come for Thornton earlier that summer, but those first cases were "gimmes," pretty much open-and-shut, and the victims were adults. This murder was different, a true whodunit, and for the first time, Thornton would be in charge of tracking down the killer of a child. As he drove toward Denver Avenue, Thornton went over the lessons of his training, running crime scene checklists in his head. By the time he approached the home of Armida Garcia, emergency vehicles clogged the street.
Thornton parked at a convenience store and walked across the street into his toughest case.
Studying the evidence
Patrol officers guarded the front door of the modest home as Thornton met one of his supervisors, Lt. Craig Slayton. Slayton described how the victim had been found on the floor of her parents’ bedroom with shoelaces tied around her neck. The body was no longer at the scene, Slayton said, because Armida had been rushed to Harris Methodist Fort Worth Hospital in a final and futile attempt to revive her.
Thornton greeted G.R. Gray, a veteran crime scene officer, who said there appeared to be no evidence of forced entry. Gray also described the condition of the body when he arrived: The victim’s jeans and panties had been pulled down and dangled from her left ankle, and her bra had been pulled up, making sexual assault almost a certainty.
Making his way to Armida’s room, Thornton saw a huge stuffed white bear atop a computer monitor. The girl’s makeup and a mirror were spread across the leopard bedspread, as if she had been preparing to go out for the night. In the kitchen, a magnetic Texas Rangers baseball schedule was affixed to the refrigerator.
Gray told Thornton about the towel that Armida’s brother, Fernando Garcia, had found wrapped around the back door. A theory began to form in Thornton’s mind: Armida had known her attacker, who had been there earlier in the evening and rigged the door with the towel so he could return.
Then Thornton stepped into the bedroom where Fernando had found Armida. The comforter that had covered the victim was still on the floor. Boys’ sneakers without their laces were nearby. On the unmade bed were two pillows, a black purse and the shoelaces that had been cut from Armida’s throat by paramedics, who were careful to preserve the knot.
Thornton and Gray stood in the bedroom, trying to decide what to collect as evidence and what to leave. What about the plastic drinking glass on the floor? The Coors Light can in the bedroom trash? The pair of sunglasses on the bedroom floor? The appointment book found near Armida’s body? The two men decided they would take almost all of it.
The most difficult moment
At 12:35 a.m., after about two hours at the crime scene, Thornton left the Garcia home and drove to Harris Methodist Fort Worth. He was directed to Trauma Room No. 11, where Armida’s body lay. Her long, dark hair was splayed beneath her on the gurney, her head tilted slightly. Part of the breathing apparatus used in the attempts to revive her still protruded from her mouth. Armida’s hands and feet were covered with plastic bags to preserve microscopic evidence.
The detective examined the long abrasions on Armida’s neck from the ligature. Her arms were badly bruised, evidence that the beautiful girl had tried to fend off her attacker. Most interesting were what looked like bite marks on Armida’s right shoulder, which could have been the calling card of a particularly twisted killer.
The most difficult part of his night came next. Thornton stepped into the waiting room to introduce himself to Armida’s parents. Graciela Garcia wept, while her husband, Juan, stood solemnly at her side. The stricken couple asked to see their daughter’s body, but Thornton told them through an interpreter that it was not yet possible. The cold truth was that Armida’s body was still evidence, and the detective could not take the chance of losing a clue during a mother’s or father’s last embrace.
As Thornton stood with them, he tried to imagine what they were feeling, knowing that their nightmare was just beginning. He was frustrated by the language barrier.
"Something like this, I want to solve it for the family," Thornton would say years later. "For Mom and Dad, so they’ll know. It’s hard enough losing a child, but it’s even harder going through your whole life wondering what happened to them or who did it. That’s kind of what drives me."
Thornton told the Garcias to return home and promised to talk to them in the morning. It was 1:30 a.m. when the detective finally headed home for the first night of what would be three years of fitful sleep. But he would be back at his desk before 8 the next morning, and his first big break in the case came almost the moment he sat down.
CHAPTER SEVEN
On Monday, Aug. 4, 1997, the day after 15-year-old Armida Garcia was raped and strangled in her home, Andy Ortiz’s days of freedom seemed numbered. The notorious north-side gang member had terrorized his Fort Worth neighborhood for much of the previous decade but managed to sidestep a long prison term — until now, police thought.
Fort Worth homicide Detective Joe Thornton arrived at his desk before 8 that morning, and within minutes he got a call from a woman who said she was the mother of a boy who had dated Armida. The caller said she had been on the phone much of the night with the victim’s closest friend, Arianna Barbosa, and Arianna had speculated that Ortiz was the killer.
Thornton’s pulse skipped the moment he heard the name. He had known about Ortiz for years, since his days as a rookie patrol officer working the north side, where other cops frequently complained about the criminal exploits of Ortiz and his two brothers, David and Elton. Thornton came face to face with the brothers on a June night in 1993 when he was supervisor of the SWAT unit and led a raid on the Ortiz home. He helped bust open the front door to serve a search warrant, because the brothers were suspected of making Molotov cocktails for use in gang reprisals. That night, three homemade bombs were found beneath the hood of an Ortiz family car. All three brothers were home at the time, and Thornton helped take them into custody.
But it was just another missed opportunity to put Andy Ortiz away. The brothers insisted the bombs were planted by members of a rival gang, and ultimately police believed they could not prove otherwise. So Andy Ortiz’s criminal odyssey continued. He was free on a day in 1995 when he happened into Armida Garcia at a neighborhood convenience store.
The day after Armida’s murder, Thornton learned quickly how the next two years had played out between the two. As time passed, Ortiz had been increasingly aggressive in his pursuit of the girl and had grown angrier when she refused his advances. The last time Armida had spurned Ortiz was on the day of her death.
So before lunch on the first day of the investigation, the detective was almost certain he knew the identity of Armida’s killer. But his excitement was momentary.
"Now," Thornton wondered, "how am I going to prove it?"
A witness comes forward
The answer, or at least part of it, came that same morning. Just after 11 a.m. Thornton and his partner in the homicide unit, Manny Reyes, pulled up in front of the Garcia home on Denver Avenue. They planned to interview the girl’s family and also hoped to get a look at sexually suggestive letters Ortiz had supposedly sent to her.
The detectives spoke to Armida’s grieving parents and helped them search her bedroom for the letters, with no luck. But while they were there, Thornton and Reyes were introduced to Roberto Jordan, Armida’s cousin, who volunteered his description of his visit to the Garcia home the night before. By the end of the day, Jordan had also picked Ortiz out of a photo lineup, saying he was almost certain that Ortiz was the man he saw with Armida.
"Now we really have something," Thornton thought.
That afternoon, almost every passing hour seemed to bring greater certainty. Thornton interviewed a boy who had dated Armida and talked to a grocery sacker nicknamed Mimo who had planned to take her out the night she died. Both had alibis and were quickly eliminated as suspects.
Thornton spoke to Armida’s friend Arianna while his partner interviewed her older sister, Angelica Barajas. Arianna described Ortiz’s growing obsession with Armida, while Angelica spoke of how she had also been stalked by the suspect.
Just before 3 p.m. Thornton got his first look at Ortiz’s long rap sheet, amazed that the guy had remained free after everything he had done. But what jumped out was Ortiz’s arrest six years earlier on an aggravated-kidnapping charge. He was accused of grabbing a 13-year-old neighborhood girl off the street near his home, pulling her inside and trying to rape her. The case was dismissed as part of a plea bargain, but Thornton began to see Ortiz as a child predator whose dangerous tendencies had been unchecked for too long.
By that night, word about Ortiz had begun to filter in from the street. At 8:50 p.m. a gang unit officer called to say that Ortiz had admitted killing Armida to an anonymous informant and was preparing to flee the city. Thornton immediately conferred with the homicide supervisor, Sgt. Paul Kratz, and the two decided they had enough evidence to bring in Ortiz. Working alone in the homicide unit past midnight, Thornton summarized the evidence in a two-page affidavit.
At noon the next day, a city magistrate signed an arrest warrant accusing Ortiz of capital murder. The hunt for Ortiz had officially begun.
‘She was a nice person’
Four days after Armida’s murder, Ortiz’s mug shot appeared at the top of the Star-Telegram’s front page, next to the large headline: "Parolee, 23, sought in girl’s rape and killing."
The story described what was known about the girl’s murder and the suspect’s long criminal record, which included arrests for burglary, kidnapping, criminal mischief, disorderly conduct, assault and theft. The paper also described a somber scene inside the Denver Avenue home where the girl had been raped and strangled. Friends and relatives brought food, talking quietly to Armida’s parents and younger brother. Amid the whispered condolences, Armida smiled out from a large photograph taken on her quinceañera, her 15th birthday party, just a few months before. In the picture, she wore a dazzling white dress.
"I am glad the police are doing something," her father, Juan Garcia, said that night. "I want them to find him, but that’s not going to bring my daughter back again.
"She was beautiful. She was a nice person. I don’t know how anyone could do this to my family," Garcia said.
That same evening, just a few blocks away, Thornton and several other officers knocked again on the front door of the white house on Lee Avenue, attempting to serve the arrest warrant on Ortiz. They were met with the well-known hostility of the suspect’s mother, Stella Ortiz. Her son was not at home but planned to turn himself in the next morning, she insisted. If the police didn’t leave immediately, the mother said, she would file a grievance with Fort Worth Police Chief Thomas Windham. "I’m not leaving until I know your son isn’t here," Thornton replied.
The officers looked through the house without finding Ortiz. But that night, seeing how vehemently Stella Ortiz defended her son, Thornton became less concerned that the fugitive would flee the city. Andy Ortiz, the detective thought, was unlikely to stray too far from his mother.
On the run, but close to home
Gang unit officer Dean Christensen joined the search with relish. He and other gang officers had been putting up with Ortiz and his bravado for too long. "You can’t do nothin’ to me," Ortiz would tell cops in one scrape after another. And most times, in the end, he would pretty much be right.
Police would pop him, thinking that they had him good, only to see him back on the street a few weeks or months later. Christensen also remembered his own confrontation with Stella Ortiz, who once drove up to where her son had been stopped for a traffic violation and loudly accused the officer of harassment. (Stella Ortiz declined repeated interview requests for this series.)
By that first week of August 1997, north-side police were more than fed up with mother and son and were not surprised when the inevitable happened: Ortiz had finally crossed the line, had committed the kind of crime that would get him put away forever. Not even the most lenient judge or the most crowded prison system would allow Ortiz to slip through the cracks this time, they thought.
Christensen and other members of the gang unit pursued a series of tips about Ortiz’s location. Informants said Ortiz was staying with this friend or that. One night he was said to be hiding at his grandparents’ home. But when police closed in, they would often find that Ortiz had slipped away hours before. And the suspected killer had let it be known that he would not be taken alive, that he would kill any cop who tried to arrest him.
The final tip came in on Friday night, Aug. 8. Just after 8 p.m., police surrounded a wood-frame house on Northwest 17th Street, the home of an Ortiz friend named Michael Botello. A young woman came out and told police that the suspect was inside and ready to surrender. Officers trained their weapons on the front door as it swung open, and Ortiz stumbled out with his hands raised. He fell to the ground, sobbing like a child.
"Don’t kill me!" he pleaded. "Please don’t kill me!"
A decade later, Christensen vividly remembered the moment.
"I thought to myself, ‘Man, you are so fricking pathetic,’" he said.
Police took a plastic grocery bag containing a pair of maroon underwear, a black tank top, a pair of blue-and-white tennis shoes, and a Motorola pager. Ortiz asked officers to give his belongings to his mother. Then he was shoved into the back seat of a squad car and driven to police headquarters, where Joe Thornton would begin the most important interrogation of his career.
CHAPTER EIGHT
Detective Joe Thornton was the first to admit that he might not be suited to a long career investigating murders. If ever there was a job that needed to be left at the office, it was that one, with its gore and heartbreak and regular acquaintance with evil. Thornton was far too prone to taking his work home.
"I can remember waking up at night and thinking about a case, wondering if I did this, did I do that? Did I do what I should have done?" Thornton, now a supervisor in the Fort Worth Police Department’s narcotics division, remembered in an interview. "And I would have to make a note to check it in the morning. A lot of times, I wouldn’t go back to sleep because my head started going about things. I don’t know that my personality was such that I could have done it for a lot of years, like some guys did. I don’t know if I would have gotten any rest."
Thornton’s stint in homicide began in early 1997. It ended two years later, when he was promoted to sergeant and transferred to the SWAT team as a supervisor. During those two years, no murder case disrupted his sleep more than the rape and strangulation of a 15-year-old north-side girl named Armida Garcia. And nothing about that case haunted him more than the interrogation late on Friday night, Aug. 8, 1997.
Thornton got the call he had been waiting for about 10:30 that night. The homicide supervisor, Sgt. Paul Kratz, said that suspect Andy Ortiz had been arrested and that Ortiz would be waiting for Thornton in the homicide unit interrogation room downtown. So Thornton said goodbye to his family and set off for police headquarters, mentally preparing his line of questioning and tamping down his adrenaline before the crucial confrontation.
And it was crucial. Thornton’s case against Ortiz to that point was lacking in physical evidence. The girl’s autopsy had indicated rape, but there was no recoverable semen, meaning no DNA. What had seemed to be bite marks on the victim’s right shoulder had actually been made by some sort of tool, which meant there was no chance to compare the wound with Ortiz’s teeth. Several hairs that might have belonged to the killer were recovered from Armida’s body, but the results of genetic testing might not be available for weeks or longer. Simply put, Thornton needed a confession.
He rode the elevator to the third-floor homicide unit, then conferred with one of the officers who had made the arrest, hearing how Ortiz had begged not to be killed. The lack of belligerence was encouraging, Thornton thought.
His optimism grew when he saw the prisoner. The interrogation room was a tiny space with beige walls, no more than 12 feet square and brightly lit. It was unadorned — no photographs on the walls or fake plants in the corners, nothing that might distract a suspect from the unpleasantness at hand, nothing that might provide comfort. The only furniture was a plain table pushed up against a wall, and two nondescript chairs.
Ortiz sat slumped in one of them, a short, paunchy and otherwise unimposing young man with short hair and a goatee, dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, shackled at the ankles. The prisoner stared down at the old blue carpeting and scarcely looked up when Thornton entered the room. He seemed defeated and on the verge of tears. Thornton thought Ortiz looked like a guy ready to spill his guts.
Then the detective’s hopes plummeted. Ortiz handed him the business card of a defense attorney named Gene DeBullet and a receipt from DeBullet showing that the prisoner’s family had already retained a lawyer. Thornton figured there was no way DeBullet would allow Ortiz to be questioned without a lawyer present.
"So does that mean you won’t talk to me?" Thornton asked.
Ortiz never looked up from the carpet.
"No, I’ll talk to you," Ortiz said.
Before Ortiz could change his mind, the surprised detective read the suspect his Miranda rights. Ortiz had the right to a lawyer during questioning and could terminate the interrogation anytime. Did he understand that? When the suspect nodded and said he did, Thornton handed him a pen. Ortiz signed the sheet and Thornton checked his watch, filling in the date and time, 11:15 p.m.
Before Thornton could ask his first question, Ortiz spoke.
"My attorney said you could take a sample of my sperm," he volunteered.
So Ortiz had even conferred with his attorney while on the lam, Thornton thought. But the detective already knew from the autopsy that whoever had raped the girl had used a foreign object or was wearing a condom. Ortiz’s offer was nothing more than a ruse. But at least he was talking.
Thornton pulled his chair a few feet from the suspect. With only a corner of the table between them, he kept his voice low and his demeanor calm. His first objective was to get Ortiz to admit that he had been with the girl the night of her death, because from there it wasn’t far to a confession of some sort. But Ortiz kept his head in his hands, and his eyes rarely left the table. When he spoke, it was just above a whisper, and it was not to admit anything. He told Thornton that he knew Armida, sure, but considered her a little sister of sorts. He said he had not seen her since early July.
That was Ortiz’s first lie, Thornton thought, one that he could prove. The detective told Ortiz that witnesses had placed him with Armida the day she was killed. The suspect just stared at the table and shook his head, mumbling that he was home the night of Armida’s death, talking to two girls on the telephone. Thornton could check.
The detective pressed on. What about the letters Ortiz had sent to Armida from jail? What about his anger when the pretty girl rejected his sexual advances? What about the phone call the day Armida was killed, when she refused to go to the mall with him? What about the night of the killing, when Ortiz apparently tried to plead his case with Armida in person?
Ortiz mumbled, if he replied at all. As the minutes passed, he never really denied killing the girl, but he didn’t confess, either. Thornton tried different tactics, eventually shedding his calm demeanor and standing above Ortiz, his face a few inches from the suspect’s. That seemed to have an effect, because Ortiz eventually began to cry. He seemed ready to break.
"He knows what he did and he got caught," Thornton remembered thinking. "He realizes that we’ve got him."
Then Ortiz asked to speak to his mother, his strongest defender. Thornton figured that Stella Ortiz (who declined repeated interview requests for this series) might be the last hurdle between Ortiz and the truth. If the suspect could square things away with her, Thornton reasoned, it might be over. So he agreed to bring Ortiz out of the interrogation room and into the homicide unit, where he handed the suspect a phone. He sat next to Ortiz as he dialed the number and listened as the weeping suspect told his mother where he was and what was happening. The conversation lasted just seconds, and Thornton’s stomach sank the moment Ortiz hung up. The suspect said he was done talking. His mother had insisted that he talk only to his attorney. It was a moment that Thornton would replay over and over during the years of fitful nights to come.
"I could have kicked myself, to be honest with you," Thornton remembered recently. "I was actually thinking I made a mistake by letting him talk to her. At the time, I thought it was a good idea, that it might put him over the hump. But the minute he hung up, I regretted it. I regretted it every day for three years. If I hadn’t let him talk to his mom, I could have broken him. I kid you not. I worried about that and thought about that. I felt he was the guy who killed her and that I had lost my opportunity to get a confession."
But, as the coming months would show, the lack of a confession was just the beginning of Thornton’s investigative nightmare.
CHAPTER NINE
Cynthia Catano had a sudden and desperate craving for peanuts and Dr Pepper, which she knew could be satisfied with a short walk to the convenience store down the street. So just before dark that Sunday night, Aug. 3, 1997, the pregnant woman set off on foot. Her 11-year-old daughter, Ann, decided to tag along for company. (At their request, the mother and daughter are not identified by their full, legal names.)
They were on their way home, walking into the mouth of the alley behind their house, when a young man sprinting down the narrow pathway from the opposite direction nearly ran them over. Cynthia didn’t see his face, but her daughter got a good look, recognizing him as a guy she had seen before in the neighborhood. He was dressed in khaki pants and a white muscle shirt and had a dark shirt slung over one shoulder. He had short dark hair and a tattoo sprawling down one arm. And he looked agitated, angry or frightened as he crossed Northside Drive and sprinted up Lagonda Avenue.
Yet Ann didn’t give him a second thought because guys were always running back and forth in the alley. Then, as she was getting ready for bed, she heard sirens coming from the next block. Ann put on a pair of tennis shoes and ran with her mother from her home on Lagonda toward the noise on Denver Avenue, where her good friend Armida Garcia lived.
Armida was four years older, but she and Ann always attended each other’s birthday parties and family functions. Their moms were best friends, so Ann had spent almost as much time in Armida’s home over the years as she had in her own. But that night, as she and her mother rounded the corner, Ann saw police at Armida’s house, and when she looked in the ambulance, she saw her friend lying motionless beneath frantic emergency workers. As they stood together outside the ambulance, Cynthia clung to Graciela Garcia, Armida’s mother, who had rushed home after being alerted by a relative.
Ann’s head was spinning. What terrible thing had happened? She begged her mother to explain. But all Cynthia would say was that Armida would be fine and that Ann needed to walk back home so the two mothers could ride together to the hospital. Ann could see that Armida wasn’t fine. And sometime before midnight her mother called from the hospital to confirm that her friend was dead.
The days to come were a blur of mourning. Ann remembered Armida’s kindness, her beautiful singing voice and her resemblance to the famous Tejano singer Selena. In fact, Ann had been sure that Armida herself would be famous someday. But now she was gone, just like that. The adults said that a man had come into her house and killed her, strangled her with shoelaces. And as the days passed, Ann started to think she knew who that man was, because even an 11-year-old could put the horrifying pieces together.
Ann remembered how he looked in the alley, coming from the direction of Armida’s back door not long before sirens punctured the night. Then, just a few days after Armida was killed, Ann saw the man’s face again, this time on the television news. His name was Andy Ortiz, the newscaster said, a convicted felon who was wanted in Armida’s murder. The girl screamed for her mother, who rushed into the room.
"Look, that’s the guy!" Ann cried, pointing at the television. "That’s the one we saw in the alley."
Cynthia immediately called Armida’s mother, who hurried across the alley to hear Ann’s story. The three of them stood in the kitchen discussing what to do. Detectives would certainly want to know what Ann had seen, but the girl was terrified and for good reason. Ortiz had already proved he could kill. Maybe the police had enough evidence against him, because there was a warrant for his arrest. Maybe they didn’t really need another witness. Cynthia wanted her daughter to remain silent, and the victim’s mother agreed.
For the next three years, the three kept their secret. The neighborhood, Graciela remembered in a recent interview, was scared.
A big break in the case?
Unaware of the key witness and frustrated by Ortiz’s unwillingness to confess, Detective Joe Thornton began pursuing other leads and witnesses. Among the most promising was Michael Botello, the friend who had sheltered Ortiz for the two days before his arrest. Thornton had a strong hunch that Ortiz and Botello had talked about Armida’s murder, that Ortiz had probably even bragged about it.
Thornton tracked Botello down the Monday morning after Ortiz was arrested and immediately took him to police headquarters downtown. In the homicide unit interview room, a fidgety Botello described how Ortiz had appeared on his doorstep, saying he needed a place to hide because the cops were after him for capital murder.
"If you don’t believe it, just watch the news," Ortiz reportedly told Botello.
Botello said he invited Ortiz inside and, sure enough, saw Ortiz’s photograph in a TV report about Armida’s murder. But as they watched the report, Ortiz denied killing the girl, Botello told Thornton in that first interview. Ortiz said the cops were harassing him because he had a long criminal record. That’s why Botello agreed to hide Ortiz and even gave the fugitive a ride to his lawyer’s office.
Thornton wasn’t buying it. He was certain Botello was lying and was willing to make the guy’s life miserable until he got the truth. In late October, after weeks of pestering by Thornton, Botello finally agreed to undergo a polygraph exam. When he failed to show for his appointment, Thornton promptly had Botello arrested on suspicion of harboring a fugitive.
A few weeks later, on Nov. 5, Thornton tried again, checking Botello out of the Tarrant County Jail and personally driving him to the office of a polygraph examiner. This time Botello followed through, took the lie detector test and flunked it. Faced with proof of his deception, Botello finally changed his story.
"Andy said he killed her with his hands," a tearful Botello told Thornton that day. "Andy said she had a boyfriend; that’s what made him [snap]. Andy said they were at her house by the window in a bedroom. Andy said, ‘I left her there, dead.’ I believed Andy when he said he killed her, and I don’t think he made it up."
Thornton was elated. Botello’s statement bolstered his circumstantial case against Ortiz, one that now might satisfy Tarrant County prosecutors. The detective quickly arranged for Botello to tell his story to Alan Levy, the chief felony prosecutor in the district attorney’s office.
But just that quickly, Thornton’s hopes came crashing down again. Botello flipped when he spoke to Levy, saying he had lied to Thornton about Ortiz’s admission because he thought it would get him out of jail.
"I finally thought that I had broken him," Thornton remembered. "I believed all along — and I still believe — that Andy told him about it. But when I get him over there [to talk to Levy], he takes three steps back. I had gone from having a little bit of hope to thinking there was nothing that this guy could say that I could believe."
Thornton was back to square one, left to wait for long-delayed tests on hair fibers found on Armida’s body that might provide a DNA link to her killer. In the end, those results were no help, either. Which meant that Thornton had just one other chance to nail his suspect. It came in January 1998.
Stymied again
In the months since Armida’s death, Thornton had grown familiar with a woman caller’s voice. Her son had once dated Armida, which gave her license to call the detective and pass along the latest tidbits from the street. Most of her information was worthless rumor or hearsay. But five months after Armida’s death, the woman called with a lead that Thornton knew was worth checking out.
She said her tip came from Fernando Garcia, the 13-year-old boy who found his sister’s body that terrible night in August. Fernando had told her about a recent conversation with his father, who mentioned something about another witness, a person from the neighborhood who had seen a man run from Armida’s house about the time of the murder.
Thornton thanked the woman and followed up a few days later. On Jan. 20, 1998, he and his partner, Manny Reyes, drove back out to Denver Avenue and found Graciela Garcia at home. Reyes spoke to her in Spanish about another possible witness, someone who might have seen Armida’s killer running away. It was really important that detectives talk to this person, Reyes said. Did Graciela know anything?
Armida’s mother shook her head. She said she had no idea who that witness might be.
CHAPTER TEN
On a September morning in 1997, more than a month after the murder of Armida Garcia, Detective Joe Thornton carried a summary of his investigation to the Tarrant County Criminal Courts Building across the street. There, in a fourth-floor office, Assistant District Attorney Robert Foran reviewed the file and delivered the bad news: Although Andy Ortiz had been arrested in connection with Armida’s death and was still being held on an unrelated parole violation, Thornton’s case was not strong enough to take to a grand jury for a capital murder indictment, much less to trial.
It was a difficult moment, and for years afterward, both Thornton and Foran were haunted by what might have been. If a young girl named Ann had come forward to testify that she had seen Ortiz fleeing down the alley near Armida’s home, Foran’s decision might have been different. Cooperation from Michael Botello, who let Ortiz stay at his place after Armida’s killing, might also have made the difference.
And there was more: A crucial piece of evidence that could have provided a definitive link to Armida’s killer instead sat ignored in a freezer in the Fort Worth Police Department crime lab.
Armida had been a demure teenage girl, but clearly, given the bruises on her arms, she had fought desperately against her attacker on the night she was killed. It would not have been surprising if her killer had left a deposit of flesh beneath her fingernails. Nail clippings were taken from Armida during her autopsy and carefully preserved for DNA testing. But three long years would pass before the tests were done.
Blame for the oversight remains a matter of speculation but likely lies with the crime lab, which was understaffed and poorly managed at the time and was described by one former worker as "a train wreck." Staff training and scientific methods were later found to be so dubious that in 2003, the Tarrant County district attorney launched a criminal investigation into the lab. No charges were filed, but testing of all DNA evidence was suspended and outsourced to private laboratories. (That is still the case today.)
Despite the operation’s shortcomings, in 1997 Fort Worth detectives still relied on crime lab technicians to screen evidence and suggest whether costly DNA analysis might yield valuable clues. In Armida’s case, Thornton said, the crime lab advised against testing her fingernails for Ortiz’s genetic material, though a decade later he could not remember why.
"I wish I could remember what it was, but there was some reason at the time they did not want to do them," Thornton said. "They were the experts. If there was a reason they didn’t want to test them, I was going to go with their reasoning."
According to crime lab records and Thornton’s case notes, the fingernails were examined once, but by a crime lab specialist looking for "trace," or microscopic, evidence. (That testing found cloth fibers, which were later compared, without success, with articles of Ortiz’s clothing.) But different scientists in the same lab were assigned to do DNA analysis, and apparently, the fingernails were never called to their attention.
"It’s clear, at this time, it should have been tested for both trace and for DNA," said William Watson, one of the nation’s leading forensic scientists, who worked in the Fort Worth crime lab at the time. Watson was one of the scientists who worked on the Garcia case, but he did not remember it specifically. He reviewed the files at the Star-Telegram’s request.
"There was a disconnect between trace and DNA," he said. "It was packaged as a trace item and examined as a trace item. I don’t think there was a conscious decision not to test them [for DNA]. I think it was more along the lines of, ‘Well, these have already been looked at.’
"It’s not a great explanation."
Trying every angle
As a result, Thornton was forced to try to prove his case against Ortiz in other ways. After the debacle with Botello, the best he could come up with was a series of jailhouse snitches who claimed to have overheard Ortiz admit to killing the girl. The problem, according to Foran, was a lack of credibility that would make the snitches’ testimony almost worthless. Thornton continued to run new leads past the prosecutor, and the two, who became close friends during the long investigation, brainstormed new strategies. When Thornton needed help penetrating the backlog and bureaucracy of the crime lab, he turned to Foran, who arranged for the district attorney’s office to pay for private DNA testing on hairs taken from the victim’s body. (Those tests ultimately showed that none of the hairs belonged to Ortiz.)
"He said I could call him any time of the day or night," Thornton said. "Without any question, we were on the same page. He didn’t feel like we had enough evidence, but he went above and beyond trying to help me with the case."
Foran remembered Thornton’s dedication and intensity.
"He simply didn’t stop thinking about it," the prosecutor said. "He pursued one avenue of proof, and if that didn’t work out, he’d pursue another. He didn’t want to be stymied. He would step back and think outside the box."
But the prosecutor’s basic position never changed. Foran still insisted he needed more solid evidence to move forward. And Thornton, who was relatively new to the homicide unit, deferred to the more experienced lawyer.
"I think they were hoping we’d get DNA ... that we would have something to link him to her body," Thornton said. "My feeling was, ‘You’re the expert on the case as far as accepting it and taking it to trial, so I’m going to go with whatever you say.’"
Not all of Thornton’s colleagues were so inclined.
Diverging viewpoints
In the universe of American law enforcement, tension between detectives and prosecutors is inherent, friction based on widely varying working conditions, education levels, perspectives and often-conflicting job descriptions. Homicide detectives colorfully describe the fissure.
"We’re out here walking around up to our ankles in blood, and they’re sitting behind desks," said Curt Brannan, Fort Worth’s senior homicide detective.
Put another way, detectives believed that prosecutors didn’t appreciate the gritty challenges of the street and how they made evidence-gathering difficult. Prosecutors, on the other hand, said detectives often failed to grasp legal nuances or appreciate what it took to prove a case beyond a reasonable doubt to 12 jurors.
"When we take a case, we don’t take it simply so we can say it’s filed," said Alan Levy, chief felony prosecutor in the district attorney’s office. "We’re looking at it in terms of ... Is the case prosecutable? Not whether [a suspect] probably did something, but whether a jury is going to believe that they did it.
"The criminal justice system is designed for a kind of short-term analysis by law enforcement agencies, a different analysis by prosecuting agencies," Levy continued.
The murder of Armida Garcia is still remembered as a dramatic case in point.
"Do I think they made a mistake? Yeah, I do," said Sgt. Paul Kratz, who was a homicide investigator for more than 20 years and was Thornton’s supervisor at the time of the Garcia case. "I think it should have been prosecuted. But they had their set of rules and we have ours, and they don’t always mesh that well."
To Kratz’s way of thinking, Thornton had established Ortiz’s motive for killing the girl. (She had rebuffed his sexual advances.) They could also prove that the suspect had opportunity. (The victim’s cousin, Roberto Jordan, saw Armida and Ortiz together at the Garcia home about two hours before her body was found.) The credibility of jailhouse snitches was less than stellar, Kratz conceded, but criminals such as Ortiz didn’t tend to talk to model citizens. There were times, Kratz believed, when prosecutors needed to move forward with the best available evidence. And he thought that was certainly the case with Ortiz, who had terrorized the north side for a decade.
Kratz said recently that he’s sure he made a passionate argument for prosecuting Ortiz.
"We felt real strongly this guy was the one, that we needed not only to put him in jail but to take him to trial and keep him there. When it’s something like that, I’m a real black-and-white kind of person. If we went on a ‘guaranteed hundred percent we can convict this person,’ we would never take any case to trial."
Foran bristled when he was told of Kratz’s comments.
Kratz "can be exasperated all he wants," Foran said. "First of all, a jailhouse snitch is not reliable, standing alone. And the eyewitness they are so happy about [Jordan] saw him [about two hours] before all this occurred. That would be like you and me being seen at a 7-Eleven an hour before it was robbed. That doesn’t mean he did it.
"If we had gone forward on such an inadequate case and he had been found not guilty, when information did become available, he wouldn’t have been able to be retried" because of double-jeopardy laws, Foran said. "I just don’t understand that position, and I still don’t agree with it.
"Police officers have their opinions about what is a good case and what is not a good case," Foran said. "We have our courtroom experience about what is provable and not provable to 12 everyday citizens. What seems patently obvious to them [the police] is not always obvious to citizens."
A decade after Armida’s death, Kratz would not be swayed. "Even though we all don’t look so great, this is the kind of thing that needs to be brought to light if, for nothing else, so that people who really have the power to fix the system make sure it doesn’t happen again," he said. "I don’t think anybody did anything intentionally or didn’t do anything to let this piece of crap out. By the same token, could we have done a better job of selling it to them? I think we could have.
"There’s not a cop in the world who agrees with every decision the DA’s office makes," Kratz said. "Most of the decisions they make are right. Sometimes they make a wrong one. And when they make a wrong decision in a case like this, it’s real human suffering we’re talking about. We’re not talking about credit card theft."
Etched in his memory
Almost every day for two years, Joe Thornton took the long way to his job, detouring through Fort Worth’s north side to drive past Armida’s house before heading south toward his desk at police headquarters. Though busy investigating other murder cases, Thornton often drove by the house again at the end of the day, just to remind himself of what had happened — as if he wouldn’t have remembered otherwise.
"At that point, I pretty much figured it wasn’t going to be solved," Thornton said.
Ortiz had been arrested on a capital murder warrant within days of Armida’s 1997 murder. When Thornton’s investigation fizzled, Ortiz was not freed but was returned to prison for unrelated parole violations.
In the spring of 1999, Thornton was promoted to sergeant and transferred to the SWAT team. His file on Armida’s murder went into a cabinet with other cold cases.
In July 1999, Ortiz was released by the state parole board.
A year later, another young girl turned up dead.
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Anna had much in common with the victims of Andy Ortiz. She was young, for one thing, just 15 when she met the north-side gang member, who was eight years older. She was also pretty, with dark hair and lovely eyes. And like many of the others, she was hopelessly naive, another starry-eyed child who bought Ortiz’s pickup lines, another girl who would believe his declarations of love.
But there was something different about Anna, though exactly what it was perhaps only Ortiz could say. While he typically skulked around in the shadows, seducing young girls in places where no one else would see, he courted Anna in plain sight, with the blessing of his parents and hers. Her name would end up tattooed on Ortiz’s right arm, near the name of his mother, Stella.
They had met early in 1997, introduced by Ortiz’s older brother, David, who had met Anna’s family a few months before. The relationship between Andy and Anna began later that year when Ortiz was sent to prison for violating his parole and he began to write to the girl from his cell.
One topic of conversation was what had happened that August, when police had accused him of raping and strangling a 15-year-old girl named Armida Garcia. In his letters to Anna, he insisted that he was innocent. The cops had tried to make him a scapegoat because of his long criminal record, he said. If he were guilty, Andy wrote to Anna, he would have been tried for murder, but that never happened.
So the girl believed him, especially when Ortiz began to write that he loved her, that he wanted her to be his girlfriend. Anna began taking weekend drives to prison with Ortiz’s parents, sitting with them in visiting rooms as she and her older boyfriend made awkward conversation.
Then came the day in July 1999 when David Ortiz Sr. and his wife, Stella, came by Anna’s house on the south side of Fort Worth, saying that they had a surprise for her. It was "a big bear," they said, but the girl, then 17, would have to ride with them to see it. So, with her parents’ permission, Anna hopped into the back seat of the Ortiz family SUV.
It was a long trip, as it turned out, all the way to downtown Dallas and a parking spot outside the bus station. Stella Ortiz rushed off into the afternoon, leaving her husband and Anna waiting in the SUV. When Stella returned a few minutes later, Andy was at her side, wearing khakis and a white shirt. He hugged Anna, then sat with her in the back seat as his father stopped at Wendy’s to buy hamburgers as a way of celebrating his son’s freedom. But for Anna, there was one more big surprise that day. The ex-con, her 25-year-old boyfriend, was coming to live at her house.
An odd living arrangement
It was hard not to feel for the Ortiz family. The summer before, Andy’s younger brother, Elton, had been arrested in the fatal shooting of a man in a dispute over a girl. (Elton would eventually be sentenced to 99 years in prison.) Then, early in 1999, the family’s north-side home on Lee Avenue was badly damaged in a fire, rendering most of the place unlivable. That was why Stella Ortiz approached Anna’s mom, Leticia, with this question: When Andy was released from prison, could he stay with them? (At their request, Anna and her parents are not identified by their full, legal names.)
How could Leticia say no? She and her husband, Jesus, were devout Christians and thus felt obligated to help those in need. Given his criminal past, Andy clearly needed religion in his life, and perhaps Anna’s family could help steer him to the Lord. What’s more, Andy and Anna had grown close in recent months, a development the girl’s parents were not happy about. But Anna seemed smitten, determined to carry on with the guy, and with Andy living in the house, it would be easier to keep an eye on the young couple.
At first, the strange living arrangement seemed to work. Andy was respectful to Anna’s parents and playful with her younger brothers. He was glad to help out around the house. He bought Anna flowers and trinkets and seemed genuinely affectionate. He also seemed genuine in his desire to straighten out his life. Leticia would always remember that Sunday morning in church when Andy stepped forward to the altar during a healing ceremony and the minister placed his hands on each side of the ex-con’s head.
"I see you have been through a lot of darkness, a lot of danger," the minister said. "But the Lord will save and protect your life."
Andy sobbed as the minister spoke, shedding the kind of tears that spill directly from a person’s battered soul, Leticia thought that day. A person didn’t see heavy tears like that very often.
But then Leticia started to see his darker side, the rage that would fill his eyes and the shadows that crossed his face when he became angry. One night was particularly memorable. Anna, who was still a student at Paschal High School, insisted on going out with her friends, but Andy flew into a rage and seemed to come within an eyelash of striking her. He followed Anna out of the house and threatened one of her friends with a brick.
What’s more, a woman had called from down the street, saying that Andy had been leering at her young daughter as he followed her home from school. Anna’s friends told her that Andy had started hitting on them, too. When Anna confronted him, he was vehement in his denials. And despite her growing doubts, she continued to be drawn to him.
On a night in late 1999, Andy proposed to Anna in the family living room, with the girl’s mother sitting right there. On Jan. 29, 2000, standing before a judge in that same living room, the couple exchanged vows, then spent a honeymoon night at the Renaissance Worthington Hotel downtown.
But if anything, the marriage only intensified Anna’s growing doubts about her husband. She took her wedding vows seriously and began to ponder a lifetime spent with a guy who had a perpetually roving eye, a guy who always seemed on the verge of rage.
"At that time, I would pray to God every day," Anna remembered. "I felt in my heart I had made a big mistake with this man. I asked God to do something to take him out of my life."
Anna’s mother, it turned out, would be the answer to her prayers. On March 8, 2000, just more than a month after the wedding, Leticia had had enough. She could stand idly by no more and ordered Andy out of the house. Anna returned from school that day just as her husband was leaving.
"When he left, I was so happy," Anna remembered. "I thought, ‘I’m free.’"
But she wasn’t, at least not yet. According to police complaints filed by Anna, Andy started calling her house after the breakup, threatening to "kill you all." On the afternoon of March 22, when Leticia picked up Anna at school, Andy and a friend followed them down the street in a pickup. Andy pulled up next to Leticia’s car at a nearby convenience store and again threatened to kill Anna.
The incident was reported to police the next day. Officers called Andy’s parole officer and the threats quickly ended. Anna burned all of Andy’s letters and tried to move on with her life after divorcing him. It was sometime in August that the horrifying headlines appeared about Andy and the dead girls, news that made Anna shudder.
"That could have been me," she thought.
CHAPTER TWELVE
As leisure spots go it wasn’t much, just a pond really, tucked into the grassy hills off the freeway in northwest Fort Worth. But to Danny Cates and his girlfriend, Tammy McGill, Marine Creek Lake was a slice of heaven, a place to escape the noise and pressures of the inner city, put out a line for catfish, sit back and drink a cold beer or two. It was their favorite place, in fact, until July 21, 2000.
That Friday about 6 p.m., he and McGill loaded a cooler and fishing poles into their Pontiac Sunbird and set off for the lake from their home in east Fort Worth. A thunderstorm had passed through that afternoon, but now the weather was bright and clear as they turned off Northwest Loop 820 onto a service road. The last stretch to the lake wasn’t really a road at all, just a deeply rutted path that wound through thick brush, up and down hills, to the hidden spot by the water where Cates liked to fish.
He never got the chance to cast out a line. As they drove down a hill, he and McGill saw a parked pickup and a heavyset guy who was pacing. Cates pulled up and stopped.
"Hey, man, you lose something?" he asked.
"I don’t know how to tell you this," the man said. "I just saw something down there."
The man gestured toward the water.
"I don’t know what to make of it," he said. "I think it’s a body."
The guy was clearly terrified. As Cates followed the man through the brush toward the water, a strange odor grew stronger and stronger, "a sweet, chocolaty, nasty smell," as Cates would later describe it. Then, near the water, the man pointed off to the right, and Cates’ stomach rose into his throat.
The corpse was on its back, its feet dangling toward the water. The body, dressed in what looked like blue pants and a blue and green shirt, was bloated and discolored.
"I thought it was a real old lady at first," Cates said years later. "It was the saddest sight I’ve ever seen in my life. I never want to see it again."
Suspecting foul play, Cates stayed at least 20 yards away, not wanting to invite suspicion. The other man wanted to vanish for the same reason. But Cates said the right thing to do was to call the police. Patrol cops pulled up to the lake within a few minutes, followed an hour or so later by a cowboy detective with white hair, a white mustache and a big white hat.
"I’ll never forget him, that big old cowboy," Cates remembered. "He was tall. Huge. ... He had this deep voice and that cowboy hat and brown blazer. He told us who he was, who he worked for and where it would go from there."
Darkness came over the lake. The cowboy detective had floodlights brought to the crime scene. It was nearly midnight by the time Cates and McGill made it back home. He would never forget the sight of that body. The couple never returned to the spot on Marine Creek Lake.
A grisly scene
Detective Curt Brannan’s cellphone rang at 8 p.m. that Friday, one day after his 49th birthday. The detective, a black belt in karate, had been in his barn at home, pounding the heavy bag, working out the stresses of life in the homicide unit. When he answered the phone, he felt the familiar surge of adrenaline, the jolt that still hit him on tough cases, even after 16 years of investigating murders in Fort Worth.
Sgt. Freddy Garcia was calling from Marine Creek Lake. Brannan and Garcia usually chatted about their shared passion for rodeo, bull riding in particular. But not this time.
"It’s a female," Garcia told Brannan. "Looks like she’s been here awhile."
"Freddy, you got any witnesses for me out there?" Brannan asked.
Garcia assured him that they would be waiting. Brannan hung up, hurried to his house and showered, kissed his wife, grabbed his cowboy hat and sped toward his latest mystery.
After the 40-minute drive, a patrol officer was waiting on the service road to guide Brannan to the spot on the lake. But as was his habit, Brannan did not rush to the body, preferring to interview the officers and witnesses first. He talked to Garcia, the man who found the body, Cates and McGill, then a fellow named John Beach who said he had been living by the lake between jobs. Beach told Brannan that that side of the lake was a popular hangout for people like him and for prostitutes who liked to entertain their johns in the seclusion by the water.
All the witnesses seemed cooperative, and nothing about their demeanor invited suspicion. So after a half-hour, Brannan excused himself and followed crime scene officers down a path, noticing the hamburger wrappers, beer bottles and pieces of clothing that littered the ground. This was hardly a wholesome picnic area, Brannan thought. When the officers neared the water, they pointed down another little path to the right. Brannan, holding a notebook and tape recorder in one hand, fought his way through the brush for 20 feet until he stood over the body.
It was a terrible scene, and as the detective looked down in the fading light, he paused to pray. But Brannan could not afford to indulge the anger that welled up in him at times like these. He dictated into his tape recorder instead, noting that the body looked to be that of a female, on her back with her arms spread. She was barefoot, wearing dark blue pants and a white cotton tube top beneath a long-sleeved satin blouse with a dark floral pattern. Her reddish-brown hair was spread on the ground in a manner suggesting that she had been dragged feet-first to the spot by her killer.
By the advanced state of decomposition of the body, exposed as it was to the heat and humidity, Brannan figured that the corpse had been there about three days. The face and neck were infested with maggots. There was no purse or identification and no way to tell just by looking whether the victim was young or old, Anglo, black or Hispanic, large or small. The flowered blouse was the sort of thing an older woman might wear, Brannan thought. But the toenails and fingernails were painted a bright pink — not a color an older lady would favor.
Then, looking closely, he saw a metal necklace or wire around the victim’s bloated throat, protruding from the left side of the neck. Whoever this was, she had almost certainly been strangled.
Looking for any clue
After 30 minutes of studying the body and the surrounding area, Brannan told crime scene officers to gather the assorted debris, because it was impossible to tell what was garbage and what was evidence. Had one of those Budweiser cans belonged to the killer? Unlikely but not unthinkable.
Then the detective walked back to where Beach waited, asking the witness to follow him toward the water. Beach gagged when he saw the corpse, but after pulling himself together, he said that judging by the hair color, he thought the victim could be one of the twin hookers — Lisa and Michelle — who commonly worked this spot.
"Look for them at the Peppermint Hotel," Beach said.
After Brannan had spent nearly three hours at the scene, his cellphone rang again. Another death in another part of town. This was often the way it went, case piled upon case in a world where people killed each other with heartbreaking frequency.
Brannan instructed crime scene officers to return to the lake the next morning and comb the area in daylight, and he hurried off into the night.
The second death was on the west side of town, a man with a self-inflicted shotgun wound to the chest. That case was open-and-shut, yet it was nearly 2 a.m. when Brannan started home. On the way, a vice officer called to say that Lisa and Michelle had been located, alive and well. Back at his place, 3 acres in a suburb south of Fort Worth, Brannan tried to keep from waking his wife and two sons as he stepped into the house. He poured a glass of ice water and sat down on the sofa in his living room, replaying the night, anticipating the media calls that would probably await him in the morning. And he grappled with the question that needed to be answered first.
Who was the murdered woman by Marine Creek Lake?
The autopsy
At his desk the next morning, Brannan sorted through missing-persons reports, focusing on one that described the disappearance of a 17-year-old girl from her home in north Fort Worth. The girl had told her father that "she didn’t want to be his little girl any longer," then vanished.
"This shall be followed up thoroughly," Brannan wrote in his case notes.
At 2:30 p.m., he drove from police headquarters to the Tarrant County medical examiner’s office, a nondescript brick building in the Fort Worth Hospital District. He was shown into a sterile-looking classroom where pathologist Dan Konzelmann was beginning to work. Brannan put on an apron to stand at the coroner’s elbow, which he considered a crucial part of his job. Brannan always wanted to watch the autopsy so he could see the contents of the victim’s stomach or the trajectory of a bullet wound. By the end of the postmortem, he often had a fairly clear picture of the victim’s last few minutes of life.
That Saturday afternoon, Brannan watched as Konzelmann washed the body and maggots ran off into a drain beneath the gurney. (The gory parts of the job, the biological processes at work, never bothered Brannan. He was known to eat lunch after observing an autopsy.) Konzelmann then noted the clothing and the sparkly pink nail polish. There was a dark-colored band caught in the victim’s hair that Brannan hadn’t noticed the night before, used to pull her hair into a ponytail.
Then Brannan peered in closer as Konzelmann clipped off the ligature, a piece of white and yellow wire with frayed ends, probably from a stereo, tied at the left side of the victim’s throat in an elaborate bow. The wire was only 10 inches long.
As he stood next to the coroner, Brannan tried to imagine the crime, how the killer had used his weapon, how he had overpowered this person before him. But too much mystery remained. There were too many unanswered questions to have a hint about who committed this murder, how and why. Before Brannan left that day, Konzelmann gave him a few important pieces of information. The victim had weighed about 100 pounds. And judging by her teeth, she was not an old woman, but a young one.
Neither Brannan nor the pathologist could have guessed then just how young.
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Early in her Saturday-morning shift, Victoria Curtis noticed a copy of the Star-Telegram lying around the nursing station at a Crowley nursing home. Curtis didn’t normally read the paper, but for some reason she was drawn to it that day, July 22, 2000. When she started scanning the pages, she came across a story that gave her chills.
There wasn’t much to it, just a few paragraphs beneath a small headline on an inside page. The night before, the body of a female had been found near Marine Creek Lake in northwest Fort Worth. Because of the advanced state of decomposition, police couldn’t determine the race or age. The story concluded by saying the corpse was dressed in blue pants, but those few words were enough to send Curtis into a panic. She showed the paper to another nurse, who read it and tried to reassure her. But Curtis couldn’t help jumping to conclusions, because by then her young niece had been missing for four days.
Krystal Minjarez, a pretty 13-year-old, had been living with Curtis off and on for several months because of problems with her mother. Curtis and the girl often locked horns, too, and on the previous Tuesday morning, after another argument, the aunt awoke to find the back door of her Crowley trailer home unlocked and Krystal gone. The girl had stuffed pillows beneath a blanket on the sofa to disguise her escape.
The wait began. Surely there was a limit to the girl’s rebelliousness, Curtis thought. Krystal was only a kid, barely a teenager, and a sweet one at heart. She would grow tired of her adventure, whatever it was, and call Curtis. The aunt worked harder and harder to convince herself of that as one day led to the next without word.
By Saturday, Curtis was a wreck. No wonder she nearly fainted when she saw the newspaper story. It took a long time for Curtis to compose herself, to try to focus on her work and on the fact that Marine Creek Lake in northwest Fort Worth was a long way from Crowley, a suburb to the south.
"I’m going to stay positive," Curtis thought. "She’s with a friend. She’s going to come back."
A life of heartache
They called her "La Giggles" because Krystal was a girl who could and would laugh at almost anything. But few kids that age had known heartbreak like hers. Krystal was born in Abilene. Her mother and father never married, and her home life was one of dysfunction and tragedy. Krystal told other relatives that one of her mother’s boyfriends had molested her. Her relationship with her mother was volatile. And then, in 1999, her older brother, Arthur, murdered an ex-girlfriend and four others in Abilene and was gunned down a few days later by police in Fort Worth, where he had been hiding.
Just a few months later, in December of that year, Krystal moved into the Crowley trailer park with Curtis and her two daughters, Lana and Daphne. Finally, the girl would have some stability and discipline, and Krystal seemed grateful most of the time. She always looked for ways to help around the house, kept them all laughing and could be so tenderhearted. Curtis would never forget how Krystal would pray. In the cramped trailer home, she shared a king-size bed with her aunt, and nearly every night, Curtis saw the girl’s lips move as she closed her eyes.
"Just a minute, God," the girl said one night. "I have to put you on hold and talk to my aunt."
But she could be exasperating, too. Continuously on the computer, seemingly addicted to teen chat rooms, Krystal would also monopolize the only telephone for hours at a time. When Curtis tried to limit her, the girl would storm into the bathroom and lock the door. Most troubling to the aunt was Krystal’s craving for attention from boys, particularly an older guy who called himself "Jaime."
They met one day in the summer of 2000, when Krystal and her friend Michelle were walking together at a Crowley apartment complex. Jaime pulled up, rolled down his window and started chatting up Krystal.
Before he drove off, he wrote down his number on a piece of paper and handed it to Krystal, asking her to call. He didn’t have to ask twice, because the girl was boy-crazy. How could she have known he was a predator? What girl her age would not be flattered by attention from an older guy like that, a guy with his own wheels?
"He’s such a sweet guy," Krystal later told a friend. "He said he wants to marry me."
Eventually Jaime called Krystal at her aunt’s home. Once, Krystal’s cousin Lana answered, and she wasn’t happy.
"How old are you?" Lana asked.
"I’m 19," said Ortiz, who was really 26 at the time.
"Well Krystal is only 13, so stop calling her," Lana said.
But a few days later, Jaime called again. This time Curtis answered. When the aunt told him that Krystal was not home, Jaime simply thanked her and hung up.
Slipping away in the dark
Monday, July 17, was a peaceful night in the trailer home, at least early on. Curtis and the girls watched television. Then Krystal’s older cousins helped the girl paint her nails a bright pink. Later, when Lana fell asleep in her mother’s bed, Curtis asked Krystal whether she would mind spending one night on the sofa. Krystal agreed without complaint. But sleep was the last thing on her mind.
Around midnight, Curtis got up to use the bathroom and found Krystal curled up on the dining-room floor, talking in hushed tones on the telephone.
"I gotta go," she whispered.
Curtis was angry.
"Don’t you know what time it is?" she asked. "Hang up the phone right now and get to bed."
To make sure her niece obeyed, Curtis unplugged the phone, brought it into her bedroom and hid it under her bed. Krystal didn’t argue as she slipped back under a blanket on the sofa. Curtis rose at 6:45 a.m. and walked to the kitchen to make coffee, noticing immediately that the back door was unlocked. She hurried to the sofa, pulled back the blanket and found the pillows stuffed beneath. At that moment, she was more furious than afraid.
"What’s next with this girl?" she thought.
‘You need to go home’
Just after midnight at a nearby trailer, Antonyette Beamon heard a knock at her bedroom window. When she went to investigate, Antonyette was surprised to see Krystal standing in the dark, dressed only in shorts, a skimpy white tube top and blue flip-flops. Antonyette opened her window.
"My aunt locked me out," Krystal said. "Can I come in?"
"Come around to the front door, but be quiet," Antonyette said. "My mom’s sleeping."
They had known each other for about six months, from the time Krystal had moved to Crowley and started attending Antonyette’s middle school near the trailer park. Antonyette was an eighth-grader, a year older than Krystal, but the two became friends and passed notes at school. One time, when a classmate stuck gum in Krystal’s hair, Antonyette helped her get it out. The two always walked home together after school and spent many nights and weekends in each other’s homes. Krystal was a sweet girl, always laughing, a little boy-crazy, maybe, but what girl her age wasn’t?
Antonyette let her in, and the girls tiptoed to Antonyette’s bedroom. As they whispered in the dark, Krystal had a confession: She wasn’t really locked out. She and her aunt had argued about the telephone, so Krystal had sneaked away, leaving the back door unlocked so she could return.
"You need to go home," Antonyette said. "My mom is superstrict. If she catches you here, she might whip us both."
"I will in a little while," Krystal said. "Can I use your phone?"
That’s when Krystal paged Jaime, who called back within minutes. Antonyette was dozing on her bed but recalled hearing Krystal talk about meeting him that night. It was about 2:30 a.m. when Krystal said she was leaving.
"You can’t go like that," Antonyette said, grabbing a dark-colored blouse and a pair of blue pants and giving them to her friend.
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