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One-third of murders in the United States turn into cold cases which means that the killers simply walk away without being punished. But with the advancements in the technology, the law enforcement has a new and powerful ally, and that is science. If a crime scene was properly processed in the past and the investigators collected all of the physical evidence, detectives can solve a murder even now, years or decades afterward. So police departments all over the States are closing cold cases rapidly and bringing justice to the families which are left behind. 

Unfortunately, the murder of Janette Roberson still haunts Reed City, a small community in Michigan. A young mother was murdered in a very mysterious way while working -  in the middle of the day. And no one heard a single thing. The murder itself is a real challenge since the killer disappeared without being noticed by anyone. The store was open and serving customers which is another peculiar detail. Surely, it was a busy day, but someone must have seen something because there is no such thing as the perfect murder. 

The DNA technology could save this cold case, but the law enforcement is very secretive about the samples they have. Determining in which state they are is probably difficult because the crime scene wasn’t analyzed well. But has been thirty-five years, and Janette Roberson’s family still has no answers. 

Early life

Janette Roberson was born on October 25th, 1955 in a small rural town in Georgia, USA. She was raised in very religious surroundings since the members of her family belonged to Jehovah’s Witnesses. She also had one sister Lana, and the two of them were very close, never leaving each other's side when they were growing up. Janette was a gorgeous girl with long blonde hair and affectionate smile. She was very shy most of the time but knew how to communicate with people nevertheless. Everyone who met Janette only said positive things about her because she was caring and lovely. Of course, her future husband Alvin Roberson saw that in Janette right away and the two of them dated throughout high school, eventually marrying in their early twenties. 

Being from a religious background, Janette valued her family a lot. Her parents did get a divorce and Janette's mother Marion Fisher moved to Reed City, Michigan to start her life over. She got a better job position working for the town's administration, and it was a huge opportunity for her. Janette started her own family with Alvin down in Georgia, but they decided to move to Michigan to be closer to Marion. They had two young kids and were ready to hit the road in spring of 1982. The Roberson family loved Reed City because the community itself was very small. Everyone knew everyone, and they accepted the newcomers quickly. Alvin found a job in a nearby town fixing cars while Janette stayed at home to take care of the kids.

The locals loved Janette and they recognized that she was a really good person. The family needed extra funds, so Janette decided to start looking for employment. She got a position of a salesperson at Gamble's hardware store. Janette was in charge of the pet store which was a perfect place for her. She enjoyed her work and took a great care of the little animals. Local kids would go in and spend hours playing at the pet store. Janette didn't mind, and she enjoyed the company. Things were looking alright for the Roberson’s and they seemed to be happy with their new life. Unfortunately, at the beginning of January 1983, Janette heard a rumor that her husband was having an affair with a local woman and that might have shaken her up a little. But she continued to work, convinced it would help her stay focused. 

The day of the murder

It was January 19th, 1983 and Reed City, Michigan was experiencing oddly warm weather. This pleased the workers at Gamble's hardware store and motivated them to continue their daily tasks because the new merchandise arrived on this day and they needed to bring everything inside, as well as to place the items on their shelves. Everyone was busy, carrying the boxes, so the store itself looked pretty deserted. However, customers were still going in and out, purchasing the groceries or other items they had on their shopping lists. Janette Roberson was in the store as well but she wasn't dealing with the trucks which were parked on both entrances to the shop. Instead, she was down in the basement, looking after the pet store part of the Gamble's. Her husband Alvin visited her at least twice that morning, and he also brought her lunch. He was still laid off from his job, so Alvin had plenty of free time. 

One of their kids was sick and Janette took a break twice to check in on her. Carl Johnson arrived at the store to deliver gerbils to the pet store sometime between 10:00 AM and 11:00 AM. He entered the basement, looking for Janette but she was nowhere to be found. The man waited for about ten to fifteen minutes hoping that Janette would show up. He gave up and was informed by another clerk that Janette was probably out, tending to her kid at home. Janette was back at the shop at 11:30 AM and that was confirmed by a customer who saw her on the ground floor of the hardware store. He was browsing around, and Janette came up to him asking if he needed any help. He had never seen her before, so he guessed she was a new clerk. Jokingly he told Janette that he probably knew the store better than her since he shops there often. 

It was very unusual to see Janette on the ground floor, but she probably went to the bathroom. The man asked Janette were is everyone, and she replied that they are outside, dealing with the delivery trucks. Janette excused herself and went down to the basement to her part of the hardware store. The man was probably the last person to see her alive. Then a woman went to the pet store section in order to find a chemical that would clean her fish tank. She noticed that the basement was empty and that there were no other customers around. Also, there was no Janette. She went upstairs, asking where she is. The cashier from the ground floor told her that Janette was probably still on a break. The woman said she would come back later. 

Sometime around 03:00 PM, two sisters Venus and Jan arrived with the intentions of buying fish food and other things for their large aquarium. They descended into the basement which was still deserted. The two of them continued with their business, picking up the things they needed, hoping that Janette would show up in the meantime. Noticing that they were still alone in the basement, they went upstairs and called the other cashier whose name was Angie. Angie went downstairs with them, used the bottom cash register and the sisters paid for the things they picked out. It is very likely that Janette was attacked during the time the two sisters were in the basement. 

As they were going up to the ground floor, Venus and Jen observed that the hardware store was suddenly filled with customers. The manager showed up from the storage room and told Angie to go look for Janette. He pointed out that her coat was still on the hanger so she must be somewhere in the basement. Angie went straight to the backroom, assuming that Janette was there. The woman froze in the doorway because she saw Janette laying on the floor. She was covered in blood, and the entire scene looked highly disturbing. Angie gathered herself up and went to the ground floor. Still in shock, the woman told the manager that Janette is downstairs, pointing in the direction of the basement with a shaky hand. She was breathless, and it was obvious to everyone that something bad happened. One of the workers told the manager to call an ambulance because they thought Angie was having a heart attack. 

The manager ran down the stairs to see what was going on. He returned in a couple of minutes announcing that the door should be locked and that no one should enter the hardware store. The manager ordered everyone to leave the basement area, and he contacted the authorities. The first responders entered the backroom, and they were shocked by the sight of Janette's body. She was attacked with multiple weapons in a very violent manner. The woman was also partially undressed which suggested that she was sexually assaulted. Her hair was sticky and bloody. Janette's sister Lana would later say: “This was a brutal—very brutal –killing. I don’t know how someone can do that to another person.“ The ambulance was called in for a possible heart attack, and a nurse who was passing by the store saw the vehicle parked outside. She went into the store to see if she could help with anything. The nurse was led to the backroom and saw Janette's lifeless body. It was clear that she couldn't do a thing to help her now. 

The investigation

Reed City was in a particular spot at the time, and there were three law enforcement agencies in charge of the area - the Reed City Police Department, the Michigan State Police, and the Osceola County Sheriff’s Department. All three of them were notified of the murder, and they sent their officers and detectives to analyze the scene of the crime. Having in mind that Reed City had a small population, murder was not a common thing. Everyone assumed that three law enforcement agencies were more than enough to tackle this crime and find the culprit. It would later be determined that all three of them failed at sharing the information with each other. 

Two officers Finkbeiner and Primeau from the Reed City Police Department arrived at 04:04 PM, exactly fourteen minutes after the discovery of Janette's body. The detective from the Osceola County Sheriff’s Department arrived afterward. The scene of the crime was hectic, with customers and people walking around, talking, or waiting to be interviewed by the police. Instead of securing the basement, it seemed like the officers had no idea how to keep everyone away from the body. They sent Janette's corpse for an autopsy in order to determine the time of death. Finkbeiner and Primeau ordered that the entire basement should be dusted for prints to see who was in there on that day. They also suggested that all employees should be fingerprinted to make sure they could identify them easily. 

The results of the autopsy showed that Janette was murdered sometime between 01:00 PM and 04:00 PM that day. It is a large timeframe which puzzled the investigators. Having in mind that she was murdered in the back room in the basement, it was strange how no one heard a thing. After all, you could make out people talking through the ceiling or floor, but no customer reported hearing screams or commotion in the basement. This led the investigators to assume that the murderer was someone Janette knew or they managed to shut her mouth in time so that she couldn't make a sound. Another odd thing was the fact that more than five people went into the basement during the time Janette was likely murdered. The police interviewed them, and it was confirmed that none of the customers saw anything which could be categorized as strange. 

There was a possibility that the killer was in the back room the whole time, waiting for the right opportunity to escape. Everything pointed in the direction of a killer who knew Janette because the murder itself was very heated and personal. The person who did this used a variety of tools and weapons to attack Janette. It was clear that he was very angry at her. She was also sexually assaulted which confirmed the theory that the murder was done by someone who was in Janette's life at the moment. The police needed to dig deeper and find all connections Janette had with people in her surroundings. Perhaps the authorities could connect the dots and solve the murder quickly. 

The law enforcement started interviewing the people who knew Janette. The Roberson’s were still new in town, but they were making friends quickly. There were many friends and neighbors who wanted to help out and they were talking to the police. One of Janette's friends told the detectives that the woman told her about the alleged phone calls she received one day before the murder. Someone hang up the phone twice in one night, and Janette found it very odd. Not to forget that she did receive strange and disturbing phone calls in the past that started a few weeks after they moved to Reed City. Therefore, the detectives might be dealing with a stalker who watched Janette from afar. Perhaps he wanted more from her, and his behavior escalated. It is not uncommon for the murderers to stalk and frighten their victims prior to the killing itself. 

Even though the possibility that a stranger murdered Janette, the police procedures suggest that the detectives should start from the family and expand outward. So they zeroed in on Janette's husband Alvin as their possible killer. Everyone knew that he was at the hardware store at least twice that morning and he was not working at the car shop. As a matter of fact, he had been at the family home for more than two weeks. Maybe Janette and Alvin got into a fight, and it became deadly? Or was it a quarrel gone bad? After all, Janette's body was so severely beaten that it was very possible someone was extremely angry at her. Also, the location of the crime scene shows that it was not premeditated because anyone could have walked in during the murder. It was a real mystery but every investigation has to start somewhere. 

The suspects

As it was assumed, Alvin Roberson was the first person interviewed by the police. After all, he was Janette's husband and perhaps their marriage was not ideal. The law enforcement talked to Alvin's friends who worked with him at the car shop. They described Alvin as gentle and told the police how much the man cared about his family. It was unlikely that he would murder his wife. Alvin submitted his hair samples, as well as fingerprints and blood. It was the beginning of the 1980s so the DNA technology was not yet applied to catch the criminals. However, the police used the blood in order to test it for the blood type. It was the way to eliminate the suspects back then. 

Alvin didn't have a solid alibi for the day of the murder. He was not working and was present at the crime scene at least a few times. The detectives took his work clothes for analysis because they noticed red stains on his shoes. They looked like blood. It would later be determined that the stains were car paint. It had nothing to do with the killing. The crime scene analysis confirmed that Alvin's fingerprints were found in the basement, on the opposite side from the back room. As the time went by, the law enforcement was certain that Alvin didn't kill his wife. He did act strange days after the murder, but it can be justified because he was in grief and left with two young kids to take care of. He became a single father all of a sudden.

He clearly missed his wife, so no one was surprised when he started a relationship with their babysitter eight months after the murder. Some would say that the two were having an affair prior to Janette’s murder and that the marriage was falling apart as a result. Alvin also stopped feeling comfortable in Reed City, and he decided to move back to Georgia. There was nothing for him in Michigan, so he packed up the bags and went south. After years and years of interviews, Alvin was publicly ruled out as a suspect.

Marion Fisher mentioned another possible suspect to the police. His name was Dave, and he lived in the same building as the Roberson family. Dave was a teenager who probably had a crush on Janette. He told one neighbor that he slept with Janette which was very likely untrue having in mind that Dave was still in high school and he was prone to lying. The law enforcement would probably ignore this boy completely, but he pretty much put the spotlight on himself. He printed a large wanted sign and placed it on his bedroom window. This occurred just a couple of days after the murder, so the police started asking around. Dave submitted his prints and blood for testing. Even though he spent a lot of time in the pet store where Janette worked, nobody has seen him on the day of the murder, and the chances are he was not present. The last time Dave was interviewed by the police was in 1985. He was not officially ruled out as a suspect, but it seems like the police are not able to connect Dave to the murder of Janette Roberson.  

One month after the murder, the Reed City Police Department received an anonymous call that suggested they should take a closer look at Lee Peterson. He was a local army man who came back to Reed City in December of 1982. He suffered from mental illnesses which were confirmed by a nurse who worked at a foster house Peterson frequented. Peterson would focus on one of the nurses and then followed them around. He did fit the profile of a person who would stalk someone and make obscene telephone calls. He also lived in a nearby building when the murder occurred. He surely saw Janette Roberson somewhere around the town. But the thing that made the law enforcement interested in the possibility that Lee Peterson was the murderer is the fact that Peterson's mother was a previous owner of the hardware Janette worked at. Therefore, he knew the store and was capable of successfully hiding from the other shoppers and workers. 

Lee Peterson's schizophrenia fit the crime itself because Janette was attacked with numerous weapons. However, even after several interviews with Peterson, the law enforcement haven't decided if they could connect him to the murder or not. We might never get to know more about him because Peterson committed suicide. His schizophrenia was getting worse and Peterson stopped taking his medications. Unable to fight the illness further, he took his own life. We do know that no one of the witnesses saw Peterson at the hardware store on the day of the murder of Janette Roberston. The chances are police took a closer look at him just because he was mentally ill and prone to violent outbursts. 

The sketch

The investigation did hit a dead end because the police were out of possible suspects. Every lead they followed turned out fruitless. But they still had to identify every person that was seen in the hardware store on the day Janette Roberson was murdered. As previously mentioned, Reed City was a small community and people were close. They knew their neighbors and strangers were not common. The police managed to put a name to a face to almost every person that was at the scene of the crime but one man couldn't be identified. Flossie Earnest who worked at the hardware store remembered him and mentioned that an unknown man was at the store on that day in January. Flossie did see him before because he often shopped there in the weeks leading to the murder. But recalling his name was difficult. 

Flossie worked with a sketch artist in order to produce a drawing of the man that was seen in the store. He was described as being in his twenties, with light hair, and wearing a blue jacket. Hoping that the public might help them with the identification, the police contacted Osceola County Herald and they published the sketch on February 3rd, 1983. The article that accompanied the sketch informed the public that the reward money is growing and that any information, no matter how minor it might seem could help the police find the murderer. Notable people from Reed City and surrounding towns were investing the money in the reward fund. Prosecutor James Talaske was one of them and he had this to say: “This thing is really hanging over our town. It affects everyone. More people are buying guns. It’s the little things that are happening that change the feeling of the whole community.”

A couple of days later, Osceola County Herald ran the story about the phone calls Janette received prior to the murder. Prosecutor James Talaske was once again asked to comment on this development, and he said: “It’s my understanding that the phone rang twice and the person on the other end hung up without saying anything. The calls could have been made in result of someone dialing the wrong number.”

On February 17th, 1983 the police did identify the man from the sketch. He was noticed while buying newspapers and the law enforcement was contacted. The man was driving a green car which was very rare, so they noticed him quickly. The officers took him into the custody and talked to the man for some time. In the end, they determined that the man had nothing to do with the murder and that he was simply shopping in the hardware store. The mysterious man was released, and it was announced that the man was no longer a suspect in this case. 

The aftermath

The police had nowhere to go with this case, and it slowly became cold. They even accepted the help of a psychic reader hoping she would provide them with some hints that would lead to capturing the killer. Unfortunately, they had nothing to go on. The people living in Reed City, Michigan refused to let go of this case, and they have been making annual walks through the town on the day of the murder in order to remind everyone that this case is still unsolved and that the law enforcement should do something about it. They call it Justice for Janette, and it keeps the memory of this lovely woman alive. 

Janette Roberson’s family is very vocal and they are pleading for her murder to be solved. It has been thirty-five years, and there are still no answers. Lana Jarvie, Janette’s sister is one of the leaders of Justice for Janette, and she is sure that the police dropped the ball when they failed to secure the crime scene properly. Lana is certain that plenty of useful evidence might have been lost in the process. She also claims that the detectives shouldn’t have focused on Janette’s husband so hard because they might have overlooked other suspects. Lana says: “There is a murderer walking around free. Somebody has to know something, had to have seen something that day. Maybe it is something small, something they think is irrelevant – it’s not.”

Janette’s mother Marion died before the case was solved which was another tragic blow to the family. But it is comforting to see that a large number of Reed City residents support Justice for Janette. Mary Beth Beemer, who lives in this town said the following: “This is a small community. We have to have faith the murderer is found. It’s also important for the annual walk, to let everyone know that this isn’t finished — that we aren’t finished until we find out. This has not ended.” Hopefully, the police would break this case soon because Janette and her family deserve justice. 
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THE MURDER OF IRA YARMOLENKO
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DANIELLE SWEET

On a seemingly normal Thursday afternoon on the Catawba River in May of 2008, two jet skiers planned on having a picnic together along the river when they stumbled upon a peculiar sight that would change their lives forever - a car crashed into a stump on the banks of the river along with the horrifying sight of a dead body lying next to it. They quickly alerted authorities and soon discovered that the body was that of a deceased young woman. 

This was the tragic fate of Irina “Ira” Yarmolenko, a University of North Carolina college student who had just celebrated her twentieth birthday several days earlier. She was discovered with three items from her car tied around her neck. There was no sign of a struggle or any clear indication of a motive. She was not sexually assaulted or robbed.

Although first responders initially thought her death could have been a suicide, her death was ruled a homicide by asphyxiation. To this day, her murder still garners interest from the public due to the strange yet disturbing circumstances surrounding her death. Add to that the whispers that surround the case about the possibility that her convicted murderer, Mark Carver, might actually be an innocent man.  What followed this horrific discovery was an investigation into the crime scene and into her personal life to uncover what happened to Ira. 

Ira’s early life and college experience

Ira Yarmolenko was born in the Ukraine on May 2nd, 1988 but emigrated
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