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Born on April 6, 1955, in Chilliwack, British Columbia, Canada, to Leslie and Gladys Jesperson, Keith Hunter Jesperson was the third of five children. His father Leslie was a domineering alcoholic prone to abusing his wife and children, but he vehemently denied these claims. However, a number of relatives later confirmed that he was indeed abusive, and he would go as far as punishing Jesperson by electric shock. Jesperson was physically large for his age, and this resulted in endless teasing by friends and family. He was treated as an outcast at home, with his brothers nicknaming him “Igor,” which was often shortened to “Ig.” The nickname stuck throughout his school years. Jesperson grew up as a lonely kid, always content to play on his own. He began getting into trouble often, which resulted in severe punishments from his father. 

Jesperson also had a sadistic personality, and from a young age, he frequently tortured and killed animals. He enjoyed killing them, as well as watching the animals kill each other. This habit went on as he grew up, and he began wondering what it was like to kill a human being. When the family moved to a trailer park in Selah, Washington, Jesperson would capture stray cats, dogs, and birds, beat them severely before strangling them. On two occasions, Jesperson got into trouble for attempted murder. When he was 10 years old, Jesperson often got into trouble with another boy, Martin. However, Martin would often blame Jesperson for things he didn’t do, which outraged Jesperson. This came to a head when Jesperson attacked Martin and beat him violently. He only stopped when his father intervened, later stating that he intended to kill the boy. About a year after this incident, he was swimming in a lake when he was held underwater by another boy until he passed out. Jesperson waited for the opportunity to exact revenge, which came sometime later at a public pool. Jesperson approached the boy and attempted to drown him by holding his head underwater. His plan was thwarted when the lifeguard intervened by pulling him away.

Jesperson graduated from high school in 1973, but made no plans to attend college because his father didn’t believe he could make it. By 1974, Jesperson had been hired as a truck driver. In 1975, at age 20, he married Rose Hucke, whom he had been dating since he completed high school. The couple went on to have three children – two girls and a boy. However, a few years into the marriage, Hucke began receiving numerous calls from random women looking for her husband, leading her to suspect Jesperson was being unfaithful. As the years went by, problems in the marriage kept growing, and the couple split after 14 years. When Jesperson was out on the road, Hucke packed up and left with the children to live in Spokane, Washington, with her parents. Their divorce was finalized in 1990.

In the same year, 35-year-old Jesperson began training for his dream job – becoming a Royal Canadian Mounted Policeman. However, his plans were cut short when he suffered an injury, forcing him to seek work as a truck driver once again following his relocation to Cheney, Washington.

The Murder of Taunja Bennett

On January 23, 1990, a college student driving around in the outskirts of Portland, Oregon, noticed a body lying in an embankment off the highway. The young woman was half-naked, and investigators discovered that she had been strangled, the rope still looped tightly around her neck. She had been sexually assaulted and viciously beaten, her face taking the brunt of the damage. The Medical Examiner was unable to correctly identify whether she was Indian, Caucasian, or of Eskimo descent. A search of the crime scene revealed Walkman earphones near the body, but her ID was nowhere to be found. The fly section of her jeans had been deliberately cut out, and there was a single hair with no root on her stomach.

The student was immediately considered a suspect, and an interview was done at the police station. He stated that he had just done his finals, and decided to take a drive to clear his head when he spotted the body. His story sounded plausible, but since it had been raining at the time, investigators found it odd that he chose that time to take a scenic drive. To make sure all their bases were covered, they called the school and managed to confirm the student’s story. This left them with no suspects, and the victim’s identity was still unknown. They released various details to the media, hoping that someone would recognize the woman. The plan panned out.

Loretta Bennett called police, stating that she was worried about her 22-year-old daughter, Taunja Bennett. She hadn’t seen Taunja in several days, and while this was not unlikely, her concern was growing. She told police that Taunja always had her Walkman with her, and that she was mentally challenged to some degree. Investigators asked her down to the station, and Loretta confirmed that the victim was her daughter Taunja. She explained that Taunja’s mental issues made her naïve, and that she was a perfect victim. She didn’t have a driver’s license since she couldn’t drive, and always took the bus or hitchhiked to her destinations. As investigators followed up on Taunja’s movements, they discovered that she was last seen alive at the B&I Tavern in Portland. Since she was a frequent customer at the bar, the bartender and other patrons remembered seeing her in the bar for several hours. Several guys bought her beers, and she was last seen playing pool with two guys at the eastern end of the bar. No one saw her leaving, with the bartender stating that at one point he looked over to the pool table and saw that she was no longer there. However, the two men were still playing.

Despite the testimonies that Taunja hadn’t left with the two men, investigators were still not convinced of their innocence. They theorized that the men could have met up with Taunja later, killed her and dumped her body. Unfortunately for the investigators, nobody seemed to know the identity of the two men. They had only been in the bar that one time, and hadn’t been seen since. Police canvassed various bars and restaurants in the area, but there was no trace of either Taunja or the two men. It became clear that Taunja had disappeared shortly after leaving B&I Tavern. 

Laverne Pavlinac and John Sosnovske

Two weeks after Taunja’s body was found, the stalled investigation was revived after a woman called the police about the case. She stated that she had heard a man at a bar bragging about killing a young woman. Investigators followed up on the call and discovered that the tipster was a 50-something year old grandmother called Laverne Pavlinac. When they arrived at her house to follow up on her story, she changed her statement, telling them that she knew the man who was bragging. She stated that her boyfriend, 40-something year old John Sosnovske, had been intoxicated when he told her about killing a young woman and leaving her body in an embankment. She had then called the police with the tip. Pavlinac was a retired grandmother, and the investigators had a hard time believing that the nice, cordial woman was hanging out with murderers. According to Pavlinac, Sosnovske frequently got blackout drunk, and was in the habit of using her as a punching bag. Investigators wondered Sosnovske had tried the same with Taunja, but this time he had gone too far. With Pavlinac’s statement in hand, investigators called Sosnovske in for an interview. He maintained that he had no idea what the investigators were talking about, and vehemently denied having anything to do with the murder. With no other evidence to support Pavlinac’s statement, investigators had no choice but to release Sosnovske.

A week later, Pavlinac called investigators again, and this time she had more details to share. She told them that she had picked up Sosnovske at a truck stop on Sunday night, and that he was drunk. During the drive home, he told her that he had killed a young woman in the parking lot of the truck stop. He stated that he had choked her to death before placing her in the trunk of his friend’s car, and that the friend had dumped the body in the embankment. With these new details, investigators felt like they needed to dig deeper for evidence to support Pavlinac’s claims, so they obtained a search warrant for her home, which she shared with Sosnovske. After serving the warrant, investigators meticulously combed through each area of the home, and discovered rope in the storage area of the patio. The rope was similar to the one found tied around Taunja’s neck. They also found a note inside a shoebox, and it read: “Taunja Bennett. Good Piece.” The note led investigators to believe that Sosnovske had had a sexual encounter with Taunja, either consensually or against her will. Despite the possibley incriminatory evidence recovered, investigators were not satisfied. They had been specifically searching for the section cut out of Taunja’s jeans, and they had not found it. 

The next day, investigators received yet another call from Pavlinac. This time, she had even bigger news. She told them that she had found a purse in the trunk of her car, and that it didn’t belong to her. Investigators rushed to the scene and recovered the purse. Inside, there was a cut section from a pair of jeans. This evidence was particularly incriminating, especially because investigators had never released the information about the cut section of Taunja’s jeans. This information was only known by officers and the killer. To investigators, this meant that Sosnovske indeed had ties to the murder. When Sosnovske was brought in for questioning once again, he maintained his pleas of innocence, and even agreed to a polygraph. The results were inconclusive, and the polygraph examiner told investigators that Sosnovske was not telling the truth. They believed that he had killed Taunja, but they needed to analyze the evidence.

The hair found on Taunja’s stomach was analyzed, and forensic experts maintained that it matched Sosnovske’s. However, the investigation soon hit a snag. The section of jeans recovered from Pavlinac’s car was made from different denim when it was compared to Taunja’s jeans. Additionally, when she was shown the purse Pavlinac had discovered in her car, Loretta Bennett maintained that the purse was not her daughter’s. Investigators were stunned. They confronted Pavlinac about the evidence recovered in her car, and it wasn’t long before she broke down and confessed to planting the evidence. As she cried, she insisted that she had only done it because Sosnovske was an evil person and that she wanted him caught. Investigators began doubting Pavlinac’s credibility, but they had no choice but to admit that parts of her story were true.

Arrest and Conviction

The next day, investigators received another call from Pavlinac, who asked them down to her house. When they got there, they found a pot of coffee on the table. Pavlinac had a confession to make. She stated that she had been present when Sosnovske killed Taunja. The investigators were skeptical, but they sat and listened as she provided details of the crime. She stated that they had picked up Taunja at a truck stop about 20 miles from the B&I Tavern. They had driven her to Vista House, located on the Columbia Gorge. According to Pavlinac, Sosnovske had gotten Taunja out of the car and taken her to the stairwell in Vista House. There, on the steps, Sosnovske had raped and beaten Taunja, and that during the assault, she had pulled the rope tight against Taunja’s neck, and pulled it until she died. This version of events shocked investigators since Pavlinac was now confessing to active participation in the murder. As she recounted the story, Pavlinac was visibly distraught. However, investigators maintained that they needed proof that Pavlinac was telling the truth. She agreed to show them where she and Sosnovske had dumped the body.

Pavlinac went with investigators to point out where they had dumped Taunja’s body, and they had just passed the scene when she asked the driver to turn back. They turned around and headed westbound when Pavlinac asked them to stop the car. She got out and crossed the road, and as investigators watched her, she pointed to a spot in the embankment. Investigators were now convinced she had to be part of the murder since she had pointed at a spot less than 10 feet from where the body had actually been. Next, investigators went to Vista House to check out the stone steps Pavlinac had described in her statement. There, they found what appeared to be blood stains on the stairwell. Although typing couldn’t be done on the samples, investigators were now inclined to believe Pavlinac’s account of events. However, because of her age, general likeability, and her previous statements, investigators were having a hard time believing that she played such a huge role in Taunja’s murder. So they called Pavlinac’s daughter down to the station and told Pavlinac to tell her daughter about her involvement in the crime. Pavlinac didn’t hesitate, and recounted the details of the murder, her daughter watching her in horror. This, investigators believed, was a great indication that Pavlinac was telling the truth.

Several days later, Pavlinac and Sosnovske were arrested and charged with murder. While Sosnovske still maintained his innocence, he revealed that he wasn’t really sure whether he had committed the crime or not. He told investigators that he usually had total blackouts when he drank, and that he actually drank every night. 

Pavlinac went on trial first. By this time, she had recanted her confession, but the prosecution didn’t believe her because she had provided various details only the killer would have known. As the prosecution prepared for the trial, a peculiar message showed up on the walls of men’s restrooms in two truck stops – in Umatilla, Oregon, and Livingston, Montana. The message read, “I killed Taunja Bennett, Portland, Oregon. Two people took the blame. I got away with it. Free to kill again. Buttons cut from jeans. Proof.” While this pointed to the possibility of another killer, investigators were skeptical, suspecting that friends of Pavlinac and Sosnovske had written them to throw off the case. In February 1991, Pavlinac was convicted of Taunja’s murder and sentenced to life in prison. Sosnovske decided not to risk a jury trial and possible death sentence. He took a plea of no contest, and was sentenced to serve life in prison.

The ‘Happy Face Killer’ Letters

In the fall of 1994, three years after Pavlinac and Sosnovske’s convictions, the Portland Oregonian newspaper and the Washington County Judges Criminal Court received bizarre letters that seemed to take the Taunja Bennett case into a whole new direction. The anonymous writer claimed that Pavlinac and Sosnovske were innocent, and that he was the one who killed Taunja. He added that Taunja was just the first of his many victims. He revealed that he was a long haul trucker, but that he had wanted to quit at some point because of how easy it was to find victims. He claimed that he wanted to stop killing, and that he had killed five women in total. He stated that killing thrilled him, and even though he thought he would stop killing after he murdered Taunja, two years later, he killed a woman in California. He then went on to kill again and again. At the top of the letter, the writer had drawn a smiley face, which earned him the nickname “The Happy Face Killer.” 

Investigators reacted to the letters cautiously, believing that it could be a hoax. This was not the first time someone else was claiming to be Taunja’s killer, and the messaging in the letter was similar to the writings found in the restrooms. However, investigators couldn’t let go of their suspicions that someone was trying to tamper with Pavlinac and Sosnovske’s sentences, or the author of the letter
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