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Two days before Christmas, in 2012, Sandra – or Sandy – Melgar was found tied up inside of a closet in her home in a nice neighbourhood of Houston. A chair was forced against the doorknob, keeping her trapped in the confined space. Her husband Jaime – Jim – Melgar had been stuffed into a different closet – but unlike Sandy, Jim had been killed, first.

A medical examiner’s report concluded that Jim had died of blunt force trauma, and multiple stab wounds that had been inflicted with a kitchen knife. The community was horrified, and their horror only grew when police announced that they’d identified the person responsible for the attack on the Melgar family – Sandy Melgar, herself.

Sandy was convicted of killing her 52 year old husband of 32 years, and accused of then staging the entire crime scene to convince police it was a home invasion. But ever since Sandy was locked up in a Texas state prison, her family and her supporters have been fighting to prove that she was wrongfully convicted – the real murderer, the person truly to blame for the brutal slaying of Jim Melgar, is still roaming the streets.

“I know that she did not do this,” said Sandy and Jim’s daughter, Elizabeth – or Lizz – Melgar Rose, in an interview with 20/20 in November of 2018. “I’m going to fight until we can prove that.”

Born in Guatemala, Jim Melgar immigrated with his family to the United States when he was only three years old. They settled in Houston – the same city where a girl named Sandy McCulloch lived. Jim and Sandy attended high school together, and eventually started dating. 

According to friends and family, Sandy had initially declined Jim’s advances – only relenting when he invited her to come ice skating with him and a group of friends. But when she showed up, it was just Jim and his best friend at the rink, and his friend took off shortly after.

But Jim’s sense of humor, intelligence, and thoughtfulness won Sandy over, and two became inseparable in short time. They married when they were only 20 years old, too eager to spend another minute without being man and wife.

Jim pursued a career as an IT specialist, while Sandy studied nursing. They had one daughter, Lizz, and discovered a passion for faith – together, the family joined Jehovah’s Witnesses, a Christian denomination that enforces a strict adherence to a specific set of behavioural guidelines.

“We were a very close-knit family,” recalled Lizz. 

But things weren’t perfect. Sandy struggled with a number of health conditions, including lupus, hypothyroidism, and epilepsy. She also underwent hip replacement surgeries.

“She had epilepsy [that began] before I was born, and the lupus didn’t come until I was about three,” Lizz said. “I remember that because she had to seek treatment for about six weeks. She had gone paralyzed on one side of her body. She was in a wheelchair. She was having a really hard time.”

According to family friend Stephanie Davies, Sandy’s deteriorating health meant that more and more, Jim was assuming the role of her caretaker.

“Jim was very involved with all aspects – researching her condition, trying to find any kind of possible treatments, cures, whatever he could do,” she said. “There were times that she didn’t feel safe driving. She was afraid that her seizures might come on ... so she depended on him for a lot of day-to-day activities.”

It was the couple’s wedding anniversary on December 22, 2012, and they were looking forward to celebrating. Sandy had told her daughter that she and Jim had made plans to have dinner at their favorite Mexican restaurant.

“They stopped by a local CVS just to grab some drink mixers on their way back home,” Lizz said, adding Sandy told her that once the couple had gotten home and prepared some cocktails, they headed up to the jacuzzi in their bathroom, where they spent the next few hours.

According to Sandy, their discussions that evening had mostly centered around the time they’d spent together, and their plans for the future. Their intention was to sell the house and use the money to spend the next few years traveling around the world – visiting destinations like Ireland, the Grand Canyon, and somewhere far enough north that they could see the Northern Lights. 

Jim was just five months away from retirement, ending his career as a computer programmer with the Houston Independent School District. They’d finally be able to experience everything the world had to offer – and then, Sandy said, they’d discussed purchasing a beach house to settle down in once they’d gotten sick of being on the move.

The family’s four dogs had been in the backyard, Lizz said, but according to Sandy, they’d started barking at something after the couple had been in the jacuzzi for about two hours. Sandy told Lizz that Jim had gone downstairs to investigate, and she stayed up in the tub, soaking and finishing her drink.

“I think he took a few minutes, so she decided to get out of the jacuzzi,” Lizz relayed. According to what her mother told her, Sandy then went into the closet, sat down on a chair, and began applying lotion to her skin.

The family had planned an anniversary celebration with their entire family for the following day, on December 23. At around 4:30 p.m., Jim’s brother, Herman Melgar, showed up with his own family to attend the get-together.

When Herman knocked on the door, there was no answer – no activity of any kind coming from inside the house. But then he noticed one of the garage doors had been left open, so he let himself inside through the access in the garage, looping around to the front door to unlock it for the rest of his family.

They walked through the house, calling for Sandy and Jim, but still got no response.

“I was telling my dad ... I remember clearly telling him, ‘This doesn’t feel right,’” remembers Herman’s daughter, Marissa Campos. 

It was then that Herman heard something that he thought sounded like a voice. Listening carefully, he figured out that the sound was Sandy Melgar, calling for help from somewhere inside the home. He followed the cries into the master bedroom, where he saw a chair blocking the door from the bathroom to the walk-in closet. Quickly, he pulled the chair out of the way and opened the closet door to find Sandy lying on the floor, her arms and legs tied tightly.

She’d woken up that way, she said – 15 hours after she remembered going into the closet to moisturize her skin. Her muscles ached, her hands and feet were bound, and she’d soiled herself at some point during the night. She had no idea where Jim was.

Herman attempted to pull the ties off her limbs, but couldn’t get them loose on his own. Sandy told him to get a pair of scissors to cut them open. With Sandy free, the family began searching for Jim – and it didn’t take long to find him.

About 30 feet away from the closet where Herman had found Sandy, Jim Melgar was stuffed in the closet in the master bedroom – daed. He was nude, looked like he’d been beaten, and had been stabbed multiple times. A telephone cord tied his legs together, and a length of rope had also been tied in a loose knot around his chest.

Authorities determined that Jim Melgar’s body had sustained more than 50 wounds and injuries, including stabs, cuts, and blunt-force traumas.

“He’s got a lot of defensive wounds on both hands, which means he was trying to either disarm the attacker or block the assault,” said Celestina Rossi, a prosecution expert witness in the field of blood pattern and crime reconstruction.

According to Rossi, it looked like Jim and his killer had been engaged in hand to hand combat within the closet of the master bedroom, which had eventually resulted in Jim’s death right in the room.

“Aside from the 31 cuts and stabs, Jim was badly beaten in the face and head, causing serious damage to his skull, brain, and facial bones,” she added.

Jim’s wounds were all defensive, according to a medical examiner – the stabbings were concentrated on his chest and hands, with none on his back, indicating he’d attempted to fight off his assailant instead of trying to run away.

As for Sandy, police photographed bruising along her arms, including a particularly intense bruise located on her left bicep. They also documented a small scratch on the thumb of her left hand. However, officers found no blood on any part of Sandy’s body.

It appeared that the attack was caused by a home invasion gone wrong. Drawers had been yanked open and torn apart, jewelry boxes had been overturned, and the contents of a wallet and a purse had been spilled out on the bed. In the jacuzzi tub, located right by the master bathroom where Sandy Melgar had been discovered, were a white shirt and a kitchen knife – submerged under the remaining water.

Strangely, though, the locked safe in the bedroom closet where Jim had been killed didn’t appear to have been touched. And, even more strangely, authorities also found a loaded gun hidden in the same closet.

As Sandy was the only surviving witness of the incident, police depended on her account of the night’s events to determine what had happened to Jim. But it seemed Sandy had a difficult time trying to put together a timeline of the couple’s evening.

Her story was relatively similar to the one she’d given her daughter during her interview with police. According to Sandy, she and Jim had celebrated their anniversary with dinner at the Mexican restaurant, and had stopped at CVS on the way home. She claimed she’d noticed a “mysterious car” trailing them from the CVS parking lot, but said that at some point, the vehicle had turned in a different direction.

When they got home, Sandy told detectives, she and her husband had undressed and gotten into the jacuzzi. Then, she said, the dogs started barking the backyard – at around midnight, she believed. Jim had gotten out of the tub to see what had caused the commotion.

“He was just taking a while, so I got out and was going to get dressed, or change in my closet,” she said during the interview. “I went in there and I started to change and that’s all I remember until I woke up.”

At no point did Sandy remember seeing or hearing her husband being attacked by an intruder, she said. It was possible, she told police, that she may have either blacked out after being struck and hitting her head, or she’d suffered an epileptic seizure.

“I couldn’t move because I had had a seizure, and so I usually can’t move anyway,” she’d explained. “I hurt all over and my head hurts.”

She also said grand mal seizures leave her feeling very disoriented. Often, she said, she will forget going into it, and when she comes out, she frequently has trouble remembering where she is or what she was doing. In the weeks before the attack, she added, she’d experienced auras, which she said is a symptom that typically warns her of an impending seizure.

But detectives found it hard to believe that anyone could have been completely unaware of their spouse being murdered in the adjacent room. Immediately, according to Sandy’s family, she went from being a wife, to a widow, to a suspected murderer in the slaying of her own husband.

“We’re gonna find out everything about you,” threatened Sheriff Sgt. James Dousay during an interrogation of Sandy Melgar while investigators combed her house. “We’re gonna find out everything about your husband. We’re gonna talk to everybody in your neighbourhood. We’re gonna talk to everybody that you’re related to. We’re gonna learn everything.”

“That’ll help you to look somewhere else, too,” Sandy replied. “Because it wasn’t me.”

When Sheriff Sgt. Shawn Carrizal pressed Sandy about the couple’s plans for their future, she broke down – leaning forward in her chair, pressing her face into her hands, and sobbing openly. Then, Carrizal started asking her if it was possible that she’d killed her husband.

According to Herman Melgar’s daughter, Marissa, detectives had started suspecting her aunt the very night the body was found. However, she said the family finds it hard to believe that after more than 30 years of being happily married, Sandy would suddenly snap and stab her husband dozens of times.

“This idea that something must have happened, and then she went crazy and subjected him to over 50 blunt-force and sharp-force injuries is just... impossible,” said Sandy’s defense attorney Mac Secrest.

Still, the thought that her mother had murdered her father did cross Lizz’s mind.

“I tried to look at the evidence. ... I tried to be unbiased about it, which is difficult because these are my parents,” Lizz admitted. “In the end, I still want justice for my dad. I want to know who did this, and it was not my mother.”

Despite the interest from police, Sandy Melgar wasn’t initially arrested for her husband’s murder. For the next year and a half, she tried to move on from the incident and build a life without Jim. Until the summer of 2014, when Lizz said she found out that there was a warrant out for her mother’s arrest – Sandy had been indicted in the murder of Jim Melgar.

“We called the lawyer and we had her turn herself in,” Lizz said.

Three years later, the case was finally brought to a trial. Prosecutor Colleen Barnett presented the jury with what she claimed was Sandy’s motive – she wanted a divorce, Barnett said, but was worried that her fellow Jehovah’s Witnesses would shun her, since the religion doesn’t allow for divorce. 

In a 2018 interview with KHOU News, Barnett admitted she knew the case would be a tough one to argue – the evidence linking Sandy to the crime was entirely circumstantial, and there was no clear motive or confession. However, she believed she was up to the task.

“It was a challenging case, but one I believed in,” she said.

Sandy’s attorneys, however, put forward a completely different image of the couple – one of happily married parents who were celebrating more than three decades together.

According to the prosecution, Sandy had persuaded Jim to let her tie his legs with the telephone cord, likely in some kind of sexual act. Then, Barnett told the jury, she’d surprised him by pulling out the large kitchen knife and using it to stab him to death.

But the crime scene looked like a home invasion, Barnett said, so Sandy must have taken the time to prepare the room for the authorities that would eventually respond. It was clearly staged, she argued, showing the jury images of drawers that had been “neatly arranged” and not dumped at random, as a real robber would have done. There was also no sign of forced entry, Barnett said.

She also claimed nothing had been taken from the home, but Sandy’s defense team argued the opposite, telling the jury several items of value had been removed during the ransacking.

But how had Sandy Melgar wound up stuffed in a closet, with her hands tied behind her back? The jury was presented with a recording officers had made, demonstrating how Sandy could have carefully slid the chair into place through the use of a pillow sham or a small rug, tucking it under the door knob and leaving her locked inside the closet. Barnett, for her part, showed to the jury the steps Sandy might have taken to tie her own hands behind her back, once she’d gotten the chair in place.

Sandy’s medical records indicated that she hadn’t reported a single seizure to her physician in the years leading up to her husband’s death – in fact, Barnett told the jury, it wasn’t until after Jim had been murdered that Sandy began remembering any seizures she’d had that year.

The defense, however, presented the jury with a question that had remained unanswered: what had happened to Jim Melgar’s blood? With the series of blunt-force and stab wounds he had sustained, he would have lost a considerable amount of blood – but according to Sandy’s defense attorney’s, not a single drop of Jim Melgar’s blood was found on Sandy’s hands. There was also no evidence to indicate that anyone had cleaned up any blood spilled inside of the home. And not only were Sandy’s hands clean, they were free of any minor injuries that might have resulted from a struggle with her husband – she didn’t even have a chipped or broken nail.

Investigators also discovered DNA on various surfaces within the house – including handles on the dresser drawers, closet doors, and bathroom door – that belonged to a male and female, but didn’t match any member of the Melgar family. According to the defense, that DNA was left behind by the unknown assailants that had attacked the couple.

Secrest also told the jury about issues with one of the case’s lead investigators, who was later fired from his position after it was discovered that he’d backdated a search warrant for a different murder investigation.

Over the course of two days, the jury spent approximately eight hours deliberating over the case.

“We all talked about how this case... was the last thing you thought about when you went to bed at night, and the first thing you thought about when you woke up in the morning,” said Tom Bush, the jury foreman for the trial. “That’s the gravity that we weighed this case with.”

Initially, according to Bush, the jury was evenly divided. However, by the second day, it had landed on a unanimous verdict: Sandy Melgar was guilty in the murder of her husband, Jim Melgar.

“You know, I felt like ... everything just got really quiet,” Lizz recalled. “The room was just kind of spinning. Yeah, I still feel sick to my stomach when I think about it or hear other people talk about it.”

Marissa also had a difficult time accepting the jury’s verdict, and tried to silently communicate that before leaving the courtroom.

“I remember clearly just looking at the jurors, just staring at them, every single one of them, because I wanted to remember their faces and I wanted them to look at us and see ... the pain that they were causing,” she said.

Sandy was sentenced to 27 years behind bars in a Texas state prison, but is appealing the conviction. One month after the jury had rendered its verdict, Secrest filed a motion requesting a new trial, claiming Sandy’s conviction had been the result of an “inept investigation” done by detectives who were “clearly theory driven,” with “insufficient” evidence to justify the jury’s verdict.

“The prosecution’s case was based on conjecture and hypotheses, which were not rooted in evidence,” he said
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