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House on CMU campus  
provides hands-on preparation for 
Sherlocks-in-training

L ate one November night, Doris Crabtree hears loud 
noises from her neighbor Michelle King’s house. 

Around 4am, she notices someone with a flashlight in 
King’s backyard. When Crabtree sees the house’s front 
door hanging open the next morning, she hurries to 
check on the family. 

King’s car isn’t in the driveway. Her son, Riley, and her 
drug-dealing boyfriend, Joe Meyer, are nowhere to 
be found. Crabtree can see overturned furniture and a 
large puddle of blood in the living room. She calls the 
police immediately.

King returns to the house shortly after the law 
enforcement agents arrive to investigate the missing-
persons case. She says she was at the gym, and breaks 
into hysterics when she learns of Riley’s disappearance. 
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Students Sarah Thomas and Megan McKay interview an actor 
posing as a neighbor outside CMU’s crime scene house.
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Her ex-husband — Riley’s father, John King — arrives on 
the scene next. He tells detectives that he dropped Riley 
off at the house around 9pm, stayed to have a glass of 
wine with Michelle, then left. He, too, is distraught by the 
news of Riley’s possible abduction.

The detectives listen to each witness’ story with solemn 
expressions and take exhaustive notes. Inside the house, 
criminalists analyze bloodstain patterns and photograph 
bullet casings. If the occasional agent steps on a piece 
of evidence or struggles to identify probable cause for a 
warrant, it’s forgiven. These officers are criminal justice 
majors investigating a staged crime in Colorado Mesa 
University’s crime scene house.

The house is a two-story residence one block from the 
main campus that offers a level of realism students don’t 
get in a classroom. When Jane Quimby, Director of 
Colorado Mesa’s Public Safety Department, suggested 
that CMU utilize a nearby property as a training facility, 
President Tim Foster was receptive to the idea.

“The president said, ‘Great idea, let’s make it happen,’” 
Quimby recalled. “It wasn’t even a matter of them saying, 
‘Here’s what you get.’ It was a very inclusive selection 
process where they identified several properties and 
said, ‘Go take a look. These are the ones that might work 
best... Check it out and see what meets your needs.’”

Quimby, a retired FBI agent, envisioned the house 
serving as a hands-on training ground for multiple 
disciplines – including criminal justice, forensic 
anthropology and biology, and Western Colorado 
Community College’s Peace Officer Standards and 
Training (POST) Academy. Other regional training 

facilities don’t compare, so the property is also used by 
the Grand Junction Police Department (GJPD) and the 
Colorado Bureau of Investigation.

Because of its multidisciplinary use, the house has stayed 
busy throughout its first semester in action. A week after 
the criminal justice students investigated the hypothetical 
King case, POST Academy cadets used the property to 
practice clearing perpetrators out of a building during 
a crime. Forensic anthropology students dropped by to 
examine a blood-spattered room upstairs, and a biology 
course visited to study bugs. The GJPD Bomb Squad 
and SWAT Team swept the house for bombs and bad 
guys, respectively, within days of each other. “It’s a bad 
neighborhood,” Quimby joked.

Earlier in the year, biology instructor Stephanie Matlock’s 
human osteology class investigated a convoluted, year-
old killing spree. She used mounted skeletons from the 
biology department for the victims. “We made up this 
whole crime scene with three skeletons,” Matlock said. 
“I had them all laid out, and then I wrote things on the 
bones like ‘past fractures here’, ‘new fracture here.’”

“It’s a bad neighborhood,” 
Quimby joked.
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Sergeant David Oswalt, of the Grand Junction Police 
Department, teaches students about blood spatter in an 
upstairs room.

Student Amanda Gunter investigates a crime scene.
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Two detectives race after Quimby as she leads the group 
back to campus. “We need a warrant for Michelle’s car!”

“Too late,” Quimby says. “What’s your [probable cause]?”

“We just found out she lied. She wasn’t at the gym.”

This revelation would have cracked the case if they’d had 
a little more time. The clues in Michelle’s car indicate 
that she drove a body to the desert to dispose of it. 
Bloodstained clothing found in the washing machine 
belongs to ex-husband John, evidence of his involvement 
in the cover-up. The murder weapon itself is in Riley’s 
backpack. The boy’s fingerprints are all over the trigger. •
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When she staged a similar murder mystery for a past 
forensic anthropology course, Matlock’s only option was 
to place skeletons under trees on campus. “It’s much 
nicer in a house,” she said.

“I know [the students] had a great time, and I had fun 
doing it as well,” she added. “I think it was a really good 
experience for them because it feels more real. There’s a 
creepiness to the house. With the skeletons kind of laying 
there it makes it feel like it’s a creepy, real scene.”

The house may eventually be moved to the Colorado Law 
Enforcement Training Center (CLETC) southeast of Grand 
Junction to become part of a simulated city block, but 
both Quimby and Matlock would like to keep it close. 
“Because this particular house is so strategically located, 
I would ideally love to be able to maintain [it] in the 
foreseeable future,” Quimby said.

Matlock sees the facility’s use expanding beyond the 
five or six programs that currently utilize it. “It could be 
used for the [computer-aided design] classes, mapping 
the floor plan. The landscaping class could redesign the 
backyard. There are a lot of things you could do that 
would be a learning experience in a house like that.”

Back at the “King House” crime scene, a frightened 
Riley King has reappeared wearing a large backpack. His 
mom’s drug-dealer boyfriend is still missing, and based 
on the bullet holes in the wall, his situation looks grim. 
The investigators have run out of time, but they haven’t 
given up. 
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POST cadets Logan Martin and Andrew Speer practice clearing the house in formation.

Jane Quimby instructs her class before they enter the house.


