
Stolen Innocence: An update of the transfer hearing of AJ Gonzalez 
 
It has been two years since AJ Gonzalez was arrested for the rape and murder of eight year old, 
Maddy Middleton. After an excruciating nine week hearing, Judge Salazar finally has decided 
whether AJ will be tried in juvenile or adult court. 
 
Is AJ capable of rehabilitating before the age of 23? Will Maddy finally receive justice? Will AJ 
really be spending the rest of his life in prison?  
 
I’m Aaisha Ahad and you’re listening to Stolen Innocence: An update of the transfer hearing of 
AJ Gonzalez. 
 
Media Clips: “The fate of a teen accused of murdering a young girl now rests in the hands of a 
Santa Cruz judge. The judge has to decide to try 17 year old Adrian Gonzalez as an adult in the 
murder of 8 year old Maddy Middleton two years ago.” 
 
“This is the first case in Santa Cruz county since proposition 57 passed.” 
 
“The judge just announced his decision just a couple hours ago after a transfer hearing that 
lasted 2 months.” 
 
“The trial was supposed to start back in February, but the passage of prop 57 in November, led 
to the transfer hearing.” 
 
“Defense argued that Adrian Gonzalez suffers from mental issues; depression, anxiety, low self 
esteem who often spoke of suicide.” 
 
“How can we take that chance, of putting someone back on the street in five years, when he’s 
23 and say that he’s been treated? It’s not right.”  
 
Welcome back. If you haven’t listened to the first two parts of Stolen Innocence, please pause 
this right now and start from the beginning to avoid any confusion. 
 
The last few weeks of the hearing were emotionally exhausting for everyone. AJ’s full 
interrogation tape was played in the courtroom, and the details of Maddy’s death were even 
worse than originally thought. It was stated in court that Maddy was alive throughout the whole 
attack and didn’t officially pass away until she was in the dumpster, wrapped in layers of trash 
bags and jack knifed into a small trashcan. District Attorney Jeff Rosell said he has never seen 
any case like it in his 27 years of casework. 
 
A forensic psychiatrist, Dr. Tucker, claimed that AJ’s behavior was consistent with sexual 
sadism and these sexual disorders are generally lifelong with no known cure. Dr. Tucker also 
discredited the idea that AJ’s mental disorders such as ASD, depression, and ADHD were the 



causation of the murder. A medical professional also testified that they believe AJ killed Maddy 
Middleton to give himself a reason to kill himself.  
 
On Tuesday, Oct. 24, the nine week hearing finally came to a close. AJ celebrated his 18th 
birthday in prison just four days before. Thirty minutes before Judge Salazar announced his 
ruling, AJ sat completely still with his hands together as if praying, anxiously waiting on his fate.  
 
Media Clips: “The Santa Cruz teen accused of killing and sexually assaulting his 8 year old 
neighbor, Maddy Middleton, in 2015 will be tried as an adult.” 
 
“That decision made today by a Santa Cruz County judge. Adrian, AJ, Gonzalez is accused of 
luring, raping, and killing the little girl in July of 2015.” 
 
When Judge Salazar issued the order to send AJ to adult court, Maddy’s family and friends 
cried so loud, that the bailiff demanded silence in the courtroom. Bruce Jordan, Maddy’s 
grandfather, was clearly relieved to be done with the long hearing. 
 
Bruce Jordan: “It was agonizing to listen to the testimony, to see the medical examiner crying on 
the stand. I mean these were very stressful.” 
 
He also mentioned that it was disheartening that the hearing lasted so long. 
 
Maddy’s mother, Laura Jordan, was happy with Judge Salazar’s decision and said “AJ does not 
present like anyone they have ever seen. He’s a serial killer in the beginning.” 
 
Laura Jordan: “I am very...I feel very bad for the jury that is going to have to look at all those 
awful photographs of what he did to my daughter. We were spared the photographs this time, 
we heard the details. The jury is going to have to see it all and you can’t unsee things.” 
 
Judge John Salazar decided AJ was not suitable for juvenile court for three reasons including 
how sophisticated he is, the gravity and circumstances of the crimes, and for the fact that five 
years is insufficient time for AJ to be rehabilitated by the juvenile system. Judge Salazar had 
this to say at the conclusion of the hearing. 
 
Judge John Salazar: “The defense has conceded these to be offenses of the most heinous 
crime. Mr. Biggam needed to reflect on the mass murderers of the 70’s and 80’s to find any 
case remotely as shocking. (Inaudible) that has similarly been shaped by his neglectful and 
abusive childhood, he committed these offense by his own volition. In 26 years on the bench, I 
have not read of nor felt such heart wrenching grief as that expressed in the letters written by 
Madyson’s family. This is not something that is going to be a simple fix, this is something this 
individual will have to deal with for the rest of his life. “ 
 
The Middleton family has released the following statement about the ruling:  



“The Middleton family would like to express our relief and are satisfied with Judge 
Salazar’s ruling that Gonzalez’s crimes against our beloved Maddy be tried in adult 
court. 

 
The facts of this horrible crime could not ethically be viewed in any other ways, Gonzalez 
has shown no remorse for what he did, and the experts have testified that he cannot be 
adequately reformed and poses a continuing threat to society. 
 
Despite his age at the time of Maddy’s tragic death, he has shown a level of criminal 
sophistication beyond his years and a frightening indifference to the suffering he has 
caused.” 

 
We would like to thank everyone at the District Attorney’s office, especially DA Jeff Rosell and 
Assistant DA Rafael Vazquez for the tireless dedication and hard work they’ve put into this 
case. They have supported us throughout this terrible ordeal immensely. Thank you also to 
those who signed our online petition, we appreciate your solidarity. 
 
There is still a long road ahead of us, but this is the first step to finding justice for Maddy.” 
 
Defense attorney Larry Biggam was disappointed but not surprised by the how the ruling was 
effected by Prop 57. Biggam went on to say, “I think the ruling reflects many people’s 
understandable anger about the crime. I believe the ruling is contrary to the evidence and the 
new law and it’s also counterproductive. I will appeal the ruling as soon as I get the transcript.” 
 
So what is next for AJ? Essentially the adult court process that was started two years ago will 
restart. His formal arraignment is scheduled for Nov. 28. Larry Biggam will probably try and 
appeal in about six to eight weeks, which is how long it takes for the transcript to become 
available.  
 
How long will the actual trial be? Will AJ be found guilty and spend the rest of his life in prison? 
And ultimately, will justice for Maddy be found? 
 
I’m Aaisha Ahad and thank you for listening to Stolen Innocence: An update of the transfer 
hearing of AJ Gonzalez. 
 
Media clips and comments courtesy of KSBW 8, Crime Watch Daily, U.S. Nationalist News and 
the Santa Cruz Sentinel.  
 
Written, produced, and edited by Aaisha Ahad.  
 
For more details, follow up, or a transcript of this podcast, please visit our webpage at 
csumb.edu/justiceproject and follow us on Facebook. 
 


