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And for every Michelle, there’s a …
Gwendolyn …
An Andrea …
A Christine …
A Caren …
A Princess …
A Desiree …
An Alianna …
A woman or girl who dies at the hands of men.
Who see them as objects … or possessions.
Or prey.
And play God.
And, equally egregious,
Police fail to see as human.

—CHERYL NEELY
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PROLOGUE

ON THE EVENING of December 19, 2019, I received a text that I stared at in disbelief as the words sent a chill down my spine. “Hey Cheryl,” the message began. “He pleaded guilty today. 50–100 years [in prison]. Sentencing is Jan. 8 … He had confessed to 7 murders.” The sender of the message was Jodie Kenney, the cousin of my murdered friend and high school classmate. Sixteen-year-old Michelle Kimberly Jackson’s life was brutally snuffed out when she was sexually assaulted and strangled in Detroit, Michigan, in January 1984. Her body had been found in an abandoned garage only steps from a wintry bus stop where she waited alone for a bus to school. Several weeks prior to the text, I attended the initial arraignment of Kennith Dupree, a now seventy-three-year-old unemployed sexual offender who had been incarcerated for a number of felonies over his lifespan, including rape. After listening to graphic testimony from detectives at the scene and the medical examiner’s report, I was too traumatized to attend the court hearing in which he would plead guilty to my friend’s rape and murder. For over thirty years, I periodically imagined what her last moments must have been like. The fear and all-consuming terror she must have felt in that cold dark space was a psychic death that no doubt preceded the physical one.

Now reading Jodie’s text, I was sickened by news that illuminated a malevolent pattern I discovered while conducting research for my first book, which centered on the violent deaths of Black women being overlooked by both the media and the police. The book, You’re Dead, So What? Media, Police, and the Invisibility of Black Women as Victims of Homicide (Michigan State University Press, 2015) was predicated on my PhD dissertation and examined how Black females were ignored by both media and law enforcement in contrast to their white counterparts. Michelle’s death is one of many sex-related homicides that have plagued a misogynoiristic (a hatred of Black women) and patriarchal society where violence against Black women is an almost everyday occurrence. And yet her story is also a microcosm and reflection of a larger system of racial indifference and police corruption, as well as an overall disdain for women of color in America by the criminal justice system. The murders of Michelle and other Black girls and women—both cisgender and trans—shine a discomfiting light on the reality that Black lives simply do not matter in a country whose inception of the American Dream was literally built upon the plunder of Black bodies, and the sexual commodification of Black female reproduction to proliferate slave labor.

The creation of stereotypes that rendered Black females, irrespective of age, as unrapeable and, consequently, fodder for sexual predation, has led to an increased vulnerability for Black girls and women. Collectively, they make up approximately 7 percent of the US population, yet they comprised 36 percent of 2018 homicide victims in the US and thus were three times more likely to die by homicide compared to white females.1 Nevertheless, their deaths are often ignored by mainstream media and are treated apathetically by law enforcement officials. And it is this disregard of, this irreverence for, Black women and girls by police, that exposes them to an even greater likelihood that they will remain disproportionately vulnerable to lethal violence.

To wit, an acutely disturbing element of Michelle’s murder case (as well as of others) was that an innocent man, Eddie Joe Lloyd, spent seventeen years in prison after being forced into a false confession by Detroit homicide investigators. Therefore, while police allowed Lloyd to languish behind bars for a murder he did not commit, the real killer, Kennith Dupree, continued to prey upon other victims. Thirty-five years after killing Michelle Jackson, he confessed to the murders of seven additional women while being interrogated by cold case detectives. Where was the sworn duty of police officers to serve and protect these women from a cold-blooded murderer?

Sadly, in my research on Black female homicides, the pattern of repeated victimization is not unusual, as authorities routinely conduct subpar investigations of crimes against them. Pervasive in the cases of homicide I studied was a consistent complaint that police did not treat the killings as though they warranted a thorough and serious investigation, and, when victims were initially reported missing, police either dismissed their cases as that of runaways or assumed that the victim abused drugs or engaged in sex work.

There was the case of Romona Moore, a twenty-one-year-old Brooklyn college student kidnapped by two men described by the press as psychopaths and gang members who held her in a basement that they fashioned into a torture chamber, raping her repeatedly before bludgeoning her to death.2 As police refused to initiate a search for Romona, despite her mother’s desperate pleas, her killers senselessly murdered her, then dumped her body under an abandoned ice cream truck only blocks from her home. Two days later, they kidnapped and raped a fifteen-year-old girl, who managed to escape after the two men fell asleep. She had overheard them complain about the lack of coverage Romona Moore’s disappearance received on the evening news and expressed the desire for notoriety after her body was found, saying, “We better make the news.”3

There were the frustrated Black women in Los Angeles that confronted the LAPD for failing to warn the community about a predator who terrorized Black women for close to twenty years, and who even took a ten-year hiatus before resuming his killing spree. Lonnie Franklin Jr. killed at least nine Black women and a fifteen-year-old girl before he was finally apprehended and convicted for his crimes. Until his death in March 2020, he remained a suspect in the deaths of many additional victims, as more than one hundred photos of unidentified women were found in his home by police.

Even when I interviewed Jodie Kenney and Carlotta Jackson (Michelle’s mother) in 2013, they informed me that when she filed a missing person report, police dismissed Carlotta’s concern about her missing daughter as an overreaction, instead suggesting that her daughter had run away with a boyfriend that the family did not know about. Carlotta described her desperation to make the police understand the urgency of her daughter’s disappearance. She offered to show them Michelle’s report cards, hoping her honor student status would indicate that she was a responsible girl. But it was to no avail. Unfortunately, Carlotta’s actions are not unusual. Research has shown that missing Black teens are often assumed to be runaways; therefore, parents are made to feel that they must prove that their children warrant an immediate search.4 The frightened mother begged police to look for Michelle, especially considering that, that year, a series of rapes of schoolgirls had plagued Detroit. The police became so annoyed with Carlotta’s requests to search for her missing daughter that one officer barked, “Look for her yourself if you don’t think we are moving fast enough.”5 His callous retort left Carlotta with little hope of law enforcement locating Michelle. She and Jodie decided to search for her on their own the next morning. They tragically found her, deceased, her body brutalized, in a dilapidated garage.

When considering Michelle Jackson’s case, one can argue that law enforcement’s dereliction of duty is killing Black women.

As a sociologist who studies Black women as forgotten victims of violence, I feel it is important to note that this is emotionally difficult subject matter. The thrust of my previous book demonstrated that Black females are invisible as victims. The thesis of this text is to highlight the danger of this invisibility and, thus, to provide a humane depiction of an inhumane phenomenon. In order to do so, I must tell Michelle’s story, as well as those of several others whose lives were not only cut short but who also received either delayed justice or no justice at all from the very institution designed to deliver it. More pointedly, it is an even greater tragedy that there exists a pervasive culture within law enforcement that is not compelled to prevent other Black girls and women from suffering the same fates. These stories are multitudinous, and most will never be told.

This book seeks to change that.






INTRODUCTION

ON MAY 5, 1962, an impassioned Malcolm X stood at a podium to officiate the funeral of Ronald Stokes, a Nation of Islam (NOI) member who was shot and killed by Los Angeles police while attempting to surrender during an altercation between law enforcement and members of an NOI mosque. Malcolm X was bitterly disappointed that Elijah Muhammad, the NOI’s founder and leader, would not allow retaliation against the police and—contrary to Malcolm X’s call for vengeance—ordered the grieving members to “stand down.”1 The Nation of Islam, a Black political and religious movement founded in 1930, urged a separate nation-state within the US for Black Americans, stressing economic independence and entrepreneurship.

As Malcolm surveyed the room, he began to speak, projecting his voice to emphasize the gravity of his message. In his powerful speech, he railed against anti-blackness and Black self-hatred, asking the more than two thousand funeral attendees, “Who taught you to hate the texture of your hair … the color of your skin … the shape of your nose and lips?” He urged not only the men in the audience to stand in defense of themselves, but also, most pointedly, the women of his race. The words he spoke that day exposed the tragic plight of Black women in America, whose intersectional identity culminates in a daily battle against both sexism and racism, with little escape from either:


The most disrespected person in America is the Black woman. The most unprotected person in America is the Black woman. The most neglected person in America is the Black woman.2



While there are countless examples of America’s lack of concern for the victimization of Black women, one case involving police violence against a Black woman exemplified the conundrum to a particularly shocking degree. In March 2020, twenty-six-year-old Breonna Taylor, a Black EMT, was shot and killed by police in her own home in Louisville, Kentucky. Police led a botched no-knock warrant on Breonna’s home shortly after 12 a.m. while she slept in bed with her boyfriend, Kenneth Walker, who would insist that police did not announce themselves before using a battering ram to break down the front door. Walker fired a shot at the door in response to what he believed to be a home invasion, and police returned fire through it, hitting Taylor five times. She died within minutes from her injuries, while police frantically provided medical care to their wounded fellow officer, who had been shot in the leg, allegedly by the bullet fired from Walker’s weapon. According to Walker, he watched Breonna “cough and struggle to breathe” for at least five minutes after the shooting, while police forbade her immediate medical intervention from the ambulance technicians who arrived on the scene.3 Breonna received no medical assistance for a full twenty minutes after the shooting. None of the officers involved have been charged directly in her death. The only charge filed was brought against former detective Brett Hankison, for wanton endangerment, as he fired shots that entered a neighboring apartment. No one has been charged, considered responsible for, or indicted by a grand jury for the death of Breonna Taylor. While the drywall in the adjoining apartment received justice, Breonna Taylor received none. Incredulously, the initial police report noted that “no injuries” were sustained in the incident, dismissing the fact that Breonna was killed by five bullets and that one of the officers was shot. Black communities were left feeling outraged and frustrated at another example of Black lives having little to no value in American society.

Following the announcement that there would not be any direct charges for Taylor’s death, it was reported that Daniel Cameron, the fifty-first attorney general of Kentucky and first Black person to serve in the position, withheld evidence from the grand jury that could have led to indictments against the officers. For many Black Americans, this was a bitter disappointment. Many assumed that Cameron’s race and shared identity as a Black man would ensure justice, but, ultimately, his actions reflected his position as an agent for the criminal justice system—a system that is built to protect law enforcement first while upholding systemic racism.

Because of the close working relationship between their office and law enforcement, prosecutors are tasked with holding police officers accountable for unlawful acts while still relying on these same officers to provide the evidence required to successfully present criminal cases. As seen with Cameron, this tension can be further compounded when the case has to do with race and when the prosecutor’s racial identity aligns with that of the victim, but the prosecutor chooses to remain professionally neutral, despite the racially discriminatory overtones in the case—a choice that, in this instance, was met with intense backlash and scrutiny, particularly from Black Americans.

Moreover, Cameron’s handling of Breonna Taylor’s murder appeared to frustrate some members of the grand jury. Shortly after the hearing, at least two of the jurors filed a lawsuit to release the audio recordings of the hearings to make the public fully aware of the evidence presented to them. Following the decision to only charge Detective Hankison with wanton endangerment, Daniel Cameron intimated that the decision to forgo charging all of the officers with Taylor’s homicide was wholly the result of the grand jury’s autonomy, and not because of an anemic presentation of evidence by prosecutors.4 However, the audiotapes, which were released to the public by order of the court, revealed that jurors were told by Cameron that the officers were justified in shooting into Taylor’s apartment. Cameron and other prosecutors did not instruct the jurors to review evidence as to whether or not charges should be brought against the officers in relation to her death. One juror told reporters that a few members asked repeatedly about evidence related directly to Taylor’s shooting, yet none was presented.5 The bulk of the testimony given and evidence shown to the grand jury supported the narrative of a justified police shooting. Breonna Taylor’s life was not valued by the state of Kentucky, and Daniel Cameron’s refusal to present a case for filing charges in relation to her death highlight an even deeper issue within the American justice system.

Malcolm X’s pessimistic proverb about this nation’s failure to protect the lives of Black women isn’t mitigated even when the chief prosecutorial officer is a Black man.

The indifference to Black women as human beings worthy of defense and respect is not a new phenomenon. Enslaved Black women were bought, sold, raped, exploited, and, in many cases, violently killed since their arrival on the shores of Jamestown, Virginia in 1619. More than four hundred years later, Black women continue to remain unprotected. Simply put, there is not, nor has there ever been, a safe place in this nation for Black women. This is especially true within the purview of law enforcement: an institution whose very existence originates from slave patrol and apprehension.

This is shown in cases like that of Breonna Taylor, and so many other Black female victims of police brutality who are profiled in the vital book Invisible No More by civil rights attorney and scholar Andrea J. Ritchie. In it, Ritchie expertly recounts the shocking sexual and physical violence committed by police against Black women, including queer and gender nonconforming teens, that is rarely known. She specifically looks at how these young people are subjected to violence and even death at the hands of police.6 The persistent narrative of Black criminality obfuscates law enforcement’s ability to consider Black people as victims rather than perpetrators of violent crime.

Particularly in the case of Black women, there is the tendency to see them as criminals rather than victims in comparison to their white counterparts, even when they are killed by a serial offender.7 This reality was further crystallized in the investigation of a series of murders of Black women in Los Angeles during the 1980s, when police officers used the acronym NHI to denigrate the victims of these horrifying homicides: an abbreviation for “No Human Involved” that is used as a classification in homicide cases comprising victims whom police view as having little to no value as human beings. The perpetrator of these crimes, Lonnie Franklin Jr., raped and murdered twelve Black women, including a fifteen-year-old girl, over the course of thirty years. It was believed by residents of the community that the killings were not solved for so long because police were indifferent to and dismissive of the victims.8

At the nucleus of this inhumane treatment is America’s long and persistent history of refusing to see and respect the humanity of Black people. As Patrisse Khan-Cullors articulates in her powerfully poignant memoir, When They Call You a Terrorist, “Black people are the only humans in this nation ever legally designated, after all, as not human.”9 This begs the question that if people of African descent in the US are not human, what are they?

Not human, but chattel slaves.

Not human, but a criminal threat.

Not human, but a perpetual tax burden.

Not human, but people whose lowest caste rank raises the status of every other group.

In the eyes of the Los Angeles Police Department, these women were essentially nonpersons. They had been rendered disposable by the very organization that had the responsibility to not only find their killer but also to protect future victims from Franklin’s reign of terror. Sadly, many cases of serial homicide with Black female victims have been treated in like fashion—ignored and dismissed by homicide investigators as the bodies piled up. When victims simply don’t matter and are relegated to the invisible margins of a racist society, serial killers who prey on them go undetected and kill with impunity.10 When my high school friend Michelle was murdered at sixteen years of age, police investigating her murder wrongly accused and convicted an innocent man. To them, it didn’t matter that other young women and girls were at risk to suffer the same brutal violence at the hands of the man who killed her. They just wanted to close the case.

Following the Detroit police’s decades of negligence, the real killer, Kennith Dupree, apprehended more than thirty years later, confessed to the murders of seven other victims. When police are indifferent to violence toward Black women, it is reasonable to expect that those responsible fail to be deterred in targeting them as prey.

Eldridge Cleaver, the appointed “minister of information” for the Black Panther Party in the late 1960s, admitted in his best-selling memoir, Soul on Ice, that he deliberately selected the bodies of Black women to “practice” sexual assault on before raping his most desired victims—white women: “I became a rapist. To refine my technique and modus operandi, I started out by practicing on black girls in the ghetto—in the black ghetto where dark and vicious deeds appear not as aberrations or deviations from the norm, but as part of the sufficiency of the Evil of a day… . I did this consciously, deliberately, willfully, methodically.”11

Interestingly, Cleaver’s memoir was lauded as a “groundbreaking classic,” earning effusive praise and spawning numerous academic discussions and book reviews about white oppression and the call for Black resistance through revolution and social movements.12 Yet, most notably, there was little to no outrage about his admitted (albeit later reformed) “career” as a sex offender whose malevolent hunt for white female rape victims was first predicated on the bodies of Black ones.

Law enforcement’s failure to recognize the humanity of Black female victims of violence is even more egregiously evident when the victim is a Black trans woman. In stories on transgender violence, themes of police indifference and even blatant ridicule toward victims who report this violence are ubiquitous, culminating in a chilling refusal to help Black trans women who seek help from law enforcement.13 Additionally, mainstream media compounds their invisibility by deadnaming and misgendering Black female trans victims, which obscures the actual number of murders.14 In 2020 alone, at least forty-four Black trans women were murdered, and few arrests have been made.15 Within the span of nine days, six Black trans women were murdered between June 25 and July 3, 2020—tragically, at the close of LGBTQ Pride Month.16 With at least three of these unsolved killings taking place in the same community in Louisiana, some may wonder if these women were the victims of a single offender.

It is a startling fact that, disproportionately, Black trans women have the highest rate of violent and lethal victimization than any other group. According to the National Coalition of Anti-Violence Programs, a group dedicated to collecting data on violence against queer, trans, and gender nonconforming people, between 2010 and 2016 there were 111 murders of trans women in the US, and 72 percent of those victims were Black trans women.17 Stated more succinctly by Mic, an online news website that tracks transgender hate crimes across the US, while the probability of becoming a homicide victim among the general population is 1 in 19,000, the probability of homicide for a Black trans woman is 1 in 2,600, resulting in them being 7.3 times more likely to die violently than any other group.18 It is likely that the numbers are higher, but, again, transgender victims are often misgendered at death by police and media. In many cases, sexual and physical violence committed against Black trans women operates in the invisible margins of this community’s existence and the overall societal disregard of the trans community’s humanity.

Adding to increasing hostility toward trans women is the assault on the rights and protections of the trans community by conservative media and GOP-controlled state legislatures. Several states have considered legislation that denies transgender people even the basic semblance of privacy and safety when using public restrooms in accordance with their expressed gender identity. Instead, these legislators and some members of the public have expressed fear that trans people, particularly trans women, pose a sexual threat to cisgender women in public bathrooms, suggesting that a predatory male could disguise himself as trans to sexually prey on women.19 In 2016, North Carolina was the only state to successfully pass a bill that targeted trans individuals by requiring that they use specific bathrooms that correspond with their sex assigned at birth or on their birth certificate. However, after receiving backlash and the potential loss of billions of dollars in revenue from boycotts by corporations and national sports teams (notwithstanding condemnation from a majority of the public), the bill was repealed.20 Undaunted, other Republican-controlled state governments continue to consider bills that would restrict trans people’s access to public restrooms.

In February 2021, the Iowa state legislature took up a bill that would ban transgender students from using school restrooms that did not match their sex assigned at birth.21 The angst and paranoia sparked by the public restroom debate has no doubt contributed to the findings of a 2016 survey that revealed that at least 60 percent of trans people avoid using public restrooms for fear of harassment and violence.22 Given the extraordinary risk of violence against Black trans women, such restrictions put these women in a particular position of vulnerability, especially in a public environment.

In the chapters ahead, I will lay bare the frightening connection between Black women’s vulnerability to violent victimization by serial predators and the role police indifference plays in emboldening the men who target them. In doing so, I examine a number of serial homicide cases involving Black female victims. While it is disturbing to think that there are individuals who kill without consequence because they are confident that their victims have no humanity in the eyes of law enforcement, a number of serial killers have admitted that this is the case. Police refusal to care about Black female victims of homicide allows men to murder them and, subsequently, escape detection by police. The tragically sinister consequence of this is the repeated victimization of Black females by predators with murderous intent.

It’s a vicious circle that continues to plague Black communities where vulnerable women are not only disregarded as victims but also, tragically, are viewed by some members of law enforcement as not human at all.






CHAPTER 1

BUT FIRST, MICHELLE

The Cold Case Murder of My Friend by a Confessed Serial Killer

SIX-THIRTY A.M. IN DETROIT, Michigan, January 24, 1984, could be described by all who lived through it as a typically frigid time of day in the Midwest. It was the dead of winter. At that hour, the sky was still midnight black, and the only illumination came from the twinkling ice crystals embedded in snow, or from the occasional streetlight that actually worked, depending on what part of the city you lived in. With a decaying and crime-ridden metropolis where poverty gripped 30 percent of the population—the result of business disinvestment, paltry employment opportunities, white flight, and a controversial and embattled mayor at war with the surrounding suburbs—complaints by city residents about a lack of working light fixtures were commonplace.1 Despite the temperature, reading at 3 degrees Fahrenheit, most Michiganders were accustomed to bracing for harsh winter weather, bundling up in layers to keep the sharp cut of coldness from reaching their skin. However, the cold that year wasn’t the only chill in the air.

Fear riveted the city as unknown rapists stalked its streets, searching for preadolescent and teenaged girls who quickened to school past burned and abandoned structures across an icy landscape. By this time, forty-seven girls had been sexually assaulted since September 1983, the start of the school year. Detroit police strongly suspected that the crimes had been committed by a number of perpetrators, some opportunistically seeking the sexual plunder of young victims as a matter of convenience. “Copycat offenders” was the term touted by media to describe these faceless predators who hid under the cover of early morning darkness.

As Michelle Kimberly Jackson, age sixteen, an honor student at Detroit’s Murray-Wright High School, rose from her bed and prepared to dress for school, she was probably more aware of the possible danger that day than in previous school years. In fact, in the days prior to January 24th, as Michelle and I waited for the bus home from school, we discussed our dread about the sexual assaults. The high school had taken to holding weekly assemblies to warn students about the dangers of walking to school alone and accepting rides from strangers. Additionally, female students throughout the city were admonished by teachers in the last hour of classes to stay safe, and flyers with safety tips were posted to the doors at the school’s entrance and exits. It was an all-hands-on-deck effort to keep students safe.

Phillip Murray Senior High—named for the first president of the American Steelworkers’ Union—opened in 1963 as an all-girls school, adjacent to an all-male school called Wilbur Wright Trade School (named for one of the famous Wright brothers and creators of modern aviation). The two schools merged into one coed campus in 1959 and thereafter became known as Murray-Wright Senior High School. By the time I entered as a freshman in 1980, the Wright building had been refashioned as a vocational training school, where students attended Murray High for academic classes in the morning and then walked two blocks to the Wright Trade School to take courses in cosmetology, woodshop, metalwork, tool and die, and electrical wiring. Michelle was one of many students at Murray (most people simply referred to it by its first name) who opted to take both academic and vocational training courses as part of her curriculum. Murray was located on the west side of Detroit, at the intersection of Warren Avenue and Rosa Parks Boulevard, just on the border of a slowly gentrifying community known as Woodbridge. The remaining neighborhoods surrounding the school reflected the ghostly aftermath of the 1967 rebellion, replete with vacant storefronts where businesses once thrived, and dilapidated homes that landlords had long since abandoned.2

Detroit has long struggled with its national reputation as a dangerous city. The ongoing rapes of schoolgirls reinforced the stigma and sparked outrage among parents, who seized upon city council meetings to demand that police do more. Their anger was not abated by the then chief of police William Hart’s dismissive comments denying the extent of the crisis and blaming media for framing the rapes as an epidemic. “There is no crime wave,” he said. “There is fear. People are scared as hell.”3

Interestingly, Hart’s denial stood in direct contradiction to comments he had made the month prior, telling reporters during a news conference that the rapes had reached “epidemic proportions.”4 One issue that parents saw as a contributing factor to the widespread attacks was the problem of abandoned buildings, which were multiplying exponentially throughout the city. These dilapidated structures were a primary location for most of the rapes. And, unfortunately, these menacingly vacant structures could not be avoided, as they appeared on every street en route to our high school.

It was to enter this toxic and ominous environment that Michelle Jackson left her home that fateful morning and traveled the short distance from where she lived to a lonely, isolated bus stop on Fenkell Avenue to get to school. After dressing and packing her book bag, she approached her cousin Jodie Kenney’s bedroom door to awaken her before leaving for school. One year prior, Michelle had moved in with Jodie after her mother, Carlotta, had to relocate her family suddenly to a neighborhood that was some distance from Michelle’s high school. Since Jodie lived closer to the school, it was decided that Michelle would stay with her older cousin during the week and then go home to her mother’s on weekends.5

Jodie and Michelle had a close relationship, and Jodie, being the first cousin of Michelle’s mother, was more of an aunt to her. Since moving in, Michelle often babysat Jodie’s son while Jodie worked during the day and attended college in the evening. According to Jodie, because the schoolgirl rapes had the city in a frenzy, she said she drove Michelle to school most mornings and expected that she would catch the bus home with her friends and other students in the afternoon. But on January 23, 1984, Jodie, Michelle, and a friend enjoyed a late night at a Luther Vandross concert at Detroit’s ornate Masonic Temple, grooving to the velvet-voiced singer’s greatest hits, such as, “A House Is Not a Home,” “Never Too Much,” and “Bad Boy / Having a Party.” As the two cousins swooned to the music in the packed auditorium, Jodie told Michelle that, given the lateness of the hour when they got home, Michelle would have to take the bus to Murray-Wright High in the morning.6

The next day, at 6:30 a.m., Jodie was still hard asleep when Michelle gently called out to her from the door of her darkened bedroom.

“Jodie … you up?” she asked.

As Jodie rose up on her elbows, she could see Michelle, dressed in her waist-length winter jacket, blue jeans, and boots, with the strap of her book bag over her shoulder, ready for school. “I always wanted to see what she was wearing to school,” she explained to me later when I interviewed her for this book.

“You leaving out?” Jodie asked groggily. “Sorry about you catching the bus this morning.” She yawned. “I’m so tired.”

“No problem,” Michelle answered. “I’ll see you later this afternoon.” She reminded Jodie that it was final exams week, and that, despite having a half-day at school and plans with her best friend, Charlotte, when class was dismissed, she would still be home in time to babysit Jodie’s son. She then closed the door to Jodie’s bedroom and left out the front door of the duplex, locking it behind her.

It would be the last time Jodie would see her young cousin alive.

A GOOD GIRL

Michelle Kimberly Jackson came into this world on a cloudy, 42-degree spring day on May 2, 1967, in Detroit. Ironically, Michelle made her earthly debut on the same day that Black Panther Party founders Huey Newton and Bobby Seale showed up at California’s state capitol building in Sacramento along with forty others, armed with shotguns, rifles, and handguns to protest gun control legislation.7 The events stood in stark contrast to the quiet and self-possessed girl Michelle embodied.

She was the eldest child of Carlotta Jackson, a single mother, who raised her along with Michelle’s two younger brothers, Alexander (nicknamed Brady) and DeVon. She was my classmate and friend. At our high school, I was one grade ahead of her, and she and my now deceased younger sister, Suane, were closer in age and relationship. Even after forty years, what I recall most about Michelle was her enviable figure—slender yet curvy: the desired body for most Black girls growing up in Detroit in the 1980s. I used to joke with her while she and I waited for the bus together after school that she made me want to eat a can of biscuits twice a day. My tomboyish physique—hipless and tiny-breasted—garnered no attention from the hormone-raging teen boys who passed me in the noisy halls of Murray, but girls like Michelle were the topic of conversation among them.

She wore no makeup over her flawless complexion, wore a bouncy, feathered haircut with a flipped bang, and had large, bright eyes with a megawatt smile she’d easily offer both friends and strangers. Despite her obvious beauty, I remember a girl who carried her attractiveness with humility and grace.

During an interview, Jodie told me that Michelle’s lack of boastfulness was the result of a grandmother who admonished her granddaughters to place an emphasis on internal beauty as opposed to outer appearance. “She would always ask us, ‘Are you as pretty on the inside as you are on the outside?’ Give her something to think about like personality. How you treat people, you know?”8 Most of the time she was quiet and observant when my sisters and I waited at the bus stop with her, laughing effortlessly when a topic of conversation amused her, and leaning in conspiratorially when good gossip (usually from Suane) was being shared.

Michelle’s closest friend since elementary school was Charlotte Grant. They attended the same middle school, Winterhalter, but then transferred to different high schools, separated for the first time in eight years. For a long time, they had lived next door to each other until a year before Michelle’s death, when Carlotta had to find other housing. Charlotte describes her friend’s young life as one filled with adult responsibilities. “She helped her mother with her two brothers,” she said. “Michelle cooked, cleaned, went to the grocery store, and even did laundry. She was very responsible.” Michelle’s cousin Jodie Kenney’s description of Michelle was similar. “Michelle was a very pleasant person,” she recalled. “She wasn’t drama … she wasn’t a diva. She was very close to her cousins, too. She was very low-key, a pretty girl … so dependable to be the age she was … just so ‘taking care of business.’” With only seven years in age difference, Jodie marveled at the maturity of her younger cousin and appreciated the help she provided to Jodie and her son when she moved in with her.

According to Charlotte, the two girls dreamed of attending college, with future plans of enrolling at Michigan State University.9 Michelle planned to become an accountant, and Charlotte a teacher. Jodie told me of plans to take Michelle on a tour of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) the following summer in the hopes of providing her additional options.

Though Michelle spoke of a career in accounting or finance, Charlotte felt she had a greater calling. “If Michelle was living now, she would be some kind of humanitarian,” she said, wistfully. “She loved people! She was almost a mother to Brady [Alexander] and DeVon, and she even mothered me. If she was living now, she would probably be one of those people in the soup kitchen for hours feeding people.”

But, sadly, such was not meant to be. The world would never know Michelle Kimberly Jackson the accountant or the Wall Street financier, nor would they know the woman with a social worker’s heart who was dedicated to caring for the poor and vulnerable. These dreams were snuffed out in a filthy and vacant garage on a cold winter’s morning while Michelle’s friends dressed for school and prepared to take final exams.

On the day of her murder, Michelle planned to watch Charlotte cheer at a varsity basketball game at a different high school, Central High. From Charlotte’s recollection, her mother placed the front door key to their home in the mailbox on the morning of January 24, 1984, so that Michelle could let herself into Charlotte’s house to wait for her to come home from school. They would travel back to the high school for the game. “She was supposed to meet me at my house because she had finals that week,” she said, “but she also had a half day.” When Charlotte returned home from school and Michelle wasn’t there, she started making phone calls to mutual friends in search of her, but none had seen her that day. Disappointed but not yet troubled, she went to the game and cheered. After returning home and having not yet heard from Michelle, she finally phoned Jodie. “I told her that I was going to kick Michelle’s butt for not showing up and making me late for the game.” Jodie was confused. “She never showed up?! What do you mean, ‘I haven’t seen her’?”

At that point Jodie decided to call Carlotta, Michelle’s mother, to inquire if she had heard from her daughter that day, explaining that Michelle did not show up at her best friend’s house as planned. Carlotta said she had not seen or heard from Michelle, so Jodie began calling Michelle’s cousins; again, none of them had seen or heard from her. She didn’t want to panic Carlotta, but she had to tell her this. Worried, Carlotta told Jodie she would phone the school, while Jodie would reach out to Michelle’s high school friends. After finding the girl’s phone book in her bedroom, Jodie’s anxiety increased as each call was met with a report of not having seen Michelle that day.

My sisters and I also received a call inquiring if we had seen Michelle. I was in my attic bedroom when my sister called up to me from the bottom of the stairs, asking me if I had seen Michelle in school. “She’s missing,” Suane said, worry coloring her tone. I sat up. “What do you mean … ‘missing’?” My stomach dropped. I was all too aware of the sexual violence that stalked girls in Detroit that year. We all were. “She’ll turn up,” Suane reassured me. Even now, in retrospect, I believed that.

I could not have been more wrong.

More hours passed and, still, there was no word from Michelle. Carlotta and her sister decided it was time to go to the police station and file a missing person report. It was approximately 6 p.m., at least six hours since school ended. When Carlotta reported Michelle as missing to police, instead of receiving support and guidance from officers, she was met with questioning. “It was not nice … it wasn’t nice,” Jodie recalled. “They asked [Carlotta], ‘How old is she? How well do you know her? She’s probably just off with her boyfriend,’ you know …” Her voice trailed off in frustration.

Unfortunately, in my own research, I have discovered this to be a common occurrence for Black parents with missing children, especially daughters. They routinely receive pushback from police who never seem to be convinced that the child’s absence necessitates immediate action.

Michelle’s mother protested that her daughter was a good girl, and that Michelle not coming home after school and not being where she was expected was completely out of character. One of the officers became increasingly annoyed that Carlotta expected a search to commence as soon as she filed the report and instead told the family to search for the missing teen on their own.

And that is exactly what Michelle’s family did.

Feeling responsible for finding her young cousin, Jodie recalled that first sleepless night. “I don’t keep my porch light on, but that night, I kept the porch light on just to make sure she gets home. You know, it’s me thinking, ‘What can I do?’” The concomitant feelings of helplessness, dread, and terror paralyzed Jodie, who lay awake that night, her mind racing with fervent prayers that the following day would return Michelle back to her family, safe and sound. And, still, something more indicting stalked her. There was the guilt … the self-blame that would plague her even more than thirty-six years later. There would be no absolution for it, no matter what any of her family said to her, or even my feeble attempts to exculpate her from it. She continues to blame herself for not taking her cousin to school the day she disappeared.

Before sunrise the next morning, at approximately 5 a.m., Jodie phoned Carlotta. “I’m going to look for her,” she cried. “I just can’t sit here and do nothing.” The terrified mother, who also suffered through a sleepless night, implored Jodie to come and pick up both her and Michelle’s aunt Wannie, Carlotta’s sister. The three of them, along with Jodie’s then-boyfriend Dexter, formed a search party of four and decided to go on foot, retracing Michelle’s steps from Jodie’s home to the bus stop. “We split up at one point,” Jodie explained. “It was fresh snow on the ground. We walked two blocks and looked into backyards. There was an alley that runs on the backside of Fenkell Avenue businesses. Dexter and Carlotta went in a different direction and me and Wannie went right up the alley. The first business was fenced in … the next business was a cement garage. We walked in there and …” She couldn’t finish her sentence. What she saw—what she found—was the body of her beloved cousin, sprawled on the dirty, garbage-strewn floor, naked from the waist down, with her long johns underwear wrapped tightly around her neck. Her lifeless eyes protruded from their sockets, staring straight ahead. Jodie and Wannie’s screams led Carlotta and Dexter back in their direction, where each of the three had to restrain the devastated mother from falling on her daughter’s body, to gather her in her arms and try in vain to love her back to life.

When police were called to the scene, including the now-embarrassed and contrite officer who had barked at Carlotta to look for Michelle herself, he offered the grieving mother a ride from the crime scene. To this day, Carlotta remains inconsolable and traumatized by her daughter’s death. Forty years after Michelle’s murder, there has been no erasing the horror of what her daughter endured.

One would think that police would want to find the person responsible for the brutality that ended the life of a teenage girl who was a pillar of support to both her mother and older cousin, a sustaining force for a best friend, a maternal figure to her younger brothers, and an honor student with dreams of college, but, unfortunately, that did not happen. Due to police corruption, an innocent man would soon become another victim in this tragedy, while the same predator that took Michelle’s life continued to hunt for victims. Eddie Joe Lloyd, a thirty-seven-year-old father of a young daughter, and a man who had struggled with mental illness for most of his adult life, was coerced into falsely confessing to the murder of Michelle Jackson by Detroit police.

Amid the intensifying media scrutiny on the unabated sexual attacks on Detroit’s children, police found in Eddie Joe Lloyd a convenient scapegoat. In total, the detective furnished Lloyd with twenty-seven details that were only known to police and of which Lloyd had no independent knowledge. According to the civil suit filed against the Detroit police by Lloyd’s family, once Lloyd was successfully framed for the murder of the teen, “the officers deliberately failed to investigate other leads or suspects,” and, as such, it was possible this failure had deadly consequences for the future victims of Jackson’s real killer.10

Lloyd’s trial lasted only three days, with the jury deliberating for approximately thirty minutes, reaching a verdict on May 2, 1985, that found Eddie Joe Lloyd guilty of first-degree felony murder and sexual assault. On August 26, 2002, more than seventeen years after his conviction, Lloyd was exonerated of all charges and released from prison with the help and advocacy of the Innocence Project, an organization founded in 1992 by lawyers Peter Neufeld and Barry Scheck to overturn wrongful convictions. Sadly, Lloyd died two years after his
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