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INTRODUCTION

At the airport for my first visit to Cleveland to research this book, I got my car at Enterprise, and the fellow asked me what I was doing in town. I told him I was writing about Anthony Sowell, and he was fascinated.

“You know Jeffrey Dahmer grew up forty miles south of here,” he said, trying to get some serial-killer cred. “I know people who saw the tortured animal carcasses.”

At the Hampton Inn hotel downtown, the clerk asked me why I was in town. “Business or pleasure?” she asked sweetly.

I told her, and she too was intrigued. She knew every quirk of the story. “You know black serial killers are very rare,” she said. “This all happened just a few miles from here. He’s going to get the death penalty. He thinks he can act all crazy and get off, but no way. He was a smart guy.”

Then she added, “It gave Cleveland some attention that we didn’t want.”

On numerous occasions when I’ve been talking with a group or an individual, the question of criminal motivation comes up. Most people are beside themselves when trying to get inside the head of someone who has committed tragic and savage misdeeds, seeking the ever-elusive why? element.

I think of the line from Noah Cross, the character in the movie Chinatown played impeccably by John Huston. Cross is explaining to Jake Gittes (Jack Nicholson), the private investigator, that there is a reasonable explanation for the most depraved of conduct: “You see, Mr. Gittes, most people never have to face the fact that at the right time and the right place, they’re capable of anything.”

Anthony Sowell, like wife-killer Stephen Grant in my first book, A Slaying in the Suburbs, and Sarah Pender, the killer in my last book, Girl, Wanted: The Chase for Sarah Pender, was indeed capable of anything.

Sowell’s disarming, civilized speaking patterns belie a monster who killed compulsively and violently. He kept the bodies in his apartment, his basement, and his yard. The rotting corpses smelled, but he still kept them close, though he toiled with great attention to detail to keep the odors at bay, buying bags of limestone powder and wrapping the bodies in up to six layers of plastic. He actually thought about it deeply. Not that the stench bothered him personally—he had no problem eating McDonald’s in a room just down the hall from where four dead bodies lay, with maggots and flies crawling on them. To him, the biggest problem was that the smell had the neighbors’ tongues wagging.

Perhaps it is being such a slave to a compulsion that you know is wrong, that you just can’t stop. Like a Nolan Ryan fastball or a Johnny Ramone barre chord—you just do what you do because you have to. It’s why you live.

That’s Anthony Sowell. He killed because he felt he had to.

The day I first visited Cleveland for this story was February 17, 2011, the same day another Ohio man was executed by lethal injection for murder. Frank Spisak was a triple murderer who read Bible verses in German as he lay on the gurney awaiting the injection, the last to use sodium thiopental because of its scarcity. Ohio’s use of the death penalty was alive and well, and I wondered what Sowell was thinking as he heard the news of the execution. No doubt he was aware of the sentence being carried out.

Although Spisak’s fate was sealed by his hatred of blacks and other minorities, and Sowell’s homicidal hatred was misogynistic, both cases had elements of race. Sowell’s crimes were black-on-black, but it was also being held up as a case of police who didn’t care about black people. Of course, in a police department that’s 80 percent black, that was a harder allegation to prove—do black police care less about black victims? Or is the entire dynamic so convoluted that it’s impossible to dissect who cares less or more? Or was the real issue less about race and more about class?

And there is the opportunity factor. Dahmer could pick up kids easily because he put himself in places where his victims were. Sowell walked the streets, seeming to troll for his victims, catching them waiting at bus stops or walking down the street. And he sure knew these weren’t people who would be missed. Serial killer Gary Ridgway, known as the Green River Killer, satiated himself and his need to control and kill by making sure his victims were hookers.

“I can kill a prostitute and have a lot less chance of getting caught because you don’t know them, they don’t know you,” he explained. “The police won’t look as hard as they would if it was a senator’s daughter or something, you know?”

Yes, unfortunately, we do know.

To clarify some of the reporting in this book, a quote attribution that reads “says” means that I, the author, did that interview. The attribution “said” means the quote or statement was derived from other sources, including news accounts, courtroom testimony or tapes, and letters.

As always, thanks for reading.
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CHAPTER 1

I’m too tired to kill you right now.

—ANTHONY SOWELL

When Melvette Sockwell left her mother’s home early on the evening of July 21, 1989, it was with a summer breeze at her back. Melvette was twenty-one years old, slight at five feet one, and pretty. She was also three months pregnant with her third child, and unwed. It was a hard road she was taking, but on that evening, her mind was free. She was finally feeling all right.

The term finally was relative for Melvette Sockwell, one of fourteen children born to Aretha Sockwell. Melvette’s father never married Aretha and was soon gone from the scene after his daughter was born in February 1968. But shortly after Melvette’s birth, Aretha married a military man, Richard Williams.

A Vietnam veteran and military lifer, Williams and the family settled in Pine Bluff, Arkansas. But once Williams retired from his twenty years in the U.S. Army, Aretha decided it was time to get out of the South.

“We’re moving to Cleveland,” she announced to him and the kids one day in early 1971. And that was that. The family packed up and headed north.

“We crossed that bridge, the main bridge, into Cleveland and it was like going to the carnival with all those lights,” Melvette recalls. “It was lit up like a merry-go-round at the county fair.”

Melvette was happy growing up in Cleveland, and she loved Williams, her first true father figure.

“He taught me to ride a bike; he was the perfect daddy, even though he was my stepfather. He taught me about how he lived in Vietnam, about the war. Back then, when my dad was in the service, enlisting was the noble thing to do,” Melvette says. “I thought about it even when I was eighteen, even though the war was just over. But I didn’t do it. I was already in trouble, [though] thinking now, I should have.”

And Williams provided for the family. When they arrived in Cleveland, they lived in the bluff, an esteemed part of the old city that afforded a view and many roads straight down to Euclid Avenue, once known as “Millionaires Row” because of all the mansions that dotted the road. As Melvette remembers, “All the neighbors were white. It was a really good neighborhood, up on the bluff, and down the street we had a view overlooking the city.”

But the area, like so many in urban centers all over America, started going to seed as the more prosperous families left for the suburbs—the so-called white-flight phenomenon—that gutted neighborhoods and left behind cheap housing and a criminal element that wasn’t policed nearly enough.

Melvette started out well enough, but she too was soon living the life of the streets. As a teenager with no one watching out for her, she fell into a lifestyle of drugs, drinking, and sex. She dropped out of high school at sixteen and had one child, then another; the familiar tragedy of the city became part of her being.

Soon enough, her mother split from Williams, though Melvette continued to live with her mother and several siblings in a large, pretty colonial house on Hilton Avenue, with five bedrooms and three bathrooms. The family had enough money to be comfortable.

“I was no angel,” Melvette says. “But no one can tell me I deserved what happened to me.”

On that July evening in 1989, it was balmy and moist, a dewy rain falling most of the day—the kind of pleasant night that made it worth suffering through the wicked midwestern winters. Melvette walked out of her house and got behind the wheel of her boyfriend’s Cadillac Eldorado, a ride she coveted. She had no driver’s license, not that that ever stopped her from driving. On this evening, her boyfriend had business and so he let her take the car, and she would meet him later.

She hit some spots in East Cleveland; she had been going to bars in the area since she was fifteen. “They never carded; we all went there, me and my girlfriends,” she says.

After the evening ended, Melvette headed over to a motel not far from where her revelry had landed her, just two miles from her mom’s home. Her boyfriend was staying at the motel, using it as a base from which to deal drugs. It was around 6 A.M., July 22, when she arrived. The clubs stayed open all night if you knew the right people, and Melvette did. But as she pulled up, she noticed two suspicious cars in the parking lot. They looked familiar. They looked like cops.

“I didn’t want to get involved with that. I was already dating a drug dealer,” she says. “I got out of the car, it was just getting light, and I didn’t know what to do.”

She walked to a pay phone on Euclid, but it was out of order.

And as if by magic, Anthony Sowell walked up to her. It was out of the blue, almost genie-like.

“I thought later, he was probably there to buy drugs, but I didn’t know that,” Melvette says. The two talked. Sowell was a good talker. He was a month shy of thirty years old, an ex–U.S. Marine, in good shape, talked nice, and he calmed her down.

He said he could give her a ride home; his car was at his house, just a block over, on Page Avenue. By now it was 10 A.M., and the two walked together to the stucco house, still talking. Both were drug users, although neither was holding and agreed it was too hot at the motel to try to score. She would just go home, maybe. Or maybe she would spend a little more time getting to know this Anthony Sowell.

Anthony Sowell was born in East Cleveland’s Meridia Huron Hospital on August 19, 1959, to Thomas Sowell Sr. and Claudia Garrison. They weren’t married, but it wasn’t an especially uncommon thing in the neighborhood at the time. Men wandered, and women took it and bore them children if they really liked the fellows. And women loved them some Thomas Sowell Sr.

The line on Thomas Sr. went like this: he was born October 10, 1922, in Cleveland, his parents having moved the family from Athens, Alabama, a few years before. In 1942, he married Virginia Ogletree, with whom he had four children: three sons, Thomas Jr., Allan, and William, and a daughter, Janice.

Virginia and Thomas Sr. divorced in 1952, but his legend was a weighty one; word was that he was a professional safecracker and a clever kiter of checks and other financial instruments. Which is how he found himself doing prison time during much of that decade of marriage.

“When I was very young, my grandparents took us to see my dad in prison in Columbus,” says Thomas Jr., who was born in 1945. “We pulled up to this big stone building and went through a big iron gate, and you could hear that big clang behind you. And there were these huge gun towers. And we went into a room with tables, and all the inmates came out to visit.”

As his brother Allan remembered, “My father was always incarcerated when I was young.”

Thomas Sr. was also a hard-drinking man, a “rolling stone, with a lotta women,” Allan said, while son Thomas Jr. says he was a “philanderer.” Along with Anthony Sowell, rumors of other children popped up.

And yet, Virginia would never bad-mouth her wayward, criminally inclined husband, Thomas Jr. says. Such was the charm of his father.

Thomas Sr. was in good health save for one thing; he had epilepsy, which ran in his family. He struggled with it most of his life, and he had seizures of varying severity for as long as everyone in the family could remember. The drinking didn’t help, of course. But he didn’t want to quit that, so he endured the seizures.

In 1958, Thomas Sr. married Velma Clemons, a union that ended when Velma died a few years later. And in 1972, Thomas Sowell married a quiet, gentle woman eighteen years his junior named Segerna Henderson.

“Thomas drank, and he would go out,” said Virginia Oliver, Segerna’s mother. “When men are single, you know how they are.” But Segerna “was young, and she calmed him down.”

The two lived around town a bit before settling into the family home at 12205 Imperial Avenue, a palatial, spacious place on Cleveland’s east side that Thomas had inherited from his father.

Thomas Sowell Sr. continued to move in and out of the prison system. In August 1977, he was charged with carrying a concealed, loaded weapon, a serious offense for an ex-felon.

He pled guilty and received a sentence of one to four years. In February 1978, he again headed to the Correctional Medical and Reception Center in Columbus to await further prison designation; but by May, with the help of some good lawyering, he was released in an order from Judge Roy F. McMahon, who ordered that Thomas Sowell Sr. be “placed on probation for a term of three years on condition of good behavior, etc.”

With Thomas Sowell Sr.’s legal tussles, his fondness for drink, and the prison terms, for Anthony Sowell, there was never any real fathering. His dad asked Allan to hang out with him when Sowell was seven or eight years old, but Allan was already a man of twenty-four with career concerns.

“I took him to a softball game, a couple of baseball games,” Allan said. “My father asked me to spend some time with him because he wanted [Anthony] to know the family.”

On that summer morning in 1989—night was over, and it was now the next day—Anthony Sowell walked alongside Melvette Sockwell, who was a little buzzed and a little distressed over the fate of her drug-dealing boyfriend.

In January 1985, Sowell had been honorably discharged from the Marines after serving two four-year hitches. He’d come home to East Cleveland, a wiry five feet eleven, 160 pounds of muscle, and moved back into the home he grew up in, on Page Avenue. His half sister Tressa Garrison lived in the house with their mother, Claudia, and many children from various fathers and with familial ties to varying generations. Some of the kids belonged to Tressa; others came from other relatives in the loosely knit Sowell-Garrison clan.

Sowell began working as a metal fitter at an auto parts shop on Euclid, a bus ride away. It was part of his release, gainful employment. But he always liked to work.

Nevertheless, the neighborhood was eroding as well as his sense of well-being. Nearly a quarter of East Cleveland lived below the poverty line, which was determined as a family of four with annual cash income of less than $10,989.

It was a place that Anthony Sowell had once thought of as his home, but it didn’t feel quite that way anymore. And whatever his demons were, the unsettled life he was living was feeding them.

Sowell and Melvette walked up the slight incline on Page Avenue to 1878, at the end of the block. The four-bedroom stucco home had been built in 1907 and featured a peaked roof; a small, stone porch with an overhang; and a stoop. A detached garage was too small for a car but instead held landscaping tools and old toys.

The house was remarkable in the neighborhood for its size—it sat on a 13,000-square-foot lot—and its imposing height. Although it was listed as a two-story building, the attic, where Sowell lived, was a functional space, with a steep stairway and a triangular ceiling. At one time divided into two rooms, it was now one large space, the domain of Sowell, as he was the oldest member of the family living there. His bed took up much of the room, and a small window opened to the front, giving the space some air.

“That was a gorgeous house,” said neighbor Katie Tabb, who raised her children next door.

Sowell opened the side door to the home, and Melvette paused to look at a tree next to the garage, a bent, dead-looking thing that struck her ominously. “It was black; it had black bark. I looked at it and wondered why that was. I just thought it looked strange.”

Inside, the house was filled with the smell of freshly baked corn bread and the cacophony of children playing, screaming, and scrambling.

“It looked fine,” Melvette says. “His sister was sleeping on the couch; the house was okay, I thought. The kids were all looking at me, and they were smiling. [Food] was cooking. He asked me to go upstairs to his room on the third floor, and I went.”

She wasn’t thinking sex, though Sowell seemed “nice, not a creep. We talked about, well, certain things. But it wasn’t that I was going up there just to have sex.”

However, as soon as they entered the room, Sowell slammed the door, and Melvette’s mind-set changed in a flash. She had been picked up hitchhiking by guys who made lascivious suggestions to her, and she had fended them off. But Sowell—now this was a Frankenstein monster that she had never encountered.

“I looked at him, and he changed, his face, his look, and I thought, ‘Sister, you’re in trouble.’”

Sowell locked the door with a twist, dragged a large, heavy suitcase in front of the door, and within seconds brandished the largest knife Melvette had ever seen.

For the next twelve unspeakable hours Sowell raped and beat Melvette. He would undress and rape her, then tell her to put her clothes back on. After several episodes of that torture, Sowell then tied her hands behind her back with a belt, stuffed a towel in her mouth, and took a nap.

When he awoke, he choked her until she began to black out, her tiny body losing oxygen and tingling all over. She felt like her eyes would burst from the pressure, even as black spots appeared.

She cited a mantra: “‘The blood of Jesus, the blood of Jesus.’ I said it over and over to myself. Not aloud.”

Finally, he tired of the assaults.

“You might as well say your prayers, because I’m going to kill you,” Sowell told Melvette coldly, staring straight through her. “I am going to beat you, and then I am going to kill you. But I’m going to sleep first because I’m too tired to kill you right now.”

He lay down next to her on the bed, and within seconds he was sound asleep, snoring peacefully.

Melvette Sockwell looked at that small window, tilted open, and thought back to her childhood—a long, long way from where she now was—and remembered her mother allowing the kids onto the roof on summer nights. Looking up at the stars, sleeping in the open air—it was a pure pleasure that now reminded her that she was once innocent.

She also realized that escape was the only way she was going to live. Sowell had beat her with his fists, cut her with the knife, and was going to kill her.

“I was certain he was going to follow through,” Melvette says. It wasn’t the first time that she’d been afraid for her life. She had jumped from a moving car a few months previously after accepting a ride from two men who began to threaten her.

“I’d rather die from jumping from that car than to have them do something to me,” Melvette says. “And that’s what I did, and my leg was all tore up.”

Now, in Sowell’s room, she rolled off the bed and hit the floor with a thump. She was sure that would have waken him, but he kept snoring.

“Blood of Jesus, blood of Jesus,” she thought as she crept the ten feet to the window, which had a small ledge perfectly situated to help her boost herself up. Growing up in a large family had given Melvette a necessary athleticism—she was still close to the age when she had played King of the Mountain with her brothers and other boys in the neighborhood—and even bound as she was, with her hands behind her back, she could lift herself to the ledge. With her head, she raised the single pane of glass that was the window, opening it to eighteen inches, just enough to slip her small, ninety-five-pound frame through.

That maneuver, too, made noise, but Sowell continued his slumber.

And now, she was free, on the roof in the evening darkness, beckoning to two older women on the sidewalk in front of the house.

“They thought I was playing, and they waved at first,” Melvette says. “I was young looking, and they thought I was one of the kids there. I’m sure these kids were always playing. But I turned around and showed them my hands were bound; he had tied them with a necktie. I didn’t want to scream. They saw that I was tied up, and I heard one of them say, ‘Oh my God, call the police.’”

Within minutes, police, fire trucks, and an ambulance arrived, sirens blazing, and Melvette, lying prone on the roof, felt burly hands under her tied arms.

Melvette could not speak; the sheer terror and brutality that Sowell had inflicted on her had convinced her that a scream would surely end her life right then and there.

Two police officers joined the throng of people in Sowell’s bedroom, where he, amazingly, still slept. Melvette was being tended to in the hallway.

“I was brought back into the room and saw him as he woke up and looked at the police, then at me,” Melvette says. “And he told them he had to explain.”

As the firemen took Melvette downstairs to an ambulance, Tressa Garrison, Anthony Sowell’s younger half sister, who was among the flock of relatives living at the house, beseeched her.

“Why didn’t you scream?” Tressa asked Melvette as the emergency workers escorted her down the stairs.

Tressa had heard the sirens and before the units had even arrived, she was up the stairs and through the door with her key to Sowell’s room. She’d known that something had to be wrong.

But she really had no idea just how wrong.

Anthony Sowell was arrested by the East Cleveland police, and Melvette was taken to Meridia Huron Hospital. He made bond and was indicted by a grand jury in the fall of 1989, but he didn’t show for his court date. The registered notice of his indictment addressed to his home on Page came back, “return to sender.” It would take another crime to bring him in more than seven months later.

In the early morning hours of June 24, 1990, a Sunday, a thirty-one-year-old woman, five months pregnant, told police that she went to a house on East 71st Street in Cleveland where she was drinking with Sowell. At some point, she said, he’d come up behind her and began to choke her with his arm, at the same time letting her know that “she was his bitch, and she had better learn to like it.”

He pulled her upstairs and raped her orally, vaginally, and anally. She said Sowell gave her the lines she had to repeat: “Yes, sir, I like it.”

Then he went to sleep. When the victim returned with the police, he was still sleeping.

The police arrested him, but the victim disappeared. It didn’t matter though because a quick check of the records found the East Cleveland rape warrant for the Melvette Sockwell assault.

For the trial, the state subpoenaed Sowell’s half sister Tressa Garrison; five East Cleveland cops who had been either involved in the rescue of Melvette or the interrogation of Sowell after his arrest; the doctor who treated Melvette; the medical-records librarian at Meridia Huron Hospital; and Melvette Sockwell herself, who bravely testified for the state.

Anthony Sowell claimed to the court that he was indigent, and his court-appointed lawyer bargained the charges down to attempted rape, to which Sowell pled guilty. On September 12, 1990, Judge James P. Kilbane sentenced Sowell up to fifteen years in prison.

Eight days after sentencing Sowell was taken to the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction’s prison in Lorain, Ohio, where he spent nine years, and was then moved to the Chillicothe Correctional Institution.

Once in prison, Sowell was supposed to receive sex-offender counseling, and he even applied. Chillicothe offered an advanced sex-offender treatment program, one of the vaunted elements of incarceration there, but Sowell never underwent any treatment. He was never put in the program because, as explained later by a state sex-offender counselor, “He denied committing the…offense.”

On the other hand, Roosevelt Lloyd, who shared a cell with Sowell for several years in the 1990s in the Grafton Correctional Institution, says that Sowell refused to acknowledge his crime or take the sex-offender classes in prison because he felt it would make him a target, sexual offenders being scorned even among inmates. In the hierarchy of crimes among the incarcerated, it’s better to be a straight-up murderer than a rapist. Lloyd himself was serving a sentence for sexually molesting a child, a female.

Sowell did take courses to address some of his other issues through programs with uplifting and positive messages in their titles like “Living Without Violence,” “Cage Your Rage,” and “Positive Personal Change.” He also took the 12-step Alcoholics Anonymous programs “Adult Children of Alcoholics” and “Drug Awareness Prevention.”

During his time in the Ohio correctional system Sowell received two “tickets,” or write-ups for misbehavior, both on minor offenses: one for malicious destruction, misuse, or alteration of property and another for “encouraging or creating a disturbance.”

What he found, though, was that prison was not as bad as it could be. His time in the Marines had made him come to appreciate institutional living. He couldn’t drink, didn’t mess around with contraband, and actually made some friends.

Sowell was in with the general prison population and was given a job as an electrician to begin with, tapping his military training. Being employed by the Ohio Penal Industries gives inmates time to work on products—clothing, furniture—or services, like printing.

He later handled the electronic wiring for snow-removal trucks for the prison system, and even later, he would be moved to the Madison Correctional Institution to work on engine repair in its dorms and on the yard equipment. There was other work also to which he was assigned over the years. He worked for a time in the kitchen at Grafton Correctional Institution, first as part of the prep and cleanup crew, then as a cook assistant and “shovel guy,” the one who doles out the food.

He finished his prison sentence in minimum security, housed in a barracks-style dormitory within a perimeter fence. This was for people who had completed their time with little fanfare or trouble.

Parole-consideration reports over the fifteen years, culled from police statements, recounted Sowell’s crime in conflicting and sometimes inaccurate terms. If the system was good at keeping people occupied and treated, it was a mess in the paperwork department.

One parole report in 1991 said:

[Sowell] lied to female victim and tricked her into coming to his house, where he threw her onto the bed, clubbed her and raped her vaginally. She got dressed and tried to leave. He would not let her and removed her clothes again and tried to rape her anally. Unable to. Victim had recent surgery and was four months pregnant. [Sowell] raped her vaginally the second time. Then tied her hands behind her back, feet w
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