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A Note on Memory

This is a memoir. It is drawn from my own recollections, which I have rendered as faithfully and honestly as memory allows. Conversations are reconstructed from memory and reflect the substance and spirit of what was said, to the best of my ability to recall them. Nothing in these pages is invented or fabricated. I have not created composite characters or fictional events. This is the truth of my life as I lived it and as I remember it. Where my memory is uncertain, I have said so.
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This book is dedicated to the seventeen women, missing and murdered, whose lives ended too soon.

They were not statistics.

They were women.

And they mattered.

And to my children.

Motherhood is the greatest gift God ever gave me.
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Not Statistics: Between December 1993 and October 1996, seventeen women were murdered or went missing from Division Avenue in Grand Rapids, Michigan.

The news called them statistics. The system called them high- risk victims. Some people called them disposable.

But they were women. Daughters. Sisters. Mothers. Friends.

They had names. They had lives. They had people who loved them.

And they deserve to be remembered.

THE SEVENTEEN WOMEN: Linda McHugh: Missing since December 13, 1993, never found.

Lesa Irene Otberg: Age 23. Last seen January 1, 1994. Body found March 28, 1994.

Shelly Rae Kephart Christian: Age 29. Last seen spring. Body found November 6, 1994.

Robin Scott: Age 37. Last seen January 18, 1995, never found.

Left behind an 18-year-old son.

Pam Verile: Last seen June 1, 1995. Body found June 2, 1995.

Fonda Lockridge: Age 26. Last seen June 15, 1995, never found. Left behind two daughters: Tashica, age 6, and Chenique, 18 months.

Cathleen Dennis: Last seen July 7, 1995, never found. Known for her bubbly spirit and sense of humor. She traveled from Nebraska to spend a weekend with her sister.

Gale Annette Cook: Age 39. Last seen October 12, 1995. Body found same day.

Dawn Marie Shaver: Age 25. Last seen November 17, 1995.

Body found same day.

Dawn Phillips: Age 26. Last seen January 19, 1996. Body found October 1, 1996. Mother of two daughters. She made a quick run to the corner store.

Michelle Ann Becker: Last seen April 27, 1996. Body found August 9, 1996.

Victoria Moore: Last seen August 1, 1996. Body found October 27, 1996.

Cheryl Mason: Last seen August 6, 1996. Body found October 13, 1996.

Sherry Stewart Brown: Age 32. Last seen August 9, 1996.

Remains found July 22, 1998. Her sister called her "my best friend." Sonyia Marie Campos: Age 27. Last seen September 4, 1996.

Body found September 21, 1996.

Sharon Kay Hammack: Age 29. Last seen October 3, 1996.

Body found same day. Pregnant with her third child. "Beautiful. She didn’t deserve that." Stephanie Renee Judson: Late 20s. Body found July 1997.

Mother of two from Benton Harbor. Identified through genealogy testing in 2022. Her family said she had "a heart of gold." Some of their bodies never turned up.

Some families never got closure.

Most of these cases remain unsolved to this day.

These women walked the same streets I walked. Worked the same corners. Faced the same dangers. Made the same desperate choices that addiction forces you to make.

The only difference between them and me is that I’m still here to tell the story.

These women weren’t strangers to me. I knew most of them. Not well, not like family or close friends. More like the way you know people when you share the same war. We’d see each other on corners at three in the morning. We’d end up in Kent County Jail together, sitting in the dayroom when the TV would flash another name, another face, another body found.

And we’d look at each other with that unspoken understanding: It could’ve been me. It could’ve been you. It might be us next.

It was a reality that only had time to marinate and sink in during my brief stays at Kent County’s finest hotel at 701 Ball Street.

Then we’d get out and go right back to The Stroll.

This memoir is dedicated to them.

To their memory.

To the truth of what happened on Division Avenue between 1993 and 1996.

To the families still waiting for answers.

To the children who grew up without their mothers.

To the sisters who never got to say goodbye.

May they rest in peace. May their families find closure. May justice finally be served.

Not statistics.

They were women.

And they mattered.
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Chapter One: The Night I Should Have Died
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Music blared so loud I couldn’t hear myself scream. His fist cracked across my face. The sharp bone-on-bone crack. Again. Knuckles against cheekbone. Again. My head slammed into the truck window.

The metallic taste of blood flooded my mouth, warm, copper, thick.

A suffocating explosion. Death coming. Right here. Right here, in this parking lot, under these flickering lights. And nobody would ever know. My mind flashes to my family. To my children. Every face I might never see again.

My father's voice, out of nowhere. Potatoes and oil. You have enough. You can keep going.

Twenty minutes earlier. Friday night, October 1994. 11:30 PM.

The Comet Bowling Alley parking lot sat mostly empty, a couple cars near the entrance, families finishing late games, the sound of pins crashing faint through the doors. And the truck, idling in the far corner where the streetlight had burned out. I could hear faintly the pins dropping inside. Laughter. The clatter of a ball finding the gutter. Twenty feet away, families were finishing their Friday night.

In this corner of the parking lot, I stood on the edge of a fight for my life. The kind of spot you pick when you don’t want to be seen.

I’d been out there long enough. Could tell within thirty seconds whether a trick was safe or dangerous.

Whether I needed to watch my back. But I didn’t call this one right.

Didn’t see it coming.

11:32 PM. The truck pulls into that dark corner, and I already have his money in my hand. Every truck, a curtain opening. Stage call. Act 1. The cab smelled like fast food and underneath that, cigarette ash, old upholstery, motor oil. His cologne sharp and putrid. The cheap kind that goes on heavy. I registered all of it in less than a second and filed it away, the way you learn to read a situation before the door even closes. Nothing like my father.

Nothing like clean cotton and Old Spice and the warm electric smell of ozone and solder smoke that followed him home from the TV shop every night. This was the opposite of that. This felt unsettling, like something was off, before he even moved. Should be quick.

Should be routine. By this point in my life, eighteen years old, more nights on Division Avenue than I can count, this is business. His hand moves to the radio. The movement is casual.

Almost lazy. Like he’s adjusting the volume because the music’s too low. But he doesn’t adjust it. He cranks it. All the way up. 11:34 PM. The music explodes. Bass so loud it vibrates through my ribcage. I can feel my heart trying to match the rhythm. Lyrics so distorted they’re noise, screaming guitars, pounding drums. It fills every inch of space between us until I can’t hear anything else, can’t hear myself think, can’t hear the sound of my own breathing getting faster.

That’s when I know. My mouth opens. I try to scream, but the sound disappears into the wall of music.

Nobody outside this truck hears me. Nobody in that bowling alley. Nobody in those couple cars near the entrance. Nobody’s coming.

His fist connects with my cheekbone.

Usually you get a ‘how’s your night going before any of this starts. This guy skipped the small talk and went straight to the heavy lifting. He was an overachiever in all the wrong ways. The smell hits before the pain does, his sweat, the upholstery, chemicals, everything too close and too loud and too fast. 11:35 PM. The first hit snaps my head sideways. My vision goes white, then blurry, like someone turned down the brightness on the world. Before I can process what’s happening, before my brain can catch up to my body, he hits me again. And again.

My forehead slams into the steering wheel. The world tilts.

Everything goes sideways, up is down, left is right, and I can’t tell which way the door is anymore. My head bounces back against the window, and I hear a crack, glass or bone, impossible to tell, maybe both. He’s not saying anything. Not yelling, not cursing, not making any sound at all. Just hitting. Methodical. Purposeful. Like he’s done this before and knows exactly how it goes. Like this is a routine he’s perfected. Face. Steering wheel.

Window. Face. Steering wheel. Window. The radio keeps blaring.

The belt won’t release. I’m trapped against the seat, and he keeps hitting me. Time disappears. Seconds? Minutes? Time collapses into this endless loop of impact and pain and the desperate scramble to get out, get away, survive this. I have to escape this. I don't want to die. That's all that's left in my head. Unbuckle. Reach. Door. Run.

My hand finally finds the door handle. 11:37 PM. I yank it. The door flies open and I tumble out, half-falling, one shoe coming off as I hit the pavement. The asphalt is cold and rough against my bare foot. Gravel bites into my skin. No looking back. Run.

Down the hill. My legs are moving but I can barely feel them.

One bare foot, one still in a cheap heel. My face burns. Not metaphorically, actually burning, swelling, the skin stretched tight and wrong. The taste of blood flooded my mouth, coppery and raw, thick on my tongue, the iron-tang of it coating the back of my throat. My vision blurred, whether from tears or swelling or the hits to my head, I don’t know. The cab sits at the bottom of the hill where I told my friend Darnell to wait. Darnell.

Not really a friend-not the kind you call when you’re happy or need advice.

But the kind you call when you need a ride, when you’re working the streets, when you need someone who won’t ask too many questions. We’d been selling dope out of his cab all night-both of us. He’d drive, we’d make sales, I’d work tricks between customers.

Good business for both of us. He’d been busy. Smoking cigarettes. Listening to oldies on the radio. Waiting for the next sale or for me to come back.

Not anymore. I reach the passenger door, yank it open, collapse into the front seat. "Jesus Christ..." His voice cuts off when he sees my face.

The dome light on. My reflection in his eyes, the shock, the horror. His hands freeze on the steering wheel.

Darnell is maybe forty-five, fifty. Black guy, always wearing a Detroit Tigers cap, smelling like menthol cigarettes and the pine air freshener hanging from his rearview mirror. That pine air freshener. I had climbed into Darnell’s cab a hundred times and never once noticed it. That night it was the best thing I had ever smelled. Safe. Ordinary. Alive.

mirror. He’s seen a lot in his years driving cab. Picked up prostitutes, dealers, addicts, people running from things they won’t talk about. But whatever he’s seeing on my face right now-this is different. "What the fuck happened?" His voice is higher than normal. Shaking slightly.

I can’t answer, can’t form words. My jaw won’t work right- either broken or swollen or both. 

I reach for the crack pipe I keep in the center console with shaking hands because I need it. Need to disappear into that smoke, need to erase what had just happened, need to stop seeing his fists coming at me over and over and over.

But when I try to bring the pipe to my mouth, it won’t fit. My lips are so swollen I can’t close them around anything. I touch my face and it doesn’t feel like my face anymore-puffy, hot, already going numb. Like someone replaced my skin with something foreign. Not mine.


"Stephanie." Darnell’s voice is gentler now. Scared for me. "We gotta get you to a hospital." I shake my head, can’t go to a hospital, can’t explain how this happened, can’t deal with police reports and questions and people looking at me with pity. "No," I manage to whisper. The word comes out wrong, slurred. "Look at you-" "No hospital." My voice is firmer now, even though it hurts to talk. "Just... drive." Darnell stares at me for a long moment. I can see him calculating. Weighing his options. Wondering if he’ll get in trouble for not taking me to get help.


Then he puts the cab in drive. "Where to?" "Anywhere, away from here." 11:42 PM. We pull out of the Comet Bowling Alley parking lot. I’d just escaped a metal-blasting monster in a Ford F-150, and there I am, hopping across the Comet parking lot like some cracked-out Cinderella. One shoe on, one shoe gone. No prince coming to return my sneaker. The only magic involved was me not ending up in a ditch. In the side mirror, I can see the truck still sitting in that dark corner. Still idling. Like nothing happened. Like he didn’t just try to kill me.

Darnell drives in silence for a few blocks. The oldies station is playing "Stand By Me." The irony isn’t lost on me.

Finally he speaks. "Did you know him?" I don’t answer.


"Stephanie, that man-" Darnell’s voice drops lower. "You know there’s women dying out here, right? You know about the-" "I know." My voice is barely a whisper. "Then why you still-" He stops himself. Shakes his head.

"Never mind. Stupid question." Because we both know why. Because when you’re an addict, when crack cocaine is the only thing that makes the pain bearable, you don’t stop because there’s danger. You calculate the risk and you go out anyway because the need is stronger than the stomach- dropping dread.


Darnell reaches into his jacket pocket. Pulls out a wadded-up napkin. Hands it to me. "Your face is bleeding." I take the napkin.

Press it against my cheekbone. It comes away red. "Thanks, Darnell." "Don’t thank me," he says quietly. "Just... be more careful.

Please." I want to tell him I will be. Want to promise I’ll stay off the streets, that I’ll get help, the thing that would crack me open. But we both know I’d be lying. So I sit there in the front seat of that cab, holding a pipe I can’t use and a bloody napkin, while Darnell drives me nowhere in particular, and I know, the way you know things out there, that this wasn’t the first time that man had done this.

It’s a Thursday afternoon. Count just cleared. The news is on, local Grand Rapids station, doing another segment on the murders that happened on The Stroll between December and October. I’m sitting on one of the metal benches, the kind bolted down so inmates can’t swing them as weapons.

Twenty women scattered around, some playing cards, some braiding hair, some just staring at the TV like watching something that had nothing to do with any of us, something far away.

Next to me is a woman named Keisha. Early thirties, from Detroit, in on a parole violation, like me. We’d recognized each other the first day I got here, not because we’d met before, but because we had the same look. The look of women who had worked The Stroll. Who’d survived what most people can’t imagine. The news anchor is talking now. Showing photos of women I recognize. I recognized some of those faces. Shelly Kephart Christian. Robin Scott. Gale Cook. Dawn Shaver. Women I’d seen on Division Avenue. Women I’d nodded to at three in the morning. Women who had been right there, in that same thin strip of orange streetlight, and now were photographs on a television screen.

Cathleen Dennis had traveled from Nebraska to spend a weekend with her sister. Just a visit. She never made it back to Nebraska.

Sherry Stewart Brown. Her sister called her “my best friend.” Said it exactly that way when the news finally found her family. My best friend.


"...seventeen women murdered or missing between 1993 and 1996. Bodies found across Grand Rapids, Muskegon County, and Ottawa County. Some bodies have never been recovered. Most of these cases remain unsolved..." Keisha leans forward. "Still unsolved. After all this time. And some of them... they never even found them." Someone near the TV turns the volume dial up. The news shows a face. Not from the truck. But from the white van. "This man faced charges in connection with one of the deaths..." the anchor continues.


One. Out of seventeen. "That's it?" someone in the dayroom says. "One conviction? What about the rest of them?" The news anchor's voice is somber. "Authorities continue to investigate, but many of these cases have gone cold. Some of these women are still missing. Families are still seeking answers, still hoping to bring their loved ones home..." I sit there staring at that TV screen, and I can't breathe, can't move. One conviction. And years later, a dying man would confess to eleven of them — whispering names into a recorder from a prison hospital bed, too late for any trial, too late for any justice. Six of those seventeen women still have no answer at all. Some bodies never found. And the man from the truck, the one who beat me at Comet Bowling Alley, his face never appears on the screen. Never caught. Never charged. Never stopped.


"I knew three of them," Keisha says quietly, looking at the photos on the screen. "Saw them on the corners. One of them was in county with me back in ’95." The room goes quiet. Everyone’s watching now. Everyone understands what we’re looking at. The news keeps playing. They’re listing names now. I recognize some of the faces.


Women I’d seen on corners. Women I’d been locked up with.

Women who’d asked me for a cigarette or shared their food or warned me about which cops to avoid.

Three with answers. Fourteen without justice.

Some still missing, never brought home.

Keisha reaches over and squeezes my hand.

THEIR NAMES MATTER

THE NEWS KEPT CALLING them "prostitutes" and "high-risk victims." Like that explained everything. Like that made it less urgent. Like some lives matter less than others.

But I know better now. I knew Dawn Phillips had just given her two daughters a bath before making a quick run to the corner store.

She never came home. Her daughter remembers that night.

I knew Sharon Hammack was twenty-nine and pregnant with her third child when they found her body wrapped in a blanket on the side of the road. Her sister said she was beautiful. She was.

I knew Fonda Lockridge left behind two little girls. Tashica was six, Chenique was eighteen months. They grew up asking questions nobody could answer.

I knew Cathleen Dennis came from Nebraska to spend one weekend with her sister, just one weekend. She was known for her bubbly spirit and sense of humor. Her body was never found.

I knew Sherry Stewart Brown’s niece still thinks of her aunt every time she curls her hair. "She wanted a girl, so she would always curl my hair like Shirley Temple." I knew Stephanie Renee Judson a mother of two in her late twenties. Her family said she had a heart of gold. It took genealogy testing to finally give her back her name.

I knew Lesa Otberg was twenty-three when she disappeared. Her daughter was nine when they found her mother’s body. "I don’t know who she would be now," her daughter said. "She just didn’t have that option. Somebody took that option away." I knew Pam Verile went missing on a Thursday and was found the very next day. Barely twenty-four hours, and she was already gone. I knew Michelle Ann Becker disappeared that April and wasn’t found until August, months of somebody waiting on news. I knew Victoria Moore went missing in August of that same year, and Cheryl Mason six days before her. Found weeks apart, that October, both of them. These women, not disposable. Not statistics. Not “prostitutes” or "high-risk victims." Daughters. Mothers. Sisters. Aunts. Friends.

They had families who loved them. Children who needed them.

People who are still waiting for answers.

And I’m still here to say their names.

To tell the truth about what happened on Division Avenue between 1993 and 1996.

To make sure the world knows: they mattered.

Family quotes and details from WOOD TV8 investigative reports "Deadly Division: 17 women missing or murdered in Grand Rapids in the 1990s" (June 23, 2023) and "Dead Man Talking: The confession tapes of Grand Rapids serial killer Gary Artman" (November 25, 2025), available at woodtv.com. The Division Avenue murders and the Artman case were also covered nationally by Nancy Grace in "The Bloodline Detectives," hosted by Nancy Grace on YouTube, bringing the story to a national audience beyond Grand Rapids.

Sitting in that cell, watching those faces on the screen, a Bible verse comes to me. Jeremiah 29:11 One I’d heard before but never really understood: Plans. A future. Even for someone like me. "You believe that?" Keisha asks quietly, like she can read my mind. "The Bible verse?" "That God has plans for us. After everything." I look at her. At this woman who’s survived the same streets I have. Who’s lost the same friends.

Who’s sitting in the same prison.


"I’m starting to," I say.


Even now, in 2026, most of those murders remain without full justice. Families still waiting for answers. Artman confessed to eleven on his deathbed. He died before any further trial. Six of the seventeen cases remain completely unsolved. Four women are still missing, their bodies never recovered, their families never getting to bring them home.

They called it The Stroll.

Not Division Avenue. Not by any official name. The Stroll.

Division Avenue, a runway where the only thing we modeled: survival.

Division Avenue at 3 AM. Exposed. Desperate. Possibility. All three at once, wrapped in orange streetlight and exhaust fumes.

There was a system. Everybody knew it. You didn’t need a phone, didn’t need a text, didn’t need anybody to say a word. If somebody spotted a cop car, coming down Division, pulling into a parking lot, slowing down in that particular way, they’d either call it out or whistle. One whistle. That was it. Sometimes it was just: “Five-Oh.” Two words. Not loud. Just enough.

And the whole corner would shift. Not run, not scatter, just shift.

Adjust. Become something else in the space of three seconds.

Everybody knew their mark. Everybody knew what to do. By the time the cruiser passed, we were just people standing on a corner at 3 AM doing nothing in particular.

If you were from Grand Rapids in the mid-1990s, if you knew anything about the streets, you knew what that meant.

It stretched through the city for miles, and everyone knew the economics of it.

Downtown, near the core of the city, the tricks ran cheap.

Twenty, thirty bucks. Men looking for whatever they could get, not caring about quality, looking for quick and easy. But if you went south-toward Burton Street, through Burton Heights, all the way down to 28th-that’s where the real money lived. Better tricks. Men in nicer cars. Men who had more to lose and paid for discretion. That’s where I worked. 28th and Division. Sometimes a little north, sometimes a little south, but always in that zone where the money ran good enough to make the danger worth it. Between December and October, seventeen women were murdered on The Stroll. Women from Grand Rapids who frequented the dangerous corridor of Division Avenue. Bodies turned up in vacant lots, dumped behind buildings, left along highways in Grand Rapids, Muskegon County, and Ottawa County. Left like garbage across three counties. The news called it a serial killer situation. One man, maybe more. They ran segments warning women to stay off the streets, to be careful, to report suspicious activity. We called it Tuesday.

Another body found? Another woman missing? Another name on the news? Tuesday. Another day on The Stroll. We kept working.

Because when you’re an addict, when crack cocaine is the only thing that makes the pain bearable, you don’t stop because there’s danger. You don’t stop because women are dying. You calculate the risk and you go out anyway because the need is stronger than the stomach-dropping dread. Almost all of those seventeen women had crossed my path. Not well-not like family or close friends. But the way you know people when you share the same war.

We’d see each other on corners at three in the morning. We’d end up in Kent County Jail together, sitting in the dayroom when the TV would flash another name, another face, another body found.

Then we’d get out and go right back to The Stroll. Division Avenue at 3 AM has a specific quality that I have never been able to fully describe to anyone who wasn’t there, a particular combination of exposure and anonymity, of being completely visible under those orange streetlights while also being completely invisible to everyone who mattered. The streetlights cast everything in this sickly orange- yellow glow. You can smell exhaust from cars that have been idling, mixing with garbage from dumpsters behind closed storefronts. In summer. July, August, the air is thick and humid, hard to breathe. Sweat sticks to your skin. In winter. January, February, it’s the kind of cold that cuts through whatever thin jacket you’re wearing and settles into your bones.

The sound is what I remember most. The hum of traffic that never quite stops. Cars slowing as they pass, windows rolling down. The occasional honk. Bass thumping from someone’s stereo. And then the silence between-those stretches when you’re just standing there, waiting, trying to look approachable without looking desperate.

You learn to read cars fast. The way they slow down. The way the driver looks at you.

Whether they’re nervous or confident or dangerous. You learn the difference between someone who’s going to pay and leave, and someone who’s going to trysomething else.

And you learn to trust your instincts. Because out there, your instincts are all you have.

A man used to cruise The Stroll in a white van. Summer. Into fall. I’d see him multiple times a night sometimes-10 PM, midnight, 2 AM, 4 AM-driving up and down Division, looking.

He’d pull up alongside me, lean over, try to get me to come to his vehicle. Night after night. Week after week. I always said no. I can’t explain why, exactly. He wasn’t a stranger. I’d seen him around before, hanging out across from So-So’s. A lot of the other working girls knew him too. Some of them would get in his van to get high. I had a rule about men like him. I never broke it. Until that night. But something about him gave me the creeps. Always had. The way he watched me made my skin crawl. Some instinct in my gut that said don’t.

So I didn’t. Every time he showed up, I turned away. Walked in the other direction.

Found another corner. But one night-late August, maybe 4:30 AM-I’d been awake for over a week straight. Not sleeping poorly. Not catching a few hours here and there. Actually awake. When you’re deep enough into crack, sleep becomes irrelevant. Your body keeps going, running on chemicals and adrenaline until it can’t anymore.

Until
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