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Body Text
A mummified body police believe was a 

17-year-old Belleville girl was unearthed behind her home 

Wednesday after investigators spent hours using 

sledgehammers, shovels and a backhoe to break through 

dirt, concrete and wood to find her.

Police have been unable to identify the body due to its 

condition, but believe it is that of April Copperstone 

because of the contents of two letters and a journal her 

father wrote before killing his girlfriend and himself 

Saturday.

The Wayne County Medical Examiner is expected to use 

dental records to confirm the body is April's. An autopsy 

was scheduled for today.

Belleville Police Chief Paul Davis said Thomas 

Copperstone's journal described exactly where and how 

April's body could be found, and how the teenager died 

Nov. 12, 2001. Police found everything at the scene 

exactly as Copperstone described, Davis said, including 

the layers of dirt, a crypt of deck-type lumber, concrete 

around the grave and in front of a door to a fruit cellar. 

Debris was scattered over the site to mask it.

In the journal left for his brother, Copperstone also 

provided instructions for both of their funerals. The 

letters and journal were given to police Tuesday, a day 

after Copperstone's body was found near a game preserve in 

Lima Township. His girlfriend's body was found Sunday.

Police said they considered Copperstone's writings 

credible at least in part because they explained how and 

why his girlfriend, Jessica Smith, was killed.

Smith was shot three times, in the neck, back and 

shoulder, with a 9-mm semi-automatic handgun. Another 

eight shots were fired into the wall. Then she was shot 

twice in the head with a .22 caliber handgun - possibly 

the same gun that killed April Copperstone.

Police found both guns near Copperstone's body, along with 

some of Smith's belongings.

The letters

Copperstone's brother, James Copperstone, told police he 

received the first letter on Palm Sunday. On April 17, he 

received a second letter, in which Thomas Copperstone 

directed him to a storage unit that contained the journal. 

He found that Tuesday.

In the journal, Copperstone said that after Smith shot 

April they buried her in the yard because Copperstone 

feared police would believe he had done it. He said Smith, 

a 23-year-old topless dancer and a computer science 

student at the University of Michigan, was drunk that 

night, played with a .22 caliber gun he had in the house, 

and shot April in her own bedroom. He said she told him it 

was an accident, but he didn't believe her.

Davis said Copperstone, 47, didn't indicate why he waited 

nearly 18 months, but the journal said he killed Smith in 

a Canton Township motel room because "she's got to pay."

Copperstone also cited financial problems. Davis said 

Copperstone, a computer worker, had quit his job.

The search

After reviewing Copperstone's writings, police went to the 

small, tidy home on South Biggs Street and began their 

search Wednesday by pushing metal rods into the ground to 

test for voids. Then an Ann Arbor Police cadaver-search 

dog found an indication along the back wall of the house. 

Canton police, Michigan State Police crime lab workers and 

Van Buren Township police assisted the Belleville 

officers.

After several hours of digging, police hauled several 

blankets, debris, wood and metal boxes out of the yard.

The teenager also had been buried with a television and 

her dolls.

The body, dressed in jeans and a top and wrapped in a 

blanket, was taken out of the ground on a backboard just 

after 5:30 p.m. Wednesday.

Missing or not?

Davis said April Copperstone was taken out of school in 

1999, and school officials were told she'd be 

home-schooled.

Neighbors on the street said Copperstone and April were 

quiet, unassuming people. April was mentally impaired, and 

walked with difficulty, but took the family beagle for 

walks on the block. They said Copperstone, who had sole 

custody of the girl, clearly loved her. Children half 

April's age said they played with her, and liked her.

Neighbors also said they knew April "disappeared" about a 

year ago, but that Copperstone told them she was living 

with her mother, Suzanne Copperstone.

Her mother, however, told police last summer and again 

Monday, after she was arrested in Washtenaw County on 

unrelated warrants, that she hadn't seen or heard from her 

daughter in more than a year.

No official missing persons report was filed until Monday, 

after Copperstone's body was found and his family asked 

"Where's April?"

Suzanne Copperstone was released from the jail about 90 

minutes after her daughter's body was raised.

Susan Oppat can be reached at soppat@annarbornews.com or 

(734) 482-9495.

