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Orange Taylor Jr. and Tina Taylor haven't been able to speak to their son without the conversation being tape-recorded since the day he was arrested in February.

They say they don't believe he is responsible for the death of Eastern Michigan University student Laura Dickinson, whose body was found in her residence hall room last December.

While they have sat across from Dickinson's family this week during Taylor's trial on murder charges, they say, they have wanted to reach out - but fear the Dickinsons wouldn't be receptive.

"I pray for them," Tina Taylor said. "I prayed for them today, to have to sit there and hear such horrible things about (what happened to) their baby," when Medical Examiner Bader Cassin testified.

The couple met with The News for an exclusive interview Thursday.

"I just do not believe he murdered the girl," Tina Taylor said.

When they heard the first taped interview played in court this week, Orange Jr. and Tina Taylor had to listen to their 21-year-old son's admissions that he was using marijuana, breaking into residence hall rooms to steal property and had been barred from student housing. They haven't heard his explanation for how his semen was found on Dickinson's leg and bed.

For now, they're focusing on the fact that Cassin could only offer a probable cause of death - that she was asphyxiated - because he ruled out everything else.

Orange Jr. and Tina Taylor are holding onto the possibility Laura Dickinson died a natural death, from an irregular heartbeat like one she suffered in 2005.

They are also relying on "prayer and much faith," Orange Jr. said.

During the emotional interview, the parents recalled Orange III as a boy with a love of football who grew into a detached young man.

By the time he was 5, Orange Amir Taylor III could recite the Bible - all 66 books, his mother said. "He was a very, very, very good boy. You tell him something one time, he had it," said Tina Taylor, a licensed practical nurse at a private hospital.

Orange Taylor III is the youngest of the family. With three much older half-brothers and half-sister from his parents' previous marriages, he is the only child between Orange Jr. and Tina Taylor.

Raised in Southfield, Taylor grew to love football and was named most valuable player during his freshman year at Southfield High School. Tina Taylor said her son moved to Royal Oak Kimball High School for a better academic program, but returned to Southfield to graduate with his friends.

"He was a decent kid, a typical boy," said Orange Jr., a master plumber.

"He never got in trouble. God knew I had him at a later age, and made him such a good baby," Tina Taylor said, breaking into silent sobs.

Orange III spent his freshman year at Central State University in Ohio. It changed him, his father said.

"He got lost, being on his own," Orange Jr. said.

Tina Taylor said she didn't notice the change in her son until after his first semester at EMU. His parents paid for his cell phone, but he didn't call and didn't return their calls.

"It's just growing up," Orange Jr. reasoned. "You figure you're on your own, but you're not. You lose track of what's real in life."

When Orange Taylor III announced he was moving home in January, his father suspected he had been thrown out of his residence hall because moving in the middle of the school year didn't make sense.

His return came with a list of Tina's rules: No girls upstairs and church on Sundays. Orange didn't enjoy church, but he went, she said.

The couple, married 22 years, got their first real inkling of how troubled their son's life had become early Jan. 26.

Tina Taylor had been ill, and the entire family - including Orange III - planned to clean her house. He was due there at 8 p.m. Jan. 25 - but arrived close to 2 a.m. the next morning.
Tina had gone to bed angry, but Orange Jr. was awake. He learned his son had spent five hours with police, being questioned about Dickinson's death.

In the tape played in Washtenaw County Circuit Court this week, Taylor was clearly frustrated and repeatedly told police his mother was expecting him. Orange Jr. said his son never got rude with the police officers or demanded a lawyer, which Orange Jr. wishes he had requested.

"But if he had something to do with it, I don't think he would have went," Orange Taylor Jr. said. "He knew he hadn't done anything."

Everything changed on Feb. 23, around 6:45 p.m. Orange III and Tina were watching a rented movie with popcorn and sodas when the phone started to ring - over and over. Finally, Orange apparently answered it, got his coat and went to the door. When he didn't return, Tina went to check.

She found her son on the ground, surrounded by about 15 police officers.

"I thought they'd shot him. I started screaming and hollering, 'What have you done?'"
Orange Jr. soon arrived, and they watched police go through their house and take bags of their son's belongings. 

Among the items taken, prosecutors said this week, was a sweatshirt that forensic experts testified had fibers similar to those found in Dickinson's room that night. 

The trial will resume this morning.
