Missing Mother

Deborah Manning’s family mourns 20 years after unsolved killing
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By Mike Wells 

Riding in the back seat, Amanda Manning wonders aloud if the rain will stop when her family reaches their destination. It has fallen for the last 10 miles, alternating between spatters and downpours. 

After one last turn onto another wet gravel road, the lead car rolls to a stop, and Lt. Vince Diebold steps out of his white Cape Girardeau County Sheriff’s Department Jeep. 

“This is it,” he says. “A lot has changed in 20 years.” 

A few farm houses and outbuildings have cropped up along County Road 249, but the location is still isolated. Amanda watches as the sun breaks through the clouds and the rain softens to a mist and then is gone. She joins her brother, Brandon Manning, and their aunt, Barbara Johnson, as they walk with the lieutenant to a point where two gravel roads meet. 

“This is where she was pushed out of the vehicle,” Diebold says, pointing back and forth between a crime scene photo and the ground. “She crawled up here and then fell back into this culvert.” 

The family asks questions, but the answers are few. The memories of the investigation are not as clear for him as they once were, Diebold says. 

They scan the pictures, looking for any bits of information about their loved one’s last moments alive. For Deborah Manning’s family, this moment is where her horrible death finally has brought them after years of pain, guilt and a longing for justice. For two decades, it was a topic they could not talk about, but its effect on their lives lingers. 

Deborah I. Manning, 27, was a divorced mother of three when she moved to Cape Girardeau in 1983. She worked as a hotel maid for her stepfather’s business with her sister, Barbara. Her children, Brandon, Rodney and Amanda, lived in Sikeston with her ex-husband, Jimmy Manning. 

On July 4, 1983, she left her parent’s home on Nancy Lane at 10 p.m., presumably walking to her apartment at 401 S. Pacific. 

Hours later, her nude body was spotted on the county road by an off-duty Chaffee police officer. Manning bled to death from multiple stab wounds, the most fatal wound to her heart. 

The five three-ring binders detailing the investigation have been passed around the county’s detective squad ever since and they discuss it on the anniversary. 

While reviewing the notes and witness statements, detective Eric Friederich examined the few pieces of physical evidence last month, including the victim’s underpants found lying alongside the road. 

Using a special blue-light device, he detected tiny specks of fluid that had not previously been cut from the material and collected as evidence. The specks could be saliva, blood or semen and contain the DNA of Manning’s killers. Investigators believe there were probably two suspects working together. 

They will soon be sent, along with blood, hair and saliva samples, for DNA testing, Friederich said. The bite marks on her breasts may also be examined by a forensic ontologist and compared to the dental casts taken from suspects. 

Her clothes were found about a half mile south, strewn along the right side of the road, as though tossed out of a vehicle’s passenger-side window. The tire tracks left by the killer’s vehicle were made by customized wheels, making identifying the car almost impossible, Diebold said. 

Witnesses said Manning stopped at a bar called the Candlewick, off South Kingshighway in Cape Girardeau, after she had left her parents’ home, said Lt. David James, chief of detectives. 

The case ultimately boiled down to two suspects, both men who witnesses said left the Candlewick with Manning, but there was never enough evidence to obtain warrants, James said. 

Looking over the casebooks, James said he was frustrated by how the case was handled initially. The county’s major case squad had recently formed, and detectives today lament that it was not requested to help investigate. 

Herman “Bob” Gribler was the county sheriff in 1983. He said the case initially looked like it could be solved within a few hours, but things later fell apart when a convincing lead fell through. 

“I still feel there’s someone who knows something and for whatever reason won’t come forward and give this family closure,” he said. “The only way I can see it being solved is if somebody accepts responsibility and comes forward, because somebody knows.” 

Today, there are four detectives in the department and a bookcase of unsolved cases. 

“The time is just not there,” James said. “It’s a 20-year-old case. If a lead came long today, yes, we’d be working it. But we don’t have the luxury of having a detective here with nothing else to do than cold cases.” 

Roadside grieving 

Twenty years later, two of Manning’s children and her sister stood in the very spot she lost her life. Her children had never been there, and the moment was overwhelming. But Amanda insisted they needed to see it. 

Like the diminishing rain, the last 20 years faded like mist and Amanda, 25, and Brandon, 30, suddenly became children again. Their mother was gone and no one could tell them why. 

“I’m sorry we haven’t got anyone yet,” Diebold told the family. “We worked it hard for over three months, but we didn’t really have the training to do it.” 

Barbara Johnson went to the murder scene once before in the fall of 1983 but hadn’t been back since. 

“I’m kinda glad I saw it because it gave me an idea of what she went through, but at the same time I wish I hadn’t,” Johnson said. 

Seeing the photos of the crime scene left her shaken. 

“I had nightmares that night of those pictures we’d seen,” she said. “I kept seeing her in that ditch, crying for help. My God, what she must have been through, knowing she was going to die. It had to be horrible.” 

In the months after her sister was killed, Johnson went out and bought a .38 caliber revolver. She still keeps it close to her bed, she said. 

Brandon remembers how his mother left her parents’ house that night in a huff. Her children and her ex-husband were at her parents’ for the Fourth of July. She had wanted to visit some friends across the river in Illinois, but Brandon, then 10, was opposed, he said. She argued with him and his father and left the house alone. 

For a while, Brandon blamed himself for her death. To some extent, he still does. 

“I didn’t want to go, and I probably threw a fit,” he said, standing with his arms crossed. 

His eyes grow wet and his face tightens as the pain becomes fresh again. 

“It could have been different,” he says with a sigh. “She never got to see us graduate high school or got to see me get married or have my first baby or my second baby. It just isn’t fair.” 

Amanda put her arms around her brother and they consoled one another — him for the mother he lost, she for the mother she barely knew. 

Brandon is now a riverboat captain. For the last 10 years, he has spent 12 hours a day on the Mississippi River operating a tow boat. It’s hard work that shows in the lean man’s tanned, wind-burned face and hardened hands. 

Four years after his mother’s death, Brandon moved in with his aunt and began therapy to deal with his anger and guilt. 

“I was a hellion kid for a while,” he said. “I acted out.” 

He stayed about six months before being moved back to his father’s home. 

Amanda is a restaurant manager and a former graphic designer. She developed troubles of her own with substance abuse, she said. 

“I’ve been clean for years, and I’m proud of that,” she said. “But I guess part of it is from the void it left in my life when she was killed.” 

Over the years, the children had little contact with their mother’s family, she said. 

“Nobody wanted to talk about it, so I decided to find out for myself,” Amanda said. 

At the encouragement of a friend, she contacted the sheriff’s department and got permission to review the case files. The crime scene photos remain frozen in her mind, she said. 

Amanda bears a strong resemblance to her mother and treasures a picture — a blown-up image of her mother’s driver’s license photo — enclosed in a silver frame. 

“I won’t let it out of my possession,” she said. 

Amanda also prizes a stuffed koala bear named “Tiger” that her mother gave her when she was 3 years old. It remains in her bedroom today. 

She intends to return to the county road in the future. 

“Now I can visit the place again someday soon,” she said. “I’m glad I went.” 

Her other brother, Rodney Manning, 27, works in a security business in Sikeston. He has an 18-month-old daughter. Amanda said he prefers not to talk about their mother. 

For the still-grieving family of Deborah Manning, the last 20 years have made the memories less clear but they have not lessened the pain, Amanda said. 

She can vaguely recall the musky perfume her mother wore and that she liked to read. 

“I can remember she slept with a pillow between her legs,” Amanda said. “That’s the only memory I have — at least I think it’s real. I tell my brothers things I think I remember and they tell me, ‘No, that’s not the way it was.’ And I tell them to stop changing my memories.” 
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