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PRAISE FOR DYLAN HOWARD

“Dylan Howard is the rare combination of cutting-edge journalist, true crime commentator, and relentless investigator.”

—Dr. Phil McGraw, host of TV’s #1 daytime talk show, Dr. Phil

“Renowned.”

—Nancy Grace

“A wunderkind Hollywood gossip reporter.”

—Columbia Journalism Review

“Big-name producer.”

—Vanity Fair

“Howard is a throwback to an older age of journalism.”

—Anne Helen Petersen, BuzzFeed

“One of my favorite people in American media.”

—Anthony Scaramucci

“A tabloid prodigy.”

—Jeffrey Toobin, staff writer at the New Yorker, CNN senior legal analyst, and New York Times bestselling author

“The king of Hollywood scoops.”

—Ad Week

“The go-to guy for authoritative showbiz news and analysis on cable and over-the air television.”

—Los Angeles Press Club

“When Dylan Howard focuses his attention to investigating a case, you can be sure he will uncover sensational new information that we, as readers, viewers or listeners, will find astonishing.”

—Dr. Drew Pinsky, New York Times bestselling author and TV and radio personality





AUTHOR’S NOTE

Bad is the untold, revelatory true story of the strange and larger-than-life career of Michael Jackson, the King of Pop. In the wake of the controversial film Leaving Neverland, a two-part documentary telling the stories of two young boys who were befriended by the singer and claimed they suffered years of agonizing abuse, I set out to investigate Jackson’s life and death in unprecedented depth and determine if, as one lawyer suggested, the pop star I idolized growing up in Australia as a teenager ran “the most sophisticated child sexual abuse procurement and facilitation operation the world has known.”

Bad is a dramatic narrative account based on dozens of interviews, Jackson’s own riveting personal journal, interviews with Jackson family members, multiple first-person sources—some of whom have asked to remain anonymous—and thousands of pages of court documents. I also acquired dozens of top-secret pages from Jackson’s private investigator’s files and case notes. What I uncovered in Michael Jackson is a man who was both naive and Machiavellian, unorthodox, a devoted father, a shrewd businessman, and a drug addict whose life was cut short but whose sound and style have influenced artists of various genres. Remarkably though, in death, there remain two portraits of Michael Jackson: the reigning King of Pop, and a pedophile whose pattern of abuse ruined his reputation. Fans and individuals alike will forever be asking if the insidious claims made about Michael were true. This is the new narrative and the sad legacy of one of the bestselling music artists of all time, who amassed sales of over 350 million records worldwide.

—Dylan Howard





PROLOGUE

If you think you know all there is to know about Michael Jackson . . . If you think you’ve heard every shocking detail about the King of Pop . . .

Think again.

The superstar has been dead for more than a decade. While there remain serious questions about the truthfulness of those who have accused him of the most heinous acts, there is absolutely no question that whatever his intentions, Michael lacked a sense of what was or was not appropriate for children to do—or see. Especially children that were not his own.

Perhaps no evidence—evidence, not hearsay—is more powerful than the disturbing files that have been found on Michael Jackson’s personal electronic devices: private home videos that reveal a viscerally disturbing side of the superstar who died in 2009 from a drug overdose.

Was he a twisted adult or just a man-child, stunted in bad boy adolescence?

You decide.

The long, agonizing minutes of video footage—which has been circulating through the back street of Tinseltown for the last few years, and was obtained as part of the investigation for this book—features Michael engaged in aggressive, foul-mouthed role-playing sessions with young boys in his bed, without a chaper-one, at a secluded resort. Michael was so unashamed that he personally recorded some of the clips.

This startling, previously unseen content seems, yet again, to cast very serious doubt over whether the legendary entertainer was truly innocent of being a child abuser.

However, it also reminds us that the private life of Michael Jackson may ultimately be like the Japanese film Rashômon from 1950. In that classic tale, the sexual assault of a bride and the slaying of her husband are told from the very different points-of-view of four participants or observers—including the ghost of the husband. Alas, we do not have that luxury with Michael. For many narratives, there can be no true resolution.

The Michael Jackson story may be one of those.

The scandalous videos in question were shot at the end of 1999 while Michael was at the posh Sun City resort, located in the mountains outside Johannesburg, South Africa. The forty-one-year-old singer was accompanied by two children, whose identities I have chosen not to reveal for the sake of their own privacy, given the video has never been released publicly.

A few years earlier, Michael had struck up a friendship with the children’s parents. The star had visited their home several times and even attended one of the children’s bar mitzvah.

He made the special trip to South Africa just to celebrate the occasion.

The week he recorded the home movies, Michael stayed in his usual King Suite at Sun City. The luxuriously furnished, 2,600-square-foot accommodations included two bedrooms with king-size beds and two massive bathrooms with a sauna and a Jacuzzi, an elegant living room, a cozy study, and a dining room, all featuring maple paneling on the walls. Each room was lined with two-story windows and lavish curtains.

All of Michael’s private videos from that trip were made in the master bedroom. Most of them were shot at night. He had powerful lights rigged to the tops of two wooden posters at the head of his canopy bed. The illuminated area seemed more like a movie set than a bedroom. All of the footage takes place on this, akin to a Hollywood sound stage the likes of the famed Paramount lot, on Hollywood’s Melrose Avenue.

The first recovered clip I watched provides a surprisingly wholesome glimpse into Michael’s private life. It begins with Michael lounging on the far edge of the bed, facing the camera. He is resting above the covers, dressed in black pants, a black button-down shirt, and his shoulder-length hair is spindly and disheveled. His plastic surgery–riddled nose is covered in flesh-colored Band-Aids. Michael is holding his one-year-old daughter, Paris, while his two-year-old son, Michael Jr., and one of the young boys are pretending the bed is a wrestling ring. The other child is behind the camera capturing the scene.

Michael is speaking in a deeper tone as he clumsily adlibs dialogue as if he were a sports commentator:


“And, um . . . they’re doing very well! And, uh . . . having not spent too much time with their families, it’s been like, uh, very much, well, training for this fight. But as you can see what’s happening in the . . .”



Michael is interrupted by a doorbell. He knows exactly who is on the other side of the door: his longtime nanny Grace Rwaramba. She has arrived to take Paris away, presumably to bed.

“We’ve gotta take Yib-Yib back,” Michael announces to the group of children, referring to Paris. He gives his daughter a loving embrace and a smooch on the cheek.

“I love you,” the singer declares, holding his sleepy daughter against his chest.

“I love you,” the toddler gently replies. “I love you, Da-Da.”

Meanwhile, the wrestling match between the two boys is in full swing. Little Michael Jr. climbs up on the headboard and raises his arms like he’s about to do a spectacular wrestling move. Child Number Two zooms in on the adorable contender.

Michael can be heard off-camera asking Paris to give the boys a kiss.

“She wants to give you a kiss, Doo-Doo,” Michael announces to the cameraman.

The doorbell rings again. Michael reacts impatiently.

“Doo-Doo, you’ve got to open the door,” he commands. “It’s Grace . . . [redacted]?”

The child cameraman shuts the camera off as Michael starts issuing a ten-count to end the wrestling match.

The scene resumes after Grace has removed Paris from the suite. Michael Jr. and the first child are still battling on the bed and the second child is still behind the camera. Michael is lounging a bit deeper. He is leaning on his right side and has his head propped against the headboard. His eyes are very heavy and his speech is very lazy as he playfully argues with Michael Jr. about which character he’s pretending to be from the videogame Ready 2 Rumble Boxing.

“Afro Thunder? Butcher Brown?” Michael says. “I’m Butcher Brown.”

“No, I’m Butcher Brown,” his son retorts.

The scene cuts out again.

When recording continues, Michael Jr. is no longer in the bedroom. Child One is sitting in Michael’s previous spot on the bed. Child Two is on the other side of the bed. Both boys are now sporting Michael’s Band-Aids on the tips of their noses.

The camera is on a tripod and facing the two boys. Michael is off camera, playing director.

“Now you blackmail him,” Michael instructs Child One. “Blackmail him.”

“Listen up, [redacted],” the young boy says, hoping to sound intimidating. “If you don’t let me come in, I’ll tell . . . I’ll tell all your friends what you did.”

“What you did to that girl,” Michael prompts.

“What you did to that girl, huh?” Child One adds with a devilish smile.

The camera cuts out again, however, the next scene adds a little more context to the seemingly artificial gripe.

“When it was my friends coming over, you had to join in!” Child One whines, now wearing Michael’s baseball cap, which he defiantly throws on the bed. “That’s horse shit!”

“That’s because I’m the older one,” Child Two argues.

“So?” Child One presses in a typical brotherly fashion.

“I don’t want you . . . just,” Child Two trails off, shooing his brother away with a flick of his hand.

Following another break in the recording, Child One appears in frame using the hotel room phone.

“Hey, Weasel,” the boy says to the undisclosed person on the call.

“Weasel!” Michael exclaims with child-like approval followed by cackling laughter. “That’s so cute . . . Weasel.”

While Child One continues the brief conversation, he compulsively presses on his nose bandage and playfully covers his mouth like what he’s saying is a secret. After speaking, he quickly hangs up and hands the phone to Child Two, who sets it aside. It’s unclear if anyone was actually on the other end of the line.

“Do you want something to eat?” Michael asks the boys.

The kids both nod and he offers them watermelon. One of Michael’s children can be heard crying out for him and he leaves the room. Child Two instructs Child One how to stop the camera.

When the next scene begins, there is a startling shift in tone.

Child One is standing on the headboard and he has his arms wrapped around the wooden canopy beam at the top of the bed. He is facing the camera. Michael is in frame, in the foreground, staring back at the boy. Child Two is once again behind the camera.

At first glance, it appears as though they are re-enacting the final moments of a martyr on the cross. Michael, wearing his baseball hat, has seemingly cast himself in the “Father” role.

“Okay, [redacted],” Michael says sternly. “You’ve been up here all day. Come down.”

“So?” Child One flings back, then cranes his head towards Michael and quickly fires off a fierce “Fuck you!”

Michael stares menacingly at the boy, unmoved by the vulgar response.

“[Redacted], I said come down here,” he demands more firmly.

The boy dramatically looks away, his face awash with a kind of demonic possession. Then he issues another resolute “Fuck you.”

“I’m sorry I ever had you as a son,” Michael quietly declares. “You’re a worthless nothing.”

Child One continues hanging onto the beam and begins slowly panting. His eyes roll back slightly.

“Now bring your short ass down,” Michael mandates, like a gunslinger calling out an opponent.

“Read my lips, you motherfuck,” Child One slowly grinds out between his teeth as Child Two zooms in on his brother’s haunting face. “Fuck . . . you!

Michael lunges at Child One, ferociously exploding like the werewolf he becomes in “Thriller.” He grabs the chest area of the boy’s T-shirt with his right hand and twists the material, pulling the quasi-crucified Child One menacingly towards him.

“Say it to me like you mean it!” Michael shouts, using only the bass in his voice.

Although Child One is clearly caught off guard, the boy grins—either cocky smirking or anxious fear—and does not break character.

“Read my fuckin’ lips,” he says, pretending to spit on Michael, who doesn’t flinch. “Fuck. You.”

Michael dramatically turns and exits the frame. Child One appears exceedingly pleased with himself as Child Two ends the recording.

The unsettling level of foul language and simulated abuse in that section of the footage cannot be ignored. Although Michael and the kids were engaging in what are clearly over-the-top theatrics, their preferred subject matter was without a doubt age-inappropriate. While they were obviously reenacting a film or video game they had recently watched together, that too, if true, only increases the poor judgment displayed by Michael. Incredibly, the kids do not appear disturbed by the provocative episode.

When the camera comes on again, Child One is sitting up at the head of the bed. A pillow is covering his lower half. He and Michael are in the middle of conversation.

“You say there’s wonderful children in this school,” Child One says, his voice filled with doubt. “These kids bully me every break.”

“Are you serious?” Michael asks off-screen.

“I’m shit serious,” Child One remarks, the unnecessary curse word still lingering in the air as the camera again stops recording.

It was the final clip of the evening.

The footage picks up in the morning. One of the children is the center of attention and the canopy bed remains his playground. The boy is wearing fresh clothes—a blue T-shirt and black athletic shorts—and he is sitting on the top of the wooden canopy frame like Peter Pan. One knee is bent with a foot resting on the beam, the other dangles and swings below it.

Michael is behind the camera.

“I want milk!” Child One says, a smirk curling on his face. “Doo-Doo wants milk from Jesse, he told me.”

It is unclear exactly who the “Jesse” is that Child One refers to, but the boy is obviously trying to embarrass his older brother, who does not make another appearance in the footage.

“You snitch,” Michael whispers.

“Yeah?” Child One asks. He then squeezes his own pectoral area and pretends to suck milk from his nipple.

Michael keeps the camera rolling as he moves around the perimeter of the bed, then up onto the mattress to get a swooping close-up of the camera-friendly boy. Child One hops down onto the bed and repeats his previous taunt.

“Doo-Doo wants milk from Jesse. Fresh!”

“You do,” Michael fires back. “How do you want your milk?”

“Fresh,” the chipper boy responds. “Fresh from the ‘grizzle,’” he adds, likely meaning the cow.

Michael, apparently looking for a more specific response, repeats his question, but Child One turns the question on him.

“How do you like your milk?” the boy teases while swinging a pillow at Michael. “Warm!”

“Huh?” Michael asks, still unsatisfied with the boy’s answer.

“Doo-Doo likes his milk warm,” Child One continues.

Finally, Michael feeds Child One the “correct” response. “No,” the singer murmurs, as if the camera might not detect his voice. “From the bottle.”

Child One stops swinging the pillow for a split second to process Michael’s statement.

“No!” the boy contests.

“From the bottle,” Michael repeats with more conviction.

“No, I don’t want milk from a bottle,” Child One repeats.

“So you . . . you want it from . . . ?” flustered Michael responds.

He shuts off the camera before he finishes his thought; their “guy time” concluded with that final exchange.

After his trip to Sun City in 1999, Michael returned to his Neverland Ranch in California. A new obsession had consumed the singer. Not a child, but a child’s entertainment. Michael contacted the company who made the Ready 2 Rumble Boxing game.

“The team received a call from a fan who enjoyed the game so much that he wanted to be in it,” the game developer recalled, admitting he didn’t believe it was really Michael Jackson until they met at Neverland. “He talked about the fun he had with the first game and how much he wanted to be in the sequel. He refused to be paid for his participation.”

When Ready 2 Rumble Boxing: Round 2 hit shelves a year later, Michael had become a secret “unlockable” character in the game. It featured his likeness, his dance moves, and even his real voice.

Although Michael was an avid gamer who collected classic arcade games and owned every gaming system, his desire to become a boxing avatar in that particular game appears to have been inspired by the 1999 trip. Instead of kids arguing over who gets to be “Butcher Brown” or “Afro Thunder,” did he secretly want them fighting over who gets to be “Michael Jackson” in the next matchup? Was inserting himself into the video game another ploy to get kids to lower their guard, much like doling out his nose bandages or encouraging cursing on camera did? And if so, to what end? For vanity? Or to be a violator?

Now adults, both Child One and Child Two have denied there was any wrongdoing by Michael while they were in his company. They recalled meeting up with him at least eight times over several years. The youngest, Child Two—who was rarely seen in the home videos—spent several months with Michael shortly before the superstar’s untimely passing. He, too, denied ever being inappropriately touched by Michael.

Even if Michael and the boys were playing out some kind of intense-bordering-on-disgusting cinematic scene, perhaps a prisoner or prisoner of war scenario, the footage confirms that we cannot afford a rush to judgment where things about Michael are concerned. Yes, the words and the actions are inexcusable on a certain level, but, much like Michael, they are not always what they seem. Kids often say creepy and inappropriate things, sometimes with uncalled-for sexual undertones. They may not even know what anything they’re saying means, exactly—only that it’s forbidden or something to giggle over. Like Michael’s use of “Doo-Doo” as someone’s name. Those who knew Michael best tend to agree that he remained very much a child throughout his adult life.

In short, it is likely acting, no less—though perhaps a little too much more— than he did in the music videos for “Bad” and “Thriller.”

This level of potential misunderstanding, the danger of first impressions is, of course, why our society has trials. But tragically, even absolution in the court of law wasn’t enough to save a monstrous star like Michael Jackson, who privately held a burning desire to be “the greatest ever”—like his idols Charlie Chaplin, Michelangelo, and Walt Disney. (See Appendix II for his Personal Diary.)





CHAPTER ONE

THE CASE FOR AND AGAINST

When asked why he was always hanging around with children, Michael Jackson had two answers.

First: “What I love, kids happen to love, or the child that lives inside the adult happens to love.”

Second: “Well, I was raised in a world of adults.”

Those are truthful and self-aware answers. But where Michael Jackson is concerned, it seems there will always be a new video—or scandalous documentary— to warrant a new explanation. And with them will come fresh interpretations, as there inevitably seem to be about what really caused the break up of The Beatles. Even in the crazy world of pop music, we do not see that kind of scrutiny of the late Prince, John Lennon, Yoko Ono, or even Elvis.

With each new video or every new tell-all comes new allegations. But occasionally old allegations dressed in new clothes for specials arise, like the much-hyped HBO two-part presentation Leaving Neverland, in which the star is accused of having committed truly repugnant acts on underage boys, from masturbation to oral sex.

That special, which first aired on March 3 and March 4 of 2019—after having premiered to much sensationalism at the prestigious Sundance Film Festival on January 25—was followed on March 4 by After Neverland, in which Oprah Winfrey interviewed the two individuals at the center of the narrative, Wade Robson and James Safechuck, and director Dan Reed. That HBO show was taped before what was essentially a supportive audience comprised of victims of sexual abuse.

“This is a moment in time that allows us to see this society corruption,” Oprah declared, adding that she herself believed the tales recounted by accusers.

She wasn’t alone in her belief. For example, there was the renowned Professor David Wilson, head of criminology at Birmingham City University, England, who said of the accusers: “They came across as authentic, and they came across as being sincere in what it was they were sharing.”

He added that the two seemed to be the products of a grooming process that occurred over time and that “it was perfectly consistent that it would have taken them some time to be able to overcome that grooming process and be able to share the information that they shared.”

But there are several qualifiers in Wilson’s assessment. “Came across” and “perfectly consistent” are not the same as actually being truthful. Certainly the Jackson family did not see things in that same light, and they were much closer to the situation than Oprah or Professor Wilson.

The Jacksons’ first salvo was a statement from the entire family which read in part:


“Michael always turned the other cheek, and we have always turned the other cheek when people have gone after members of our family – that is the Jackson way. But we can’t just stand by while this public lynching goes on. . . . Michael is not here to defend himself, otherwise these allegations would not have been made.”



There were also confident denials from individual family members, like Jackie, who said, “I know my brother. He’s not like that.”

Nephew Taj—son of Michael’s brother Tito, and an ardent online voice in support of his uncle—added: “I think the fault on my uncle was he just, he didn’t have that bone in his body to look at it the other way . . . and I think that was the thing, is that his naiveté was his downfall, in a way.”

Then there was Michael’s brother Marlon, who was more blunt: “I have no interest in watching something that has no validity to it,” he said, stoking the fire. “They weren’t interested in gathering any evidence that wouldn’t corroborate what they’re saying.”

Brother Jermaine, perhaps the most outspoken defender of his brother since his death, was the harshest critic of accusers Robson and Safechuck. He said that the time alone with the boys “were slumber parties” and that he was “one thousand percent sure” his brother did not molest them.

Jermaine damned the media and celebrities like Oprah for “blindly taking Leaving Neverland at face value” and for “shaping a narrative uninterested in facts, proof, credibility.” The pain in Jermaine’s words, in his voice, in his heart is palpable.

Michael’s daughter Paris Jackson had a relatively cool head, replying to an angry tweet with:


“. . . so . . . not love and peace and trying to carry that message out? tabloids and lies are the bigger picture? I’ll pray for you.”



Dan Reed, the man behind the documentary, speciously defended his decision not to include interviews with family members: “People with no direct knowledge of that story or of those events don’t have a place in the film.”

Jackie Jackson disagreed: “When you start throwing allegations out about someone, then you got to go back and say, ‘Wait a minute, let me make sure I’m telling the right thing. Make sure they’re not selling me a bunch of goods.’ Which they were.”

Moreover, Oprah wasn’t there either, yet her thumbs-up on the accusations helped to sell the documentary and the credibility of the two men to the public. Perhaps Mary Wilson, of the superstar group The Supremes, said it best and most impartially. In an exclusive interview after Leaving Neverland aired, she admitted to one of the investigators who worked on Bad, “Entertainers are different” in being rascally and added, “You don’t know what everyone does in their bedroom.” However, she added this as well—and it is crucial—that her adopted son, Willie, “grew up with me and Michael.”

“He and my son used to play together. That’s the Michael I know,” she said

In other words, a rambunctious young man—but not a molester.

Finally, however, a much stronger and quite specific and detailed response on behalf of Michael came in the form of a lawsuit filed on February 21 against HBO and other defendants.

In a powerful opening statement—which was released into the public domain—legendary and highly respected Hollywood attorney Howard Weitzman (who, in full disclosure, has previously represented this author in unrelated matters) wrote:


Michael Jackson is innocent. Period. In 2005, Michael Jackson was subjected to a trial—where rules of evidence and law were applied before a neutral judge and jury and where both sides were heard—and he was exonerated by a sophisticated jury. Ten years after his passing, there are still those out to profit from his enormous worldwide success and take advantage of his eccentricities. Michael is an easy target because he is not here to defend himself, and the law does not protect the deceased from defamation, no matter how extreme the lies are. Michael may not have lived his life according to society’s norms, but genius and eccentricity are not crimes.

Nothing and no one can rewrite the facts which show that Michael Jackson is indeed innocent of the charges being levied at him by HBO in its “documentary,” Leaving Neverland. No one-sided “documentary” can substitute for a real documentary, or for a trial where both sides are heard, competent evidence is presented, and witnesses are cross-examined.

Those behind this posthumous character assassination are:

HBO: A company, recently acquired by AT&T, so desperate for eyeballs that its growing irrelevance to the cord-cutting generation was crystallized when its chief rival bluntly stated in its January earnings report that it considers a popular online game to be a more serious competitor than HBO. In producing this fictional work, HBO ignored its contractual obligations to Michael and his companies by disparaging both him and the Dangerous world tour that HBO had previously profited from immensely.

Wade Robson and James Safechuck: Two admitted perjurers, one of whom is a self-described “master of deception,” whose litigations have played out in the courts as a failed melodrama for more than five years. With more holes in their stories than anyone can count, both view Michael Jackson, the man who they previously swore was an inspiration and did nothing to them, as a lottery ticket through accusations never brought during Michael’s life. They never brought these claims during Michael’s life, because they knew Michael would have held them both legally accountable for their defamation, just as Michael had held the “reporter” Victor Gutierrez—who seems to be the true author of these two men’s fictional tales—liable before a jury for millions of dollars when he falsely made similar claims about Jackson.

Dan Reed: The HBO-deployed “documentarian” and director of Leaving Neverland who violated every rule of responsible journalism and documentary filmmaking. He all but embedded himself with the accusers’ legal team to the point where he refused to devote even one minute of a 240-minute film to any of the mountainous evidence showing that Robson and Safechuck are lying. He refused to offer any counterpoint to their fabrications, and refused to talk to anyone whose statements might not fit the storyline of the fictional film he was dead set on making from the outset. Dan Reed made no attempt to review the legal records from Robson’s and Safechuck’s litigations with the estate, where the judge found that Robson had lied under oath during the litigations on key issues; and where Robson was caught red-handed hiding crucial evidence from the court, from the Jackson estate, and even from his own lawyers. Reed even ignored the fact that these men are still pursuing claims against the Jackson estate for hundreds of millions of dollars, so they have hundreds of millions of reasons to lie.

While the conduct of the above participants speaks for itself, special emphasis must be placed on HBO. HBO refused to even meet with representatives of the Jackson Estate—the primary beneficiaries of which are Michael’s three children—who made no threats but just asked for a meeting to discuss problems with the “documentary.” HBO is not in search of the truth—only in search of “content” and “engagement,” as its bosses at AT&T have publicly ordered.

The real victims here are the primary beneficiaries of the estate, Michael’s three children, who are forced to endure this attack on their father, ten years after they buried him, and when he has no chance to respond.

Michael Jackson can never be silenced. His music and artistry live, as does his innocence. They will long outlast false claims, gossip, and allegations spread by those who seek to make money off him. In the end, this “documentary” will say much more about HBO than it ever could about Michael Jackson.



Weitzman went on to further excoriate the men at the center of the film:


Wade Robson and James Safechuck are admitted perjurers. They previously testified that Jackson never touched them inappropriately in any manner whatsoever. By 2013 and 2014, they were in financial dire straits. Safechuck was in serious need of money, the failed dreams of a successful acting and music career having long since passed him by. For his part, Robson was at the end of his choreography career. He had burned so many bridges that the only thing he had left was his connection with Michael Jackson. But in 2011, the Jackson estate had turned him down for the lead choreography job in a Cirque du Soleil show, a job that he told Cirque he “wanted badly.” By 2012, Robson’s wife was threatening to divorce him because of his inability to work.

So, in 2013 and 2014, Robson and Safechuck changed their stories. No doubt reading reports from Forbes and others and seeing programs like 60 Minutes that reported on the unprecedented success of the Jackson estate—stories that all ran in the year before these men changed their stories—Robson and Safechuck filed suits against the Jackson estate.

Having claimed to have perjured themselves repeatedly prior to filing their suits against the Jackson Estate—and claiming to want to now “speak only the truth”—Robson and Safechuck still could not keep their stories straight after filing suit. Robson, in particular, was caught committing perjury repeatedly in 2013 through 2017, in his litigations against the estate.



For just a few examples among many that the estate pointed out:


a. The trial judge in Robson’s initial case against the Estate found one of Robson’s lies—on the key issue in that case (i.e., when he learned about the estate for statute of limitations purposes)—so clear that the judge took the extraordinary step of disregarding Robson’s sworn statements on a summary judgment motion. The judge found that no rational fact finder could possibly believe Robson’s sworn statement (i.e., his lie under oath) given the unequivocal evidence to the contrary and issued judgment in the estate’s favor as a result.

b. In another of the many, many lies in which Robson was caught during his litigations with the Jackson estate, he swore under oath in 2016 that he had but one written communication with anyone about his abuse allegations from May 2012 until the date of his sworn statement— another fabrication. Through third party discovery—largely from Robson’s mother, Joey, and his sister Chantal—it was revealed that Robson had thousands of such communications, talking to anyone and everyone about his evolving story of “abuse” (many of the communications were inquiries to his mother where he told her he was asking her to help him reconstruct “my story with Michael”). In fact, Robson had even written a book about his supposed abuse by Jackson in the year before filing his lawsuit—which he hid from the Jackson estate and hid from his own attorneys. When shopping his book in late 2012 and early 2013, Robson communicated with numerous publishers about his supposed abuse (contrary to his lie under oath that he had had only one written communication about his “abuse”). Robson first met with his lawyers about filing a lawsuit against the Jackson estate in March 2013, just a few weeks after being told by his book agent that no one was interested in publishing Robson’s ludicrous story. More precisely, no one was interested in publishing Robson’s fabricated and internally inconsistent tale until HBO, Channel 4 (UK), and Dan Reed came along.



Prior to filing the lawsuit, on February 7, Weitzman wrote a long, detailed letter to Richard Plepler, the former chief executive officer of HBO, in which the attorney forcefully and unflinchingly targeted the motives and credibility of the two accusers:


Robson’s fabricated story, of course, is that Jackson’s abuse caused him to have two self-described nervous breakdowns in 2011 and 2012. Those breakdowns, according to Robson, caused him to realize that he had been abused by Jackson decades before. But there is a much simpler explanation for Robson’s breakdowns. He has a family history of suicidal, major depression on his father’s side. Robson’s father committed suicide in 2002.

Robson’s first cousin on his father’s side committed suicide in 2012. Unfortunately, major depression is a very heritable disease. Thus, it is no surprise that Robson had these breakdowns. And it is even less surprising that he has continued to have breakdowns given that when Robson saw a psychiatrist in 2011 he was prescribed antidepressant medication. But he refused to ever take that medication. To be clear, we ascribe no “fault” or “weakness” whatsoever to those who suffer or who have suffered from clinical depression. That said, we must note Robson’s mental illness, and his abject and stubborn refusal to get appropriate medical treatment for it, because Robson’s claim is that his “nervous breakdowns” are strong evidence of his abuse by Jackson. But those breakdowns are much more easily explained by Robson’s family history of major depression and his own (apparent) diagnosis of depression for which he stubbornly and irrationally refused to take the medication prescribed to him by a medical doctor to treat it.

As for Safechuck, by his own admission, he did not “realize” that he had been abused until after he saw Robson on the Today Show in May 2013 being interviewed by Matt Lauer about Robson’s newly concocted story of abuse. All of a sudden, Safechuck realized that he had been abused. He then contacted Robson’s lawyers and filed copycat lawsuits against the estate for millions of dollars. And like Robson, he too had testified under oath that Jackson never did anything inappropriate with him. His two cases against the estate were also dismissed.



The motives and methods of those in front of the camera—and also behind it—are for the courts to decide. The court of public opinion, however, is already divided, and the man at the center of it all is unable to shed much-needed light and clarity.

With the passing of the years, Michael remains as big a controversy—and as big a mystery—as when he was alive. There is no question that his music was, and is, brilliant and groundbreaking. His music videos elevated the medium to the level of cinematic art. His example of excellence, of perfectionism, or sheer musicality inspired generations of youth, especially African Americans.

Yet his enduring and lamentably tenacious legacy is that of a sexual predator of young boys. During his life he vigorously denied these allegations, in the press and at trial. Now, as more alleged victims have come forward to tell their tales of alleged abuse, portraying Michael as a master manipulator and sexual deviant, can we expect more?

Was he an abuser of helpless children, or was he a misunderstood Peter Pan–like character helping “lost boys” find their way?

With unprecedented research, exclusive new interviews, Michael’s own words, and access to long-hidden files, the investigation of Bad throws light on what was undeniably the sad life of an increasingly lonely, self-destructive icon.

“When you’re young and you’re working, the world can seem awfully unfair,” Michael once said.

He would know. The entertainer’s childhood memories were actually just snapshots, a blur of vague recollections of singing and dancing, often past his bedtime, of relentless practice and a dizzying performance schedule, of the watchful glare and cruel hand of his father, Joe.

From an early age, the child prodigy often headed straight to rehearsals or the recording studio after school. Breaks were infrequent and the opportunity to play with children other than his siblings was nonexistent. And even downtime with his brothers was limited.

Michael’s boyhood was also hijacked by tragic off-stage pressures: years of domestic abuse, unyielding isolation, and constant sexual disorientation.

“I received quite an education as a child,” Michael once stated, alluding to the hotel rooms the minor shared with his sexually active older brothers, and the restroom peepholes he was encouraged to utilize during gigs at sleazy venues.

“Perhaps this freed me to concentrate on other aspects of my life as an adult,” he once mused.

Freed him or imprisoned him? There is no telling how witnessing actions that radical, without context or understanding, affected him. He watched his brothers with abandon . . . and was then required to go on stage, as an adolescent, mimicking that bumping and grinding—and doing it better. Therein are the seeds of not just confusion but abuse: what could an untutored boy do with this information? Like Elvis before him, like Mick Jagger, like so many rock stars, he was making love to an audience . . . but as an uncomprehending boy!

Whether these early indecent exposures turned Michael off from sex—or made him insatiably hungry for more—the experiences formed his impressionable adolescent mind. They gave the future superstar dangerous physical and emotional boundaries, which plagued him publicly and privately throughout his increasingly reclusive adult life.

Tragically, Michael became the biggest victim—of his own success.





CHAPTER TWO

A CHILD SHALL LEAD THEM

The situation in which Michael found himself in the early 2000s was far different from the one twenty years before, when he was at the pinnacle of his worldwide domination of the entertainment industry.

Michael went to New York to sell his first autobiography. He succeeded in selling it for several million dollars, and, in a fitting touch, his editor was one of the most publicized women in history: none other than Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis. Michael and the former First Lady were utterly unalike in terms of their background and age and every other yardstick save one: like Michael, she was a superstar who could not go anywhere without being mobbed, photographed, scrutinized, and judged.

Stephen Davis, who ghostwrote the book for Michael, recalls: “She was the only person in America who could get him on the phone.”

Davis went to Encino, California, and did hours of interviews with Michael at the superstar’s home over eight months. In retrospect, perhaps the ghostwriter’s most valuable contribution to the legacy of Michael was not what he wrote but what he saw. He said that there was always an adolescent boy around.

“It was like Batman and Robin,” Davis said, adding that there were several of them. And while Davis did not doubt that the youths shared a bed with Michael, he adds, “I don’t believe for a minute that he ever molested them or touched them or anything like that, or gave them alcohol.”

They were just pals. Playmates. Regardless of whether that was “normal” behavior or an indicator of being psychologically stunted is almost beside the point.

Michael did not engage with them sexually.

Stephen was said to be have paid $300,000 for the memoir. And when he insisted, Michael got one more perk: the relentlessly private Jackie wrote a three-paragraph introduction to the book. (Years later, in 2009, when the book was reissued, Motown founder Berry Gordy wrote an introduction that preceded Jackie’s. He concluded the lengthy preface with these heartfelt lines: “The more I think and talk about Michael Jackson, the more I feel the King of Pop was not big enough for him. I think he was simply ‘The Greatest Entertainer Who Ever Lived.’”)

Ultimately, the volume that emerged was a handsome package of fluff and puff. Dedicated to legendary film dancer Fred Astaire, it was called Moonwalk, after the dance step in which the performer seems to be walking forward but moves backward. Though Michael made the step famous on the Motown 25: Yesterday, Today, Forever special that aired on May 16, 1983, it had been around since the 1930s.

The book became a huge international bestseller. Fans simply had to have a copy, and they numbered in the millions worldwide. Moonwalk stayed atop the bestseller lists for months.

In terms of public relations spin, the book was masterful, presenting a fairytale image of Michael as a trouble-free young man possessed of talent at the level of genius. According to the book, his heart was larger than could be measured and his compassion index was inexhaustible. Where children were concerned, he was a veritable masked crusader, striving to set right every wrong.

Moonwalk outlined the Jackson legend. It recounted how the children of a large but economically challenged African American working-class family in Gary, Indiana, catapulted their way to international fame.

But it only told a very, very small part of the story.

The seventh child of Joe and Katherine Jackson, Michael Joseph Jackson was born on August 29, 1958. His father operated a crane at a steel mill in the gritty, industrial city of Gary, Indiana, just east of Chicago. His mother worked part-time at a department store and took care of their nine children: Michael, Rebbie, Jackie, Tito, Jermaine, La Toya, Marlon, then later Randy and Janet.

Joe played guitar in the Falcons, a rhythm-and-blues band that performed at clubs in the area and would sometimes practice at the Jackson home. The Jackson brothers were fascinated by the music their father listened to and played and would sneak his guitar into their room to practice. Tito strummed out the chords to top radio songs while the other boys backed him with doo-wop harmony. But taking that guitar was a dangerous stunt in a house with a father as stern and prone to violence as Joe. The sneaky boys were busted when one of the guitar strings snapped. Upon discovery, Joe was enraged, but the resourceful man also saw a business opportunity.

“These boys are going to take me out of the steel mill,” he wrote in a letter to his younger brother, Lawrence.

Though the family was poor, Joe managed to buy the kids their own instruments and they began practicing together in their modest, two-bedroom home.

In 1962, eleven-year-old Jackie, nine-year-old Tito, eight-year-old Jermaine, and five-year-old Marlon formed a band. The three eldest Jackson boys all learned to sing and dance. Tito studied guitar and piano and Jermaine took up guitar and bass. Initially, Jermaine was the front man of the group.

Within the year, at just five years old, Michael joined the band as backup percussion. But the vibrant youngster didn’t stay in the background for very long.

Unlike his siblings, Michael memorized the dance routines with relative ease and his moves appeared effortless. And although he didn’t really understand the lyrics, Michael phonetically imitated his oldest brother and gradually took over vocal duty.

“I wasn’t forced to be little Michael the lead singer,” the superstar admitted. “I did it and I loved it.”

As the group’s manager, Joe kept honing the act and refining the group name, changing it from The Jackson Brothers to The Jackson Five Singing Group. He finally rebranded them—simply as The Jackson 5.

Joe drove his group—his sons—hard, rehearsing with them every day as soon as they got home from school.

“If you messed up you got hit,” Michael once recalled of the music rehearsals overseen by his father.

Joe’s ambitious career goals greatly exceeded his ability to effectively cope with the demanding process. The patriarch would wake the boys at 2 a.m. to practice their routines before school, sometimes appearing at their windows at night in a werewolf mask. He’d insensitively flaunt his out-of-wedlock second family to make his children feel replaceable.

Little Michael was told that there were people in the audience with guns who wanted to shoot him and that if he didn’t move correctly onstage, they’d find their target.

One has to wonder if, then, Michael believed this and thought, “If I put on a sequined white glove, maybe they’ll only shoot at my hand.” The mind of a child, especially a frightened child, can go to strange places—and stay there.

For the Jackson boys, the effects were distressing.

Young Michael would throw things at his father, which earned him a brutal beating. But Michael continued fighting against what he saw as injustice or cruelty. Although he was not perceived to be as macho as his brothers, Michael was the only one who stood up to their father. Years later, when asked about this, Joe took issue with the wording, not the charge.

“I whipped him with a switch and a belt,” he said. “I never beat him. You beat somebody with a stick.”

Michael, however, remembered the haunting occasions differently.

“It was more than just a belt,” the singer refuted. “Cords, whatever was around.”

Michael lamented using his dynamic agility to outmaneuver his father, but whenever he was caught it was “really bad.”

“He’d throw you up against the wall as hard as he could. I got it more than all my brothers combined.”

Joe’s customary punishment was ten “whips” with his belt.

Michael was not alone in declaring that his father crossed lines when it came to child-rearing. La Toya, Michael’s elder sister, remembers being “very badly” sexually abused.

She wrote in her autobiography, “When your father gets out of bed with your mother and gets into bed with his daughter and you hear the mother saying, ‘No, Joe, not tonight. Let her rest. Leave her alone, she’s tired,’ that makes you crazy.”

La Toya also noted, “There wasn’t just physical abuse, there was also mental abuse which is very disturbing, and also sexual abuse.”

The abuse of La Toya must be factored into Michael’s own sexual development. From his brothers, Michael had learned that sex was secretive, urgent but not necessarily loving. At the very least, suspecting that La Toya was on the receiving end of this treatment may well have made Michael feel ashamed. That’s a lot for a prepubescent boy to overcome.

Although Michael clung to and adored his mother, unfortunately, he could not rely on the Jackson matriarch to thwart the abuse. Katherine was a fervent Jehovah’s Witness who seemingly swept everything under the rug. What finally saved Michael was his talent—and not just as something to escape into. When the boy developed into the face of The Jackson 5, and his involvement became integral to the success of the group, he gained leverage over his domineering father. Michael started refusing to perform until the beatings stopped. Their ego-driven stalemate was usually resolved by the remaining siblings.

Years later, Michael expressed his feelings about his father in a handwritten note to his security guard, Bill Bray, on the occasion of Bray’s retirement in 1992.

“Joseph never ever had time for me,’ Michael wrote. “He only saw me as a way for him to make money. And as you know, Mother was a perfect mother but I never was with her.” He concluded by writing, “What I’m simply trying to say is thank you for being a father.”

Newly carried by the infectious talents of young Michael, the family won a slew of talent contests in the Chicago area. For the next several years, the Jackson 5 performed carefully choreographed sets in clubs throughout the Midwest, where they became regional stars. Toward the end of 1967, the group signed a recording contract with local Indiana music label Steeltown Records. Their first two-sided single, “Big Boy” and “You’ve Changed,” was pressed in January 1968. At first, the record was only available for purchase at The Jackson 5 shows. But within months, the single was picked up for distribution by Atco Records—the label that released early tracks for The Beatles, The Who, and Sonny and Cher. The Jackson 5 record eventually sold over ten thousand copies.

Encouraged by the group’s modest success, Joe cut back to part-time at the mill and devoted most of his energy to managing the band. They took a regular gig as a house act at a Gary nightclub where they played six nights a week. To earn extra income, the group also performed at strip clubs. When they performed the song “Skinny Legs and All,” Michael would head out into the audience and make a show of ducking under tables to look up women’s skirts.

The audience ate it up!

By the summer of 1968, The Jackson 5 had opened for national music acts like Gladys Knight and the Pips, James Brown, and Etta James. Despite constantly being in the spotlight, Michael had become increasingly solitary. Unlike his older brothers, Michael was too young to explore each new city during his limited time off. Instead, the budding star habitually hung around backstage at each venue.

“I wanted to learn as much as I could,” Michael said, acknowledging that he spent his free time trying to decode each legendary performer. “I’d stare at their feet, the way they held their arms, the way they gripped the microphone.”

One performance at the Apollo Theater in Harlem, New York, made a huge impact on Michael’s sense of theatrics. During a routine, a stripper—whom Michael described as giving a “great performance”—pulled off her wig, took two oranges out of the bra she was wearing—and revealed that she was in fact a man!

“That blew me away,” Michael confessed of the androgynous man’s performance.

“I was only a child and couldn’t even conceive of anything like that.”

After completing several engagements at the Apollo, The Jackson 5 traveled to Chicago, Illinois to perform as the opening act for Bobby Taylor & the Vancouvers. The successful Canadian soul band was signed to Gordy Records, a division of the influential Motown Records.
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