





	No charges will be filed in death of toddler
Insufficient evidence to prosecute, Wright says

By Karin Grunden/Tribune-Star

October 2, 2002

John Williams knows nothing will bring back his 2-year-old daughter, Alexis.

But at the least, he hoped for answers after his only child died May 22 in a Terre Haute day-care center.

State investigators suggested that the center's owner, Courtenay Scott, was to blame. The pathologist who completed the autopsy ruled Alexis' cause of death as "undetermined." And Vigo County Prosecutor Bob Wright said this week there's insufficient evidence to file any charges in the case.

While Wright admits it's strange for a healthy 2-year-old to die suddenly, "simply because it's strange, doesn't mean I can prove [a crime occurred] beyond a reasonable doubt," the prosecutor said Tuesday.

The decision left Williams disappointed. He'd hoped Wright would take the case to a grand jury. But he's not ready to give up.

According to a report by an Indiana Family and Social Services Administration caseworker, Alexis was found unresponsive 2 1/2 hours after first lying down for a nap on a foam mat in the hallway of Courtenay's Kids Corner.

Scott, who could not be reached for comment Tuesday, told an investigator that she had trouble getting Alexis to go to sleep. She admitted putting her leg -- which was in a cast -- over the child, but said she did not physically hurt her, the report provided to the Williams family indicates.

However, children at the center claimed that Scott had held Alexis down and made her stay there; one even said that Scott "was squishing her," the Aug. 6 report indicates.

In addition, a bruise was found on the child's lower back at the time of the autopsy, a mark that Alexis' parents said was not there earlier in the day, the investigative report indicates.

As a result of a state investigation, Scott's child care license was not renewed in July and her center at 18th and Walnut streets has since closed.

Scott has never been arrested or charged with any crime in connection with the toddler's death.

The agency's findings are separate from a criminal investigation, Wright said, explaining that the state's Family and Social Services Administration has to prove something is more likely true than not true. The criminal standard is higher: that something must be proven beyond a reasonable doubt, he said.

For that to occur, "technically, there can be no other explanation for what happened." However, two medical professionals provided many reasons why the child could have died -- including sudden infant death syndrome, Wright said.

City police detectives were operating on the theory that Scott had held Alexis down, said Detective Keith Mowbray, the lead investigator in the case. Scott, interviewed by police three times, said she had her leg over Alexis, but not on her before the child's death, Mowbray said.

Anticipating questions from the Williamses, Wright reviewed the case with someone with the Indiana Prosecuting Attorneys Council and asked Sullivan County Prosecutor Bob Springer to look over the findings.

"I just wanted to be certain there wasn't anything I was overlooking," Wright said. Springer said only that he agreed with Wright's conclusion.

Reopening the case would require evidence that proved Scott had a role in Alexis' death, Wright said.

Despite Wright's decision, Williams said he believes a crime occurred when his daughter died and is concerned that Scott -- who authorities say was the only adult near Alexis -- had a role in her death.

"I truly believe she did something and needs to pay for it," said Williams, whose suspicions have grown as he's learned more about an earlier investigation into abuse.

One woman reported to police in 1996 that witnesses saw Scott and another woman using their legs to restrain children on sleeping cots in an effort to keeping them lying down during quiet time, a police report indicates.

Although Scott, 35, was fired in 1996 from the former Terre Haute Day Nursery as a result of alleged batteries against two 4-year-old boys, she was not charged with any crime in connection with those allegations, according to state and local records.

In fact, police reports suggest that the prosecutor's office lost the case files involving Scott and that a detective at the time taped over statements made by the suspects and victims in the battery investigation. The case was closed in October 1997.

Knowing about those allegations only makes Williams more concerned. He's considering civil litigation and hopes to take his case to state legislators and ask for tougher legislation.

His main motivation: he doesn't want anyone else to go through the pain he and his wife have endured.

"Every single day there's a void," he said. "I still wait for Alexis to come around the corner."

Karin Grunden can be reached at (812) 231-4214 or karin.grunden@tribstar.com.
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	Remembering Alexis
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2-year-old found unresponsive during nap one year ago today

Relatives, friends recall happy times with child

By Karin Grunden/Tribune-Star
May 22, 2003

Linda Moy rushed to the hospital one late summer day after getting the call she'd been waiting years to receive.

The voice on the other end announced the good news -- her daughter-in-law was about to give birth. Already the grandmother of two boys, Moy was finally about to see her first granddaughter.

"I could hardly wait," Moy said.

By the time Moy got to the hospital on that September 1999 day, Alexis Shay Williams already had entered the world.

Moy raced to that same Terre Haute hospital a year ago today -- but with a sense of anxiety rather than eagerness. Praying along the way, she asked God to grant safety for her only granddaughter.

But when she arrived in the emergency room, Moy soon was confronted with terrible news -- Alexis was dead.

A woman entrusted to care for the girl told authorities she had found the 2-year-old unresponsive during a nap.

A year later, the former child-care provider stands accused of killing the girl, suffocating Alexis by holding the toddler down with her leg, which was in a cast.

For Alexis' parents -- who have been vocal about seeking justice in the case -- this week has proven too painful to talk.

On Monday, John Williams stood in the lobby of the Tribune-Star building, glancing at copies of a memorial ad complete with a picture of Alexis and the phrase "Angels in heaven are better off now with you there."

Standing there, his words were few but his eyes told the story of a broken-hearted father still trying to cope with the loss.

His grandmother, Mary Bickel, said she's worried about him for the past year. She remembers her grandson arriving early at the funeral home last May. The man who had rocked his daughter to sleep each night sat next to the tiny casket that contained her body.

While Bickel hasn't forgotten that image, she prefers to remember happier times -- the brown-eyed Daddy's girl who, even at 2, was as polite as they come.

Alexis always asked, "Can I play?" when she showed up at Bickel's home, where a special toy awaited her. Unlike some toddlers, Alexis "wasn't just grabbing everything," the girl's great-grandmother said.

And although she had her times at home, the toddler's parents could take the girl anywhere without fearing she might misbehave, Moy said.

It was a trait noticed not only by family but also by friends of the girl's family.

"She was just an angel, just a little doll. She was just this happy little girl that made everybody around her smile," said Sue Ann Thomson-Kenderdine, a family friend from Paris, Ill.

She last saw Alexis alive at a cookout. "Alexis and my kids spent hours rolling down the hill by the house together, laughing the childhood laugh that makes adults envious. It didn't take long for my grown nieces to join in," she said.

Thomson-Kenderdine has had to cope with the deaths of her father, uncle and other family members.

"But nothing devastated me like the death of this girl," said Thomson-Kenderdine, who has three children of her own.

At one point, she wrote a letter to the Tribune-Star urging Vigo County Prosecutor Bob Wright to file charges in connection with Alexis' death.

Wright had announced earlier he would not seek charges against Courtenay Scott, the former owner of Courtenay's Kids Corner. At the time, the prosecutor said there wasn't enough evidence to prove a crime occurred.

About five months later, Wright turned the case over to a special prosecutor, who in turn requested a grand jury investigation.

The six-member grand jury, which convened for three days last month, indicted Scott on one count of reckless homicide. The case is pending with a trial date yet to be set. Scott's attorney recently declined a Tribune-Star request for an interview with the 35-year-old Terre Haute woman.

In the time that has passed since Alexis' death, Moy has grieved not only the loss of her granddaughter, but also what could have been.

She knew what 2-year-old Alexis liked -- SpongeBob SquarePants, Elmo and dancing to most any music (Walt Disney tunes were her favorite). Alexis had a "smile that would melt anyone's heart," Moy said.

But she wonders who the grown-up Alexis would have been. Moy had dreamt of one day watching Alexis walk down the aisle on her wedding day.

The unrealized dreams were buried with the little girl.

"I've never understood why this happened," Moy said.

While the family continues to cope with the loss, Bickel emphasizes the importance of going on with life. The key, she says, is having faith in God.

She has no doubt where Alexis is now. "She's in heaven with the Lord," Bickel says without a pause.

She imagines her great-granddaughter happily playing with other children in the afterlife. But Bickell treasures most what she remembers from Alexis' short life.

"We've got all those sweet memories. I want to remember all I can."

Karin Grunden can be reached at (812) 231-4214 or karin.grunden@tribstar.com.
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Alexis Shay Williams

Alexis Shay Williams, 2, of Terre Haute died at 4:19 p.m. Wednesday, May 22, 2002, in Terre Haute Regional Hospital. She was born Sept. 11, 1999, in Terre Haute to John Williams and Kelly Clark Williams. Survivors include her parents; maternal grandmother, Debbie Clark; maternal grandfather, Larry Clark; paternal grandmother, Linda Moy; maternal great-grandparents, Reba and Arthur Lowe and Ramona and Eddie Clark; paternal great-grandmother, Mary Bickel; two uncles, Jeremy Clark and Steve Moy; and one aunt, Gayla Christine Long. Services are 3 p.m. Saturday in DeBaun Springhill Chapel, with the Rev. Larry Mathias officiating. Burial is in Farmersburg Westlawn Cemetery. Visitation is 4 to 8 p.m. today.

http://www.tribstar.com/articles/2002/05/28/obituaries/export22818.txt
