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The littlest deaths; Number of unattended baby deaths raises alarm
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One of the most troubling stories of 2000 went largely unnoticed -- detailed in a few articles and news briefs throughout the year. 
It's the story of how many babies died in New Hampshire with no grown-up to ease their suffering, no loving caretaker to make things right. 

Four babies were the victims of homicide in 2000, according to Assistant Attorney General Kelly Ayotte. 

The deaths of three more babies during the year have been characterized as untimely and are under continuing investigation by police and her office, Ayotte said. One of the homicides, that of Kassidy Bortner, 21 months old, on Nov. 9, was more publicized after her mother's boyfriend, Chad Evans, 29, of Rochester was charged with beating Kassidy to death. 

Court records allege Evans repeatedly beat Kassidy for three months, threw her against walls and broke her leg and arm in separate incidents last summer and fall. 

Evans told police he didn't kill the girl but admitted playing "rough" with her to "toughen her up," according to court records. 

"It's difficult in a small state to categorize any number as a lot, but certainly the deaths of seven children is unacceptable. The death of one child is unacceptable and our office and police agencies are looking into these deaths," Ayotte said. 

Dr. Thomas Andrew, the state's chief medical examiner, said he has never seen so many homicides of young children in New Hampshire in a single year. In the last decade, the state has averaged one or two homicides of children under 4 each year. 

"What we saw in 2000 is clearly extremely alarming. Not only was the number of child deaths high, but these were very young children. Talk about the slaughter of the innocent. This is cause for great alarm," Andrew said. 

Assistant Attorney General Ayotte and authorities provided the following public information about the four baby deaths classified as homicides: 

* Jan. 3 -- Skylar Fleetwood, 2 months old, died of asphyxiation. His mother, Jessica Fleetwood, of Manchester, was 20 years old when she was charged with second-degree murder in his death. Court records allege she told police she pressed Skylar's face against her chest for 15 minutes as the infant struggled, then placed him face down in his bassinet. 

* Feb. 12 -- Jayda Warner Hodgdon of Lancaster was 6 months old when she was shot to death by her father, Jason Hodgdon, 26, who later killed himself while being pursued by police. 

* Sept. 10 -- Joseph Thornton, 31/2 months old, died at a hospital in Berlin. His mother, Terry Thornton, 24, of Colebrook, was charged Dec. 18 with manslaughter in connection with his death. 

* Nov. 9 -- Kassidy Bortner of Rochester, was 21 months old. Chad Evans, 29, was charged with second-degree murder and other crimes for allegedly repeatedly abusing her and withholding medical care before the beating that ended her life. Evans was the boyfriend of Kassidy's mother and had once been hailed as a Union Leader hero for helping to pull two people from a burning vehicle. 

Assistant Attorney General Ayotte released the following names as being baby deaths that have been labeled untimely and remain under investigation 

by police and her office: 

* June 29 -- Codie Haycock, 8 days old, son of Michelle Haycock, was found dead in an apartment at 147 Oak St., Berlin. The death is being called untimely. The autopsy was completed, but hasn't been released pending the conclusion of the Attorney General's Office investigation. 

* Nov. 8 -- Koty Walden of Conway, 14 months old, son of Duane and Melissa Walden. The death is being called untimely. 

* Dec. 7 -- Jeffrey D. Trudeau of Dover was 31/2 months old. Police responded to the report of the death of a baby at his home, an apartment at 15 Hampshire Circle. His death has been labeled untimely. 

"Until we come to the realization that what we are doing to children is unconscionable, no amount of regulation, supervision or oversight is going to change it," Andrew said. 

He is not throwing up his hands in defeat, however. 

"Obviously, there is a role for agencies like the Division for Children, Youth and Families to act and act decisively with all their authority. But this horror will continue until we face up to the fact that children are not property to do with as you choose," Andrew said. 

He said it would be misleading to call the high number of deaths a trend when working with numbers that are generally so small. But he worries about seeing so many while the economy is good, when homicides usually go down. 

"I'm hoping this is a freakish year. If this is what happens to kids in economic good times, what happens in recession years?" Andrew asked. People tread a fine line when reporting suspected child abuse of being labeled anti-family, Andrew said, but he hopes teachers, daycare providers and anyone who has contact with children learn about child abuse and be vigilant in reporting it. 

He said he doesn't mean to diminish the seriousness of a murder like that of Mary Stetson, 40, of Manchester, who was killed and dismembered in the summer of 1999. 

Czech native Vaclav Plch, 40, was convicted Nov. 14 of first-degree murder in Steston's slaying and sentenced to life in prison with no chance for parole. 

"The Stetson murder got big coverage for days on end. Obviously, I think the wanton murder of a toddler by an adult who should have been a child's caretaker" is as important, Andrew said. 

Nancy Rollins, director of the Division for Children, Youth and Families, said confidentiality laws prohibit her from commenting on whether any of the babies were the subject of child abuse complaints before they died. 

"Certainly, when any child dies, it needs to be taken seriously as to what are the circumstances and what needs to be done to avoid them in the future," Rollins said. 

The state does have a child fatality review committee that examines the deaths of children. Dr. Andrew is a member of the committee. 

"In general all communities need to look at what services there are to support the more vulnerable parents," Rollins said, speaking generally about child abuse, not about individual cases. 

Research shows parents who are most at risk of child abuse and need support include young and inexperienced ones, those with domestic violence problems as well as substance abuse and mental illness issues, Rollins said. 

The younger the child, the less likely they will have interaction at schools and day-care facilities, where signs of abuse may be noticed, she said. 

There are some programs, including home visits by nurses, in the state to help people do a better, safer job of parenting. More information can be obtained by calling the Family Resource Connection at 1-800-298-4321. 

The statewide hotline number to report suspected child abuse is 1-800-894-5533. 

Murray Straus, co-director of the Family Research Laboratory at the University of New Hampshire, said a state the size of New Hampshire generally wouldn't expect more than one or two homicides of young children a year. 

"With rare events, there are a lot of year-to-year random fluctuations so you can't talk about what is usual," Straus said. 

But with so many in one year, Straus said it is worth looking to see if there are common elements. 

Many northern European countries have successful programs that dramatically reduce child abuse and child homicide. 

Nurses visit the families of every newborn offering health and parenting tips and other assistance to parents having problems. Every family with newborns -- regardless of age or status -- is visited, Straus said, so people who really need the help won't feel stigmatized. 

"When I was in Sweden for a conference, a member of the royal family had a baby. The newspapers and television carried several items over a two-day period featuring a picture of the home visitor knocking at the door to this big mansion -- and being received," Straus said. 

(The Associated Press contributed to this report.)

