Defense: authorities have wrong man in baby death
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By J.M. Hirsch, Associated Press 
DOVER, N.H. - The mother of a toddler who was beaten to death last year testified against her boyfriend Wednesday but backed away from her earlier claims that he frequently abused the girl. 

Chad Evans, 30, is charged with second-degree murder and assault in the death of 21-month-old Kassidy Bortner. He was living with the girl's mother in Rochester when the girl died Nov. 9, 2000. 

Soon after, Amanda Bortner told police Evans had been abusing her daughter for more than a month grabbing Kassidy's face and throwing her against walls, choking her until she gagged to get her to stop crying, picking her up by the head when he was angry. 

But on Wednesday, Bortner, 19, would say only that Evans ''might have'' grabbed Kassidy by the neck and thrown her against a wall. 

Reminded of her statements to police, Bortner said, ''I know I said that, but at the time, I was overwhelmed.'' 

Evans did sometimes pick up Kassidy under her arms and roughly place her in the corner when she misbehaved, Bortner said. That happened four or five times over several months, she said, not the three times a week she described to police. 

''One time I saw him roughly put her there, and when he did, she hit her head,'' Bortner said. ''I didn't think it hurt her.'' 

Bortner said Kassidy threw temper tantrums when she saw Evans being affectionate with her mother. To punish her, he would squeeze her face. 

''He would get frustrated. He would grab her face. Obviously, hard enough to leave bruises,'' she said. ''After he had her attention, he would let go. She would scream and cry. I never thought it hurt her until I saw bruises.'' 

Earlier Wednesday, an emergency room doctor testified that Kassidy's body was covered in bruises. But Bortner said that other than some on the child's face, she never saw any others. 

Bortner, who now lives in Laconia, initially refused to testify for the state, but agreed after being charged last month with two counts of child endangerment and being offered immunity from prosecution for anything she says on the stand. 

She took the stand late Wednesday morning and was expected to remain the rest of the day. 

She testified that she met Evans in June 2000 on a blind date. Evans was divorced with a young son. 

''I really liked him,'' she said. ''The one thing that really impressed me about him is that he was a really good father.'' 

Evans' lawyers, meanwhile, continued trying to shift the blame to another man. 

Lawyer Mark Sisti said police investigators jumped to conclusions and ignored important evidence that points to another suspect, Jeffrey Marshall, the child's baby sitter. 

Marshall lived with Kassidy's aunt in Kittery, Maine, where the toddler died. He called 911 to report Kassidy wouldn't wake up from a nap, but Sisti said he delayed making the call. 

When an ambulance arrived, Marshall started pointing the finger at Evans, Sisti said while cross-examining a police officer who responded to the call. 

''He was quick to deny without being asked about it,'' Sisti said. ''He was quick to blame without being asked about.'' 

Kittery Detective Steven Hamel said the first thing Marshall told him was ''This isn't what it looks like.'' 

''I'm not the one that did this,'' he quoted Marshall as saying. ''Talk to Chad. He's the one who's abusing the baby.'' 

