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Mystery gone, but not disbelief

A search for the killer of a baby found frozen on a doorstep leads to the girl next door

POPLAR GROVE, Ill.

The "Story of Baby Doe" is inscribed on a shiny black tombstone in a windswept little cemetery beside Illinois Highway 173: "I was born healthy on a cold, winter day and then abandoned in a stranger's back yard."

The 3 1/2-year-old grave, just across the road from the town park and water tower, has not gone undecorated a day since the baby's death. Last week a doll and two teddy bears sat propped up against the base of the stone, which is etched with a likeness of the baby. 

But the story on the gravestone has been supplanted now, and it has caused shocked residents in a tight-knit community to wonder how well they really know one another. After nearly four full growing seasons in this little farming town about 70 miles northwest of Chicago, an even more troubling version of the story is contained in file folder 99-CF-131 at the Boone County Courthouse.

It wasn't a stranger who left the baby lying out back of the white-frame house at 114 S. State St. on a day so cold the coroner's fingers went numb, according to the newly filed murder charge inside the folder; it was the girl next door.

Kelli Moye, then a "cheerleader-thin" 15-year-old who lived in the house next to where the infant was found, was charged last week with first-degree murder for allegedly abandoning her baby in the neighbor's yard the morning of Feb. 11, 1996--soon after giving birth upstairs as her unsuspecting parents slept, police say.

Moye was among the crowd at the baby's funeral on March 23, 1996, at the old Methodist church just two blocks away.

More than 200 townspeople packed the little church that day. It was standing-room only as the town gave the baby a Christian name to be inscribed on her gravestone along with the legal moniker Baby Doe:

Angelica Faith Grove.

The arrest of Moye, now 19, this month was the unexpected culmination of a domestic dispute with the baby's father during which her stunned parents learned the child's identity and called the police. It has focused attention once again on a lingering mystery in this town of a few hundred people--"a hurt that was left hanging," said Rev. Dan Schenck, who officiated at the baby's funeral.

But residents still were left wondering how someone could carry a pregnancy to term and then abandon the baby a few feet from her own back yard--all without anyone's knowing.

"Honest to God, I never even suspected. She didn't have a pregnant shape," said Carol Hildreth, a teacher at North Boone High School who had Moye in class.

"It just seems almost impossible to fathom, that she was able to hide the pregnancy in a little town where everybody always knows everything."

Poplar Grove, a farming town and blue-collar bedroom community of 750 people located 14 miles northeast of Rockford, has three bars, a grocery, a bank, a small restaurant and a feed store.

Only about a fourth of the students at North Boone High School go on to college; most go to work in the fertile fields that sprawl in every direction around Poplar Grove.

The majority of residents make a living farming corn and soybeans. The rest work at the Chrysler Neon plant in Belvidere or other nearby factories.

A couple of church steeples, a grain elevator and scattered silos are all there is to break the flat landscape.

"It's hard for a community like this to accept that somebody inside the town would do anything of this nature," said North Boone Principal Rick Hutchinson. "They have sort of the cynical view that, 'Oh, a city person probably did this.' "

Master Sgt. Phil Beu of the Boone County Sheriff's Department can remember only one other murder case here in 20 years: that of a man convicted of killing his girlfriend at a trailer park in 1995.

"We got a quiet little neighborhood in a quiet little town," said Doneta Brandt, who lives in a house around the corner from Moye's parents.

Since Moye's arrest, most townspeople have shown sympathy for the girl and her family, said Peggy Pannell, a teller at Poplar Grove State Bank.

"There've been a couple people talking about it, about what the girl must have gone through," she said. "There isn't any finger-wagging--though this is a small community."

The Moyes, a blue-collar couple with three children--Kelli has two older brothers, Jeremy and Jimmie--work long hours at an automobile-manufacturing plant in a nearby town, and mostly they keep to themselves, neighbors say. The family moved to town seven years ago from Wisconsin. This week, a string of pumpkin lights hung from the front porch. No one answered the door.

Last week one of the Moyes' sons poked his head out the door when a reporter knocked. A metallic-blue pickup truck with a Marilyn Manson sticker on the back sat parked in front.

"Um--we don't have any comment," he said.

Police, whose stalled investigation of the case in 1996 ran right through the Moyes' house and included an interview with Kelli Moye during a wide-ranging canvass, say they are convinced the girl's parents had no idea that their daughter was pregnant or that she was the one who left the baby out in the cold.

Until now, the girl was not a suspect, either.

"We've never had any dealings with the girl prior to this," Beu said. "From all indications, they're just a normal family."

For 3 1/2 years the case remained open, but the trail was cold--"a mystery," Beu said. Not even footprints in the snow could lead police to the girl next door.

"It was a very high-traffic area," Beu said. "There were lots of prints through there."

Police also talked to medical workers and interviewed people at the nearby schools.

"We came up with absolutely nothing," Beu said.

"We were looking for probably a younger individual. But the ones we did come up with who were pregnant were still pregnant or had the child there."

Early suspects, all eliminated by DNA testing, included an estranged girlfriend of one of the two men renting the house where the baby was found, Beu said, and the two men themselves, both of whom have since left town.

"Through the years we've had different leads that have brought the case back to the forefront," Beu said. "But none of them ever pointed to (Kelli Moye)."

Moye, lodged at the Boone County Jail in Belvidere, declined a request for an interview relayed to her by a sheriff's deputy. Repeated attempts to reach her parents also have been unsuccessful. But neighbors and police say Jim and Sue Moye were devastated by last week's tragic turn of events.

"That was their granddaughter," Beu said.

Brandt, a nursing assistant at St. Anthony's Medical Center in Rockford, said she saw Jim Moye at the hospital several days after his daughter's arrest.

"Things'll work out," she said, trying to console him.

He just expressed disbelief, she said.

Few others in town can believe it, either.

"I don't think anybody wants to go with the idea that it's somebody in your midst," Boone County Coroner Lois Swenson said.

Among those at the funeral in 1996 were the Moyes, unaware they were helping lay to rest their own granddaughter. That day the unknown baby belonged to all of Poplar Grove, which had adopted and named her in the apparent absence of any real family.

"Most merciful Father, whose wisdom is beyond our understanding, graciously accept this community in their grief," said Rev. Mary Lundgren, pastor of United Church of Christ in Belvidere, in the opening prayer of the naming service.

"What name do you give your child?" she asked.

"Her name shall be Angelica Faith Grove," the townspeople responded as one, joined in an unusual ceremony that was partly a funeral, partly a christening.

The name, chosen by a group of pastors and Swenson, was meant to conjure an image of an angel as well as of the town, Swenson said.

As for Faith: "We all needed a lot of it at that time."

The infant's death had a profound effect on the town.

"Everybody was bothered about that," said Darlene Jones, who lives a few houses down the road. "Jeepers, you just don't leave a baby on a doorstep."

Angelica Faith wasn't very big. She weighed a little more than 6 pounds, measured about 19 inches. Dressed in a faded sleeper and wrapped in a towel, she was found frozen solid, lying between a tractor and the concrete back steps. The snow around the baby had melted from her body heat before she died of hypothermia.

Swenson, a cheerful woman with a quick sense of humor who lives in Poplar Grove, is in her 11th year as coroner; before that she was deputy coroner for five years. But as she removed her winter gloves that windy February day in 1996 and pulled on rubber ones to examine the baby in the snow, she felt emotion welling inside her like nothing she had felt before.

Looking around, she felt something else, too: a stranger passing through had not left this baby.

"I said from Day One it was someone who knew the area well," Swenson said. "I just didn't know that well."

By the time Swenson finished examining the baby 45 minutes later and picked her up gently, the way a mother might, she could not feel her hands inside the rubber gloves. The obituary in the local paper was titled simply "Baby Jane Doe." The outpouring was immense.

Donations paid for the funeral, the town supplied the burial plot, a monument company in the county seat of Belvidere contributed the gravestone and townspeople lavished the baby with burial clothes, as well as a tiny Bible that was put in the coffin along with Angelica Faith Grove.

"Help me, Lord, for I do not seek to understand the why of this mystery of death as much as I desire to accept it in a holy way," Rev. Schenck said at the funeral.

Moye, a quiet girl with average grades and a spotty attendance record, was a sophomore at North Boone High School then. Police won't say how she is alleged to have concealed her pregnancy. Hutchinson said he had overheard some students claim in conversations with classmates that they suspected the girl was pregnant. But it's easy to say that in hindsight, the principal said.

Until last week only Moye's live-in boyfriend, 20-year-old Michael Mirshak--the baby's father, she told police--knew what Moye had done, police said.

"The fact it was so well-hidden surprised us. She was cheerleader-thin," Hutchinson said. "Nobody in the community knew of it."

"She's the type who could carry it off," Brandt said. "With my first one, I was tall and skinny, and I went in to deliver and the nurses thought I was crazy. They didn't believe I was pregnant."

Brandt described Moye as a "fantastic girl."

Hildreth remembered her as decidedly unremarkable--quiet in the classroom, preoccupied with her boyfriend in the hallway.

Moye's relationship with Mirshak was long-running and well-known, Hildreth said.

"Mike and Kelly were an item all through high school," Hildreth said.

Their attachment seemed to preclude close friendships--a dynamic that might explain why nobody noticed Moye was pregnant.

"When kids pair off like that, they often don't have a large circle of friends," Hildreth said.

Moye was a "real nice kid," said Hutchinson, never a discipline problem. And after her alleged pregnancy, she had no problem with attendance, either.

But from Nov. 1, 1995, until February 11, 1996--the day the baby was born--Moye was absent 15 times, Hutchinson said. In addition, because that stretch is rife with holidays and also contains semester break, students have many days off. A pregnant girl trying to hide her condition couldn't have picked a better time of year, Hutchinson said.

Moye's senior yearbook photo two years after the baby was found shows a pretty blond girl with wavy hair, blue eyes, a bright smile.

Police are trying to determine whether Mirshak was involved in the baby's death. But Beu said, "We're not real optimistic about additional charges being filed."

According to police, when the couple, who lived in an apartment just outside Rockford, began fighting earlier this month, Moye's parents threatened to call the police. A defiant Mirshak dared them, making cryptic reference to their daughter's secret. When Moye's parents questioned her, their daughter told them she was the one who had left the baby outside the house next door.

Stunned, Moye's parents called police, and their daughter, whose only other brush with the law had been a 1997 traffic ticket, was arrested Oct. 11 and charged with murder.

Mirshak, who did have a criminal record--he pleaded guilty in July 1996 to eight felony counts of burglary for breaking into cars and trucks in Poplar Grove and was sentenced to 4 years of probation--was arrested on a domestic battery charge.

Boone County State's Atty. Roger T. Russell declined to comment on the case, but court records show that Moye told police she was the mother of the baby and that Mirshak was the father.

The girl has given police a written confession, Beu said. DNA tests are pending. Meanwhile, Moye is in the Boone County Jail on a $500,000 bond awaiting a pretrial hearing Tuesday.

Moye's parents recently retained private counsel, said her former public defender, Azhar J. Minhas.

Despite the disturbing epilogue to the story, it is better than no ending at all, Swenson said.

"There's very much a sense of relief, coupled with an immense sadness for the family," Swenson said.

"This answered a question."

