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Body Text
Kayla Joplin, 3, died of torn atrium in heart, medical examiner says 
News Staff Reporter
An Ypsilanti Township mother accused of killing her 3-year-old daughter told a sheriff's investigator she didn't know when to stop hitting the child because she never said "ouch," the detective testified in court Wednesday.
Washtenaw Sheriff's Detective Craig Raisanen also said LaToya Joplin told him "she was the one who was abused when she disciplined Kayla, because she would strike her to the point that her hand was throbbing. She was the one to endure pain. She blamed her daughter."
Kayla Joplin died early July 17 from a torn right atrium in her heart, a Washtenaw County medical examiner testified in 14A District Court on Wednesday. 
LaToya Joplin is accused of open murder, felony murder and first-degree child abuse in the death. Joplin, who cried silently through part of the hearing, was ordered Wednesday to stand trial on the charges.
But Joplin's defense attorney, David Nacht, said his client is innocent and that investigators railroaded a grieving woman. He said the deputy made leading statements while questioning her and made her think he just wanted to discuss an autopsy report when, in fact, he hoped to pin the child's death on her.
Dr. Yung Chung, who conducted the autopsy, detailed a disturbing catalog of injuries she found on the child's body. She told District Judge John B. Collins that she found bruises that appeared to have been made with a fist in four areas of Kayla's back. She said each knuckle of the fist left a bruise. 
She said Kayla's right upper front tooth was loose, and a left upper front tooth had been knocked out, consistent with a blow to the mouth. She said she found bruises on the crown and rear of Kayla's head consistent with blunt force trauma.
But it was the internal injuries, not visible on her skin, that killed Kayla, Chung testified.
Kayla had blood in both her chest and abdominal cavities, and in the sacs surrounding her heart and kidney. A "forceful" blow to her abdomen, she said, caused agonizing lacerations to the base of her liver and pancreas, both deep inside her body, and another blow to her chest tore open part of her heart. 
Kayla died within five minutes of that blow, Chung said.
She also said she found old scars on Kayla's foot, and healing fractures in an arm and a rib. 

She said the arm had not been set.
Raisanen testified that he met a distraught and crying LaToya Joplin, 29, at St. Joseph Mercy Hospital after the toddler died. She told him, she said, that she never used physical punishment on Kayla. And, she told him, only she and Kayla's father had been with her in the 24 hours before her death, and no one had hit the child.
But then, he testified, he attended the autopsy and learned that someone had.
During a second interview at the Sheriff's Department, Raisanen testified, Joplin admitted she did hit Kayla to discipline her and that she had done so twice on the night Kayla died - once because she ran out into the street.
The detective said she told him Kayla was a willful child prone to temper tantrums, and that she broke her arm when she threw herself down the stairs last winter.
He said Joplin told him she had seen a television show on people who could not feel pain, and believed Kayla had that condition because she never said "ouch."
Raisanen crouched on the floor to describe the way Joplin mimicked her daughter's reactions to the punishment. Arms flung over his head, he cried, "No Mommy, no, Mommy, no Mommy, no Mommy," the way he said Joplin told him Kayla reacted to being hit. But she didn't say "ouch," he said, so the hitting continued.
Nacht challenged Raisanen's tactics in questioning Joplin, claiming he lured her to the Sheriff's Department by telling her he just wanted to talk about the autopsy findings, when he actually sought information that might implicate her in the child's death.
During the interview, Nacht argued, Raisanen made leading statements about what happened that night, and Joplin merely responded, "I guess so."
And, he said, police never established a time of death that is supported by either Joplin's statements or evidence. Joplin insisted the last time she hit Kayla was around 8 p.m. Kayla died within five minutes of the time she suffered an injury to her heart. She was found lifeless around 3:30 a.m.
Paramedics and doctors would not have intubated her if she'd been dead for hours, Nacht argued. And neither police nor prosecutors, he said, presented any evidence to contradict Joplin's claim.
Assistant Prosecutor Blake Hatlam countered that Joplin lied to police repeatedly, and to take her statement that she didn't hit Kayla after 8 p.m. as truth would amount to relying on "a liar and a child beater."
Nacht said after the hearing that he had hoped to counter Chung's autopsy report with one he commissioned from well-known forensic pathologist Werner Spitz, but that he still has not received Spitz's report.
While he is not prepared to offer an alternate theory of what happened to Kayla until after he gets the report, he said, "people hit children, and children don't usually die."
Joplin faces a mandatory life prison sentence with no parole if convicted of felony murder. 

Collins refused to grant bond for her release, and set a pretrial date of Sept. 21.
