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ROODHOUSE, Ill. -- Few of the locals here seem to know Sheryl Hardy; even fewer know her story. She could be just another mom with frog stickers on her porch door, a hand-painted Pooh bear dancing in the garden and an energetic 3-year-old running around.

Except that Hardy is well known in national child protection circles, where some advocates are aghast that an Illinois Appellate Court recently gave her parental rights to her son, who was taken by state investigators when they learned she had been convicted in Florida in 1990 of the murder of a child.
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The case seems far from over. On March 25, two weeks after the appeals court ruling, the Illinois attorney general's office filed notice it intends to appeal to the state Supreme Court this week.

And though the U.S. Supreme Court rarely hears family law cases, some child law experts say the case could reach the high court, pitting Hardy and her right to mother after paying her debt to society versus the state, which has argued that a convicted child killer shouldn't be a mom.

Jennifer Cooper, staff attorney for Justice for Children, a Houston-based advocacy group that has filed legal briefs against Hardy, said her argument--that her rights as a parent are protected under the 14th Amendment--could make it an appealing case for the U.S. Supreme Court.

"It has the potential to be a very important case," Cooper said. "It's a good example of a broad problem in this country. Regardless of what they have done in the past, there's a high emphasis in ensuring the parent has custody of their children."

In 1990 Hardy, who was living in Lakeland, Fla., was convicted of second-degree murder for the 1989 death of 2-year-old Bradley McGee. Hardy testified she smoked and watched as her ex-husband, Thomas Coe, lifted Bradley by the ankles and repeatedly dunked him headfirst into a toilet as punishment for soiling his pants. Bradley died the next day of head injuries. A medical examiner later counted 60 cuts and bruises on the boy's body and 32 across his head.

Hardy also testified that she once ran a fork with feces on it across Bradley's mouth and handed over discipline duties to Coe, who was not Bradley's father, after violently shaking the toddler in anger.

The case drew national attention and led Florida to reform many of its child-welfare laws, as well as the unprecedented criminal prosecution of four social workers accused of failing to pursue earlier complaints.

"They tortured this child," Kip Liles, the emergency shelter parent who temporarily cared for Bradley, said in a recent interview. "Any mother who sits back and lets her child get abused and does nothing about it is just as guilty. People like that should never get a second chance."

Hardy, her attorney and Jersey County prosecutors declined to comment for this article, citing confidentiality in a juvenile case.

Coe was sentenced to life in prison. Hardy was sentenced to 30 years and was released after serving 9. She hopped a bus to her hometown, Jerseyville, Ill., about 60 miles southwest of Springfield.

Hardy, 35, met her second husband, Randy Hardy, while stocking shelves at a local supermarket. She got pregnant and they married in July 2000. The baby was born Feb. 7, 2001. Two days later--the day after Hardy received tubal-ligation surgery to become infertile--an Illinois child welfare investigator, working on a hot-line tip, took custody of the baby. A provision of the state Adoption Act says parents can be deemed unfit if a child in their care previously died from neglect.

Over the next three years, the boy bounced between court decisions and families: Hardy won a hearing in November 2001 and regained custody. In 2002, prosecutors and the state Department of Children and Family Services appealed, won and placed the boy with foster parents, where he has spent most of his life.

Last year Hardy fought back by arguing that part of the Adoption Act interfered with her constitutional right to marry, according to the court's ruling. Her lawyers also argued prosecutors hadn't proved Hardy was currently a negligent mother. At one point, the suggestion was made that Randy Hardy could gain custody if he severed ties to Sheryl Hardy, putting him in the position of choosing between wife and son.

But the point turned moot when, on March 10, the Appellate Court in Springfield ruled that holding Hardy unfit because of prior actions wasn't strong enough to terminate her parental rights. It ruled prosecutors failed to offer enough evidence she is now abusive or negligent.

"Parental rights and responsibilities are of deep human importance and will not be lightly or easily terminated," the court said.

A few days later, Randy Hardy took the boy to the couple's new home in Roodhouse, about 25 miles north of Jerseyville. Sheryl Hardy must wait until the appeals process ends to regain full custody, but she has unlimited supervised time with her son.

The decision sparked a wave of outrage from child advocates as well as interest from child law experts who say the case may be the first of its kind.

"Parental rights get terminated all the time," said Bruce Boyer, head of the Loyola ChildLaw Clinic. "What's uncommon is to find a situation where someone is convicted of murder and a child is taken away as a consequence. The case could lead to important interpretations of the state statutes."

Those close to Hardy say she is a changed person from a decade ago and deserves a second shot at motherhood.

Lela McGee, Sheryl Hardy's stepmother, testified Hardy is more mature, settled and shows deep love toward her husband and son. At an earlier hearing, a supervisor to Hardy's visits with her son while he was in foster care gave her a "10" in parenting ability on a scale of 1 to 10, according to court documents.

Doris Hardy, Sheryl Hardy's mother-in-law who lives in Jerseyville, said Hardy showers the toddler with attention and toys and is constantly fussing about whether he's had enough to eat or needs changing.

"She loves that little boy very much," she said. "She won't ever hurt him."
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