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October 29, 2020 
 
VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL AND U.S. POST 
 
LaShann Eppinger 
Warden, Trumbull Correctional Institution 
5701 Burnett Road  
Leavittsburg, OH 44430 

Dear Mr. Eppinger, 

Last month, at his request, I sent a detailed list of questions regarding the 2012 murder of Lydia 
Ashworth in Bellaire, Ohio, including the investigation and prosecution of that case.  For your 
reference, I have attached a copy of that letter.  My apologies for not copying you on that 
letter; I should have. 

You are holding one of the two convicted suspects from that case.  His name is Brandon 
Michael Phelps, A699564. 

I’m a writer who is conducting my own research on the Lydia Ashworth murder.  It’s a very 
interesting case and will make for a captivating true crime novel, which is my end goal.  
Additionally, I am preparing to be featured on an episode of a national television series on the 
incarceration of the innocent.  Currently, I have no contracts with anyone regarding this story; 
I’m still gathering background information on my own time and my own dime. 

It has come to my attention that, since the September letter referenced above, Mr. Phelps has 
been jumped, physically battered, and injured in two separate occasions.  What makes this 
interesting is that, in his eight years of incarceration, Mr. Phelps has never been attacked 
without provocation.  Additionally, Mr. Phelps, in this same period of time, has been the subject 
of increased searches and surprise inspections from Trumbull staff. 

If you have any insight on this sudden change of prison experience for Mr. Phelps, I would 
greatly appreciate it if you could provide that to me.  I’ll be glad to work with your Public 
Information Officer to get the materials that would be worthy of incorporation into my efforts. 

Thank You, 
 
 
 
Scott McKenzie 
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September 7, 2020 
 
VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL AND U.S. POST 
 
Michael Kovalyk 
201 Wagner Avenue 
Bellaire, OH 43906 
 
Dear Mr. Kovalyk, 
 
Thank you for taking my phone call on the evening of August 31st, 2020.  As I mentioned on that 
call, I’m a writer who is conducting my own research on the Lydia Ashworth murder that 
occurred in Bellaire, Ohio, in the early morning hours of June 30th, 2012.  It’s a very interesting 
case and will make for a captivating true crime novel, which is my end goal.  Currently, I have no 
contracts with anyone regarding this story; I’m simply gathering background information on my 
own time and my own dime. 
 
I appreciate you being amenable to the suggestion I made on the phone to you:  that I’d send 
you a list of questions; that you’d run it by the Belmont County Prosecutor; and that you’d 
provide answers back to me.  This letter to you is with respect to that agreement. 
 
What follows is a list of questions I have developed based on discussions I’ve had with people 
related to the case who are either within or outside of law enforcement.  Any help you, or 
others, can provide that helps me arrive at the truth will be much appreciated.  In fact, I have 
created a website to collect inputs anyone who wants to provide information in a confidential 
manner, which can be found at www.bellairetruth.com.  
 

1. It appears you identified four suspects (viz., Tyler Day, Travis Mitchell, Devin Fuller, and 
Brandon Phelps,) as suspects soon after the body was discovered.  What specific 
evidence did you have to support this? 

2. Why did you not recuse yourself from the investigation of the Lydia Ashworth murder 
case as it pertained to Brandon Phelps, given your intimate history with the Phelps 
Family and that you had identified Brandon as a suspect early on?  Specifically: 

a. Did your daughter, Claire, have a relationship with Brandon Phelps?  If so, what 
was the nature and timeframe of that relationship? 

b. Did you proposition Dee Phelps, Brandon Phelps’ mother, numerous times, when 
she was in her 20s?  If so, during what timeframes, and were those propositions 
accepted or rejected?  

c. Did you single-out an 8-year-old Brandon Phelps from a group of children who 
were playing tag, by throwing his bicycle and verbally threatening him? 

d. Did you have run-ins with Brandon Phelps’ father, Craig Phelps? 
e. Did you have run-ins with Brandon Phelps’ grandfather, whom, I understand, 

was a Bellaire Police Lieutenant and interim chief? 



3. I’m told that you hounded Dee Phelps’ employer, Crystal Uchbar, on numerous 
occasions and at various locations, for information Dee Phelps may have provided to her 
about Brandon Phelps.  Can you confirm this?  Was she able to provide you with any 
valuable information? 

4. Why was Travis Mitchell a suspect but not charged?  It appears he has moved on to 
international crime and is currently being held in San Diego, CA. 

5. Regarding Tyler Day as a suspect: 
a. Why was Tyler Day not charged, especially given: 

i. that he admitted to Kyle Corbett that he’d been involved in the robbery 
(but not the murder,) 

ii. that he was witnessed by Kyle Corbett to have a pocket full of old 
currency that was similar to that stolen from Lydia Ashworth, 

iii. that he contradicted himself in the interrogation performed by Sheriff’s 
Detective Ryan Allar: 

1. he stated he and Ashley Grandstaff stayed at the Sun Video from 
6:00pm until it closed at 9:00pm, but later in the same interview, 
he stated he left Sun Video and arrived at the Hobby Shop at 
7:00pm, and   

2. he could not recall what he was doing or where he was between 
2:00pm and 6:00pm on the eve of the murder. 

b. Why was Ashley Grandstaff, Tyler Day’s alibi, never interviewed?  Ashley has told 
me: 

i. she was never questioned by any law enforcement officials regarding her 
whereabouts from 2:00pm on 6/29/2012 to 3:30am on 6/30/2012. 

ii. she picked up Tyler Day around 12:00-1:00pm on 6/29/2012 and that 
they went to Steubenville to get heroin.  They returned to her house to 
do the heroin. 

iii. she and Tyler Day went to Sun Video, arriving around 4:00-5:00pm.  They 
both used the tanning facilities there.  Sun Video didn’t have the video 
they were looking for, so they left around 6:00pm and went to the Hobby 
Shop.  They found their desired video there and went to her house to 
watch it. 

iv. she took Tyler Day back home after watching the movie, which was 
around 10:00-11:00pm.  She states that there is no chance that it was 
after midnight when she took him home to his mother’s house. 

c. Tyler Day stated in his interview that he did not have a key to his mother’s house 
and that he had to knock to be let in.  Why was Tyler Day’s mother or other 
household residents never questioned about Tyler Day’s arrival at home that 
evening? 

6. Why did you go to Rich Gas Station to ask people where Tyler Day, Travis Mitchell, 
Brandon Phelps, and Devin Fuller were? 

7. I’ve been told that Phelps’ residence was never searched in relation to this crime.  Did 
you search any of the suspect’s homes for evidence? 



8. Why were Devin Fuller and Brandon Phelps charged with rape, when, on 7/24/2012, the 
BCI&I report was received, which indicated that Lydia Ashworth was not raped? 

a. It appears the rape charge remained in-place until one day prior to the Phelps 
trial.  Can you confirm that, and explain why a rape charge, which was known to 
be false, remained for so long? 

9. I understand there is an affidavit that was written by Claire Kovalyk, regarding Brandon 
Phelps.  Do you know where that is? 

10. Given the extremely small size of the town and the apparent rampant gossip about the 
case, why were the defendants not granted a change of venue to Columbus? 

11. As part of a plea bargain, Phelps was charged with the burglary of Virginia Paul.   
a. What evidence did you have to connect Phelps to that, given that the items were 

discovered missing in August of 2012, and Phelps has been incarcerated since 
July 5th, 2012? 

b. What led you to contact Virginia Paul in the first place? 
12. It is rumored that Karissa Dutcher wrote Brandon Phelps a letter telling him she was 

feeling threatened by you... that you were threatening her and her mother with jail if 
she did not testify against Phelps and/or Fuller. Is this true? 

13. The following 8th amendment violations have been raised by Phelps.  Can you comment 
on these? 

a. Phelps was stuck in isolation not long after he went to jail for probation violation 
on July 5th, 2012. 

b. Gene Beckett has been purported to have only let him shower once a week and 
he supposedly made the water very hot. 

c. Phelps was fed diet trays for his meals, though he was not overweight. 
d. Phelps was not allowed contact with his family (or anyone.)  
e. Phelps’ cell contained only a mat, which was on the floor.  
f. Gene Beckett was caught on camera opening Phelps’ mail and shredding it.  
g. Every week, Phelps was being questioned by law enforcement and prison 

officials… even after he’d asked for a lawyer. 
14. Did you have any other conflicts with the citizenry of Bellaire, Ohio? 
15. In general, how would you characterize your term as Chief of Police for Bellaire? 

 
Again, thank you for your help.  I think this story will make interesting reading for anyone who 
is interested in true crime novels, and especially those who live in small towns. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
 
 
Scott McKenzie 
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