Killer acted paranoid
Woman lived in car, believed suicidal before shootings
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Latina Williams had been living in a car and showing signs of paranoia before she went to a New Orleans pawnshop where she bought the .357-caliber revolver she used the next day to fatally shoot two classmates and then herself, police said Monday.

Williams, 23, kept the weapon concealed in her purse as she opened fire Friday at her Louisiana Technical College nursing classmates before stopping to reload, Baton Rouge Police Department spokesman Sgt. Don Kelly said.

“Don’t worry, I’m not mad at y’all,” Williams told those in the classroom before turning the gun on herself, witnesses said.

Police believe that shortly before the morning onslaught Williams anonymously called a crisis counselor, indicating she planned to take her own life, Kelly said. The alarmed counselor contacted authorities to tell them about the nameless call around the time Williams was opening fire inside her classroom.

Police have not confirmed that Williams was the one who placed the call, but Kelly said it is a “reasonable assumption” based on details provided by the counselor.

“We didn’t have a name,” Kelly said. “By the time it was reported to us was about the same time the shooting was occurred. &hellip There was nothing that could be done at that point.”

Killed in the shootings were Taneshia Butler, 26, and Karsheika Graves, 21, both mothers. The incident left classmates, police and Williams’ estranged mother with unanswered questions.

Some questions, Kelly reiterated Monday, like Williams’ motive and her selection of victims may never have answers.

New details released
Williams had no permanent residence and was apparently living out of her car, Kelly said in a written release. She was estranged from her family in Mississippi and had sparingly spoken with them in the past two years.

Her mother, Jennie Williams, issued a statement Saturday through the Police Department saying she would be “haunted to the end of my days by what my child has done.”

Kelly also said Latina Williams had displayed signs of paranoia, though he declined to elaborate further on her mental state.

Don Moreau, chief of operations for the East Baton Rouge Parish Coroner’s Office, said his office, which handles all psychiatric patients for the parish, has no record of working with Williams.

Because there is no statewide database for psychiatric patients handled by other parish coroner’s offices, he said, it is impossible to tell whether she had a medical history elsewhere without contacting each parish.

Toxicology results which will show whether Williams was under the influence of drugs or alcohol at the time of the incident are expected later this week, Moreau said.

The day before the shooting, Williams purchased a .357-caliber revolver and a box of ammunition from a New Orleans pawn shop, Kelly said. He would not release the name of the pawn shop, but he did say some of the money used in the purchase came from the sale of some of Williams’ possessions.

Police will complete their investigation sometime next week, Kelly said.

Investigators have not found any connection between Williams and her victims, Graves and Butler, to explain why or if they were targeted, Kelly said. Authorities have not been able to determine if Williams left a suicide note.

At a memorial service Sunday night, classmates of Graves and Butler said they did not believe the shooting was provoked, only that their proximity to Williams when she entered the classroom led to their deaths.

Possible red flags
Williams’ homelessness, estrangement from her family, paranoid behavior and the call to the counselor were all indicators of a risk for violence, said Kathy Seifert, a Maryland-based psychologist with an expertise in youth and family violence. Seifert, interviewed by phone, is not involved in the investigation of this case.

“You can look at these risk factors and can see there’s going to be a bad outcome” if there is no treatment, said Seifert, who has written the book “How Children Become Violent” and said she is researching another about women and violence.

Seifert said there were basic similarities between Williams and Cho Seung-Hui, the gunman who opened fire in a Virginia Tech building and murdered 32 people before killing himself.

Cho kept to himself, did not interact with other students and had a psychiatric problem that had not been addressed when he moved from secondary school to college.

Williams’ classmates said she stuck to herself and ate alone at lunch. In a class photo, Williams is barely visible, hiding her face behind other students.

Seifert said Williams’ homelessness was likely one of the stressors that could have contributed to the violence that ended her life and took two others.

“Anybody can come unglued if the stressors they are under exceeds their resources,” Seifert said. “She had risk factors for violence, suicide. It could have been mental breakdown.

“When you see somebody with all these risk factors, there is a need to assess this person so the inevitable outcome doesn’t happen.”

One last call
Police have not detailed what was said during Williams’ phone call to the crisis counselor; however, Norma Rutledge, the executive director of the Baton Rouge Crisis Information Center, said the fact that a phone call was placed indicated Williams was seeking help.

“People who are suicidal and call the line, they are indeed reaching out,” Rutledge said. “That is their flag, even if they may not be able to receive (help).”

Crisis counselors are trained to work through a protocol with someone who calls, getting information about the problems — and probing for suicidal tendencies, Rutledge said.

If a gun is in the caller’s hands, the counselor is trained to talk the caller into putting the weapon down, Rutledge said. The counselor may also get friends or family involved who will work with the caller while they are on the phone.

The counselor’s goal is to move the caller toward what Rutledge called suicidal ambivalence, where the caller realizes that a part of him or her may want to die but another part wants to live. If the counselor cannot move the caller to this safe zone, the counselor will break confidentiality — using information provided by the caller and call records — to notify authorities.

“We will break confidentiality to save a life if there is any idea that this is going south,” Rutledge said, adding that could be the caller’s life or anyone else’s.

