
 RI Supreme Court: 
Nickerson center not   
negligent in fatal crash 
 

 

The Nickerson Community Center has prevailed in litigation that accused the 
Olneyville organization of negligence after a 14-year-old boy stole the keys to a 
transport van, took it on a reckless joyride and killed a 9-year-old girl in a crash. 

Nickerson could not have foreseen the chain of events that led to the girl’s death 
and to severe injuries to her sister and mother on Route 10 in September 2010, 
according to a state Supreme Court ruling released on Monday. 

Also, Nickerson’s failure to lock the building in a high-crime area is not a 
“determinative factor” in considering what “duty” Nickerson might or might not 
owe to anyone, says the decision written for the court by Justice Gilbert Indeglia. 

″... Imposing a duty on defendant here would be akin to imposing a duty on every 
person who stores car keys in his or her home” and fails to protect the property 
from a thief who hurts someone in a motor-vehicle crash after breaking into the 
house, grabbing the keys and taking the car, the decision says. 

The Supreme Court took the case after the plaintiff, Stephanie Flynn, appealed a 
Superior Court ruling that also cleared the Nickerson Community Center of 
negligence. 

The lower court had accepted the argument that it did not “owe a duty” to Flynn 
or her daughters because it had no relationship with either them or the person 
who stole the van and caused the crash. 

Flynn was driving north on Route 10 when the red van, driven onto the highway 
by the boy, struck Flynn’s Nissan, the decision says. Flynn’s daughter, Alexis 
Silva, was killed. Flynn and her other daughter were severely injured, the decision 
says. 

Later that same day, Providence police went to the community center where an 
employee told them that a rear window screen had been broken and someone had 
gone into an office and taken keys to the van from a closet. 



The case had the Supreme Court consider some past precedents. 

For example, a 2003 finding that the mother of a mentally ill person who killed a 
neighbor with a firearm “owed a duty” related to controlling her son and the 
storage of a weapons on her property. 

In another case, a person who hosted a party and provided alcohol to underage 
guests owed a duty to protect those guests from injury. In that case an underage 
person was assaulted with a baseball bat by another person. 

But in both cases, Indeglia wrote, the defendant had a “special relationship” with 
either the victim or the person whose behavior needed to be controlled. 
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