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On a wet July night in 1989,
11-year-old Desiree Shumate
and her mother’s boyfriend an-
swered the door to their Wolf Av-
enue home in Marion.

It was the police.
They wanted to know if any-

one had seen Desiree’s mother
that night.

The now-41-year-old Desiree
Trent remembers telling the of-
ficers that her mother was at
work.

“They said, ‘that’s the prob-
lem. We’ve had several calls.
The store’s unattended and your
mom’s not present.’ “

Trent said she remembers
grabbing her hair and going to
the floor.

“I knew in my heart of hearts
that I was never going to see my
mom again.”

A few hours later, investiga-
tors found her mother’s body
in a ditch by a service road
near the Adwolf Food Center.
The 47-year-old clerk had been
raped and stabbed in the throat,
in both kidneys and the breasts.

To spare the pre-teen Desiree
the traumatic details, family
members initially told her that
Betty Shumate had been shot
that night – July 5, 1989.

It wasn’t until weeks later that
Desiree would find out what
really happened. She wouldn’t
know of the full extent of the
attack on her mother until she
reached adulthood.

“I asked for a copy of my mom’s
autopsy when I turned of age
and a lot of what my mom went
through, I didn’t even know until
then.”

At the time of Betty Shumate’s
slaying, investigators told the
Smyth County News & Messen-
ger that rumors of her estranged
husband’s involvement were
untrue. A month later, though,
the then-53-year-old Mack Shu-
mate, a former Smyth County
deputy, was charged with capital
murder and held at the Smyth
County Jail.

At the time, all the evidence
pointed to Mack Shumate, said
Commonwealth’s Attorney Roy
Evans. Evans had become the
county’s prosecutor less than
two years prior.

“We had testimony from a
clerk that three days before,
Mack was complaining to her
that Betty had taken everything
he had and wasn’t getting an-
other red cent from him,” Evans
said in a recent interview.

Mack was behind about
$10,000 in support payments to

his ex-wife and had previously
been sentenced to two 90-day
jail terms that were on appeal.
With Betty out of the way, the
support and the jail sentences
would disappear.

Evans said the prosecution
also had evidence and an ad-
mission from Mack that he had
threatened to kill Betty.

With her mother dead and her
father in jail, Desiree moved to
South Carolina to stay with her
half-sister.

“I was 11 years old and my
mother was ripped away from
me and so was my father for a
long time,” she said. “For some-
body who pretty much grew up
in what I would say was a bub-
ble, that was a rude awakening.
I can remember having to go
and see my dad in jail and that
was awful, having to visit him
through that little bitty window.
He was in there for 102 days. He
spent 57 of those days in a five-
by-seven room in solitary con-
finement.”

During one visit in particular,

Desiree said Mack became espe-
cially emotional.

“My dad started crying and he
said, ‘Desi, as bad as your mom
and I fought, I would have never
taken her from you.’ And from
that moment on, I knew without
a doubt that he didn’t do it.”

A New Suspect

Mack Shumate’s trial was
scheduled to start Dec. 13, 1989,
but his court-appointed attor-
ney, Danny Lowe, and a private
investigator had other plans.

Just weeks before trial, Lowe
met with prosecutors and inves-
tigators.

“I told the prosecution that I
was coming out with subpoenas
for everyone I needed to prove
that Michael McGay Reeves was
possibly the one who did this
(murder and abduct Betty Shu-
mate),” Lowe told the News &
Messenger in 1989.

Reeves, then 27 years old, had
already been charged with the
abduction, rape and attempted

murder of a U.S. Forestry Service
employee. The employee had
been attacked in a similar man-
ner a little more than a month
before Mack Shumate’s release.
Around the same time, Reeves,
a Smyth County native, had also
been charged with the abduc-
tion and sodomy of another
Marion woman.

Reeves would later be convict-
ed and sentenced to two life sen-
tences, plus 100 years in the first
case and 10 years on the second.

Before his arrest on those
charges, Reeves already had a
documented history of violence
against women. In March 1988,
he was released from a North
Carolina prison after pulling
three years of a five-year sen-
tence on a rape conviction. Ac-
cording to news reports in that
area, both Reeves and the fe-
male victim were stationed at
Cherry Point Marine Corps Air
Station in Craven County, North
Carolina.

Lowe said in the 1989 inter-
view that the stab wounds on
Betty Shumate and those on the
Forestry Service employee were
identical.

The defense attorney said the

case against Mack Shumate
started to unravel when Robert
Picklesimer, a private investiga-
tor, started looking into it.

By the time Betty was killed,
Picklesimer already suspected
Reeves in the slaying of Barbara
Jean Hagy earlier that year, Lowe
told the paper. Hagy was killed
in a similar attack that April.

Reeves was now a suspect in
all three cases.

“It was a nightmare,” Evans
recalled. “We had three events
in the course of less than a year
that were remarkably similar—
abductions and violent acts to
women.”

The two cases Reeves was con-
victed of in Smyth County had
an obvious sexual component,
he pointed out.

“It was just something that you
don’t think happens in a rural
county and there it was my sec-
ond year of prosecution.”

The night Betty Shumate was
killed, Picklesimer was listen-
ing to a scanner, according to
News & Messenger reports at the
time. He heard rescuers called to
Reeves’ house for an attempted
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30 years after brutal slaying, suspect remains on death row in NC for another crime

No trial means no closure

FILE PHOTO

Michael McGay Reeves is led to the Smyth County Jail in 1989 after he was
taken into custody on charges in the attack of a U.S. Forestry Service Em-
ployee.

SUBMITTED PHOTO

On a wall in Desiree Trent’s home hangs a photo of her and her parents.
Though the glass is broken, Desiree refuses to take the photo down or
change the frame for fear of damaging one of the only things she has to
remember her mother by.

BY ROBERT SORRELL
Bristol Herald Courier

A Massachusetts man
who was arrested in May
for the murder of a hiker
along the Appalachian

Trail was found mentally
incompetent to stand trial
today.

James Jordan, 30, had
a competency hearing
at the U.S. District Court
in Abingdon where tests

concluded that he was not
mentally fit for trial.

Jordan was charged with
murder and assault follow-
ing a string of complaints
along the trail that began
in early April.

Authorities believe Jor-
dan attacked Ronald S.
Sanchez Jr., 43 of Oklaho-
ma, on May 11 following
an altercation near the Da-
vis Hollow area of Wythe
County. Sanchez died from

injuries sustained in the
attack.

A woman, who has not
been identified, was also
seriously injured in the
attack. After the ruling,
Judge Pamela Sargent sent

Jordan to a federal facility
to be rehabilitated until he
is mentally able to stand
trial.

Jordan was returned into
U.S. Marshal custody after
the hearing.

Accused AT killer found incompetent to stand trial

‘He’s robbed enough years of my life; he’s not
worth five more minutes of my time.’
- Desiree Trent
On the man suspected of killing her mother
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