
By Beth Lawrence

A suspected car thief 
led law enforcement 
officers on a chase last 
week before he was 
eventually captured.

Christopher Shaun 
Gaskins, 35, reporting 
to be homeless, was ar-
rested for possession of 

a stolen vehicle, felony fleeing to elude, 
reckless driving with wanton disregard, 
speeding, no operator’s license, resisting 
arrest and two counts of injury to person-
al property in connection with the chase, 
Sylva Police Chief Chris Hatton said.

On Sunday, Sept. 15, Steven Grady 
reported to police his 2006 Honda 
Ridgeline truck had been stolen from 
a residence on Crossing Lane in Sylva.

On Sept. 18 at about noon, police 
received a tip the vehicle was seen on 
Cope Creek Road. Sgt. Daniel Reid at-
tempted a traffic stop on U.S. 23/74 at 
Cope Creek Road, and the driver, later 
identified as Gaskins, refused to comply, 
Hatton said.

Emergency dispatchers radioed dep-
uties to aid with the pursuit when the 
truck left the municipal limits. 

Police said Gaskins led officers on a 
high-speed chase, at times exceeding 
110 mph. The chase went eastbound 
along U.S. 23/74 to Hutchinson Branch 
Road, where the truck changed direc-
tion.

“As the chase progressed towards the 
county line, Haywood County officials 

Superior Court Judge Brad Letts on Monday schedules “stand your ground” arguments for Oct. 2-3. Aja Makalo and 
Zavion Southerland (orange jumpsuits, L-R) are accused of killing Western Carolina University student Jacob Ray.
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By Dave Russell

Three accidents. Three days. Four 
lives. One week.

A pedestrian was struck and killed at 
about 9:15 p.m. last Tuesday on U.S. 
441 in front of the Quality Plus service 
station at 342 U.S. 441 North.

Brittany Reid, 27, of Cherokee, was 
wearing dark clothing while crossing 
the road from east to west when a south-
bound Nissan truck hit her, according to 
N.C. Highway Patrol Sgt. Scott Smith.

Katelin Pelkey, 19, of Sylva, was driv-
ing the truck at about 50 mph, according 
to a report filed by N.C. Highway Patrol 
Trooper Brody Crawford.

“There was not a pedestrian crossing 
there, nor was there good lighting,” 
Smith said. “The driver said she saw her 
(Reid) at the last minute and swerved. 
She almost missed her, just clipping her 
on the front left of the truck.”

Reid died at the scene. 
Pelkey was not impaired or speeding, 

Smith said, and no charges were filed.
The Qualla Fire Department and Har-

Stretch of 3 deadly days results 
in 4 lives lost on Jackson roads

ris EMS also responded. Traffic backup 
was minimal, Smith said.

Western Carolina University student 
Arabia “Rainey” Niles, 18, of Greens-
boro, was killed in a crash at about 3 
p.m. last Wednesday on Little Savannah 
Road. She was in a car with two other 
WCU students, traveling north near 
Little Savannah Baptist Church when 
the accident occurred.

Stanley Cornelius II, 17, of Greens-
boro, was driving a 2008 Honda at 55 
mph, heading into a curve.

“He was going too fast in a curve, 
lost control and went left of center and 
hit a dump truck head on,” Smith said. 
“Ms. Niles was in the rear seat with her 
seatbelt on, so (her death) has kind of 
baffled us. This was a head-on with no 
side impact.”

Harris EMS transported Niles to Har-
ris Hospital.

“She was unresponsive on scene and 
passed away later,” Smith said. “She had 
life signs before they transported her, but 

Suspected car 
thief leads police, 
deputies on chase

Speeds in chase exceeded 
110 mph at times

Smoky Mountain senior Lindsey Stack (center) was crowned homecoming 
queen at halftime of Friday’s 62-0 football victory over Madison. She was 
escorted by her father, Phil Stack (left). She was crowned by last year’s 
queen, Nyah Huddleston (right).

Stack crowned homecoming queen
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Self defense or murder?

A judge must decide

By Quintin Ellison

To hear Aja Makalo tell it, she and 
co-defendant Zavion Southerland were 
protecting themselves when Jacob Ray 
was shot dead two years ago on the 
campus of Western Carolina University.

It was a drug deal gone bad.
Instead of selling them marijuana, 

Makalo says Ray pulled a pistol and 
tried to rob them. Southerland seized 
the weapon and, during a scuffle, South-
erland shot Ray accidentally in the back 
of the head, according to the suspect.

If Makalo sells a judge on her right 
of self defense with no follow-up pros-
ecution, then next month, instead of 
returning to a jail cell, she could walk 
out of the courtroom a free woman. 

The former WCU student is building 
her case on North Carolina’s so-called 
“stand your ground” law. Citizens in 
this state have the right to defend them-
selves from imminent threats of death 
or great bodily harm in their homes, 
vehicles or at workplaces. There is no 

duty to retreat.
Monday, Superior Court Judge 

Brad Letts decided the arguments for-
and-against immunity would be heard 
Wednesday, Oct. 2, and Thursday, Oct. 
3, in Jackson County.

General Assembly members do not 
dictate how trial courts should conduct 
“stand your ground” pretrial hearings; 
instead, judges decide. Letts intends to 
model Jackson County’s court proce-
dures on pretrial-hearing requirements 
in Kansas and Oklahoma.

Among the 25 or so states with 
“stand your ground” laws, those two 
states, as does North Carolina, require 
prosecutors shoulder the burden of 
proof.

“This court will require the state … 
to prove by the preponderance of the 
evidence that the defendant’s use of 
force was not justified,” Letts says in 
his written decision.
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What is the 
“stand your ground” law?

North Carolina allows the use 
of deadly force without the duty to 
retreat in these cases:

• You reasonably believe force is 
necessary to prevent imminent 
death or great bodily harm to your-
self or another; or

• You are in your home, vehicle 
or workplace and the person is an 
unlawful intruder or was attempting 
to forcibly and unlawfully enter.

The idea is grounded in castle doc-
trine, or a belief that a person’s home 
is a “castle,” and that people should 
be able to legally defend themselves 
against intruders.


