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WHEN SPOUSES KILL, ANY TARGET MAY DO 

FIRES OF VIOLENCE CAN BURN BYSTANDERS 

By Virginia Ann White 

Staff writer 

Gabriel Mitchell dropped in on a friend in June to watch television and talk about a basketball game. The friend's estranged husband burst in and shot them both, police said. Mitchell died. 

Patricia Spears Fleet stopped by a friend's home to pick up papers for her church in May. Lawmen said her friend's husband shot her in the head during a family argument in which he shot his wife. Fleet died. 

Sheila Mathis took in a friend who was having marital problems. Police say her friend's husband showed up on an April morning, killed his wife and shot Mathis. She is on life support at Cape Fear Valley Medical Center. 

Mitchell, Fleet and Mathis were the bystanders, investigators say, the ones caught in the violence when anger exploded in others' marriages. 

The deaths of Fleet and Mitchell and the wounding of Mathis illustrate the potential for danger when domestic relationships turn to violence. The anger aimed at a spouse can spill over to whoever is there, said Janet Woods, a social worker with the Cumberland County Mental Health Center. 

``If it's a baby, if it's grandma, whoever happens to be there. ... They're at the wrong place at the wrong time,'' Woods said. 

There's no logic to the way the anger causes an abusive spouse to lash out, she said. But alcohol, drug abuse or emotional problems are often catalysts. 

Lawmen dread being sent to investigate a report of a family fight, Fayetteville police officer Annmarie Locklear said. They know the difficulty of getting in the middle without becoming a lightning rod for the violence. 

According to police reports, Mitchell became such a lightning rod. 

``I never figured he would hurt anyone but me,'' Maria Simmons said of her estranged husband, Major Ray Simmons. He was charged with first-degree murder, first-degree burglary and assault. 

Maria Simmons, 24, and Major Ray Simmons, 26, had exchanged legal jabs since their separation in October, court records show. Each had accused the other of harassment, later dropping the charges when it came time to go to trial. 

She said her husband became unreasonably jealous of her, but she didn't think he was jealous of Mitchell. Mitchell, 24, would often stop by to see her two daughters or watch a ball game with Mr. Simmons, she said. After she and her husband separated, Mrs. Simmons said, she asked Mitchell to stay away for a few months to prevent anyone from drawing the wrong conclusion from their friendship. 

On June 10, Mrs. Simmons told her husband she was filing for divorce. Hours later, Mr. Simmons bashed into her apartment off North Street, police said. Mitchell ran and closed the door to the bedroom where Mrs. Simmons' two daughters were sleeping, Mrs. Simmons said. She said Mitchell tried to throw Mr. Simmons out. According to a police report, Mr. Simmons shot Mitchell in the chest and then shot Mrs. Simmons in the hip. 

``He (Mitchell) gave his life for me and my children,'' Mrs. Simmons said. 

Patricia Fleet, 39, was shot in a setting that many people see as the picture of security: a suburban neighborhood. Experts say that family violence can turn that image of security on its head. 

Jackie and Ellen McMillan were having marital problems, sheriff's investigators said. Deputies were called to the McMillan home on Coinjock Circle on May 20 to quell an argument between the two. According to an officer, Mr. McMillan told them then that they would have a reason to return. 

On May 24, investigators said, he shot his wife in the groin. Fleet, who had stopped by the house, was shot in the head as she tried to run away, reports said. 

She died on June 6. Deputies said that 43-year-old Jackie McMillan cried when he was charged with first-degree murder later that day. 

Patricia Fleet's husband, Clarence Fleet, said that when investigators called him with word of the arrest, he could hear McMillan in the background asking for forgiveness. 

``You take someone's life and you can't come back the next day and say you're sorry,'' Fleet said. ``It's a done job. She's gone. I'm suffering. My son has suffered.'' 

Fleet and his wife had been separated for years, but he said he still hoped for a reconciliation. At the end, he said, he held his wife's hand after she slipped into a coma. Then he had to tell their 12-year-old son that his mother was not coming home. 

Sheila Mathis, 26, has not been home since April 12. 

Police say that was the day that Wallace Brooks, 27, walked into Mathis' kitchen, and shot, beat and stabbed his wife, 21-year-old Ivette Brooks, to death. Police say he wounded Mathis. Brooks, a Fort Bragg military policeman, has not been seen since. Officials think he may have fled to Costa Rica. 

Mrs. Brooks had moved into the Mathis home in Fayetteville's Lakecrest subdivision after charging Mr. Brooks with assaulting her. 

Police Capt. Brad Chandler said that neighbors and friends of an abuser often believe they won't be harmed. ``Don't lull yourself that he's making idle threats because you've lived next door for umpteen years and always gotten along.'' 

Norma Hall, the Police Department's victims assistance coordinator, said there are ways to help a man or woman who is being abused without stepping in the middle. Telling them about services for victims. Calling the police and reporting the problem. 

But sometimes, Hall said, nothing can keep the bystanders safe. There was no phone at Maria Simmons' home on which to call police. Patricia Fleet didn't have time to get away. And there was nowhere for Sheila Mathis to run. 

