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Barn activities keep fair kids busy, entertained
MILLY MULLINS Review Correspondent

AUGUSTA — Between the hooves 
and the hay, 4-H and FFA participants 
have plenty to do to prepare their en-
tries in the County Fair. 

But the barn isn’t all 
about round-the-clock 
work. 

Extension Agent Ste-
phen Starcher explained that youth are 
given the chance to play with water 
balloon fights and other barn games. 
4-H and FFA youth also prepare their 
float the day of the parade. 

Participants are even able to satisfy 
their sweet tooth by making ice cream 
in a plastic bag using milk, sugar, va-
nilla, ice, and salt while learning about 

the products and the science 
behind how they’re used. 

Coinciding with 4-H’s 
core program, the free time 
activities at the fair provide 

a fun and educational experience for 
youth alongside the work they partici-
pate in. 

4-H member Kelsey Feller added 
that while there is an array of struc-

tured activities for everyone, free time 
could also be spent just hanging with 
friends and relaxing. 

“Everybody is friends – we’re all 
like family – so we all just play cards 
together. No adults tell us, we just 
play cards or we go to people’s camp-
ers and we’ll have music on and we’ll 
dance and drink sodas and waters. 
A lot of us do that and it’s really fun 
too,” Feller said. 

She said she particularly loves the 
water balloon games and water dunk 

Prayers rise 
for schools
Word spreads quickly for 
1st-ever Hampshire event
JIM KING Review Staff

A spark of an idea last week 
caught on like a wildfire Sunday, 
bringing prayers into all 9 Hamp-
shire County schools just before 
opening day. 

“It was electric,” said school 
board member John Ward, who 
found himself among nearly 200 
people at Augusta Elementary at 
5 p.m. and with another crowd at 
Hampshire High an hour later. 

Augusta’s was the biggest 
crowd, but then it was also the 
birthplace of the plan. 

“It’s something I’d been want-
ing to do for a couple of years,” 
Augusta Principal Jeff Pancione 
said Monday. 

He approached Pastor Dale 
Myers of Covenant Baptist 
Church on Sunrise Summit, who 
Pancione said spearheaded the 
drive. Myers not only contacted 
8 Augusta-area churches to ask 
them to join the prayers at Pan-
cione’s school, but he suggested 
spreading it to the other county 
schools. 

By midweek last week, high 
school counselor Colby Nich-

ols had “Prayers for Hampshire 
County Schools” on Facebook 
and word was spreading rapidly. 

Peopled gathered at the el-
ementary schools in Augusta,

Hearing Thursday 
on smoking rules

‘I put the 
knife in 
his throat’
Mandy O’Hara’s testimony couldn’t sway jury from 
1st-degree murder conviction with no chance of parole

Arguments line 
up on both sides
JIM KING Review Staff

AUGUSTA — Anyone 
with an opinion on proposed 
new smoking restrictions has 
a chance to voice it Thursday 
night to the people who will 
decide the matter. 

A public hearing on the 
Health Department propos-
al starts at 6 p.m. at Augusta 
Church of Christ. 

Stephanie Shoemaker, ex-
ecutive director of the Coun-
ty Health Department, said 
Board of Health members 
will be present to hear the 
comments. They will review 
all written comments submit-
ted after the Aug. 31 deadline 
and then decide at a meeting 
in September whether to rati-
fy the proposal.

Arguments for and against 
are already ricocheting on so-
cial media centered on issues 
of second-hand smoke, per-
sonal  choice  and  economic

Sentencing Oct. 26  
on all 6 charges

ED DEWITT Review Staff

ROMNEY — Guilty of 
murder in the 1st degree. No 
mercy. 

That was the verdict that a 
stoic, silent Mandy O’Hara 
heard from a jury of 12 of her 
peers last Thursday afternoon 
in Hampshire County Circuit 
Court. 

It took 8 women and 4 men 
just under 4 hours to return the 
decision that she and John Ste-
ven Shoemaker III premedi-
tated and executed the killing 
of her estranged husband Mi-
chael O’Hara in the pre-dawn 
hours of Sept. 26, 2013, at his 
home on Hickory Corner Road 
in Slanesville. 

In addition to the mur-
der verdict, O’Hara was also 
found guilty of the conceal-
ment of a deceased human 
body and nighttime burglary, 
as well as a conspiracy charge 
for each of the 3 crimes. In to-
tal, she was found guilty on all 
6 charges she stood trial for. 

When the jury recommend-
ed no mercy for her, her fate 
was sealed, as she will be sent 
to prison for the rest of her life 
without the possibility of pa-
role. She will be formally sen-
tenced for her crimes at 1 p.m. 
Oct. 26 by Judge Charlie Carl. 

How O’Hara went from a 
seemingly normal life as a 
wife and mother to killing her 
husband in cold blood and be-
ing locked up for the rest of 
her life played a primary role 
in the arguments of both the 
defense and prosecution. 

Hampshire County prose-
cutor Dan James argued that 
O’Hara’s life was spiraling out 
of control, and court-appoint-
ed defense counsel Jonathan 
Brill agreed with him. 

That was — as the 3-and-a-
half-day trial would show — 
where the agreement between 
the prosecution and the de-
fense ended. 

James would retell a time-
line that would shed light on 
why O’Hara would want to 
kill her husband, while Brill 
would concentrate on the night 
of the murder and use testimo-

ny from Mandy O’Hara her-
self to make a claim he hoped 
would convince the jury to 
render a verdict other than 1st 
degree murder. 

MARCH 2013
Mandy O’Hara was an un-

faithful wife. 
While still living with Mi-

chael O’Hara on Hickory Cor-
ner Road, she was involved 
with another man, John Ste-
ven Shoemaker II. Due to 
prolonged unpleasant mari-
tal issues, Mandy had taken to 
sleeping on first a couch, then 
eventually a mattress in the 
basement of the home.

Shoemaker, or Simon, as he 

was known around the fam-
ily, said he would park down 
the road late at night and sneak 
into the basement of the home 
where Mandy, Michael, their 2 
biological children, Mandy’s 2 
children from a previous rela-
tionship and 2 foster children 
all lived. 

Early one morning in March 
of 2013, Michael was on his 
way to work when he noticed 
Simon’s silver P.T. Cruiser 
parked near the house. 

He turned around and went 
back, and found Simon and 
O’Hara naked on the mattress 
in the basement. 

Simon testified that a fight 
ensued and O’Hara beat him 
several times with a hammer 
before he fled. Shortly after 
this altercation, Mandy took 
the children from the home 
and a lot of the couple’s furni-
ture to a doublewide trailer in 
Capon Bridge. 

It was at this time that Mi-
chael filed for divorce, cit-
ing irreconcilable differences 
and adultery and started the 
process of seeking custody of 
their 2 sons. 

AUGUST 2013
With a divorce trial set for 

the end of September, Mandy 
O’Hara became enraged upon 
learning her own mother, sis-
ter and Michael’s sister would 
be testifying against her. 

Michael was granted tempo-
rary custody of his 2 sons, and 
was moving the pieces into 
place that would end his con-
nection to Mandy. 

As the court process was lin-
ing up, Mandy had weekly vis-
itation rights to her children. 
She would see them on the 
weekend as well as for a few 
hours on Wednesday night. 

Those visits often took 
place at her new home in Ca-
pon Bridge. She shared it with 
Simon, the many children 
and Simon’s son John Steven 
Shoemaker III, his pregnant 
girlfriend Gabriella Clutter 
and their young daughter.

In all, 13 people lived in the 
trailer in Capon Bridge. With 
all 3 bedrooms full, Shoemak-
er III — Little Steven, as he 
was called — and Clutter slept 
on couches in the living room. 

It was during this time that 
several witnesses James called 
to the stand testified they heard 
O’Hara say she had to kill Mi-
chael to get him out of the pic-
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Mandy O’Hara 
testifies on her 
own behalf.

ED DEWITT Review Staff

▲ Dr. Bernard Adams, former deputy chief medical examiner, shows the jury a diagram 
of the wounds inflicted to Michael O’Hara’s throat. ▼ The knife handle recovered at the 
dumpsite was found in Mandy O’Hara’s coat pocket.

MILLY MULLINS 
Review Correspondent

FFA and 4-H 
kids like Gabri-
elle Burton tend 
to their animals 
and display 
them for judging 
in the barn, 
but after hours 
there are other 
fun activities as 
well. 

Living, Page 1B
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WATCH THE VIDEO

DON KESNER Christ Community Church

About 200 people line the 
halls of Augusta Elementary 
to pray Sunday.

  FACET IME

  Smoking ban
What you were saying about a 
plan to ban public smoking in 
Hampshire County. 

Sherrie Wilder: “We pay more 
taxes than nonsmokers and have no 
rights.”

Pamela Kimble: “They should 
go a step further and fine smokers 
who throw their cigarette butts on 
the street.”

Donnie Arbogast: “I’d love a 
night out with my wife and not 
come home reeking of an ashtray.”

Heath Mangold: “What’s next? 
CPS taking your kids if you smoke 
in your own home?”

Nikki Downing: “Smoking 
should be banned from public plac-
es including the entrances to those 
places. It is your right to smoke or 
not smoke but no one should be 
forced to breathe in second hand 
smoke.” o“I stabbed him in the throat because I wanted him to shut up.” 

GET  INVOLVED
REVIEW the proposal at www.hamp-
shirecountyhealthdepartment.com.

ATTEND the public hearing at 6 p.m. 
Thursday at Augusta Church of Christ.

COMMENT by mail to HC 71, Box 9, 
Augusta, WV 26704 or fax to 304-
496-9650

The 30 days to comment end Aug. 31.

See BARN page 3A n

See PRAYER page 3A n

See SMOKING page 3A n
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ture, presumably because of the 
custody issue. 

Mandy’s biological daughter, 
her foster child, Simon and Lit-
tle Steven all testified that Man-
dy said she was going to kill Mi-
chael. 

Simon even went so far as 
to say that early one morning 
he heard Mandy’s car drive up 
and she confessed that she had 
gone to the house to do it but 
changed her mind and couldn’t 
go through with it. 

SEPT. 25, 2013
Mandy picked up her 2 sons 

from the Hickory Corner home 
after work that evening and went 
to Food Lion, where she bought 
ingredients to make a spaghetti 
dinner. After dinner and some 
down time at the Capon Bridge 
residence, the boys are tak-
en back to the Hickory Corner 
home. 

Mandy, who would usually 
take her older daughter along 
on such rides, told her she can’t 
come time this time. 

SEPT. 26, 2013
The exact facts of just what 

happened at the Hickory Corner 
home in the early morning hours 
of Sept. 26, 2013, will likely 
never fully see the light of day.

The prosecution’s story
According to the state’s ar-

gument — largely put together 
by the testimony of John Ste-
ven Shoemaker III — Mandy 
O’Hara got out of bed at about 
3 a.m. and roused Shoemaker 
from his slumber on the couch 
in the living room of the Capon 
Bridge home. 

The pair got in the silver P.T. 
Cruiser and drove to Slanes-
ville via Cold Stream Road. Af-
ter taking a side road in the back 
way they parked near O’Hara’s 
home and walked about 3 min-
utes to the front porch. 

There, Mandy broke in the 
home through the window of the 
room where her sons slept. 

The boys shared bunk beds on 
the right of the room and O’Hara 
had to creep through the typi-
cal clutter of a child’s bedroom 
to the hallway. From there, she 
opened the front door and let 
Shoemaker in. 

“It only took her about 5 sec-
onds,” Shoemaker said from the 
witness stand last Wednesday 
morning.

Michael O’Hara’s bedroom 
was directly across the hall from 
the boys’ room. The duo sneaked 
in the room, and at that point a 
struggle between the 3 began. 

It’s unclear, even after Shoe-
maker’s testimony, exactly what 
happened in the bedroom. What 
is clear, however, is that Michael 
O’Hara died on the floor in front 
of a bookshelf. 

Shoemaker claimed that after 
knocking Michael O’Hara out, 
Mandy sent Shoemaker to the 
kitchen to retrieve another knife, 
as it was still dark in the room 
and the knife brought from the 
Capon Bridge home was miss-
ing after the struggle. 

When he returned he saw Mi-
chael O’Hara dead with a knife 
sticking out of his neck. 

At that point, a tarp was re-
trieved from the car and the pair 
wrapped O’Hara’s body in it 
and dragged it out of the house, 
down the steps of the porch and 
into the driveway. 

The original plan was to put 
the body in Michael’s own car 
and dispose of it that way, but 2 
problems arose. 

One, Michael O’Hara was 
too heavy to lift. Two, his car 
wouldn’t start.

At that point, panic set in and 
the decision was made to drag 
his body 2.7 miles from the 
O’Hara home to the North Riv-
er. 

The defense version
Brill painted a much different 

picture of the events that took 
place that morning, relying sole-
ly on the testimony of Mandy 
O’Hara herself. 

In fact, other than a brief ques-
tioning of Capt. John Eckerson 
of the Hampshire County Sher-
iff’s Office, O’Hara was Brill’s 
only witness. 

Her tumultuous marriage, and 
the events leading up to that 
night filled her with rage. 

 “I never wanted to kill 
him,” O’Hara said on the stand 
Wednesday afternoon, “but I 
wished he would have died.” 

She said this at the conclusion 
of her side of the story regarding 
the infidelity and the mistreat-
ment she said she endured dur-
ing the years leading up to the 
2013 saga of events. 

“I was angry a lot of the time,” 
she said. 

O’Hara said Little Steven’s 
story was a lie, a point also driv-
en home by Brill who said Shoe-

maker changed his story 5 times 
until the state finally got one 
they liked and offered him a plea 
if he told it in court.

She said that when she took 
the kids home on Sept. 25 she 
and Michael began talking about 
the divorce and the discussion 
quickly escalated into an argu-
ment. 

The couple agreed to table it 
and that Mandy would return 
later that night when the kids 
were asleep to continue the dis-
cussion.

“I wanted to talk to him about 
who was subpoenaed to speak 
against me at the divorce hear-
ing,” O’Hara said. “I agreed to 

come back.”
O’Hara said she arrived some-

time after 1 a.m. and Michael let 
her in through the front door. 
They went in the kitchen where 
Michael was cleaning up oat-
meal. The argument resumed 
immediately and heated up to 
the point where Mandy grabbed 
a knife from “next to the dish 
drainer” and stabbed him as he 
yelled at her.

“I stabbed him in the throat 
because I wanted him to shut 
up,” she said. 

O’Hara claimed that after the 
initial stabbing the couple con-
tinued to argue, this time about 
love letters an inmate had writ-
ten Mandy from a South Caro-
lina prison. 

Michael had recently discov-
ered the letters in the home and 
Mandy said they went back in 
the bedroom while arguing for 
him to retrieve them. 

There, the struggle began 
again and while falling to the 
ground, Mandy stabbed Michael 
in the neck a 2nd time.

“I put the knife in his throat,” 
she said. “It wasn’t an accident 
and it wasn’t self defense.”

The writing — at least when 
it came to the death of Michael 
O’Hara — was on the wall. 
Mandy O’Hara had confessed to 
murdering her husband. 

Brill’s angle shifted to trying 
to convince the jury that it was 
not planned out like James had 
presented, but that it was a reac-
tionary measure that happened 
in the heat of passion. 

SHOEMAKER’S ROLE
James made the case that 

Shoemaker was involved from 
the get-go. 

His motive never became 
clear, other than perhaps a de-
sire to help Mandy any way he 
could. James said that help in-
volved playing a primary role in 
the murder. 

Brill disagreed, and argued 
that Shoemaker was not even 
present at the time Mandy killed 
Michael. Mandy said that after 
she killed her husband she did 
not know what to do. 

She said that she panicked, 
shut the door to Michael’s bed-
room and left the Hickory Cor-
ner home to head back to Capon 
Bridge. It was then, she claimed, 
that Little Steven became in-
volved. 

Upon arriving back at the dou-
blewide a little before 4 a.m., 
O’Hara said she woke Shoe-
maker up and asked him for his 
help. She had to get Michael’s 
body out of the house before the 
kids woke up.

“I didn’t want the boys to see 
their dad dead,” she said. The 
sympathetic nurturing mother 
angle was one that would con-
tinue to surface as she told the 
rest of her side of the story. 

O’Hara said that upon arriv-
ing back at the Hickory Corner 
home the pair took an old air 
mattress out of a closet in the 
house and dragged Michael out-
side. Once the body was outside 
the house, they spent time clean-

ing the carpet in the hallway. 
After doing a pretty good job 

with that, the focus turned to 
the bedroom, where they deter-
mined the amount of blood was 
too great to clean. 

A bucket of paint was located 
and used to cover the spot where 
Michael’s head had laid on the 
carpet. 

Mandy went out the front 
door and Shoemaker locked the 
door behind her and left through 
the basement. 

Once outside, the story about 
the body being too heavy and 
Michael’s car not starting was 
retold by Mandy. 

“I couldn’t just put him out-

side because the kids in the 
neighborhood could have seen 
him. I didn’t know where else to 
put him. I wasn’t trying to hide 
what I did, I was trying to get his 
body somewhere else.”

She insisted the concealment 
was for the good of the area 
children who might be heading 
to school. 

“I didn’t want them to see 
that,” she said.

In fact, O’Hara said she want-
ed to call police and tell them 
what she did, but she again said 
she did not want her children to 
see what had happened.

“I didn’t want my kids to right 
away see me associated with 
their dead father,” she said.

So the decision was made to 
head toward the river. 

They tied Michael’s ankles 
to the back of the P.T. Cruiser 
with wire and twine from a near-
by pig pen and headed east on 
Hickory Corner Road dragging 
his body behind them.

UNEXPECTED ENCOUNTER
It was a typical early morn-

ing for Slanesville resident Ter-
ry Swope. He was on his way to 
work. His wife, unable to care 
for herself after being afflicted 
with an illness, was accompany-
ing him. 

About 100 yards or so from 
where the Hickory Corner Road 
pavement turns to gravel, he 
saw a car with its high beams on 
ahead of him. 

“I thought they were spot-
lighting deer,” he said. Soon 
he would see it was something 
much worse going on. 

“I saw a body laying in the 
road. The woman claimed she 
ran over something.”

Swope exited his car and then 
saw the upper torso and neck of 
Michael O’Hara sticking out of 
the tarp. He saw that his throat 
had been cut. There was a lot of 
blood. 

Swope asked O’Hara to call 
911. She said she did not have 
a cell phone and that she was 
alone in the car other than her in-
fant son. Swope then called 911, 
himself. Officers and an am-
bulance were immediately dis-
patched. 

Swope got back out of the car 
and walked toward the body. 
O’Hara then called out that she 
thought he was still alive.

“I knew then that something 
was fishy,” Swope said. “I knew 
he wasn’t alive. His heart wasn’t 
pumping.”

Feeling uneasy about the sit-
uation, Swope got back in his 
truck and locked the doors. At 
that moment, he noticed “a full 
grown adult in a black hooded 
sweatshirt and a beard” in the 
car. 

“It was not an infant,” he said. 
O’Hara got back in the car 

and she and Shoemaker took 
off with such force that Michael 
O’Hara’s body became detached 
from the car and remained in the 
roadway. 

Rather than sit back and do 
nothing, Swope gave chase, and 
called 911 again. 

He followed the pair for about 
a mile and a half before turning 
around. 

“We were hill hopping and 
going pretty good,” he said. 

In his second 911 call, Swope 
gave the best description of the 
car he could, eventually settling 
on what he thought was a Dodge 
Charger. That information was 
relayed to area police on patrol 
at the same time the Hampshire 
County Sheriff’s office was 
closing in on the scene. 

PANIC SETS IN
Mandy O’Hara now knew law 

enforcement would be on the 
way. 

After speeding back to the 
body and reattaching it, the pair 
continued on their intended path 
and headed the 2.7 miles toward 
the North River.

After taking a wrong turn 
and doubling back, the pair 
parked near a gate leading to 
private property and with Mi-
chael O’Hara’s body still in the 
tarp, Mandy entered the river, 
dragged him upstream and de-
posited him under a fallen tree. 

Then, the couple got back in 
the P.T. Cruiser, and fearing that 
law enforcement was already at 
the murder scene, forded the riv-
er at a spot Mandy knew about 
and headed back down Cold 
Stream Road toward Capon 
Bridge.

A NARROW MISS
Part-time Capon Bridge po-

lice officer Travis McBride was 
on patrol early that morning 
when a call came out looking for 
a silver “police type vehicle.” 

He started driving around on 
the lookout when he saw a P.T. 
Cruiser. After nearly making a 
3-point turn to investigate, he 
decided against it because the 
vehicle didn’t match the descrip-
tion of what he was told to be on 
the lookout for.

O’Hara and Shoemaker drove 
around for a while to kill time 
until the many children occu-
pying the doublewide in Ca-
pon Bridge left for school. They 
eventually stopped and waited 
in the elementary school parking 
lot until they saw the kids board 
the bus. 

Then, Mandy backed the P.T. 
Cruiser into the driveway of the 
home as to hide the large amount 
of blood on the bumper. 

BACK AT THE SCENE
While Mandy O’Hara and 

John Steven Shoemaker III were 
having coffee and smoking ciga-
rettes after ditching their bloody, 
paint covered clothes in their 
Capon Bridge home, police cars 
followed a trail of blood into the 
driveway of Michael O’Hara’s 
home. 

A concerned neighbor who 
saw the action at the home called 
Michael’s sister Ellen Mills, 
who twice tried unsuccessfully 
to reach her brother via phone. 

When both his landline and 
cell phone went to voicemail, 
Ellen headed to the residence. 

At nearly the same moment 
she arrived on the scene, the 
O’Hara’s 2 young sons emerged 
from the house and were being 
held safe by Child Protection 
Services. 

Capt. Eckerson met with Ellen 
and told her they feared Michael 
had been murdered. She imme-
diately relayed the information 
about the bitter divorce and cus-
tody battle. 

Officers were then dispatched 
to the doublewide in Capon 
Bridge where they took Mandy 
O’Hara and John Steven Shoe-
maker III into custody a little af-
ter 8 a.m.

SURPRISE EVIDENCE

Evidence collected at the 
scene and in Capon Bridge was 
bundled off to the state crime lab 
in Charleston for forensic test-
ing, a time-consuming process. 
The case languished for months 
before Mandy O’Hara and John 
Steven Shoemaker III were even 
indicted. 

In the meantime, a couple of 
breaks came the prosecution’s 
way. 

In May 2014, just days before 
the pair was indicted, a father 
and son from Charles Town ar-
rived to go mushrooming at a lot 
they owned in the Buffalo Gap 
subdivision, about ¾-mile off 
Cold Stream Road. 

Before they ever gathered 
a mushroom, they stumbled 
across bloody trash that prompt-
ed them to call police. 

Among the items were docu-
ments that identified Michael 
O’Hara and their children. Oth-
er items included a broken knife 
with blood on the handle, an 
article of clothing, a window 
screen and a trash can lid with 
white paint on it. 

Then in March of this year, the 
current girlfriend of John Steven 
Shoemaker II brought to author-
ities a stack of letters O’Hara 
wrote from jail to Simon. 

Then 10 letters, ranging from 
2 to 8 pages in length, were 
handed over to James, Capt. 
John Eckerson and Deputy 1st 
Class Mechelle Sabin. A note 
from Eckerson in the report 
sums up the material. 

“Obviously a bunch of misin-
formation Mandy O’Hara wants 
to have circulated regarding 
killing of Michael O’Hara,” he 
wrote. 

“I will write you what you 
need to know,” she said in one 
letter that was to be given to 
John Steven Shoemaker III. 
“Study what I write, memorize 
it and stick to it.” 

THE TRIAL 
A quick jury selection process 

that took just a few hours last 
Monday morning allowed open-
ing arguments and the 1st wit-
nesses of the prosecution to be 
called Monday afternoon. 

James opened with a 15-min-
ute argument where he summa-
rized the details he would reveal 
at length over the next day-and-
a-half of witness testimony. 

Brill’s opening argument was 
brief in comparison, lasting 
only about 2 minutes. He made 
an attempt to discredit the story 
James told, saying it came from 
Shoemaker III who was only 
saying what the prosecution 
wanted to hear because they had 
given him a 2nd-degree murder 
plea. 

James’s 1st witnesses includ-
ed law enforcement officers who 
were the 1st responders to the 
scene. 

Eckerson, Sheriff John Alkire 
and Chief Deputy Nathan Sions 
all testified as to what they found 
at the scene as well as following 
the trail of evidence from the 
murder scene to the North Riv-
er and eventually at the home in 
Capon Bridge.

James also called one of Man-
dy O’Hara’s biological children 
from a previous marriage and a 
foster child who had both heard 
claims of her desire to kill Mi-
chael O’Hara. Michael’s sister 
Ellen Mills also took the stand 
to talk about the troubled mar-
riage and her actions the morn-
ing of Sept. 26, 2013. 

He called John Steven Shoe-
maker II, who he questioned 
about the night he was found in 
bed with Mandy as well as let-
ters he turned over that Mandy 
wrote him from prison and had 
hoped he would send to Little 
Steven. 

The letters became a key point 
for James as they provided in-
struction on what Little Steven 
should say.  A confession in the 
letters also was important for 
the prosecution, as it neglect-
ed to mention the dumpsite — 
bloody garbage and personal 
documents related to the O’Hara 
children found on private prop-
erty off Cold Stream Road by 
mushroom hunters in the spring 
of 2014. 

James would contend that the 
fact that Mandy mentioned ev-
erything else about the crime in 
her letters except dumping the 
cleaning supplies, documents 
and other blood covered evi-
dence, ruined her story and con-
firmed it was a premeditated act, 
not the heat of passion as the de-
fense claimed.

If she was going to call the 
police and confess to what she 
did, why did they drive off Cold 
Stream Road to hide the evi-
dence and why did she never re-
veal it in the letters she wrote 2 
months later? 

Also found at the dumpsite 
was the handle to what the pros-
ecution says was the murder 
weapon, a large, black kitchen 
knife. It was found in the coat 
pocket of what Mandy wore 
while committing the murder, 

and it matched perfectly with a 
blade found along Hickory Cor-
ner Road on Sept. 27, 2013, a 
day after the murder.

“It probably fell out of his 
neck when they were dragging 
him along the road,” James said. 

James called 2 forensics ex-
perts from the state police crime 
lab in Charleston that matched 
paint and blood from the mur-
der scene with samples found 
at both the Capon Bridge home 
and the dumpsite. 

James’ last 2 witnesses — for-
mer Deputy Chief Medical Ex-
aminer at West Virginia Uni-
versity Dr. Bernard Adams and 
John Steven Shoemaker III — 
took the stand Wednesday morn-
ing.

 Using diagrams from Michael 
O’Hara’s autopsy, James ques-
tioned Adams about O’Hara’s 
body. 

Adams pointed out the trau-
ma caused by being dragged 2.7 
miles behind a car, and most im-
portantly that it was his expert 
opinion that O’Hara died from 2 
large stab wounds to his throat. 

Shoemaker recounted the 
story that James had been tell-
ing from the beginning. Brill’s 
cross-examination of Shoemak-
er was met with brief answers 
that did not satisfy the defense. 

CLOSING ARGUMENTS
In his closing argument, Brill 

said Mandy O’Hara’s story was 
the truth, and that the prosecu-
tion was blinded by trying so 
hard for a 1st-degree murder 
conviction they weren’t seeing 
that it was an act of desperation, 
not of cold blood. 

In addition to reiterating the 
state’s position, James’ closing 
argument brought mention of a 
key piece of evidence that Brill 
never addressed. 

Found at the dumpsite in 2014 
was a broken window screen that 
matched the window that James 
said O’Hara climbed through to 
gain access to the home. 

If Michael O’Hara really in-
vited Mandy into the house to 
talk and if her story about the 
heat of passion was true, why in 
the world was there a destroyed 
window screen from the house 
with all the other hidden evi-
dence, James wondered.

It was a question that Brill 
never even attempted to answer. 

He focused on the lack of 
credibility that John Steven 
Shoemaker III brought to the ta-
ble and as well as other details 
that James never addressed him-
self.

For one, if Mandy’s story was 
untrue, how did the air mattress 
that Mandy said she used to drag 
the body out of the house get 
blood all over it? It was found 
along with the other evidence at 
the dumpsite. Shoemaker tes-
tified that it originated and re-
mained in the trunk of the car 
and had no idea how blood got 
on it.

Also, Mandy O’Hara’s daugh-
ter testified that it was anoth-
er room of the house that had 
a faulty window latch, not the 
window to the boys room — 
which Brill also drove home 
was high off the ground with no 
porch under it, making it com-
plicated to climb through.

Finally, Brill wondered about 
another bloody knife and the 
love letters from the inmate in 
South Carolina that were found 
in a garbage can at Michael 
O’Hara’s home. Why would 
they be there if Mandy’s story 
was not true?

Several details like that were 
never addressed and the ques-
tions  remained unanswered. 

In his closing argument, Brill 
made a final plea, saying O’Hara 
was the only one telling the truth 
from the start to finish in this 
case. He said she truthfully ad-
mitted to unlawfully taking her 
husband’s life. 

“It was not premeditated, it 
was not malicious and it was in 
the heat of passion,” he said. 

James countered in what 
would be the final words the 
jury would hear before delibera-
tions began just before the lunch 
hour on Thursday afternoon. 

He said that Brill was trying 
to elicit passion and sympathy 
from the jury and paint O’Hara 
as a compassionate mother. 

James then displayed a photo 
showing the battered, cut up face 
and neck of Michael O’Hara’s 
body taken during his autopsy. 

“They knocked him out and 
stabbed him twice in the throat,” 
he said. 

James left the jury with one 
more powerful statement before 
concluding. 

“When you think of mercy, 
think of those 2 little boys wak-
ing up and looking for their dad. 
Give her the same mercy that 
she gave Michael O’Hara.” o

ED DEWITT Review Staff

A sheriff’s deputy escorts John Steven Shoemaker III out of the courtroom after his testimony 
last Wednesday. 

JAMES COMMENTS

Prosecutor praises jury 
and investigators
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O’Hara sentencing: 
‘You planned this’

ED DEWITT 
Review Staff

Hampshire 
County 
Pros-
ecutor Dan 
James 
holds a 
photo col-
lage full of 
memories 
of Michael 
O’Hara. 

SALLIE SEE Review Staff

Mandy O’Hara addresses Michael’s family.

ED DEWITT Review Staff

ROMNEY — Just over 2 
months since being found 
guilty on all 6 charges related 
to the murder of her estranged 
husband Michael, Mandy 
O’Hara learned that her sen-
tences will run consecutively, 
not concurrently. 

In Hampshire County Cir-
cuit Court Monday afternoon, 
Judge Charlie Carl sentenced 
O’Hara to life in prison with-
out the possibility of parole on 
the charge of 1st degree mur-
der, and terms of 1-5 years on 
all other charges except bur-
glary, which brought 1-15. 

Carl said he was fully in-
formed on the case, saying he 
presided over it from begin-
ning to end. “It’s not an envi-
able position you find your-
self in,” he told O’Hara. 

“I’m sure you didn’t think 
of the consequences. You 
planned this. You perpetrated 
it and you concealed it, and 
at the end of the day he is not 
coming back. For those rea-
sons I am running your sen-
tences consecutively.”

Before he handed down the 
sentence, Carl heard testimo-
ny from several witnesses and 
O’Hara herself.

Ellen Mills, Michael 
O’Hara’s sister and now the 
guardian of his children, gave 
an emotional testimony where 
she addressed Mandy direct-
ly. Her words focused on Mi-
chael’s  love  for  his kids and

HELMS, 
WRIGHT 
PLEAD 
2 more defendants 
admit their guilt in 
Potomac Center case

KEVIN HELMS

• Child abuse*

*Resulting in injury

JUSTIN WRIGHT

• Child neglect*
• Conspiracy
• 4 counts of 

child abuse*

JIM KING Review Staff

ROMNEY — Two more for-
mer Potomac Center employees 
pled guilty Monday to charges of 
child abuse stemming from the 
January 2014 investigation that 
temporarily shut down the pro-
gram

Kevin Helms, a former super-
visor, pled to a single count that 
could place him in prison for 1 
to 5 years. 

In an unexpectedly conten-
tious hearing, former worker Jus-
tin Wright pled guilty to 3 counts 
— child neglect, conspiracy and 
child abuse — and no contest to 
3 other instances of child abuse. 

“A no-contest plea is still a 
guilty plea,” Judge Charlie Carl 
cautioned Wright during the 
nearly 2-hour hearing. 

The no-contest pleas came af-
ter Wright’s accounts of his ac-
tions in each of the 3 charges dif-
fered widely from what Prosecu-
tor Dan James claimed and from 
what a 3rd defendant, Joseph 
Moreland, said in his guilty pleas 
on Sept. 30. 

At 1 point during the joint 
hearing as it became clear that 
the accounts varied, Helms’ at-
torney, Erick Black, acknowl-
edged that his client’s testimony 
would  more  likely  support  the

SPEC IAL  SECT ION

Shoemaker plea 
brings max of 20 

John Steven 
Shoemaker III 

Consecutive 
terms for 5 
related counts
Life without parole 

in 1st-degree murder ED DEWITT Review Staff

AUGUSTA — Two years of healing. Two years 
of laughs. Two great new additions to their family. 

These and many other factors add up to explain 
how Michael O’Hara’s family is getting by these 
days. 

Now that both Mandy 
O’Hara and John Steven Shoe-
maker III have been sentenced, 
the final chapter in a nightmar-
ish pair of years has closed and 
life continues for Michael’s 
loved ones. 

“We will keep doing what 
we’ve been doing the last 2 
years,” Michael’s sister Ellen 
Mills said. 

“We’ve got photos around 
that the kids have asked for 
from Day 1. When their friends 
come over they talk really hap-
py about him. We just try and 
keep it as positive as we possi-
bly can.”

Positivity, as it turns out, has 
been easy, thanks to a network 
of love and support the fam-
ily couldn’t have ever dreamed 
about. Ellen said as much in the 
statement the family prepared.

“We cannot thank Dan 
James, Captain Eckerson, 
Mechelle Sabin, Judge Carl, 
Sheriff Alkire, Chief Deputy Sions, the Hampshire 
County Sheriff’s Department, the witnesses, the 
community, our church family, our friends and our 
family enough for the hard work, encouragement, 
support, kindness and prayers during our difficult 
time. Through each one of you, God’s love has car-
ried us along with Mike’s courage and faith, which 
continues to help us every day.”

And, each one of those days, Michael’s mom, 
Hilda O’Hara, said, are filled with joyful memories. 
“We dwell on the good things that we have rather 
than what we’ve lost.”

ED DEWITT Review Staff

ROMNEY — On Monday afternoon, 
just moments after Mandy O’Hara was 
sentenced to consecutive prison terms for 
killing her husband Michael, John Steven 
Shoemaker III was sentenced to 20 years 
in prison for his role in the crime.

Judge Charlie Carl gave Shoemaker 
the maximum term allowed by his guilty 
plea to 2nd degree murder, and said that 
Shoemaker “made this decision, and the 
damage and destruction you caused can’t

ED DEWITT Review Staff

▲  Firefighter Bryan Beverage 
launches 1 of 15 padded pump-
kins from atop the ladder truck 
during Romney Elementary’s 
pumpkin drop Friday afternoon.   
▲ Carisma Shanholtz and Brandy 
Taylor proudly show off their 
group’s pumpkin, 1 of the 3 on  
the afternoon that survived the 
plunge. �
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“It is what 
it is. So 
don’t let it 
spoil your 
day, and  

 enjoy 
those 
kids.”

— MICHAEL O’HARA

Sister: ‘We just try 
and keep it as   
positive as we can’

Drop 
’em

3rd annual bash draws 300
MILLY MULLINS Review Correspondent

ROMNEY — Eager chil-
dren grabbed at goody bags, 
candy, and apples as they 
stepped into Romney Elemen-
tary School’s gym Saturday afternoon for 
Romney’s 3rd annual Halloween Bash.

Over 300 people filled the space hosted 
by On-Trac. 

Much like previous years, entry into the 
event was $3. For the money, children re-

ceived a goody bag, candy, 
popcorn and the chance to 
play games for free through-
out the duration of the event, 
which ran from 2 to 8 p.m. 

The games in turn provided tickets that the 
youth could use to claim prizes that were 
available for different ticket amounts. 

“My kids loved it! They had a lot of 
fun,” Annette Gosnell shared on the bash’s
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As can be expected, although 
all of Michael’s immediate 
family has been scarred by his 
murder, his kids are the pri-
mary concern and will remain 
so from here on out. Thankful-
ly, Ellen and her husband now 
have custody of Michael’s 2 
sons. 

“They aren’t our nephews,” 
Ellen said. “They are our kids. 
If anyone asks us we have 6 
kids. They are ours and we love 
them.” 

And although he is no longer 
here, Michael remains a critical 
part of the children’s upbring-
ing and is ever-present in their 
daily lives. 

“When we talk about Mike 
it’s always so positive,” Ellen 
said. “When we pray at bedtime 
any one of the kids will ask 
God to say hello to him, and 
things like that.”

The extended family is one 
that had been planned for even 
as Michael and Mandy O’Hara 
were going through their custo-
dy battle in the fall of 2013. 

“When things were getting 
difficult we imagined ourselves 
as a 3-parent family,” Mills 
said. “It was myself, my hus-
band and our kids, and Mike 
and his kids. We did a lot of 
things together.

 And now that Michael is 
gone?

“I continue to say that,” El-
len said. “We are still a 3-par-
ent family because Mike is 
still watching out for us. Every 
time we have a fantastic time 
or a silly time at home we say 
it’s Mike. He’s causing it. He’s 

making sure we are having a 
good time.”

Another silver lining in 
such a life-altering tragedy has 
shown itself to the family over 
the last 2 years. 

“It’s been strange because we 
now know so many more peo-
ple,” Ellen said. “We lost Mike, 
but even in people we never 
had contact with before we see 
some of Mike’s personality. 

“Whether it’s faith, kindness 
or courage. Sometimes you just 
have to sit back and say wow.”

One encounter with a lady 
from another church family 
other than their own especially 
caused both Ellen and Hilda to 
pause. 

 “A while back a lady said ‘It 
is what it is.’ That was such a 
Mike thing to say,” Ellen said. 
“He always said, “It is what it 
is. So don’t let it spoil your day, 
and enjoy those kids.” He said 
that all the time. 

And that, most assuredly, is 
what the family is doing. Enjoy-
ing the kids and enjoying each 
day with each other the best that 
they can. �
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the world that Mandy tore apart 
when she killed him on the 
night of Sept. 26, 2013.

“His greatest accomplish-
ment was being a dad,” Mills 
said. 

“They were his whole world. 
They were the 3 Musketeers 
and had contagious joy. You 
ripped away the happiness from 
the boys when you took Mi-
chael’s life.”

Mills said the questions the 
boys ask are the hardest part of 
an otherwise happy life they are 
all enjoying 2 years removed 
from losing Michael.

“Why did mom hate dad so 
much? Why did she have to kill 
him? Will she do it to us or to 
you if she gets out?”

Mills also extended sympa-
thy to Mandy, reminding her 
of all that she will miss as the 
children grow up and become 
young men.

“I pity you,” she said. “You’ll 
never hear their laughter again. 
You’ll never see their faces 
light up, see them graduate or 
get married. You’ve already 
missed so much.”

Michael’s mother, Hilda 
O’Hara, echoed her daughter’s 
sentiment. “He reveled in being 
a hands-on father,” she said, re-

minding Mandy of the life Mi-
chael left behind in England to 
be with her.

“He left his family and 
friends. You became his whole 
world. He tried to be a good 
husband and a good father. You 
took all that away and have 
caused the greatest pain a child 
can feel.”

Hilda also made it clear that 
though Mandy has caused so 
much hurt, time and Michael’s 
memory is helping repair their 
lives.

“The damage is being mend-
ed,” she said. “God is beautiful 
and we are thankful we can pro-
vide the boys with a safe and 
loving home.”

When given the opportuni-
ty to speak, Mandy apologized 
and admitted mistakes.

“I have regrets,” she said. “I 
regret that night. I’ve learned a 
lot and I regret a lot. I am sorry 
and I am going to miss every-
thing. I understand that.”

However, she also still con-
tends that the truth has yet to 
come out and what the court 
found her guilty of is not what 
really happened.

“It didn’t happen the way 
they said it happened. God 
knows my heart and God knows 
what happened. I pray that God 
will help you forgive me. I’ve 
spent the last 2 years trying to 
become the person I want to 
be.”

After Mandy sat down, 
Hampshire Prosecutor Dan 
James told the court, “It’s ironic 
how many people find God in 
jail. I often wonder if he lives 
there. Simply put, her words 
fall flat. This was planned from 
the beginning.”

He noted the irony in want-
ing to care for her kids in one 
breath, but then talking to her 
other children about commit-
ting murder in the next one. 

He then held his arms straight 
out to the side and said, “She 
killed Michael with her 2 chil-
dren less than this far apart from 
her. She put him in a tarp. She 
drug his body and threw him in 
the river, and then this alleged 
compassionate mother left her 
kids alone in the house.”

James then asked Judge Carl 
to consider the same thing he 
asked the jury to consider back 
in August during his closing ar-
gument. “Afford the same mer-
cy to her that she showed her 
husband and kids,” he said.

Mandy’s attorney Jonathan 
Brill did not have much to say 
when given the chance. “We 
gave this everything we had. In 
that time I got to know Mandy. 
She accepts all responsibility 
and I can say with certainty that 
she is sincere in her statement.”

Carl added that everyone who 
worked on the case is “scarred 
forever,” noting the hundreds of 
photos and pieces of evidence 

that he saw that the jury nev-
er got to see because they were 
considered too gruesome. 

He also reminded Mandy that 
in the modern world the law 
should not be taken into our 
own hands.

“We don’t handle things our-
selves,” he said. “In a civilized 
society we don’t do what you 
did to Michael O’Hara.”

The sentencing itself could 
be looked on as a formality, 
as the 1st degree murder con-
viction with no mercy handed 
down in August all but assured 
that Mandy O’Hara will never 
walk free.

But to the victim’s family, 
it was one final chance to ad-
dress Mandy, and the message 
they delivered was one of hope, 
forgiveness and carrying on the 
best they can.

“Michael is our guardian an-
gel,” Mills said. “Even though 
he was taken away he is not 
gone. We see his smiling face 
every day. He’s still a part of all 
of it. He is and always will be a 
part of our lives.”

Hilda’s words were a bit 
stronger and more direct, and 
will likely be one of the many 
things Mandy thinks about as 
she spends the rest of her life in 
prison. 

“Their dad is dead in reality, 
and now their mom is dead in 
their hearts.” �

Max
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bring him (Michael) back.”
In late June, Shoemaker pled 

guilty to 2nd degree murder for 
his part in the Sept. 26, 2013, 
killing of Michael O’Hara.

In exchange for having the 
murder charge dropped from 
1st-degree to 2nd and dismissal 
of all other charges, Shoemak-
er agreed to testify truthfully at 
O’Hara’s 1st-degree murder tri-
al, which took place in August.

Mandy O’Hara was dating 
Shoemaker’s father, John Ste-
ven Shoemaker II, at the time of 
the murder. She was living with 
Shoemaker III and his pregnant 
girlfriend, Gabriella Clutter, in 
Capon Bridge. 

In addition to dropping the 
1st-degree murder charge in ex-
change for his plea, Shoemak-
er saw the charges of conspira-
cy to commit murder, conceal-
ment of a human body, con-

spiracy to conceal a deceased 
human body, burglary and con-
spiracy to commit burglary also 
dropped.

During the sentencing, Ellen 
Mills, Michael O’Hara’s sister 
and now guardian of his chil-
dren, said that the family dis-
cussed what to do about a pos-
sible plea by Shoemaker, and in 
the end decided to be merciful, 
though it wasn’t an easy deci-
sion.

“Those kids trusted you,” 
Mills told Shoemaker. “I under-
stand that you might have got-
ten roped into this, but there 
were many times you could 
have stepped forward and you 
didn’t. It appears you had no 
problem with what she did.”

The fact that Shoemaker was 
the only person in the house 
other than Mandy and Michael 
O’Hara, made his testimo-
ny against Mandy key. In fact, 
Judge Carl called it Shoemak-
er’s “only redeeming quality.”

Hampshire County Prose-
cutor Dan James made clear 

the state never pressured the 
O’Hara family into the plea 
deal, and that even after 2 years 
of work on the case he still has 
no clue why Shoemaker partici-
pated in the crime.

“He only knew her a short 
time,” James told the court. “I 
still have a hard time with why 
he ever got in that car.”

Eric Black, Shoemaker’s at-
torney, agreed with James that 
the reasons behind why Shoe-
maker went along that night 
may never be known, but that 
Shoemaker provided a valuable 
service to the state by pleading.

“As I stand here I’m not 
sure of the nature of why,” 
Black said. “But he did go and 
the consequences were trag-
ic. There is pain on all sides of 
this. He accepted his role, pled 
guilty, agreed to testify and pro-
vided valuable testimony.”

Black also said that he hopes 
Shoemaker will turn a cor-
ner while serving his sentence, 
which resumes just a few days 
shy of his 24th birthday.

“He is still a young man and 
he should be able to put his life 
back together in his 30s,” Black 
said. “He needs to take the op-
portunity to do his time and 
think about it.”

Remorse also would go a 
long way in starting a turn-
around, but it was never shown 
publicly by Shoemaker in court, 
something that Carl reminded 
the defendant about. 

“You still have yet to apolo-
gize to this family,” he said. 

Indeed, when given the op-
portunity to speak, Shoemaker 
chose not to. 

Apologies aside, thinking 
about his role in the crime and 
the consequences of his actions 
are things Mills hopes Shoe-
maker will do. 

“One day you’ll get to come 
back to your family,” she told 
him. “Mike won’t, and I hope 
you realize how blessed you are 
and you’ll cling to your family 
like you never have before.” �
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prosecution version than 
Wright’s. 

Wright’s attorney, John Tread-
way, was insistent that Wright’s 
account of what transpired has 
not varied during the months 
since he was indicted. 

“This is where he has been 
with me the entire time,” he said. 

In the plea agreement, James 
presented a “proffer,” a summa-
ry of the case he would present a 
jury that shows how each com-
ponent of the crime occurred. 
For 1 count of child abuse re-
sulting in injury, he needed to 
show that Wright was in a posi-
tion of authority over or respon-
sibility for the child’s wellbeing, 
that Wright knowingly harmed 
the child and that injury result-
ed. 

James had asserted that 
Wright asked his co-workers 
if they wanted to see a  “zom-
bie attack” before turning a cold 
shower spray in the face of a res-
ident identified as R.M., causing 
the boy — who couldn’t talk — 
to throw out his arms in self-de-
fense while moaning. 

After the proffer, Wright was 
asked to explain what happened, 
acknowledging the facts behind 
each of the prosecution’s charg-
es. Wright, however, said he was 
just the last of at least 3 work-
ers who went in the shower with 
R.M., that one of the others made 
the zombie attack comment and 
that he sprayed R.M.’s face af-
ter another worker had thrown a 
soapy washcloth on him “to get 

the soap out of his eyes.”
“Why did you plead guilty 

if you didn’t do it?” Carl asked 
Wright after his tale. 

Treadway had a response. 
“He was indicted on 10 charg-

es and could face at least 10 
years in prison,” Treadway said. 
“We’ve been offered a reason-
able plea.” 

Wright’s admissions on 2 oth-
er counts diverged enough from 
the prosecution’s that Carl said 
he could not find a factual basis 
for the guilty pleas. 

After a brief recess and con-
ference between Treadway, 
James and Joyce Stewart, the 
guardian ad litem who repre-
sents the interests of the victim-
ized children, Treadway pro-
posed changing Wright’s plea to 
no contest on the 3 charges. 

That didn’t require him to tes-
tify to facts in the charges, but 
instead acknowledged that the 
state had enough evidence to ob-
tain a conviction. 

“I don’t like it, but I think it 
is in the interest of the victims,” 
James said. “The state believes 
it could prove all the charges.”

Wright’s pleas on the 6 counts 
has him facing at least 6 and as 
many as 28 years behind bars. 
He is subject to fines on each 
count as well. The state dropped 
the remaining 4 charges. 

Helms pled guilty to 1 count 
and had 3 other felony counts 
and 2 misdemeanors dismissed. 

They will learn their sentenc-
es on Dec. 7 at 9 a.m. Moreland 
will be sentenced Nov. 5. 

A 4th defendant, Jennifer 
Flores, is due back in court Nov. 
10 for a status hearing on her 
case. �

Bash
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Facebook page. 
Bash Chairwoman Lin-

da Corbin said many attend-
ees shared their appreciation 
of the event and told her they 
liked it immensely. As for next 
year, Corbin chuckled and said, 
“more kids!” 

Committee members for the 
Halloween bash hope to see its 
continuing growth throughout 
the county. 

“I mean, it was a great suc-
cess. It was absolutely wonder-

ful. It’s great to see the com-
munity come together,” said 
Corbin. 

Corbin oversaw the entire 
event. Local volunteers and 
On-Trac members also helped 
throughout the evening includ-
ing Development Authority Di-
rector Eileen Johnson, Dairy 
Queen owner Ruby Wynn, Cal-
vert Storage owner Dot Calvert, 
and Woman’s Club member 
Gayle Allen. 

Boy Scout Troop 32 and Zoe 
Pownell from Girl Scouts vol-
unteered throughout the event, 
both in setting up the decora-
tions as well as helping with 
games and food. Laura Bow-

man was the DJ for the event 
and provided music throughout 
the night. 

The Halloween Bash’s Face-
book page saw several new 
likes and a few new happy com-
ments from community mem-
bers. 

“Everything was great, the 
kids loved it and that’s all that 
matters. I’m glad there’s an 
event held for the kids like this 
for them to enjoy,” said Chas-
sity Tharp. 

Tammy Miller also shared 
on the Bash’s page that she too 
enjoyed the event. “It was fun! 
Can’t wait to see the pictures. 
Thanks to all who had a part 

in making this a fun evening 
for the children. It was my first 
year there and I will be back 
next year.” 

The bash moved from its usu-
al home in the co-op on Marsh-
am Street, which is currently in 
need of repair.

On-Trac hopes to host the 
event in the Romney Co-op 
again once repairs are com-
plete. The building is in need 
of roof repairs and members 
of the co-op are aiming to have 
the building restored for events 
such as the Halloween bash as 
well as providing a space for 
community artisans. �

Op-Ed

B I L L  R A I N E Y

Does Obama 
realize negative 
impact of his 
policies?

Thank you, President Obama, for 
coming to West Virginia to discuss the 
rampant drug problem faced by our 
state, our region and, indeed, our na-
tion. 

Perhaps no place has been more af-
fected by the scourge of drugs — both 
prescription and illegal — than West 
Virginia. And perhaps no place in West 

Virginia has been more affected than 
the coalfields.

I can honestly say I don’t think there 
is a family in this state that hasn’t been 
touched by this problem.

Whether it is the disabled coal miner 
who becomes addicted to pain medica-
tions or the teenager who gets hooked 
on illegal drugs or even the middle-
aged professional who becomes depen-
dent on alcohol or narcotics, substance 
abuse spares no one.

Some, however, are more vulnerable 
than others, particularly those who are 
depressed. And in West Virginia, today, 
it is easy to be depressed.

Several of our counties are struggling 
with 13-15 percent unemployment, and 
that is with a labor force participation 
rate among the lowest in the nation.

Many of our people have simply giv-

en up looking for jobs. They have lost 
their homes, their cars, their dreams 
and their hope. And it is in this fertile 
ground that substance abuse thrives.

Mr. President, I thank you for coming 
to our state to discuss the problem, but 
with all due respect, part of the problem 
is the rampant unemployment that your 
anti-coal policies are creating.

These policies are creating misery on 
a scale unimaginable even a few years 
ago. When you were elected, the un-
employment rate in West Virginia was 
around 4.5 percent.  The coal industry 
was thriving even during one of the 
worst recessions this country has faced.

In fact, West Virginia was recognized 
as one of only two or three states na-
tionally that were weathering that re-
cession well.

In just six years that has changed. 

We have lost more than 8,000 direct 
mining jobs and some 40,000 indirect 
and support jobs in this state alone, 
most of them in rural, coalfield counties 
where similar employment options are 
scarce. Billions of dollars have evapo-
rated from our economy.

The result has been the decimation 
of our towns and counties, closure of 
businesses, schools and the erosion of 
the sense of community that we have 
prided ourselves in having for so many 
years. In its place has come a sense of 
hopelessness and desperation.

Our coal miners are not simply num-
bers on a report. Our unemployed are 
not “acceptable collateral damage” in 
the politics of the moment. 

Our people are flesh and blood. They 
are people who have paid, and paid 
and paid again, for your policies. They 

are children, parents, and grandparents 
who have worked so hard to carve a life 
from these mountains doing one of the 
toughest jobs in the world and doing it 
better than anyone. 

By visiting our state, it is my hope 
that you will begin to see the negative 
impacts your policies are having on 
West Virginia and West Virginians.

Yes, we have to address the core is-
sues contributing to our state’s drug 
problem.

But, lack of employment and the in-
ability to provide for one’s family is a 
major component. I hope that will be-
come apparent to you during your visit. 
o 

Bill Raney is president of the West 
Virginia Coal Association. 

IRS seeks volunteers for free tax help programs
CHARLESTON — The In-

ternal Revenue Service seeks 
local volunteers to assist low-
income families and individu-
als as well as seniors to file 
their 2016 tax returns and claim 
qualifying, valuable tax credits, 
such as the Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC) and the Child 
Tax Credit (CTC).

The Volunteer Income Tax 
Assistance (VITA) program of-
fers free preparation of federal 
income tax returns to taxpay-
ers with annual incomes up to 
$53,000. The Tax Counseling 
for the Elderly (TCE) program 
offers free tax preparation and 
filing services with a focus 

on seniors, ages 65 and older. 
AARP’s Tax-Aide program is 
the IRS’s major partner for its 
TCE program, both locally and 
nationwide.

Most volunteer tax prepa-
ration sites will operate from 
mid-January through mid-April 
2016. Some sites will remain 
open beyond the April 18, 2016, 
tax return filing deadline.

Volunteers join a program 
that has helped millions of peo-
ple file tax returns at no charge 
for more than 40 years. No ex-
perience is required. Volunteers 
receive training on income tax 
preparation from IRS-certified 
instructors or via online cours-

es. Volunteers are certified 
upon successful completion of 
the required training.

“VITA and TCE volunteers 
are friends and neighbors help-
ing friends and neighbors in 
Hampshire County and across 
the state and nation,” said Jen-
nifer Jenkins, IRS spokesper-
son for West Virginia. “We’re 
fortunate to have dedicated 
volunteers with partner orga-
nizations who come back year 
after year to support the VITA 
and TCE programs. Each year, 
though, we lose some volun-
teers to relocation, medical or 
other reasons. Sustaining 2015 
volunteer levels would be great, 

but it would be even better if in 
2016 the volunteer levels and 
number of taxpayers helped 
could grow.”

To become a VITA or TCE 
volunteer or to find out more, 
visit IRS.gov and type “tax vol-
unteer” in the search box. Pro-
spective VITA volunteers must 
submit their volunteer interest 
information on IRS.gov at IRS 
Tax Volunteers. Those seeking 
to assist with AARP’s Tax-Aide 
program can get more informa-
tion on the AARP website at 
http://www.aarp.org/money/
taxes/info-2006/volunteer_
aarp_tax_aide.html. �
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O’Hara sentencing: 
‘You planned this’

ED DEWITT 
Review Staff

Hampshire 
County 
Pros-
ecutor Dan 
James 
holds a 
photo col-
lage full of 
memories 
of Michael 
O’Hara. 

SALLIE SEE Review Staff

Mandy O’Hara addresses Michael’s family.

ED DEWITT Review Staff

ROMNEY — Just over 2 
months since being found 
guilty on all 6 charges related 
to the murder of her estranged 
husband Michael, Mandy 
O’Hara learned that her sen-
tences will run consecutively, 
not concurrently. 

In Hampshire County Cir-
cuit Court Monday afternoon, 
Judge Charlie Carl sentenced 
O’Hara to life in prison with-
out the possibility of parole on 
the charge of 1st degree mur-
der, and terms of 1-5 years on 
all other charges except bur-
glary, which brought 1-15. 

Carl said he was fully in-
formed on the case, saying he 
presided over it from begin-
ning to end. “It’s not an envi-
able position you find your-
self in,” he told O’Hara. 

“I’m sure you didn’t think 
of the consequences. You 
planned this. You perpetrated 
it and you concealed it, and 
at the end of the day he is not 
coming back. For those rea-
sons I am running your sen-
tences consecutively.”

Before he handed down the 
sentence, Carl heard testimo-
ny from several witnesses and 
O’Hara herself.

Ellen Mills, Michael 
O’Hara’s sister and now the 
guardian of his children, gave 
an emotional testimony where 
she addressed Mandy direct-
ly. Her words focused on Mi-
chael’s  love  for  his kids and

HELMS, 
WRIGHT 
PLEAD 
2 more defendants 
admit their guilt in 
Potomac Center case

KEVIN HELMS

• Child abuse*

*Resulting in injury

JUSTIN WRIGHT

• Child neglect*
• Conspiracy
• 4 counts of 

child abuse*

JIM KING Review Staff

ROMNEY — Two more for-
mer Potomac Center employees 
pled guilty Monday to charges of 
child abuse stemming from the 
January 2014 investigation that 
temporarily shut down the pro-
gram

Kevin Helms, a former super-
visor, pled to a single count that 
could place him in prison for 1 
to 5 years. 

In an unexpectedly conten-
tious hearing, former worker Jus-
tin Wright pled guilty to 3 counts 
— child neglect, conspiracy and 
child abuse — and no contest to 
3 other instances of child abuse. 

“A no-contest plea is still a 
guilty plea,” Judge Charlie Carl 
cautioned Wright during the 
nearly 2-hour hearing. 

The no-contest pleas came af-
ter Wright’s accounts of his ac-
tions in each of the 3 charges dif-
fered widely from what Prosecu-
tor Dan James claimed and from 
what a 3rd defendant, Joseph 
Moreland, said in his guilty pleas 
on Sept. 30. 

At 1 point during the joint 
hearing as it became clear that 
the accounts varied, Helms’ at-
torney, Erick Black, acknowl-
edged that his client’s testimony 
would  more  likely  support  the

SPEC IAL  SECT ION

Shoemaker plea 
brings max of 20 

John Steven 
Shoemaker III 

Consecutive 
terms for 5 
related counts
Life without parole 

in 1st-degree murder ED DEWITT Review Staff

AUGUSTA — Two years of healing. Two years 
of laughs. Two great new additions to their family. 

These and many other factors add up to explain 
how Michael O’Hara’s family is getting by these 
days. 

Now that both Mandy 
O’Hara and John Steven Shoe-
maker III have been sentenced, 
the final chapter in a nightmar-
ish pair of years has closed and 
life continues for Michael’s 
loved ones. 

“We will keep doing what 
we’ve been doing the last 2 
years,” Michael’s sister Ellen 
Mills said. 

“We’ve got photos around 
that the kids have asked for 
from Day 1. When their friends 
come over they talk really hap-
py about him. We just try and 
keep it as positive as we possi-
bly can.”

Positivity, as it turns out, has 
been easy, thanks to a network 
of love and support the fam-
ily couldn’t have ever dreamed 
about. Ellen said as much in the 
statement the family prepared.

“We cannot thank Dan 
James, Captain Eckerson, 
Mechelle Sabin, Judge Carl, 
Sheriff Alkire, Chief Deputy Sions, the Hampshire 
County Sheriff’s Department, the witnesses, the 
community, our church family, our friends and our 
family enough for the hard work, encouragement, 
support, kindness and prayers during our difficult 
time. Through each one of you, God’s love has car-
ried us along with Mike’s courage and faith, which 
continues to help us every day.”

And, each one of those days, Michael’s mom, 
Hilda O’Hara, said, are filled with joyful memories. 
“We dwell on the good things that we have rather 
than what we’ve lost.”

ED DEWITT Review Staff

ROMNEY — On Monday afternoon, 
just moments after Mandy O’Hara was 
sentenced to consecutive prison terms for 
killing her husband Michael, John Steven 
Shoemaker III was sentenced to 20 years 
in prison for his role in the crime.

Judge Charlie Carl gave Shoemaker 
the maximum term allowed by his guilty 
plea to 2nd degree murder, and said that 
Shoemaker “made this decision, and the 
damage and destruction you caused can’t

ED DEWITT Review Staff

▲  Firefighter Bryan Beverage 
launches 1 of 15 padded pump-
kins from atop the ladder truck 
during Romney Elementary’s 
pumpkin drop Friday afternoon.   
▲ Carisma Shanholtz and Brandy 
Taylor proudly show off their 
group’s pumpkin, 1 of the 3 on  
the afternoon that survived the 
plunge. �
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“It is what 
it is. So 
don’t let it 
spoil your 
day, and  

 enjoy 
those 
kids.”

— MICHAEL O’HARA

Sister: ‘We just try 
and keep it as   
positive as we can’

Drop 
’em

3rd annual bash draws 300
MILLY MULLINS Review Correspondent

ROMNEY — Eager chil-
dren grabbed at goody bags, 
candy, and apples as they 
stepped into Romney Elemen-
tary School’s gym Saturday afternoon for 
Romney’s 3rd annual Halloween Bash.

Over 300 people filled the space hosted 
by On-Trac. 

Much like previous years, entry into the 
event was $3. For the money, children re-

ceived a goody bag, candy, 
popcorn and the chance to 
play games for free through-
out the duration of the event, 
which ran from 2 to 8 p.m. 

The games in turn provided tickets that the 
youth could use to claim prizes that were 
available for different ticket amounts. 

“My kids loved it! They had a lot of 
fun,” Annette Gosnell shared on the bash’s
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As can be expected, although 
all of Michael’s immediate 
family has been scarred by his 
murder, his kids are the pri-
mary concern and will remain 
so from here on out. Thankful-
ly, Ellen and her husband now 
have custody of Michael’s 2 
sons. 

“They aren’t our nephews,” 
Ellen said. “They are our kids. 
If anyone asks us we have 6 
kids. They are ours and we love 
them.” 

And although he is no longer 
here, Michael remains a critical 
part of the children’s upbring-
ing and is ever-present in their 
daily lives. 

“When we talk about Mike 
it’s always so positive,” Ellen 
said. “When we pray at bedtime 
any one of the kids will ask 
God to say hello to him, and 
things like that.”

The extended family is one 
that had been planned for even 
as Michael and Mandy O’Hara 
were going through their custo-
dy battle in the fall of 2013. 

“When things were getting 
difficult we imagined ourselves 
as a 3-parent family,” Mills 
said. “It was myself, my hus-
band and our kids, and Mike 
and his kids. We did a lot of 
things together.

 And now that Michael is 
gone?

“I continue to say that,” El-
len said. “We are still a 3-par-
ent family because Mike is 
still watching out for us. Every 
time we have a fantastic time 
or a silly time at home we say 
it’s Mike. He’s causing it. He’s 

making sure we are having a 
good time.”

Another silver lining in 
such a life-altering tragedy has 
shown itself to the family over 
the last 2 years. 

“It’s been strange because we 
now know so many more peo-
ple,” Ellen said. “We lost Mike, 
but even in people we never 
had contact with before we see 
some of Mike’s personality. 

“Whether it’s faith, kindness 
or courage. Sometimes you just 
have to sit back and say wow.”

One encounter with a lady 
from another church family 
other than their own especially 
caused both Ellen and Hilda to 
pause. 

 “A while back a lady said ‘It 
is what it is.’ That was such a 
Mike thing to say,” Ellen said. 
“He always said, “It is what it 
is. So don’t let it spoil your day, 
and enjoy those kids.” He said 
that all the time. 

And that, most assuredly, is 
what the family is doing. Enjoy-
ing the kids and enjoying each 
day with each other the best that 
they can. �
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the world that Mandy tore apart 
when she killed him on the 
night of Sept. 26, 2013.

“His greatest accomplish-
ment was being a dad,” Mills 
said. 

“They were his whole world. 
They were the 3 Musketeers 
and had contagious joy. You 
ripped away the happiness from 
the boys when you took Mi-
chael’s life.”

Mills said the questions the 
boys ask are the hardest part of 
an otherwise happy life they are 
all enjoying 2 years removed 
from losing Michael.

“Why did mom hate dad so 
much? Why did she have to kill 
him? Will she do it to us or to 
you if she gets out?”

Mills also extended sympa-
thy to Mandy, reminding her 
of all that she will miss as the 
children grow up and become 
young men.

“I pity you,” she said. “You’ll 
never hear their laughter again. 
You’ll never see their faces 
light up, see them graduate or 
get married. You’ve already 
missed so much.”

Michael’s mother, Hilda 
O’Hara, echoed her daughter’s 
sentiment. “He reveled in being 
a hands-on father,” she said, re-

minding Mandy of the life Mi-
chael left behind in England to 
be with her.

“He left his family and 
friends. You became his whole 
world. He tried to be a good 
husband and a good father. You 
took all that away and have 
caused the greatest pain a child 
can feel.”

Hilda also made it clear that 
though Mandy has caused so 
much hurt, time and Michael’s 
memory is helping repair their 
lives.

“The damage is being mend-
ed,” she said. “God is beautiful 
and we are thankful we can pro-
vide the boys with a safe and 
loving home.”

When given the opportuni-
ty to speak, Mandy apologized 
and admitted mistakes.

“I have regrets,” she said. “I 
regret that night. I’ve learned a 
lot and I regret a lot. I am sorry 
and I am going to miss every-
thing. I understand that.”

However, she also still con-
tends that the truth has yet to 
come out and what the court 
found her guilty of is not what 
really happened.

“It didn’t happen the way 
they said it happened. God 
knows my heart and God knows 
what happened. I pray that God 
will help you forgive me. I’ve 
spent the last 2 years trying to 
become the person I want to 
be.”

After Mandy sat down, 
Hampshire Prosecutor Dan 
James told the court, “It’s ironic 
how many people find God in 
jail. I often wonder if he lives 
there. Simply put, her words 
fall flat. This was planned from 
the beginning.”

He noted the irony in want-
ing to care for her kids in one 
breath, but then talking to her 
other children about commit-
ting murder in the next one. 

He then held his arms straight 
out to the side and said, “She 
killed Michael with her 2 chil-
dren less than this far apart from 
her. She put him in a tarp. She 
drug his body and threw him in 
the river, and then this alleged 
compassionate mother left her 
kids alone in the house.”

James then asked Judge Carl 
to consider the same thing he 
asked the jury to consider back 
in August during his closing ar-
gument. “Afford the same mer-
cy to her that she showed her 
husband and kids,” he said.

Mandy’s attorney Jonathan 
Brill did not have much to say 
when given the chance. “We 
gave this everything we had. In 
that time I got to know Mandy. 
She accepts all responsibility 
and I can say with certainty that 
she is sincere in her statement.”

Carl added that everyone who 
worked on the case is “scarred 
forever,” noting the hundreds of 
photos and pieces of evidence 

that he saw that the jury nev-
er got to see because they were 
considered too gruesome. 

He also reminded Mandy that 
in the modern world the law 
should not be taken into our 
own hands.

“We don’t handle things our-
selves,” he said. “In a civilized 
society we don’t do what you 
did to Michael O’Hara.”

The sentencing itself could 
be looked on as a formality, 
as the 1st degree murder con-
viction with no mercy handed 
down in August all but assured 
that Mandy O’Hara will never 
walk free.

But to the victim’s family, 
it was one final chance to ad-
dress Mandy, and the message 
they delivered was one of hope, 
forgiveness and carrying on the 
best they can.

“Michael is our guardian an-
gel,” Mills said. “Even though 
he was taken away he is not 
gone. We see his smiling face 
every day. He’s still a part of all 
of it. He is and always will be a 
part of our lives.”

Hilda’s words were a bit 
stronger and more direct, and 
will likely be one of the many 
things Mandy thinks about as 
she spends the rest of her life in 
prison. 

“Their dad is dead in reality, 
and now their mom is dead in 
their hearts.” �

Max
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bring him (Michael) back.”
In late June, Shoemaker pled 

guilty to 2nd degree murder for 
his part in the Sept. 26, 2013, 
killing of Michael O’Hara.

In exchange for having the 
murder charge dropped from 
1st-degree to 2nd and dismissal 
of all other charges, Shoemak-
er agreed to testify truthfully at 
O’Hara’s 1st-degree murder tri-
al, which took place in August.

Mandy O’Hara was dating 
Shoemaker’s father, John Ste-
ven Shoemaker II, at the time of 
the murder. She was living with 
Shoemaker III and his pregnant 
girlfriend, Gabriella Clutter, in 
Capon Bridge. 

In addition to dropping the 
1st-degree murder charge in ex-
change for his plea, Shoemak-
er saw the charges of conspira-
cy to commit murder, conceal-
ment of a human body, con-

spiracy to conceal a deceased 
human body, burglary and con-
spiracy to commit burglary also 
dropped.

During the sentencing, Ellen 
Mills, Michael O’Hara’s sister 
and now guardian of his chil-
dren, said that the family dis-
cussed what to do about a pos-
sible plea by Shoemaker, and in 
the end decided to be merciful, 
though it wasn’t an easy deci-
sion.

“Those kids trusted you,” 
Mills told Shoemaker. “I under-
stand that you might have got-
ten roped into this, but there 
were many times you could 
have stepped forward and you 
didn’t. It appears you had no 
problem with what she did.”

The fact that Shoemaker was 
the only person in the house 
other than Mandy and Michael 
O’Hara, made his testimo-
ny against Mandy key. In fact, 
Judge Carl called it Shoemak-
er’s “only redeeming quality.”

Hampshire County Prose-
cutor Dan James made clear 

the state never pressured the 
O’Hara family into the plea 
deal, and that even after 2 years 
of work on the case he still has 
no clue why Shoemaker partici-
pated in the crime.

“He only knew her a short 
time,” James told the court. “I 
still have a hard time with why 
he ever got in that car.”

Eric Black, Shoemaker’s at-
torney, agreed with James that 
the reasons behind why Shoe-
maker went along that night 
may never be known, but that 
Shoemaker provided a valuable 
service to the state by pleading.

“As I stand here I’m not 
sure of the nature of why,” 
Black said. “But he did go and 
the consequences were trag-
ic. There is pain on all sides of 
this. He accepted his role, pled 
guilty, agreed to testify and pro-
vided valuable testimony.”

Black also said that he hopes 
Shoemaker will turn a cor-
ner while serving his sentence, 
which resumes just a few days 
shy of his 24th birthday.

“He is still a young man and 
he should be able to put his life 
back together in his 30s,” Black 
said. “He needs to take the op-
portunity to do his time and 
think about it.”

Remorse also would go a 
long way in starting a turn-
around, but it was never shown 
publicly by Shoemaker in court, 
something that Carl reminded 
the defendant about. 

“You still have yet to apolo-
gize to this family,” he said. 

Indeed, when given the op-
portunity to speak, Shoemaker 
chose not to. 

Apologies aside, thinking 
about his role in the crime and 
the consequences of his actions 
are things Mills hopes Shoe-
maker will do. 

“One day you’ll get to come 
back to your family,” she told 
him. “Mike won’t, and I hope 
you realize how blessed you are 
and you’ll cling to your family 
like you never have before.” �
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prosecution version than 
Wright’s. 

Wright’s attorney, John Tread-
way, was insistent that Wright’s 
account of what transpired has 
not varied during the months 
since he was indicted. 

“This is where he has been 
with me the entire time,” he said. 

In the plea agreement, James 
presented a “proffer,” a summa-
ry of the case he would present a 
jury that shows how each com-
ponent of the crime occurred. 
For 1 count of child abuse re-
sulting in injury, he needed to 
show that Wright was in a posi-
tion of authority over or respon-
sibility for the child’s wellbeing, 
that Wright knowingly harmed 
the child and that injury result-
ed. 

James had asserted that 
Wright asked his co-workers 
if they wanted to see a  “zom-
bie attack” before turning a cold 
shower spray in the face of a res-
ident identified as R.M., causing 
the boy — who couldn’t talk — 
to throw out his arms in self-de-
fense while moaning. 

After the proffer, Wright was 
asked to explain what happened, 
acknowledging the facts behind 
each of the prosecution’s charg-
es. Wright, however, said he was 
just the last of at least 3 work-
ers who went in the shower with 
R.M., that one of the others made 
the zombie attack comment and 
that he sprayed R.M.’s face af-
ter another worker had thrown a 
soapy washcloth on him “to get 

the soap out of his eyes.”
“Why did you plead guilty 

if you didn’t do it?” Carl asked 
Wright after his tale. 

Treadway had a response. 
“He was indicted on 10 charg-

es and could face at least 10 
years in prison,” Treadway said. 
“We’ve been offered a reason-
able plea.” 

Wright’s admissions on 2 oth-
er counts diverged enough from 
the prosecution’s that Carl said 
he could not find a factual basis 
for the guilty pleas. 

After a brief recess and con-
ference between Treadway, 
James and Joyce Stewart, the 
guardian ad litem who repre-
sents the interests of the victim-
ized children, Treadway pro-
posed changing Wright’s plea to 
no contest on the 3 charges. 

That didn’t require him to tes-
tify to facts in the charges, but 
instead acknowledged that the 
state had enough evidence to ob-
tain a conviction. 

“I don’t like it, but I think it 
is in the interest of the victims,” 
James said. “The state believes 
it could prove all the charges.”

Wright’s pleas on the 6 counts 
has him facing at least 6 and as 
many as 28 years behind bars. 
He is subject to fines on each 
count as well. The state dropped 
the remaining 4 charges. 

Helms pled guilty to 1 count 
and had 3 other felony counts 
and 2 misdemeanors dismissed. 

They will learn their sentenc-
es on Dec. 7 at 9 a.m. Moreland 
will be sentenced Nov. 5. 

A 4th defendant, Jennifer 
Flores, is due back in court Nov. 
10 for a status hearing on her 
case. �
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Facebook page. 
Bash Chairwoman Lin-

da Corbin said many attend-
ees shared their appreciation 
of the event and told her they 
liked it immensely. As for next 
year, Corbin chuckled and said, 
“more kids!” 

Committee members for the 
Halloween bash hope to see its 
continuing growth throughout 
the county. 

“I mean, it was a great suc-
cess. It was absolutely wonder-

ful. It’s great to see the com-
munity come together,” said 
Corbin. 

Corbin oversaw the entire 
event. Local volunteers and 
On-Trac members also helped 
throughout the evening includ-
ing Development Authority Di-
rector Eileen Johnson, Dairy 
Queen owner Ruby Wynn, Cal-
vert Storage owner Dot Calvert, 
and Woman’s Club member 
Gayle Allen. 

Boy Scout Troop 32 and Zoe 
Pownell from Girl Scouts vol-
unteered throughout the event, 
both in setting up the decora-
tions as well as helping with 
games and food. Laura Bow-

man was the DJ for the event 
and provided music throughout 
the night. 

The Halloween Bash’s Face-
book page saw several new 
likes and a few new happy com-
ments from community mem-
bers. 

“Everything was great, the 
kids loved it and that’s all that 
matters. I’m glad there’s an 
event held for the kids like this 
for them to enjoy,” said Chas-
sity Tharp. 

Tammy Miller also shared 
on the Bash’s page that she too 
enjoyed the event. “It was fun! 
Can’t wait to see the pictures. 
Thanks to all who had a part 

in making this a fun evening 
for the children. It was my first 
year there and I will be back 
next year.” 

The bash moved from its usu-
al home in the co-op on Marsh-
am Street, which is currently in 
need of repair.

On-Trac hopes to host the 
event in the Romney Co-op 
again once repairs are com-
plete. The building is in need 
of roof repairs and members 
of the co-op are aiming to have 
the building restored for events 
such as the Halloween bash as 
well as providing a space for 
community artisans. �

Op-Ed

B I L L  R A I N E Y

Does Obama 
realize negative 
impact of his 
policies?

Thank you, President Obama, for 
coming to West Virginia to discuss the 
rampant drug problem faced by our 
state, our region and, indeed, our na-
tion. 

Perhaps no place has been more af-
fected by the scourge of drugs — both 
prescription and illegal — than West 
Virginia. And perhaps no place in West 

Virginia has been more affected than 
the coalfields.

I can honestly say I don’t think there 
is a family in this state that hasn’t been 
touched by this problem.

Whether it is the disabled coal miner 
who becomes addicted to pain medica-
tions or the teenager who gets hooked 
on illegal drugs or even the middle-
aged professional who becomes depen-
dent on alcohol or narcotics, substance 
abuse spares no one.

Some, however, are more vulnerable 
than others, particularly those who are 
depressed. And in West Virginia, today, 
it is easy to be depressed.

Several of our counties are struggling 
with 13-15 percent unemployment, and 
that is with a labor force participation 
rate among the lowest in the nation.

Many of our people have simply giv-

en up looking for jobs. They have lost 
their homes, their cars, their dreams 
and their hope. And it is in this fertile 
ground that substance abuse thrives.

Mr. President, I thank you for coming 
to our state to discuss the problem, but 
with all due respect, part of the problem 
is the rampant unemployment that your 
anti-coal policies are creating.

These policies are creating misery on 
a scale unimaginable even a few years 
ago. When you were elected, the un-
employment rate in West Virginia was 
around 4.5 percent.  The coal industry 
was thriving even during one of the 
worst recessions this country has faced.

In fact, West Virginia was recognized 
as one of only two or three states na-
tionally that were weathering that re-
cession well.

In just six years that has changed. 

We have lost more than 8,000 direct 
mining jobs and some 40,000 indirect 
and support jobs in this state alone, 
most of them in rural, coalfield counties 
where similar employment options are 
scarce. Billions of dollars have evapo-
rated from our economy.

The result has been the decimation 
of our towns and counties, closure of 
businesses, schools and the erosion of 
the sense of community that we have 
prided ourselves in having for so many 
years. In its place has come a sense of 
hopelessness and desperation.

Our coal miners are not simply num-
bers on a report. Our unemployed are 
not “acceptable collateral damage” in 
the politics of the moment. 

Our people are flesh and blood. They 
are people who have paid, and paid 
and paid again, for your policies. They 

are children, parents, and grandparents 
who have worked so hard to carve a life 
from these mountains doing one of the 
toughest jobs in the world and doing it 
better than anyone. 

By visiting our state, it is my hope 
that you will begin to see the negative 
impacts your policies are having on 
West Virginia and West Virginians.

Yes, we have to address the core is-
sues contributing to our state’s drug 
problem.

But, lack of employment and the in-
ability to provide for one’s family is a 
major component. I hope that will be-
come apparent to you during your visit. 
o 

Bill Raney is president of the West 
Virginia Coal Association. 

IRS seeks volunteers for free tax help programs
CHARLESTON — The In-

ternal Revenue Service seeks 
local volunteers to assist low-
income families and individu-
als as well as seniors to file 
their 2016 tax returns and claim 
qualifying, valuable tax credits, 
such as the Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC) and the Child 
Tax Credit (CTC).

The Volunteer Income Tax 
Assistance (VITA) program of-
fers free preparation of federal 
income tax returns to taxpay-
ers with annual incomes up to 
$53,000. The Tax Counseling 
for the Elderly (TCE) program 
offers free tax preparation and 
filing services with a focus 

on seniors, ages 65 and older. 
AARP’s Tax-Aide program is 
the IRS’s major partner for its 
TCE program, both locally and 
nationwide.

Most volunteer tax prepa-
ration sites will operate from 
mid-January through mid-April 
2016. Some sites will remain 
open beyond the April 18, 2016, 
tax return filing deadline.

Volunteers join a program 
that has helped millions of peo-
ple file tax returns at no charge 
for more than 40 years. No ex-
perience is required. Volunteers 
receive training on income tax 
preparation from IRS-certified 
instructors or via online cours-

es. Volunteers are certified 
upon successful completion of 
the required training.

“VITA and TCE volunteers 
are friends and neighbors help-
ing friends and neighbors in 
Hampshire County and across 
the state and nation,” said Jen-
nifer Jenkins, IRS spokesper-
son for West Virginia. “We’re 
fortunate to have dedicated 
volunteers with partner orga-
nizations who come back year 
after year to support the VITA 
and TCE programs. Each year, 
though, we lose some volun-
teers to relocation, medical or 
other reasons. Sustaining 2015 
volunteer levels would be great, 

but it would be even better if in 
2016 the volunteer levels and 
number of taxpayers helped 
could grow.”

To become a VITA or TCE 
volunteer or to find out more, 
visit IRS.gov and type “tax vol-
unteer” in the search box. Pro-
spective VITA volunteers must 
submit their volunteer interest 
information on IRS.gov at IRS 
Tax Volunteers. Those seeking 
to assist with AARP’s Tax-Aide 
program can get more informa-
tion on the AARP website at 
http://www.aarp.org/money/
taxes/info-2006/volunteer_
aarp_tax_aide.html. �
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