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Xaver trial set for 2024, will take at least six weeks
By JOHN GUERRA

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — A judge set Jan. 
16, 2024, for the start of Zephen 
Xaver’s six-week capital murder 
trial. The decision came during 
a pretrial hearing Feb. 1.

Circuit Court Judge Angela 
Cowden and trial lawyers also 
mapped out a timeline for the 
trial, for which the judge is 
expected to summon around 
1,000 potential jurors.

Xaver is charged with 
five counts of first-degree 
murder in the slaying of 
five local women – Debra 
Cook, Marisol Lopez, Jessica 
Montague, Ana Pinon-
Williams, Cynthia Watson 
– at the former SunTrust 
MidTown Branch in 2019. 
He faces the death penalty if 
convicted.

Death penalty trials have 
two parts: The guilt or inno-
cence phase, followed by the 

penalty phase. During the 
first phase, the jury weighs 
the evidence and determines 
guilt or innocence. During 
the penalty phase, the jury 
hears arguments on whether 
the convicted individual 
should be given life in prison 
or the death penalty. There 
will be a two-week break 
between the guilt phase and 
the punishment phase to 
give lawyers time to prepare 
their penalty arguments.

One thousand potential 
jurors

Cowden told Prosecutor Paul 
A. Wallace and Assistant Public 
Defender Jane Allie McNeill 
last week that she expects to 
summon up to 1,000 potential 
jurors and stagger their ap-
pearance from Tuesday, Jan. 16, 
through Friday, Jan. 19, 2024. 
That following Tuesday, Jan. 23, 
2024, will be the fifth anniver-
sary of the slayings.

Cowden plans to call so many 

potential jurors because only 
about 25% respond to jury sum-
monses in Highlands County. 
With 1,000 summonses, she told 
lawyers, she hopes between 250 
to 300 prospective jurors will 
show up for jury selection.

Jury selection is expected 
to take at least two weeks. 
That’s because prosecutors 
and defense lawyers go 
through a lengthy process of 

School Board 
discusses 

topics in health 
education

By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The School Board of 
Highlands County discussed, at a 
special meeting, how to meet the min-

imum state requirements 
for middle school health 
education with the pro-
gram Relationships Under 
Construction (RUC) from 
the Choices Pregnancy 
Center.

It was noted that the 
topics of teen pregnancy, 
abstinence and teen 
dating violence needed to 

be covered.
School Board Member Nicole 

Radonski said she wanted to know 
how the RUC program can address 
child abuse, human trafficking, and 
exploitation, which are things that 
need to be takin into account as well.

School Board Vice Chair Jan Shoop 
said she has been at the Choices 
Center the past two weeks reviewing 
the curriculum and, “I don’t think 
there is anything there that you would 
be offended by, especially on this area. 
As a matter of fact, I know there is 
nothing you would be offended by on 
what we have here.”

School Board Member Reese Martin, 
“I want to get away from how we clas-
sify this. It is health education. I don’t 
want to classify it as sex education. We 
kind of want just a health education 
for our children. We want to make sure 
we are not classifying you the same as 
we did in the past [health program].”

A representative from the Choices 
Center said, “My understanding, 
Reese, is you are not wanting to 
normalize teen sexuality and sexual 
behavior in our students and we 
totally agree with that. We do not need 
to be doing that.”

The School Board approved a mo-
tion to have staff request the Choices 
Center provide the materials that are 
necessary to address the topics of the 
awareness of the benefits of sexual ab-
stinence as the expected standard and 
the consequences of teen pregnancy 
as well as teen dating violence. They 
are expected to present that material 
to the board at its Feb. 21 meeting.

Auction brings in big buyers

Bump-ups and add-ons help student agriculture
By PHIL ATTINGER

STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Buyers dug deep and 
pooled resources Thursday night to 
support student agriculture.

Two steers sold for $7,000 each at 
the Highlands County Fair Junior 
Livestock Auction, while another sold 
for $7,250.

Two heifers each sold for $6,000, a 
hog sold for $6,750 and a meat goat 
got a winning bid of $5,250.

Prices got high and some were 
“really good,” according to Darin 
Hood, past chair of the Highlands 
County Junior Livestock Committee, 
one of the many committee members 
tallying not only the bids on each 
animal, but also the “bump-up” and 
“add-on” donations.

The bump-ups raised the floor on 
each winning bid. Across the board 
add-on bids gave extra cash to each 
exhibitor, and specified bids helped 
individual exhibitors.
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Lily Kirkley shows her 957-pound heifer, which sold for $6,000 to Andrew Stephens Memorial, slightly more than the $5,750 Michael Pollitt Inc. 
paid for the 1,082-pound Grand Champion Heifer raised by Tera Lynn Price. Another 1,062-pound heifer, raised by Kaleb Reed, sold for $6,000 
to Jim’s Auto Salvage.

PHIL ATTINGER/STAFF

Hannah Sheffield exhibits her 1,258-pound Grand Champion Steer at Thursday night’s High-
lands County Fair Junior Livestock Auction. The steer sold for $7,000 to Everglades Equipment 
Group. A 1,137-pound steer, raised by Hana Piety, sold for $7,000, to Glisson Animal Supply 
and Crews Groves, but the high bid went to a 1,012-pound steer raised by Greer Smoak – 
$7,250 to Heritage Land Company.

Russia hits targets across Ukraine with missiles, drones
By SUSIE BLANN 

ASSOCIATED PRESS

KYIV, Ukraine (AP) — Russia 
unleashed strategic bombers, 
killer drones and rockets in a 
barrage of attacks across Ukraine 
early Friday, as a military push 
by Moscow that Kyiv says has 
been brewing for days appeared 
to pick up pace ahead of the 
one-year anniversary of its 
invasion.

The Kremlin’s forces fo-
cused their bombardments 
on Ukraine’s industrial east, 

especially the Luhansk and 
Donetsk provinces that make 
up the industrial Donbas region 
where fighting has recently been 
most intense, the Ukrainian 
military said. Moscow-backed 
separatists have been fighting 
Ukrainian forces there since 
2014.

But the barrage went further, 
also taking aim at the capital, 
Kyiv, and Lviv, near Ukraine’s 
Western border with Poland. 
It also struck critical infra-
structure in Kharkiv, Ukraine’s 
second-largest city in the 

northeast. Seven people were 
wounded there, two of them 
seriously, regional Governor 
Oleh Syniehubov said.

Air raid sirens went off across 
much of the country. The 
Ukrainian Air Force said its 
defenses destroyed five Kalibr 
missiles and five Iranian-made 
killer drones.

The bombardments could 
be an effort by Russia to soften 
up Ukraine’s defenses ahead 
of a ground assault, which 
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Residents wait behind police cordon to return to their homes after a 
rocket attack in Kyiv suburbs, Ukraine, Friday, Feb. 10.TARGETS | 5A
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