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Stepfather: Xaver has rights,
but so do his victims

Thanksgiving
edition
In honor of Thanksgiving,
the Highlands News-Sun
will be printed on
Thanksgiving Day.
The office will be
closed Thursday and
Friday, and will reopen
Monday at 8 a.m.
We hope your
Thanksgiving is a peaceful and
wonderful time with family and friends.

By JOHN GUERRA
STAFF WRITER
SEBRING — Relatives of Jessica
Montague, one of five women shot in the
now-demolished SunTrust Bank, were in
court Friday to hear lawyers debate pre-trial motions before Circuit Court Judge Peter
Estrada.
Montague’s alleged killer, Zephen Xaver,
was also in court. It was the first time the
24-year-old — handcuffed and wearing a

Take care on
the road
Travel scams always a
problem
By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER
SEBRING — Highlands County hasn’t
had many incidents of skimmed credit
cards at gas pumps this year. Local law
enforcement said it’s been months since
they last heard of a case.
That doesn’t mean it can’t happen, and
they want local drivers and through-travelers to take care.
“Pay attention to your surroundings,”
said Sebring Police Cmdr. Curtis Hart.
A lot of stations will put tamper-indicating tape over the panels of the
pumps, he said. If the seal is broken, it
shows where there has been tampering.
Likewise, he advises people to use pumps
closer to the station or in full view of the
inside counter, where people are less
likely to try to install a skimmer.
Skimmers are small electronic devices
illegally installed inside gas pumps that
first began to appear in Florida in 2015
and have grown exponentially since then.
While undetectable inside pumps, skimmers can run up $1 million each year in
fraudulent credit card charges.
Department of Agriculture Bureau of
Standards inspections, law enforcement
investigations and consumer awareness
has reduced the number of skimmer
cases from 1,061 this same time of year
in 2018 to just 398 this year. Investigators
found 655 skimmers in 2017, found 219 in
2016 and found 169 in 2015.
Highlands County Sheriff’s officials
have not had reports of skimmers for
several months, but still advise checking
the pump security seal, using pumps
closest to the building and, as Hart also
advises, go inside to pay, using a credit
card instead of a debit card for the builtin fraud protection.
“There’s enough money going out of
people’s bank accounts at the holidays
without having someone with sticky
fingers taking even more [of it] out,” said
Scott Dressel, public information officer
for the Sheriff’s Office.
Florida Agriculture Commissioner
Nikki Fried has put out information on
avoiding gas pump skimmers, as her
department is responsible for inspecting
pumps, with the same warnings as local
law enforcement. She advises people also
check their card statements and sign up
for fraud alerts on their cards.
When in doubt, consumers can and
should contact the Florida Department
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Jessica Montague applies
paint to her car; her family
represented her in court
Friday as her alleged killer
say nearby.

VSO Thanksgiving

Inside today
Discover
Highlands is
the perfect
opportunity
for visitors,
as well as
residents, to
discover the
hidden gems
of what we
call home.

grey and white county inmate uniform —
has been in court since Jan. 23, 2019, when
he called 911 from the bank to announce
he had shot five people. Xaver waived his
right to appear at his arraignment that
February.
So there he was, sitting quietly at the
defense table, fidgeting occasionally
with his hands but remaining motionless
for most of the morning-long hearing.

Three dozen dinners
in 26 minutes to
veterans
By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER
SEBRING — Priding themselves on
logistics, the Veterans Services Office
staff and volunteers loaded up 37
Thanksgiving dinners to veterans in
26 minutes Monday afternoon.
They hoped to give out the remaining two dozen that afternoon
or the following morning, in time
for veterans in need to thaw out
and start cooking their turkeys in
time for Thanksgiving dinner on
Thursday. They provided the meals
in a loading-dock format, having
veterans drive through the covered
entryway, as they did last year during
the height of the pandemic.
Veterans Services Office Denise
Williams said it went so well and was
so efficient last year, they kept the
format this year.
Williams said 51 veterans’ households signed up for meals this year.
She, her staff, volunteers and donors
had as many as five dozen meals
available, just in case. Each year
for the past decade, her crew has
gathered the food and packed it up
on the Monday before Thanksgiving
to make sure veterans in need have a
happy holiday.
In addition to this year’s turkey,
two cans of corn, two cans of green
beans, gravy, cream soup, sweet
potatoes, a box of potatoes and
cranberry sauce, Williams had gift
cards provided by a very generous
donor and gift bags of sundry items,
including more food, toiletries, socks
and rain slickers.
Williams wanted to thank the
Veterans Council of Highlands
County Inc., the Military Officers
Association of America (MOAA)
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Veterans Service Officer Denise Williams totes cans of corn for Thanksgiving dinners while
Harry March, president of the Veterans Council of Highlands County Inc., counts out cans to go
into dinner boxes. Williams said 51 veterans’ households signed up for dinners this year, but
she had extras on hand, just in case.

PHIL ATTINGER/STAFF

From left: Mike Borders, Harry Marsh and Veterans Service Officer Denise Williams hold out
‘trick-or-treat’ bags on Monday to pack up Thanksgiving dinners, with the help of bagger
volunteer Arthur Conover. The Veterans Service Office has provided Thanksgiving meals to
MEALS | 4A veterans in need for the last decade, with help from local donors.
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From left: Matthew Metts and Arthur Conover prepare to load up a
Thanksgiving dinner and other supplies to a veteran during Monday’s
Thanksgiving dinner distribution at the Highlands County Veterans
Service Office.
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County Administrator Randy Vosburg brings out another Thanksgiving dinner from inside the Veterans Service Office to tables in the
entryway where veterans drove through Monday to receive dinners,
compliments of the VSO and generous donors throughout the county.
Good morning To
Jackie Rice
Thanks for reading!
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