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By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — A number of 
well-known people within 
Highlands County died in 
2019, but all have impacted 
Highlands County in a pos-
itive way, making it a better 
place to live and inspiring 
citizens to continue the work 
that they started.

The mass shooting at the 

SunTrust midtown branch on 
Jan. 23 shocked the com-
munity with the loss of the 
five woman who were killed 
that day: four employees — 
Debra Cook, Marisol Lopez 
(Rosao-Carmona), Jessica 
Eileen Noreen Montague, 
and Ana Pinon-Williams — 
and a customer, Cynthia Lee 
Watson.

Cook, 54, moved to 
Sebring in December 2014. 

The mother of two and her 
husband would have cele-
brated their 35th wedding 
anniversary in February. 
Lopez, 55, was remembered 
for her dedication to work. 
She was the mother of two 
children. Montague, 31, was 
the mother of 10 children — 
three biological children and 
seven step-children. Pinon-
Williams, 38, was the mother 
of seven children — three 

biological children and four 
step-children. Watson, 65, 
had just gotten married 
earlier in the month before 
her death.

It was a day of sadness 
and disbelief that many 
Highlands County residents 
still remember as though it 
was yesterday. Each of these 
ladies were remembered 

Those we lost in in 2019

The Highlands News-Sun will close 
its office at noon today and will be 
closed Wednesday, Jan. 1 in obser-
vance of New Year’s Day. The office 
will reopen at 8 a.m. Thursday, Jan. 2.

Office closing 
early

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

AVON PARK — Highlands County 
Sheriff’s Office has released the name of 
the victim in Sunday’s murder.

Van Derkel O’Bryan Clayton, 29, was 
killed on South Avenue A in Avon Park. 
The Sheriff’s Office has not released 
additional information about the circum-
stances of the homicide, including the 
time of the shooting, citing that it is an 
active investigation.

According to records kept by the 
Highlands News-Sun, Clayton’s death is 
the 11th in the county this year caused 
by gun shot. One person was airlifted to 
a trauma center after being shot Aug. 25 
in the same neighborhood. That shooting 
taking place near Hal McRae Boulevard 
and South Delaney Avenue. The shooting 
victim survived.

Anyone with information on Sunday’s 
shooting is asked to call 863-402-7200 or 
email detectives@highlandssheriff.org.

Tipsters might also remain anonymous 
and be eligible for an award by calling 
Heartland Crime Stoppers at 1-800-226-
TIPS or making a report at www.heart-
landcrimestoppers.com.

Victim identified in 
Avon Park murder

Deputies still 
seeking tips

By PHIL ATTINGER
STAFF WRITER

AVON PARK — A 57-year-
old former Highlands 
County deputy sheriff 
and a 31-year-old woman 
were each charged Friday 
on methamphetamine 
possession.

James Edward Casey 
of Avon Park, who retired 
from the Highlands County 
Sheriff’s Office as a ser-
geant in 2013 after more 
than 27 years of service, is 
being held in the Highlands 
County Jail without bond.

Under Parker V. State 
of Florida, his bond was 
rescinded for September 
charges of domestic battery 
by strangulation, possession 
of a controlled substance 

without a prescription, possession of 
methamphetamine with intent to sell, 
possession of cocaine with intent to sell, 
possession of heroin with intent to sell, 
drug possession with intent to sell and 
possession of drug equipment.

His new charges are possession of both 
methamphetamine and drug equipment.

Also arrested was Jessica Nicole Howell 
of Avon Park on charges of possession 
of methamphetamine, of a controlled 
substance without a prescription and of 
drug equipment.

It all happened at 2:41 p.m. Friday at a 
traffic stop at Locke Street and North Hart 
Avenue in Avon Park, arrest reports said. 

Former deputy 
arrested again 

on meth charges

Woman charged 
in same case

CASEY

HOWELL

By SHARON WEATHERHEAD
CORRESPONDENT

SEBRING — A menorah lighting 
ceremony celebrating Chanukkah was 
held on Sunday evening, Dec. 29th, at 
Sadie Kahn Park in downtown Sebring. 
The ceremony was led by Rabbi Moshe 
Lazaro of the Chabad Jewish Center in 
Lakeland.

Chanukkah is an alternate spelling 
of Hanukkah and refers to the same 
Jewish holiday. In 2019, Chanukkah 
began at sunset on Sunday, Dec. 22, 
and ended at nightfall on Monday, 
Dec. 30. It is the eight-day wintertime 
‘festival of lights,’ celebrated with a 
nightly menorah lighting and special 
blessings.

The Hebrew word Chanukkah 
means ‘dedication’ and celebrates the 
re-dedication of the Holy Temple. In 
the 2nd century BC, the holy land was 
ruled by the Seleucids. They tried to 
force the people of Israel to accept 
their culture and beliefs.

A group of Jews, led by Judah the 
Maccabee, defeated them and re-
claimed the Holy Temple. When they 
went to light the temple’s menorah 
(candelabrum) they only found 
enough oil to keep it lit for one day. 
Miraculously, that small amount of oil 
lasted for eight days.

The heart of the festival is the night-
ly menorah lighting. There are nine 
flames, one of which is the Shamash 
(attendant) that is always used to 
light the others. Special blessings and 
prayers are recited and traditional 
songs are sung.

Rabbi Moshe Lazaro and Mayor 
John Shoop each said a few works 
of welcome to guests attending the 
celebration.

Friends and families gathered in 
Sadie Kahn Park, which is on North 
Ridgewood in downtown Sebring. 
There is a huge mural of Michael and 
Sadie Kahn, created by artist Ken 
Treister, honoring their contributions 
in the Jewish community.

“My good friend, Bob Hummel, said 

my family should be honored here. 
Ken Treister designed and painted the 
mural. He also designed the benches, 
the lights, the bamboo sculpture 
and even the ground covering,” said 
Marvin Kahn, son of Michael and 
Sadie.

“My father opened Kahn’s 
Department Store in 1922 and met 

with Mr. Sebring. He welcomed us as 
friends and also offered a lot where 
the Jewish community could build 
a synagogue. My father built it off of 
Pine Street in 1925.”

The original storefront where Kahn’s 
Department Store was located still 

”Festival of Lights”

Sadie Kahn Park site for menorah lighting ceremony

SHARON WEATHERHEAD/CORRESPONDENT

Rabbi Moshe Lazaro lights the Chanukkah Menorah on Sunday evening.

SHARON WEATHERHEAD/CORRESPONDENT

Sebring Mayor John Shoop, left, and Rabbi Moshe Lazaro welcome guests attending Sunday evening’s menorah lighting ceremony at Sadie 
Kahn Park.
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