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GIVING BACK

IN THE COURTS

Upper Keys clergy members
rally to sign up organ donors

Murder-for-hire
suspect gets
plea delay

Effort inspired by Talia
Agler, whose gift was a
second chance at life

Former Coast Guard
station commander faces life

BY DAVID GOODHUE

A former high-ranking
Coast Guard warrant officer charged last December
with murder-for-hire was
expected to change his
plea in Miami federal court
Thursday, but instead had
his hearing postponed until
10 a.m. Nov. 25.
Dennis Zecca, a former
commander of U.S. Coast
Guard Station Islamorada,
is accused of hiring someone to kill Marathon Realtor Bruce Schmitt. On Jan.
10, Zecca was federally
indicted on charges of
murder-for-hire, conspiracy to possess with intent to
distribute cocaine, attempt
to possess with intent to
distribute cocaine, and
transfer of a firearm to a
convicted felon. Under
those charges, Zecca was
facing life.
Zecca, who is in his
early 50s, pleaded not
guilty on Jan. 14. He’s
been in custody since his
arrest.
Court filings don’t say to
what Zecca plans to plea
and his attorney has not
returned repeated messages for comment. The
U.S. Attorney’s Office has
said it doesn’t comment on
open cases.
Zecca had been scheduled for trial come December.
His Thursday plea was
scheduled before U.S. District Court Judge Jose Martinez, but a Monday filing
shows it’s now planned for
10 a.m. Nov. 25 before
Martinez in Courtroom 101 at the federal courthouse
at 400 N. Miami Ave.,
Miami. The Monday filing
doesn’t say who asked for
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Talia Agler saved several
people’s lives by deciding
to become an organ donor.
Her family is joining local
churches and a synagogue
to sign up 2,300 donors
in December. (Photo
courtesy of the
Agler family)

Donated hearts often take some massaging to get the right beat. But the one
implanted into Martha LeFebvre’s
chest in 2011 took right away.
Her doctor called it “the perfect
heart” — an apt description shared by
those who knew the donor well.
“This is absolutely something Talia
wanted to do,” said Richard Agler,
whose daughter Talia died after being
Turn to HEART, 3A

FAST DRIVER MEETS FASTEST ANIMAL

Brad Keselowski, named “NASCAR’s fastest driver in 2012,” pets a cheetah during a recent visit to ZooMiami.
Keselowski’s visit is part of NASCAR’s Victory Tour program previewing Ford Championship Weekend, which culminates
with the season-ending championship race — the Ford EcoBoost 400 — this Sunday, Nov. 17 at Homestead-Miami
Speedway. (Chris Green, Homestead-Miami Speedway)
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Zecca
the delay from Thursday,
or why.
After 26 years with the
Coast Guard culminating
with his Islamorada post,
Zecca became part-owner
of the Marathon Marina
and Boatyard.
He was arrested last
Dec. 21 for allegedly
attempting to pay an
employee — a federal
informant who is a convicted felon — $20,000 or
a kilo of cocaine to murder
Schmitt.
No one has ever said
what the incentive was,
and Schmitt says he has no
idea and that to this day, he
still doesn’t know Zecca.
Federal authorities say
the murder plot had “associates and co-conspirators
in this offense” but have
not said who they are. It’s
not known if any plea
Zecca offers will be based
on offering authorities
information on who the
“associates and co-conspirators” are.
The plot appears separate from a U.S. Drug
Enforcement Administration investigation, out of
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EDUCATION

Montessori school’s disciplinary practice raises concern
BY DAVID GOODHUE
dgoodhue@keysreporter.com

Board members of a
Tavernier charter Montessori school plan to meet
Monday to discuss a discipline policy that has some
parents concerned.
Samuel Maher, a parent
of an Ocean Studies Charter School first-grader,
complained to the school’s
board of directors in October about a form of punishment where students must
walk in a circle or back
and forth for a period of

Children made to walk in circles for misbehaving in classroom
time for what he calls
minor classroom behavioral infractions.
“We really believe in the
school, we really believe
in the principal, and I support the board, but I can’t
support this program. They
have really messed up,”
Maher said this week.
Maher is also upset the
school didn’t inform parents about the discipline
practice.
“A lot of board members

were surprised,” he said.
“They didn’t know what
was going on.”
Maher said he found out
about the practice only
after his son told him.
“My kid was bellyaching about going to school.
He academically does very
well,” Maher said. “But we
were uncomfortable with
him being excluded and
made to lose his free play
for minor infractions.”
These
infractions,

Maher said, include talking in class and not sitting
down during “circle time.”
Sue Woltanski, an
Ocean Studies board member, said she and her four
colleagues have asked “for
the administration and
staff to develop a comprehensive policy for behavior management in the
school.”
She said the staff will
provide the board with the
policy at the Nov. 18 meet-

ing at the school, on the
ocean side of mile marker
92.3, starting at 6 p.m.
Woltanski said as of
now, the school has no
written policy about “making children go out and
walk circles.”
Some teachers this year
have given misbehaving
students the option of journaling about appropriate
behavior “or doing this
walking around thing.”
“Many children, including my son, choose walking around,” Woltanski
said.
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Both punishments are
meted out during recess,
which Maher said is
unfair. He said having a
child walk back and forth
or in circles while his or
her classmates are playing
during recess “creates a lot
of self esteem issues.”
Although it is not an
official discipline policy,
Woltanski said no teacher
she has spoken with feels
making children walk
around “is an egregious
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