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By City News Service

A man who in 2016 fired an AR-15 ri-
fle from inside his family’s home, kill-
ing two Palm Springs police officers 
who had responded to a domestic dis-
turbance call at the residence, should 
be sentenced to death, a jury recom-
mended Thursday.

Jurors in an Indio courtroom delib-
erated for less than two hours before 
recommending the death sentence for 
28-year-old John Hernandez Felix, who 
was convicted May 20 of murder and 
other charges for the killings of vet-
eran Officer Jose Gilbert “Gil” Vega, 63, 
and rookie Officer Lesley Zerebny, 27.

The two were killed Oct. 8, 2016, 
as they stood outside the Felix family 
home in the 2700 block of Cypress Av-
enue in Palm Springs.

Sentencing for Felix was scheduled 
for Aug. 30.

In addition to two counts of first-
degree murder, Felix also was con-
victed of six counts of attempted mur-
der, unlawful possession of an assault 
weapon, unlawful weapon possession 
by a prohibited person and unlawful 
possession of ammunition.

Jurors also found true special cir-
cumstance allegations of murder of a 
peace officer and multiple murders, 
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Jury urges 
death for 
killer of  
two officers
The man was convicted of 
killing Palm Springs cops 
who responded to a domestic 
disturbance in 2016

By Ryan Hagen
rhagen@scng.com 
@rmhagen on Twitter

A judge has modified the restrain-
ing order against Riverside City Coun-
cil candidate John Dave Denilofs, who 
has admitted to rac-
ist Facebook posts, so 
that Denilofs could at-
tend public events such 
as community and City 
Council meetings.

Ana Sofia Miramon-
tes has had a restrain-
ing order against De-
nilofs since July 2018. 
The order had the ef-
fect of barring Denilofs from events if 
they were also attended by Miramon-

RACIST COMMENTS

Restraining 
order against 
City candidate 
modified by judge
John Dave Denilofs can now 
get as close as 20 yards to a 
woman who has had an order 
against him since July 2018

Barbecue. Beer. Mu-
sic. What’s not to love?

The fifth annual 
Horse Town Brew n’ 
Que Festival, which 
takes place this week-
end at the George In-
galls Equestrian Event 
Center, 3737 Crestview 
Drive, Norco, incor-
porates all those ele-
ments and more.

First and foremost, there’s 
a barbecue competition with 
more than $10,000 in cash in 
prizes at stake, and the win-
ning team will fly to Perth, 
Australia, to compete in 
Brew n’ Que Australia in Oc-
tober.

Australian team the Rib 
Racks will be among the 60 

teams participating in 
Norco.

There also will be a 
kids’ cooking class 
and kids’ barbecue 
competition, over-
seen by Chris Fer-
rell, executive chef 
for Lucille’s Smoke-
house Bar-B-Que 
restaurant, Donna 

Fong, professional cook 
and barbecue instructor 
and television personality 
“Bigg Dane” Florence.

The event features a three-
hour beer festival with un-
limited samples.

The festival’s five musical 
performances include a trib-
ute to B.B. King by Lucky 
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Norco’s Horse Town Brew n’ Que Festival is going international

By Richard K. De Atley
rdeatley@scng.com 
@RKDeAtley on Twitter

Jurors began delibera-
tions Thursday in the mur-
der trial of Charles Ray Mer-
ritt, charged in the 2010 
bludgeoning deaths of the 
McStay family.

The killing, prosecutors 
said, was motivated by the 
lure of gaining access to 
business accounts of patri-
arch Joseph McStay.

“You don’t get to mur-
der an entire family and 
get away with it,” San Ber-
nardino County Deputy 
District Attorney Melissa 
Rodriguez told jurors dur-
ing the prosecution’s rebut-
tal Thursday morning, be-
fore Superior Court Judge 
Michael A. Smith sent the 
panel to deliberate.

Jurors left the court-
room to begin considering 
the case just before 11:20 

a.m. The regular court day 
ended with no reported ac-
tion. They will reconvene 
Monday morning.

Merritt, 62, has pleaded 
not guilty to charges that he 
killed former business asso-
ciate McStay, 40, his wife, 
Summer, 43, and their two 
children, Gianni, 4, and Jo-
seph Jr., 3, in their Fallbrook 
home in San Diego County. 
The family had moved to 
Fallbrook from San Clem-
ente.

Rodriguez said the two 
McStay boys died because 
they knew Merritt and could 
identify him.

Merritt was arrested 
and charged in November 
2014 — a year after the Mc-
Stay family’s skeletal re-
mains were discovered in 
two shallow graves west of 
the 15 Freeway near Victor-
ville. Merritt is a former Ap-
ple Valley resident.

A three-pound sledge 

hammer in-
vestigators 
sa id wa s 
used to kill 
the family 
was buried 
along with 
thei r  re -
mains.

M c S t a y 
and Merritt worked together 
in the sale, design and 
building of large-scale cus-
tom waterworks for clients 
in Saudi Arabia and busi-
nesses such as Paul Mitch-
ell salons. McStay found cus-
tomers, and Merritt, whose 
business was separate from 
McStay’s, built the pieces.

Prosecutors said Merritt 
was being cut out of the re-
lationship by McStay for 
poor performance, and on 
Feb. 1, 2010, McStay sent 
an email to Merritt stating 
Merritt owed him $42,845. 
The McStay family was last 
heard from on Feb. 4 of that 

year. They said Merritt be-
gan writing checks to him-
self from McStay’s business 
account.

Defense attorneys said 
the men were best friends 
and future prospects for 
their business relationship 
were too lucrative for Mer-
ritt to kill his partner and 
his family. They said an-
other business associate of 
McStay’s, web designer Dan-
iel Kavanaugh, had disputes 
with McStay and was over-
looked by investigators.

Kavanaugh has denied 
having anything to do with 
the McStay family’s death, 
and prosecutors backed 
that up. Thursday, Rodri-
guez said it was a “red her-
ring” from the defense.

Rodriguez pushed back 
at several other defense con-
tentions during her rebut-
tal, reminding jurors of the 
principle that the simplest 
explanation is more likely to 

be right than a complex one. 
She said the defense coun-
sel in final arguments had 
offered assumptions unsup-
ported by evidence.

Merritt, she said, back-
dated checks on McStay’s 
QuickBooks account that 
he had forged to himself to 
Feb. 4, 2010.

She said the defense in 
trial tried to say the checks 
were backdated because 
QuickBooks goes to the last 
day an account was opened, 
but two experts testified it 
did not. In final arguments, 
Rodriguez said, the defense 
then claimed Merritt back-
dated the checks because 
that was the day he claimed 
he got them from McStay.

“That doesn’t work ei-
ther,” Rodriguez said. “Be-
cause the fourth, conve-
niently, happens to be the 
last day that anybody had 
heard from Joseph McStay.” 
And having a date after that 

would show the checks were 
forged, she said

“Because if somebody 
goes in and sees activity on 
the fifth, and the eighth, and 
the ninth — they’re gonna 
know — especially when 
those checks are made out 
to him (Merritt),” she said.

“What’s reasonable? The 
story keeps changing from 
the defense,” she told the 
panel.

Testimony began Jan. 7, 
and the trial was originally 
forecast to end in April.

One juror, who heard the 
testimony and all the final 
arguments, had to be ex-
cused and replaced by an al-
ternate just before deliber-
ations started Thursday be-
cause of a job commitment 
scheduled to start in June.

“I didn’t know we were 
going to be here until June,” 
the juror told Smith.

“Trust me, no one did,” 
the judge answered.
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Jurors start deliberations in family murder case
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Dominic Valencia, 22, left, high-fives Dario Moran, 23, after winning a round of video game “Super Smash Bros. Ultimate” during the 
esports tournament at Norco College in Norco on Thursday. The first-place winner was to receive a $75 Visa gift card. 

By Matt Kristoffersen
mkristoffersen@scng.com 
@mattkristoffers on Twitter

It was Mario, Mega Man and Meta Knight 
madness at Norco College.

The occasion was the college’s esports tour-
nament, hosted Thursday by the Norco E-Sports 
Association.

Students from across the college met to show-
case their skills in the popular video game, “Su-
per Smash Bros. Ultimate.” Contestants battled 
each other until only the best player in the col-
lege was left standing.

The tournament followed another one staged 
by the association earlier this year, at which 34 
players competed.

NORCO

A smashing good time
Norco College students cheered and shouted Thursday in a ‘Super Smash Bros. Ultimate’ tournament

Chukwudubem 
Okereke, 
17, left, and 
Cristian 
Bayona, 20, 
compete 
against each 
other on 
the video 
game “Super 
Smash Bros. 
Ultimate”during 
the esports 
tournament.
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 The fifth annual Horse Town Brew n’ Que Festival takes place 
Saturday at George Ingalls Equestrian Event Center in Norco. PLESSEL » PAGE 4
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