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Fire destroys Leisure Lakes home
By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

LAKE PLACID — Fire ripped 
through a single-family home 
on Durrance Road on Thursday 
morning. Several units from 
Highlands County Fire Rescue 
and Florida Forest Service were 
called to the blaze. As of press 
time, there were no injuries re-
ported to the home’s residents 
or firefighters.

HCFR weas dispatched 
about 9:45 a.m. to the Leisure 

Lakes home. The nearest fire 
hydrant was at the Leisure 
Lakes Fire Department, so 
Florida Forest Service brought 
their new “6,000 gallon water 
tender,” said HCFR Chief Marc 
Bashoor. The truck had never 
been used on a structure fire 
yet.

Bashoor said the fire crews 
were on the scene for quite 
some time as there was a lot of 
overhaul to do since the roof 
fell in.

Out of the three adults who 

lived in the home, only one 
was home at the time of the 
fire. Bashoor said the occupant 
heard crackling, possibly from 
the garage before hearing the 
smoke detectors in the house. 
Those sounds were a potential 
life saver.

The house is surrounded 
by scrub on three sides but 
thankfully, there was a clear 
lot around the home. Because 
of the good clearance and 
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Flames came through the roof of the home on Durrance Road in Leisure Lakes 
on Thursday.

Gentry murder 
trial tentatively 

set for 2022
By Staff report

SEBRING — Although 
more than a year away, 
a trial date has been 
tentatively set for the 
murder case against 
Joseph Edward Ables, the 
man accused of killing 
Highlands County Deputy 
Sheriff William Gentry Jr. 
in 2018.

Four weeks have been set aside for the 
2022 trial.

His case is tentatively set to begin 
Oct. 3, 2022 with jury selection, though 
that could change. For now, his case has 
been continued for a status hearing at 
1:15 p.m. May 28.

Last month, attorney Julia Williamson 
of Auburndale said a doctor in the case 
was supposed to follow up with her, 
but had to reschedule an appointment 
because of bad weather.

Thursday afternoon, she said they 
are still working on mental health 
mitigation. She reiterated statewide and 
regional COVID-19 numbers as one of the 
impediments.

Williamson said in the coming weeks 
she plans to file for a change of venue 
and other motions concerning mitigation 
and the penalty phase.

Assistant State Attorney Kristie 
Ducharme, who took the case over 
upon the retirement of Steve Houchins, 
requested that the violation of probation 
portion of the case be heard sometime in 
December. That charge stems from a June 
2016 case of battery on an elderly person.

In addition to first-degree murder of 
a law enforcement officer, Ables also 
faces charges of of attempted first-degree 
murder; possession of a firearm, weapon 
and/or ammunition by a convicted felon; 
tampering with physical evidence; resist-
ing an officer with violence, and felony 
cruelty to a cat.

Gentry died May 7, 2018, after being 
shot the previous night. Gentry had 

Pinwheels for Prevention

Blackman: Use your ears, eyes and heart to listen

By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — Child advocates, com-
munity leaders and law enforcement 
gathered Thursday morning in front 
of the Highlands County Courthouse 
for the annual kickoff of Child Abuse 
Prevention Month and the Pinwheels 
for Prevention campaign.

Champion for Children Founder and 
Chairman of the Board and County 
Commissioner Kevin Roberts offered 
the invocation.

Ironically, as Children’s Advocacy 
Center Manager Sarah Beth Rogers 
completed her introduction of 
Roberts, many cellphones sounded 
an alert that stated a child had been 
kidnapped in Columbia County.

School Board of Highlands County 
Assistant Superintendent of Student 
Support Services Melissa Blackman 
spoke of the school district’s mento-
ring program that was introduced by 
Superintendent Brenda Longshore.

Also, the district partnered with 
local law enforcement agencies for the 
Handle With Care program in which 
the law enforcement agencies inform 

the district when a child should be 
handled with care, she said.

If there are children present, when 
law enforcement are at the scene of an 
incident they notify the district, which 
informs all the student’s teachers to 
be supportive and to handle the child 

with care, Blackman said.
“So far this school year, we have 
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The annual kickoff of Child Abuse Prevention Month and the Pinwheels for Prevention campaign Thursday morning in front of the Highlands 
County Courthouse.
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School Board of Highlands County Assistant 
Superintendent of Student Support Services 
Melissa Blackman speaks Thursday morning 
at the annual kickoff of Child Abuse Preven-
tion Month and the Pinwheels for Prevention 
campaign.

State and county see big COVID-19 jump
By KIM MOODY
STAFF WRITER

Highlands County had a mixed bag when it came to 
COVID-19 numbers when the Florida Department of 
Health released its daily coronavirus update Thursday. 
New cases were nearly double from Wednesday’s 
report and while the positivity rate came down a bit, it 
was still high.

One bright spot of the report was there were no new 
deaths reported in the county. Deaths remain at 321.

There were 30 new COVID cases in the county. The 

number of cases has risen to 7,685. Of those infec-
tions, 7,598 were from residents and 87 non-residents 
who contracted the virus.

Testing was up considerably and 275 resident tests 
were processed with 245 negative results. This gen-
erated a positivity rate of 10.91%, which is more than 
double the 5% the World Health Organization recom-
mends for reopening.

Hospitalizations remained at 604. The Agency for 
Health Care Administration showed 39 people in the 
hospital with a primary diagnosis of COVID-19, which 
is seven more than Wednesday.

FDOH numbers show Highlands County having 
vaccinated 33,088 people, with 19,198 having received 
one dose and 13,890 as having completed the series, 
which in this case means received their second shot 
of the Moderna or Pfizer, or received the single-dose 
Johnson & Johnson vaccine. So far, 237 people have 
received the Johnson & Johnson vaccine.

Of the people vaccinated in the county, 25,445 of 
them have been age 65 or older.

Florida saw a big increase in its daily count, as there 
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A pinwheel for child abuse prevention.
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Must be 21 years old to play slots and table games. Must be a Seminole Wild Card Member to 
participate in casino promotions. If you or someone you know has a gambling problem, please call 1.888.ADMIT.IT.  
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