
Bring Hope Now: 
Local Nonprofit Aims to Solve Youth Mental Health Crisis

By Peggy Brockman

Imagine receiving a call 
from your child’s school: your 
middle-schooler, diagnosed 
with ADD, lost his temper 
and screamed, “I wish I were 
dead.” Because the staff knows 
you, they give you the option 
to take him to the emergency 
room yourself, instead of  call-
ing law enforcement.

You arrive at the ER, but 
there’s no child psychologist. 
The ER doctor decides to 
send your child—seven hours 
away—to a facility in Orlan-
do for evaluation. You object. 
Emotions rise. The doctor 
blames you and asks you to 
leave. Your child is transport-
ed anyway, placed in a hold-
ing area with wooden slab 
beds and other children in cri-
sis, screaming. He’s terrified.

Three days later, a tele-psy-
chiatrist finds your child isn’t a 
threat and should be released. 
But when you return from a 
brief  trip home, you discover 
your child was already trans-
ferred to an inpatient facility 
in Pensacola—without your 
consent. He must now remain 

for another three days, all 
while you watch helplessly.

This is the true story a 
mother shared with me after a 
recent Bring Hope Now pre-
sentation. Though a few years 
have passed and improve-
ments have been made—such 
as the addition of  Mobile Re-
sponse Teams that now evalu-
ate students on campus—chil-
dren in crisis in our area still 
face long waits in local ERs 

and may be transported hours 
away due to a lack of  local fa-
cilities.

This is exactly why we 
founded Bring Hope Now.

A Growing Crisis
In 2019, two communi-

ty leaders—David Triana, 
founder of  United for a Good 
Cause, and myself, Peggy 
Brockman—joined forces to 
address a terrifying trend: 

Northwest Florida, particular-
ly Okaloosa County, had one 
of  the fastest-growing youth 
suicide rates in the state.

We set out to bring hope 
through a national peer-to-
peer suicide prevention pro-
gram in local schools. Eglin 
Federal Credit Union kick-
started our mission with a 
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Did Ponce 
de Leon 

Really Find 
the Springs 

in North 
Walton?

By Helen Petre

No, probably not. But, the springs 
named after him are well worth pro-
tecting. I usually write about wild 
places and organisms in Freeport 
and South Walton, some even in 
south Bay County. But, now that it 
is winter, the 68-degree Fahrenheit 
water in the north Walton springs 
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850-763-1721

APEX
DESIGN | REMODELING

ApexHomeDesign.com
Expert Solutions for 

Your Home Design Inspiration!

4641 HWY. 20 E. | NICEVILLE
850-424-6062 | ApexFlooringFl.com

Refresh Your Kitchen Today
• Now Offering Cabinet Refinishing at a 

Great Price

• Install a New Quartz Countertop

• Install New Cabinet Hardware

Must be 18 or older to apply online.

Membership subject to approval 
Insured by NCUA

eglinfcu.org/join

jointoday
If you live, work, worship or 
attend school within our field of 
membership, you can bank with us.
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Experience faster, reliable Fiber Internet
Better than everBetter than ever
Faster speeds are coming to Florida. Our expanded 100% Fiber Internet 
network gives your household the speed and reliability you need, backed by 
local service you can trust. Make the switch to fast Fiber Internet today!

Enjoy speeds up to

1 GIG
Visit point-broadband.com/FreeportLife
or call 850-805-6516 with any questions.

Service availability varies by area. Internet speeds 
are based on a wired connection. Additional terms 
and conditions may apply. © 2026 Point Broadband. 
All Rights Reserved.

SCAN TO SIGN UP
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$50,000 donation. With support 
from Superintendent Marcus 
Chambers and the Okaloosa 
County School Board, the pro-
gram launched in 2020. By the 
end of  2022, every school in the 
district had the program in place. 
It became a model of  success.

In 2024, Bring Hope Now of-
ficially separated from United for 
a Good Cause to pursue broader 
goals. We expanded into the mil-
itary community with “Hope on 
the Line,” a peer-led suicide pre-
vention initiative for active-duty 
personnel. But, another pressing 
need was calling us: a lack of  lo-
cal youth mental health facilities.

By the Numbers:  
Why Local Help Matters

The data is staggering. In 
the 2022–2023 school year, 376 
children under 18 in Okaloosa 
and Walton Counties were invol-
untarily Baker Acted. Of  those, 
76% were first-time cases, and 
92 were repeat cases.

Statewide, 87% of  youth 
Baker Acts are due to suicidality: 
46% had suicidal thoughts, 28% 
had a plan, and 10% had made 
an attempt.

Children are typically taken 
to a local ER, where they wait 
for an inpatient bed to open in 
Pensacola or Panama City. Some 
wait days. If  extended treatment 
is needed, they’re sent even far-
ther—to Jacksonville or Or-
lando—hours from family and 
support systems. Many families 
can’t even afford to retrieve their 
children afterward.

What if that Child  
Were Yours?

According to Florida Health 
Charts, 168 people in Okaloosa 
and Walton Counties went to an 
emergency room for self-harm 
injuries in 2023. Shockingly, 121 
of  them—72%—were children 
ages 5 to 19. Yes, even as young 
as five.

From the 2023 Florida 
Youth Survey:
• �22% of  students said they al-

most always felt symptoms of  
stress, anxiety, or depression.

• �46% said these emotions 
stopped them from doing daily 
activities.

• �19% had seriously considered 
self-harm.

• �Encouragingly, 31% sought 
help.

But we need more resources. 

And we need them here.

The Mission Ahead
With strong leadership from 

Board Chair Kathy Houchins 
and a growing board of  com-
munity advocates, Bring Hope 
Now’s next mission is clear: es-
tablish a youth mental health 
treatment facility for Okaloosa 
and Walton Counties.

We’re currently seeking a fa-
cility or land to build a welcom-
ing, home-like inpatient center. 
Until that becomes a reality, we 
continue to train community 
members through QPR Gate-
keeper Training—equipping ev-
eryday citizens with the tools to 
recognize suicide warning signs 
and how to respond.

We also aim to launch a local 
loss survivor program to support 
families who’ve lost loved ones 
to suicide.

A Community That Cares
We believe in this mission be-

cause we’ve lived it. I’ve person-
ally experienced the pain of  a 
suicide attempt and subsequent 
residential treatment with a 
grandson. I know what families 
are facing.

Bring Hope Now is not just 
one organization—it’s a move-

ment of  people, volunteers, ed-
ucators, parents, and advocates 
committed to changing the story 
for our youth.

We’re looking for sponsors,  
volunteers, and in-kind support. 
Do you know a family who’s lost 
a loved one to suicide? To get in-
volved or learn more, visit www.
BringHopeNow.com.

Mark your Calendar Now. 
The 2026 Annual Bring Hope 
Dragon Boat Race & Festival 
Will Be April 25th. It’s not only 
a fundraiser—it’s a celebration 
of  resilience and community. 
We’re looking for sponsors, rac-
ing teams, raffle and auction 
items, volunteers, and in-kind 
support. Do you know a family 

who’s lost a loved one to suicide? 
We’d be honored to include 
a sign in their memory at the 
event. To get involved or learn 
more, visit www.BringHope-
Now.com.

It may take a village to raise a 
child—but it takes a whole com-
munity to save one.

       Community

BRING HOPE 
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2441 U.S. HWY 98, SANTA ROSA BEACH, FL 32459
TORTOISECLINIC.COM | 850.267.5611

$30 OFF NEW PATIENT OFFER
Present this coupon and receive

$30 off any service at the Tortoise
Clinic. One coupon per person.

HOLISTIC HEALTH • ACUPUNCTURE
MASSAGE • APOTHECARY

Now Offering
PEPTIDE THERAPIES 

IV INFUSIONS
IN-HOUSE LABS

HRT

Scan the QR code to learn
more and book today!

Top 5 Supplements to Spring into Health
By Dr. Karen DeVore, 
Tortoise Clinic

Here along the Gulf  Coast, 
the arrival of  spring means 
longer days and a return to the 
outdoor living that defines our 
beach communities. For many, 
it feels like a natural inflection 
point of  renewed momentum 
and a reminder to re-prioritize 

energy, strength, and overall 
well-being.It’s often during this 
season that people begin reach-
ing for supplements and vita-
mins in hopes of  supporting this 
shift.

At the Tortoise Clinic, I re-
mind people that supplements 
are never a substitute for the 
fundamentals including bal-

anced, protein-forward meals 
made from real food, restorative 
sleep, building and maintaining 
muscle mass, hydration, and 
thoughtful stress management. 
Supplementation and targeted 
nutrient support are tools with-
in a larger health strategy, most 
effective when guided by in-
formed science and thoughtful 
clinical oversight.

Not every supplement is 
appropriate for every person. 
When selected strategically, with 
attention to quality, bioavailabil-
ity, and individual physiology, 
they can support the systems 
that drive sustainable energy 
and resilience.

Here are five I commonly 
evaluate this time of  year, and 
how I think about applying 
them.

Vitamin D – A Hormone 
with Broad Impact

Despite its name, Vitamin D 
functions as a hormone in the 
body. It plays a role in immune 
balance, bone strength, muscle 
function, and mood regulation. 
Vitamin D receptors are found 
throughout the body, which 
helps explain its wide-reaching 
influence.

Deficiency remains common, 
even living in Florida. Indoor 
work, sunscreen use, skin tone 
variability, and seasonal shifts all 
contribute. When levels are sub-
optimal, people may notice fa-
tigue, slower recovery, decreased 
muscle strength, or a subtle dip 
in mood.

When I look closer: re-
current illness, low energy that 
doesn’t improve with rest, mood 
changes, bone or muscle con-
cerns, and limited sun exposure

Practical Tip: Vitamin D 
absorbs best when taken with 
food that contains healthy fats. 
Testing provides clarity — op-
timal levels are individualized, 
not guessed.

Magnesium – Calm Energy 
& Recovery

Magnesium supports muscle 
relaxation, sleep quality, blood 
sugar balance, and healthy stress 
response. It participates in hun-
dreds of  biochemical processes 
and is one of  the most common 
nutrients I see run low.

Despite the beauty of  coast-
al living, daily demands such as 
work, activity, travel, and stress 
still accumulate, and magne-
sium depletion is common.

Two forms I often con-
sider:

Magnesium Glycinate: 
Supports relaxation and restor-
ative sleep.

Magnesium Threonate: 
May support focus, cognitive 
clarity, and emotional steadi-
ness.

When I look closer: mus-
cle tension, poor sleep, stress 
reactivity, headaches, and diffi-
culty focusing

Practical Tip: Magnesium 
glycinate is often best tolerat-
ed in the evening. Magnesium 
threonate can be used in the 
morning when focus support is 
desired. Some individuals di-
vide doses based on response. 
Because magnesium influenc-
es muscle relaxation, higher 
amounts may also influence 
digestive rhythm. Gradual ad-
justments help the body adapt 
comfortably.

Omega-3 Fatty Acids – 
Inflammation & Heart 
Support

Omega-3 fats help regulate 
inflammation and support heart 
health, joint comfort, brain 
function, and mood stability. 
Even with access to fresh sea-
food, consistent intake of  mean-
ingful amounts of  omega-3s 
is less common than many as-
sume. Modern dietary patterns 
tend to favor inflammatory fats 
over anti-inflammatory ones. 
As activity increases and sea-
sonal allergens rise, balanced 
inflammatory support becomes 
increasingly important.

When I look closer: joint 
stiffness, cardiovascular risk fac-
tors, brain fog, mood variabili-
ty, and seasonal inflammatory 
symptoms

Practical Tip: If  fish oil 
results in occasional upper di-
gestive discomfort or burping 
freezing capsules may help. 
Those taking blood thinners 
should consult their provider. 
Wild-caught fatty fish remains 
an excellent whole-food option.

Continued on page 22
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237 FOXGLOVE RUN
4 Bedroom | 4.5 Bath | 4,364 SF
$1,329,990 | ready March 2026
Listed by Yeska Sand 850.368.5936

304 GAZELLE COURT
4 Bedroom | 2.5 Bath | 2,026 SF
$601,000 | completed February 2026
Listed by Kelly Shephard 850.543.7353

PHASE 11 LOTS
SIZE: 0.16 - 0.26 ACRE
PRICE: $100,000 – $149,000

312 GAZELLE COURT
5 Bedroom | 3 Bath | 2,259 SF
$612,000 | completed February 2026
Listed by Jodie Snell 850-621-6535

PHASE 7A ESTATE LOTS
SIZE: 0.49 – 0.64
PRICE: $209,000 - $269,000

Monday - Saturday 12 - 4 pm
Sunday 1 - 4 pm

Visit our model homes 
in Deer Moss Creek®

1413 CLARY SAGE LANE
Friday & Saturday 12 - 4 pm
Sunday 1 - 4 pm

301 GAZELLE COURT

Contact Ruckel Properties for 
a full list of available lots.

New homes in a vibrant community of Niceville, Florida

850.678.2223
RUCKELPROPERTIES.COM

311 GAZELLE COURT
3 Bedroom | 2 Bath | 2,000 SF
$575,000 | ready June 2026
Listed by Kelly Shephard 850.543.7353

184 CARAWAY DRIVE
3 Bedroom | 2.5 Bath | 2,052 SF
$699,800 | construction completed
Listed by Jodie Snell 850.621.6535

621 CHAMOMILE COURT
4 Bedroom | 3.5 Bath | 2,761 SF
$924,935 | construction completed
Listed by Val Waters Auclair 850.855.6205
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Finding Balance: 
A Simple Plan for Saving and Spending

By Bill Blanken 
As the new year is almost a 

third of  the way through, many 
Americans added budgeting to 
their list of  resolutions, some-
where between “eat less sugar” 
and “finally cancel that gym 
membership.” Financial experts 
say it may be one of  the few res-
olutions that actually sticks.

Budgeting, they note, isn’t 
just about cutting back or say-
ing no to small pleasures. It’s 
about giving your money a plan 
before it wanders off on its own. 
Without one, many people find 
themselves staring at their bank 
accounts mid-month wonder-
ing, “Who approved all this?”

One widely recommended 
method is the 50/20/30 rule, 
a simple formula that divides 
take-home pay into three cate-

gories: 50 percent for essentials, 
20 percent for savings, and 30 
percent for personal spending.

For someone earning $50,000 
annually after taxes and retire-
ment contributions, that equals 
about $4,166 per month. Under 
this approach, roughly $2,000 
would go toward essentials such 
as housing, utilities, groceries, 
transportation, and insurance. 
In other words, the bills that do 
not accept excuses.

Another $800 would be di-
rected to savings. Financial 
planners often describe this as 
“paying yourself  first,” rather 
than waiting to see what’s left at 
the end of  the month. Spoiler 
alert: what’s left is often surpris-
ingly small.

The remaining $1,200 can 
cover discretionary expenses, in-
cluding dining out, travel, hob-
bies, entertainment, and those 
streaming services people keep 
meaning to cancel but somehow 
never do.

I must emphasize that the 
50/20/30 rule is a guideline, not 

a rigid law or direct financial ad-
vice. In higher-cost areas, essen-
tials may take up more than half  
of  monthly income. The goal is 
awareness, not perfection.

The first step toward build-
ing a workable budget is track-
ing income and expenses. This 
can be done with a notebook, 
spreadsheet, or budgeting app. 
As a Financial Advisor I can say 
the tool matters less than hones-
ty. A coffee here and a quick on-

line order there can quietly add 
up, even if  each purchase seems 
harmless at the time.

Advisors also recommend 
pausing before making non-
essential purchases. Asking 
whether an item is truly needed, 
or whether it can wait 24 hours, 
often reduces impulse spending. 
Sometimes the answer is yes. 
Sometimes it’s just late-night 
scrolling with a credit card near-
by.

Automation can also help. 
Setting up automatic bill pay-
ments and scheduled transfers 
to savings reduces the tempta-
tion to spend first and save later.

Clear goals remain central to 
long-term success. Whether the 
aim is paying off debt, building 
an emergency fund, or prepar-
ing for retirement, having a spe-
cific target makes it easier to stay 
disciplined. After all, “someday” 
is not a very motivating finan-
cial plan.

While budgeting requires 
effort, experts say it offers 
something many people want: 
control. And unlike some res-
olutions, this one can improve 
with practice instead of  disap-
pearing by March.

For those willing to stick with 
it, a simple plan today may 
mean fewer financial surprises 
tomorrow. And that alone may 
be worth keeping on the list.

For more information, call 
me at Blanken Management, 
850-660-1164.

       Community

Registered Investment Advisor offering customized 
guidance based on your entire financial position.

Veteran-owned Financial Advisor Firm

Your success is our obligation and privilege!

“Our goal and fiduciary 
responsibility is finding solutions 
aligned with your complex financial 
needs,” says William Blanken.

WILLIAM EDWARD BLANKEN JR.
850-660-1164 Office  |  570-236-0076 Cell

www.blankenmanagement.com
william.blanken@blankenmanagement.com

INVESTMENTS

FINANCIAL PLANNING

FINANCIAL ADVICE
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calls to me. Well, sort of. It is still 
cold, but kind of  exciting to get 
in, just to say I did. 

The source  
Florida has more springs than 

any other state, and perhaps any 
place on Earth, with over 1,000 
in the state. The springs are 
our water source.  In fact, 92% 
of  our drinking water comes 
from the Floridan Aquifer, and 
the water that comes out of  the 
springs is this water. Springs 
flow because the pressure in the 
aquifer is high. As we continue 
to develop land and use water, 
that pressure goes down and the 
amount of  water released by the 
springs decreases. Both Morri-
son and Ponce de Leon springs 
are second-magnitude springs 
based on outflow. 

The water in the Floridan 
Aquifer is a constant 68 degrees 
Fahrenheit.  The aquifer is com-
posed of  porous limestone and 
dolomite that is hundreds of  feet 
thick and was formed 35 million 
years ago. The Florida Aquifer is 
fed by rainwater that seeps into 
the ground north of  Florida and 
flows south by gravity through 

the porous limestone. The water 
in this aquifer is our groundwa-
ter, and as such, is susceptible to 
contamination. 

Many places are named for 
the Spanish explorer, Ponce de 
Leon, but he probably never 
went to most of  them.  He ex-
plored Florida in 1513, notably 
before air conditioning or mos-
quito control. If  he was trying 
to find the famed Fountain of  
Youth, he failed miserably, but 
in reality, he never even thought 
of  that. Still, we have some great 
springs, regardless of  the myths. 

Ponce de Leon Springs pro-
duces 14 million gallons of  water 
a day. The spring head is 20 feet 
deep and a clear stream flows 
from it to the tannin-stained 
Sandy Creek, which flows into 
the Choctawhatchee. Ponce de 
Leon and Morrison Springs are 
two of  the 13 springs that drain 
into the Choctawhatchee River. 

What about the Native 
Americans? 

If  Ponce de Leon did find 
the spring, he also found the 
Native Americans who lived 
there. There is little evidence 
of  the history. But, we think the 
Chatots inhabited the land be-
tween the Chattahoochee and 

the Choctawhatchee, including 
the springs, which is a really big 
area. The Chatots were fierce-
ly protective of  their land, so 
if  Ponce de Leon met them, he 
probably had a hard time.

In 1840, Spanish settlers built 
a log hotel and enjoyed the clear 
water, fishing, and swimming, 
just as we do today. In 1864, 
Union soldiers destroyed the ho-
tel.  The Smithgall family owned 
the land in the 1920s, but no 
trace remains. 

Plants and animals
Although everyone comes 

for the spring, there are notable 
plants at Ponce de Leon Springs, 

including pitch-
er plants, flame 
azaleas, and 
mountain lau-
rel.  There are 
longleaf  pines 
that were used 
in the turpen-
tine industry in 
the higher, drier 
areas, and some 
trees still show 
the “catface 
scars” made to 
extract the res-
in. Among the 
pines are rho-

dodendron, hickory, huckleber-
ry, milkweed, blazing stars, oaks, 
magnolia, saw palmetto, and 
blueberry. 

The habitat is suitable for alli-
gators, turtles, gopher tortoise, 
turkey, fox, deer, and bobcat.  
Catfish, bass, bluegill, sunfish, 
warmouth, crappie, and pick-
erel are common in the springs 
and in Sandy Creek.   North-
ern wrens, kinglets and brown 
creepers spend the winter here. 

There are two short nature 
trails. The sign says it takes 45 
minutes, but it really takes 10.  

Morrison Springs 
Producing 48 million gallons 

a day, Morrison Springs is south 
of  Ponce de Leon State Park. 
There are three cavities into the 
Floridan Aquifer here, the deep-
est of  which is 300 feet deep. Cy-
prus knees stand out of  the wa-
ter, but there are no nature trails.  

Because of  the limestone rock 
of  the aquifer, there are many 
caves. Caves are dangerous for 
inexperienced underwater ex-
plorers. 

Springs of Walton County 
The springs are unique eco-

systems with unique histories 
that are more than fun places to 
go on hot summer days or even 
cold winter days. They represent 
a window into our water supply 
and a chance to understand how 
water moves through the aqui-
fer to supply our needs and the 
needs of  the plants and animals 
that depend on the water. The 
springs are one more reason to 
be grateful for our resources. 
Enjoy the plants and animals 
and jump in.  Getting out is the 
hard part!

Helen Petre is a retired USDA biol-
ogist and college biology professor.  She 
spends her time volunteering, teaching, 
and writing science articles to share her 
interests with future generations.
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For more details:

185 Marquis Way
Freeport, FL 32439

(850) 600-6697
@thewatersatfreeport

www.thewatersatfreeport.com

LIFE FLOWS
BETTER HERE

At The Waters at Freeport, thoughtful
spaces and genuine service come together

to create effortless living. From cozy one
bedroom floor plans to spacious two and

three bedroom apartments, there is a place
here for everyone. Because when home

feels this good, everything else just flows.

S C H E D U L E  Y O U R  T O U R !

SPRINGS 
continued from page 1 

Ponce de Leon Springs State Park. Wikipedia. 
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Custom Designed Pools & Spas
Emerald Coast Pools designs and builds custom pools with a 

commitment to craftsmanship, innovation, and personalized service.

Pool Renovation Services
Pool Resurfacing • Tile Installation • Structural Damage 

Equipment Replacement • Spa and Jacuzzi Additions
Deck Repair or Replace • Paver Installation & Repair

Saltwater Conversions • Pool Heating Systems  
Outdoor Kitchens • Fire Pit Installations 

Call Now: 850.880.6657  |  Email: danielemeraldcoastpools@gmail.com
Visit: 17661 U.S. Highway 331 South, Freeport  | On the Web: emeraldcoastpool.com

Build Your Dream Pool

 Elevate Your Outdoor Space

NatureView: Freeport’s Newest Neighborhood 
is Already Coming to Life

By Mimy Kincaid, Marketing 
& Business Development 
Director, The Jay Odom 
Group

If  you drive just a few min-
utes off Highway 331 and head 
toward County Road 3280, you 
will find something unexpected. 

The noise fades. The trees 
grow taller. The air feels still.

Tucked inside that quiet 
stretch of  Walton County is 
NatureView, Freeport’s newest 
master planned community, al-
ready open and already welcom-
ing residents home. This is not 
lines on paper or future promis-
es. The amenities are built. The 
homes are rising. Families are 
moving in. And it is only just be-
ginning.

From the Creators 
of Hammock Bay

If  you have lived in Freeport 
over the last decade, you have 
watched Hammock Bay trans-
form our city. What started as 
a vision grew into one of  the 
most recognized and sought-af-

ter communities in the region. 
NatureView comes from the 
same developer, The Jay Odom 
Group, the team behind Ham-
mock Bay’s growth and long-
term success.

But NatureView is not a 
repeat. It is the next chapter. 
Where Hammock Bay intro-
duced large-scale master plan-
ning to Freeport, NatureView 
builds on that experience with 
an even deeper connection to 
nature and preservation.

Surrounded by 
Permanent Conservation

One of  the most special 
things about NatureView is what 
surrounds it. The community is 
bordered by more than 50,000 
acres of  permanently protected 

forest land, including property 
owned by Nokuse Plantation 
and the State of  Florida.

That means privacy.
That means peace.
That means the view outside 

your window stays natural.
Residents enjoy miles of  

walking trails, pocket parks, and 
tree-lined streets that make daily 
life feel calmer and more con-
nected.

Amenities Open 
from Day One

Here is something that truly 
matters. The amenities at Na-
tureView are already built and 
open. Residents do not have to 
wait years for a clubhouse or 
pool to be completed. From the 
moment they move in, they can 
enjoy a beautiful clubhouse, a 
fully equipped fitness center, a 
resort style pool, pickleball and 
basketball courts, a children’s 
playground, walking trails with 
exercise stations, and pocket 
parks throughout the neighbor-
hood. It is rare to find a new 

community where the lifestyle 
is ready before the last home is 
built. At NatureView, that life-
style is already here.

Homes Available Now
NatureView offers something 

else many new communities do 
not. Homes are available now. 
Homes are being built by two 
highly respected and trusted 
builders, DSLD Homes and Hol-
iday Builders. Buyers can choose 
from a variety of  thoughtfully 
designed floor plans for a limit-
ed time, with starting prices in 
the low 300s. There are homes 
ready for immediate move in, as 
well as homesites available for 
buyers who prefer to build and 
personalize their home from 
the ground up. For families who 
want to stay in Freeport, for 
young professionals purchasing 
their first home, or for those re-
locating to Walton County, this 
is a rare opportunity to enter a 
master planned community at 
the beginning.

Why the 
Beginning Matters

When Hammock Bay first 
launched, few could predict how 
quickly it would grow or how 
well known it would become. 
Those who purchased early saw 
their neighborhood flourish. 
Schools expanded. Amenities 
grew. Property values strength-
ened. A true sense of  communi-
ty took root.

NatureView stands at that 
same starting point. Getting in 
early means having the best se-
lection of  homes and floor plans. 
It means securing pricing at the 
beginning of  growth. It means 
becoming part of  the story as 
the neighborhood takes shape. 
NatureView will continue to 
grow just as Hammock Bay did. 
Those who step in now will be 
part of  building that future.

A Community 
with Purpose

NatureView is also home to 

Continued on page 25
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www.manoratbwb.com
 wecare@manoratbwb.com

850-897-5592
1500 N. White Pt.
Road, Niceville FL

With over 32 years
of service, we are

the area’s only
locally owned and

operated faciity

Accepting Applications for Long
Term Care & Short Term Rehab

Respite Services Available

Where you receive your

health care is your choice.

          Call today:  850-897-5592

     Email:

wecare@manoratbwb.com

1500 North White Pt. Road

Niceville, FL 32578

www.manoratbwb.com
5-Star CMS Rating

Joint Commission Certified

Now offering in-house Cardio and
Renal Care Consultations by local

physicans.
We put the “Care”

 in HealthCare!

How Medicare Changes Are Impacting Post-Acute 
Providers and Senior Care

By Teresa Halverson, 
Business Development/
Community Relations

The Centers for Medicare & 
Medicaid Services is removing 
285 procedures labeled inpa-
tient-only, or IPO, many of  them 
for acute care surgeries that 
have historically driven patients 
to nursing and rehabilitation 
facilities for follow-up care. Im-
portantly, the agency’s Hospital 
Outpatient Prospective Payment 
rule made no blanket provision 
for skilled nursing coverage for 
patients opting for outpatient al-
ternatives that doesn’t include a 
requisite three-day stay. (-McK-
nights)

Post-Acute care (PAC) is a 
critical bridge between a hospi-
tal stay and a full return to home 
life.   While Medicare continues 
to evolve its payment rules, qual-
ity programs and coverage poli-
cies are reshaping the landscape 
for post-acute providers, includ-
ing skilled nursing and rehabili-
tation facilities (SNFs) and other 
settings that serve seniors after a 
hospital stay.

The year 2026 brings shifts 
in In-Patient and Out-Patient 
Polices Affecting Post-Acute 
Referrals.  Medicare’s efforts 
to shift more procedures from 
in-patient hospitals to outpatient 
and ambulatory surgical settings 
are affecting seniors and post-
acute care models. The key issue 
is outpatient status limits Medi-
care coverage for rehab. As more 
surgeries move to “Out-Patient” 
settings, seniors seeking post-
acute care will no longer qualify 
for the 3-night stay to admit to a 
skilled nursing and rehabilitation 
facility under Medicare Guide-
lines. (-Long Term Care News)

This policy can 
be tough on:

• Seniors who live alone
• Patients with mobility or 

cognitive issues
• People recovering from 

joint, spine, or complex proce-
dures

Why does this matter?  Medi-
care will not pay for SNF rehab 
unless the patient has:

• Three consecutive in-pa-
tient mid-nights in a hospital

• Observation or outpatient 
days do not count

 If  surgery is outpatient-only, 
the patient cannot qualify for 

Medicare-covered SNF rehab—
even if:

• They cannot walk safely
• They live alone
• Their physician recom-

mends rehab

What is Covered After 
Outpatient Surgery
Medicare may cover:

• Home health care (nursing, 
PT, OT) if  homebound and 
medically necessary (Home 
health is intermittent, not 24/7.  
Outpatient therapy (PT/OT at 
a clinic)

• Durable medical equipment 
(walker, Commode, etc.)

• Follow-up visits

What Seniors and Families 
Should Do Before Surgery
Ask directly:

• “Is this surgery classified as 
inpatient or outpatient under 
Medicare?”

Plan the discharge:
• Who will help at home?
• Are home health services 

arranged?
Ask about alternatives:

• Is inpatient admission ever 
possible?

• Can surgery timing or 
complexity change status?
Appeal if  appropriate:

• Rare, but sometimes mis-
classification happens

Clarify Hospital Status 
(this is critical)

• “Can you confirm whether 
they were admitted as inpatient 
or under observation, and on 
which dates?”
Follow up if  needed:

• “Was inpatient admission 
medically appropriate at any 
point?”

• “Can we request a status 
review before discharge?”

Tie Safety Risks to 
Specific Limitation
Avoid general statements. 
Use concrete examples:

• “They cannot transfer safe-
ly without hands-on assistance.”

• “They are a high fall risk 
and cannot manage stairs / 
bathroom independently.”

• “They require assistance 
with toileting, bathing, or medi-
cation management.”

• “There is no reliable care-
giver available 24/7.”
If  true, say it plainly:

• “Discharging them home 
today would place them at risk 
of  injury or rehospitalization.”

• Push for rehab screening 
(even if  Medicare won’t pay)

• “We want them formally 
evaluated for all rehab options, 
including SNF and inpatient 
rehab.”
Specifically ask:

• “Has an inpatient rehab 

facility (IRF) referral been 
considered?”

• “Can PT/OT document 
why skilled rehab is needed?”

• Documentation = leverage.

If Medicare 
Won’t Cover SNF
Use this phrasing:

“We understand Medicare 
may not cover SNF, but we still 
need help identifying a safe al-
ternative.”
Then ask:

• “What short-term pri-
vate-pay rehab options exist?”

• “What home health 
services will start immediately 
upon discharge?”

• “How soon will therapy 
begin, and how often?”

As the healthcare system 
faces ongoing challenges, The 
Manor at Blue Water Bay 

Continued on page 13
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Where the Circle Widens: Diane Pickett and 
the Stories That Still Gather Us

By Kerri Parker

There are places where histo-
ry doesn’t sit behind glass.

It walks the sidewalk at dusk.
It waits on shaded porches.
It gathers—still—when given 

the right invitation.
Lake DeFuniak has always 

been one of  those places.
Nearly perfectly round and 

improbably calm, the lake has 
long served as both compass 
and common ground for De-
Funiak Springs. In the late 
nineteenth century, it drew ed-
ucators, thinkers, musicians and 

families from across the country 
for the Florida Chautauqua—
an ambitious experiment in life-
long learning that once placed 
this small Panhandle town at 
the center of  a national cultural 
movement.

By the time Diane Pickett 
entered the picture, that legacy 
lived more in memory than in 
motion.

What Pickett understood—
intuitively and persistently—
was that Chautauqua was never 
just a program. It was a posture. 
A belief  that culture belongs to 
everyone. That ideas are bet-
ter when shared. That a place 
becomes itself  most fully when 
people gather with purpose.

In the 1990s, when others 
had accepted Chautauqua as a 
closed chapter, Pickett helped 
bring it back to life—not as nos-
talgia, but as a living, breathing 
experience rooted in education, 
the arts, music and conversa-
tion, and grounded in the land-
scape of  Lake DeFuniak itself. 

For years, she stewarded the 
gathering with care, reminding 
the community that the Cir-
cle had once been—and could 
again be—a place where curios-
ity and culture converged.

Then, in 2006, Pickett 
stepped aside. Turning Chau-
tauqua over was not an end-
ing, but an act of  faith. Having 
helped restore its footing, the in-
stitution continued without her 
at the center and she returned 
to writing, exploring Southern 
identity, history and the quiet 
intersections between people 
and place.

Nearly two decades passed.
And then, as often happens 

in towns shaped by circular 

geography, the story came 
back around.

In partnership with the 
University of  West Flori-
da Historic Trust, Pickett 
helped spark Summit on 
the Circle, first held in 2025 
and returning April 23–26, 
2026. The gathering is not 
a resurrection of  Chautau-
qua, nor does it attempt to 

be. It is something new—shaped 
by the present moment and the 
many ways stories are shared 
today.

If  Summit on the Circle feels 
familiar, that is by design. The 
pillars that once defined Chau-
tauqua—education, culture, 
recreation and spiritual connec-
tion—still stand. But Summit 
branches outward, unfolding 
through music and meals, ar-
chitecture and memory, spoken 
word and shared experience.

This year, the Circle widens 
further.

For the first time, Summit 
on the Circle expands, opening 
on Thursday, April 23, with a 
community-centered prelude 

that sets the tone for the week-
end. The opening day features 
hands-on art workshops host-
ed in historic homes and sites 
around Lake DeFuniak, fol-
lowed by a free outdoor ukulele 
concert at the Pickett Gazebo—
an intentional beginning rooted 
in participation and place.

The Summit weekend un-
folds across the Lake DeFu-
niak Historic District under the 
theme “Stories That Shape Us,” 
exploring culture, art and com-
munity across America’s 250 
years. Nationally recognized 
artists, scholars and civic voices 
will lead conversations and per-
formances examining how sto-
ries live through performance, 
film, faith, technology, music 
and personal narrative.

Among them are Shelby 
Hofer, award-winning perform-
er and co-director of  Atlanta’s 
PushPush Arts; Anita Singleton 
Prather, founder of  the Gullah 
Kinfolk Traveling Theater and 
a nationally recognized cultur-
al preservationist; Val Auzenne, 
Ph.D., retired Florida State 
University film professor and 
Fulbright Scholar; and Gena 
Williams, professional storytell-
er and former producer for The 
Moth. Civic dialogue and con-
temporary challenges take cen-
ter stage through Braver Angels, 
a national nonprofit dedicated 
to fostering respectful discourse 
across divides, and Dr. Guiller-
mo A. Francia III, a Fulbright 
cybersecurity researcher whose 
work explores the intersection 
of  technology, ethics and mod-
ern storytelling.

Throughout the weekend, 
guests will move easily between 
formal conversations and re-
laxed gatherings, including eve-
ning concerts, a beer and wine 
reception, and a Sunday ice 
cream social and hat contest by 
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Pet Bed & Biscuit
Doggie Daycare

1313 Co. Hwy. 83A W, Freeport 
850.865.0954  |  info@sandypawsresort.net

www.sandypawsresort.net
     sandypawsresort          sandy.pawsresort

Don’t bark, 
beach happy!

® Dogs and Cats 
Welcome!

Continued on page 13
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WATERSOUND is a service mark of The St. Joe Company and is used under license. FOUNTAINS is a service mark of Watermark Retirement Communities, LLC and is used under license. 2601-WWF-0044A

RETIREMENT LIVING  65 Origins Parkway, Inlet Beach, FL 32461 
WatersoundFountains.com | 850-904-3835

Ask about short-term stays — 
a no-commitment way to try 
us for a few days or a season.

Sunlight. Salt air.  
Space to breathe.
Experience refined, resort-style retirement 
living, grounded in wellness and the 
coastal beauty of the Panhandle.

No insurance.  
No property taxes.  
No upkeep.  
More freedom.

A More Flexible 30A Retirement
Watersound Fountains is the 

kind of  place best experienced 
firsthand.

That’s why short-term stays 
are part of  the story here.

A short-term stay offers the 
chance to experience retirement 
living near 30A as it actually 
unfolds — not during a quick 
tour, but in real time. A morning 
routine. A few shared meals. A 
stretch of  days where life moves 
at an easier pace, without the 
usual responsibilities.

Whether for a few days, a 
few weeks, or an entire season, 
a short-term stay allows guests 
to step into the rhythm of  the 
community without pressure or 
long-term commitment. It’s an 
opportunity to live here — not 
imagine it.

Mornings begin quietly. 
Sunlight filters through the 
windows. Coffee is unhurried. 
Some guests head to the fitness 
center or pool. Others ease into 
the day with a walk, breakfast 
with neighbors, or time out-
doors near the surrounding pro-
tected forest.

“I happened to be here 
spending the weekend,” one 

member laughs. “And I haven’t 
left. I just stayed.”

That moment, when a stay 
starts to feel like everyday life, 
often comes as a surprise.

During a short-term stay, 
guests enjoy full access to the 
community. Chef-prepared 
meals. Wellness classes. Fitness 
studios. Social spaces designed 
for conversation and connec-
tion. Maintenance and daily 
details are handled, freeing up 

both time and mental space.
By mid-morning, the com-

munity hums gently with activ-
ity. A balance class here. Coffee 
with new friends there. Some-
one deciding, on a whim, to 
try the golf  simulator or join a 
book discussion. There’s always 
something happening, but noth-
ing is required.

That flexibility is intentional.
“I like that I don’t have to 

commit to anything,” a member 
shares. “Some days I’m busy. 
Some days I’m not. Either way 
feels right.”

Afternoons stretch into easy 
hours. Guests gather in the W 

Lounge, spend time poolside, or 
explore nearby favorites along 
30A. On Fridays, many discov-
er one of  the community’s most 
loved traditions: dinner at The 
Mark, where reservations, con-
versation, and chef-prepared 
meals turn an ordinary evening 
into something to look forward 
to.

For some, a short-term stay 
is about proximity — spend-
ing more time near children or 
grandchildren and being close 
enough for everyday moments, 
not just holidays. For others, it’s 
about location: enjoying coastal 
living, escaping colder climates, 

or simply experiencing a differ-
ent pace of  life for a while.

What short-term guests often 
mention isn’t just the amenities 
or the setting. It’s how effortless 
daily life becomes.

No home maintenance. 
No property upkeep. Beaches, 
shops, and local favorites just a 
short drive away. A new Publix 
supermarket is right next door.

“It’s life, just with fewer 
things to manage,” one member 
explains. “There’s more time to 
enjoy the day.”

That’s the heart of  a short-
term stay at Watersound Foun-
tains. It’s not about deciding 
right away. It’s about giving 
yourself  time to settle in, ob-
serve, and see what fits.

Watersound Fountains 
Refined Retirement Living

Short-term stays available — 
a no-commitment way to expe-
rience life here.

To learn more, call 850-904-
3835 or visit watersoundfoun-
tains.com.
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Rising Waters, Real Risks: Flood Insurance Myths 

By Brandon Cervenka

Many people along the Em-
erald Coast are understandably 
unsure about flood insurance, 
and a big reason is the amount of  
misinformation and half-truths 
they’ve heard over the years. 
Friends, social media, and even 

outdated guidance can make it 
sound like only “high-risk” or 
beachfront homes need to worry, 
which leaves both homeowners 
and renters confused about their 
real exposure when the water ris-
es.

This confusion has allowed 
several persistent myths to stick 
around—ideas like “I’m not in 
a flood zone,” “My home insur-
ance covers flood,” or “FEMA 
will take care of  everything if  it’s 
bad enough.” In the sections that 
follow, we’ll walk through four 
of  the most common myths one 
by one and share clear, practical 
facts so families in and around 
Freeport can make more confi-
dent decisions about protecting 
their homes and rentals.

Myth 1: “I’m not in a flood 
zone.”

Every property is in a flood 
zone; the real question is wheth-
er it’s considered low, moderate, 
or high risk, not whether the risk 
exists at all. National data show 
that a significant share of  flood 
claims—often cited around 20–
40 percent—come from prop-
erties outside the highest-risk 
FEMA zones, which surprises 
many owners who thought they 
were “safe.” Even homes set back 
from the Gulf  or on slightly high-
er ground can flood from heavy 

rain, overburdened drainage sys-
tems, or water backing up into 
streets and yards.

Myth 2: “My home or rent-
ers insurance covers flood.”

Standard homeowners and 
renters policies typically do not 
cover damage from rising water, 
including storm surge, overflow-
ing creeks, or water that enters 
at ground level. To have protec-
tion for this type of  damage, you 
generally need a separate flood 
insurance policy, often available 
through the National Flood In-
surance Program (NFIP) or a pri-

vate carrier. Many people only 
discover this gap after a tropical 
system or severe storm when they 
file a claim and learn that flood 
damage is excluded.

Myth 3: “I’m a renter, so I 
don’t need flood insurance.”

Your landlord may carry 
flood insurance on the building 
itself, but that does not extend to 
your personal belongings inside 
the unit. Furniture, electronics, 
clothing, and other valuables are 
your responsibility, and without 
a separate contents-only flood 
policy, you could be paying out 
of  pocket to replace them after 
a flood.

Myth 4: “If  it’s really bad, 
FEMA will pay for everything.”

Federal disaster assistance is 
not a guaranteed, full-coverage 
solution and is only available 
when a major disaster is officially 
declared. Even then, help often 
comes in the form of  low-interest 
loans that must be repaid, and 
average grants for individuals are 
typically much smaller than what 
many families need to rebuild.

If  you find yourself  falling 
into one of  these myth categories, 
you’re not alone—and you don’t 
have to figure it out by yourself. 
Whether you own a house or 
condo or are renting near the 
coast, my local agency (850-622-
0448) can walk you through your 
true flood risk, review what your 
current policies do and don’t cov-
er, and help you decide whether a 
separate flood policy makes sense 
for your family.

Questions about property insurance 
or other coverages? Contact Brandon 
Cervenka Insurance Agency (850-
622-0448)—local, friendly, and here 
for your family.

Brandon Cervenka
Local Allstate Insurance Agent

Get in Touch:
(850) 622-0448 
2441 U.S. Highway 98 W., Suite 105
Santa Rosa Beach

Auto – Home – Condo – Renters – Life
Motorcycle – Business – ATV – Boat

Is it time to WAIT or 
CUT BAIT and GO?

By Ted Shoop

Amongst the new year 
resolutions, many are likely 
weighing their options when 
it comes to housing. Is now 
a good time to buy or sell? 
What’s going on in the econ-
omy, job market, home in-
ventories, and what is on the 
mind of  virtually everyone – 
mortgage rates.

The reality is that homes 
sell year-round; however, 
there are peaks and valleys 
every year. If  your listing re-
cently expired or you put off 
buying your first or next home 
because of  all the doom and 
gloom offered by the news 
and social media, pay atten-
tion: Don’t Give Up!

A few of  the lenders I work 
with shared this past week that 
they have begun underwriting 
some loans with rates below 
6%. This hasn’t occurred in 
over three years! Prices have 
stabilized and inventories are 

slightly up from a year ago.
The next Federal Reserve 

meeting will be held on Jan-
uary 27-28. Although the 
Fed’s earlier comments lean 
toward pausing further reduc-
tions this quarter, the actual 
performance indicators are 
consistently beating “expert” 
projections. What does this 
mean? Well, my crystal ball 
hasn’t worked in decades. 
But, after studying real estate 
trends, local market data and 
experiencing the bubble of  
2007-2009 first-hand—Get 
Ready—the real estate rocket 
ship is on the launch pad, fu-
eled, and ready to take flight!! 
Contact me if  you would like 
more statistics for your neigh-
borhood.

—Ted Shoop is an experienced 
local Realtor with eXp Realty fo-
cused on serving customers within 
Hammock Bay, Freeport and Wal-
ton County communities.

       Community

Here’s something to LOVE, if you’re
planing to buy or sell a home this Spring 
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the lake. There is intention here, 
but also ease—scholarship with-
out stiffness, culture without 
pretense.

“Summit on the Circle is 
about honoring the stories that 

connect us—to place, to history, 
and to one another,” said Rob 
Overton, executive director of  
the UWF Historic Trust. “From 
spoken word and music to 
shared meals and cross-cultural 
conversations, this weekend cre-
ates space for meaningful con-
nection while celebrating the 
unique character of  DeFuniak 
Springs.”

That character has always 
been the point.

Where Chautauqua once 
brought national attention to 
DeFuniak Springs, Summit on 
the Circle works at a more hu-
man scale—designed for history 
lovers, arts supporters, music 
devotees and anyone seeking 
a spring weekend grounded 
in authenticity. It is less about 
spectacle than about proximity. 
Less about revival than about 
continuity.

For Pickett, the through line 
is clear. Her work has always 
returned to the same question: 
How do we create spaces where 
people feel invited—to learn, to 
listen, to linger?

Summit on the Circle does 
not attempt to recreate the past. 
It acknowledges it, nods in its di-
rection, and then turns forward. 
Like the lake itself, the gathering 
reflects what surrounds it while 
remaining open to whatever ar-
rives at its edge.

In DeFuniak Springs, the 
Circle still does what it has al-
ways done best.

It brings people together.
TICKETS & INFO:
Tickets are on sale now. Full 

program details will be released 
soon. Visit historicpensacola.
org/summit.

www.Pruitt-GannGroup.com  |  Office: 850.320.8262  |  P.O. Box 102, Freeport

We are here 24/7 to assist you with your 
home buying and selling needs from start to finish.

Julie Pruitt-Gann 
(903) 293-5821

julie@pruitt-ganngroup.com

Richard Gann 
(205) 412-2687

richard@pruitt-ganngroup.com

Serving Freeport and Beyond 
with Experience and Heart

       Community

Shingle - Metal - Tile Roof Replacement Experts
FREE Estimates within 24 Hrs.

(850) 332-3330  |  Roofproroofing.com  |        roofproroofing

 Most Awarded 
Roofing Contractor

State Licensed • License # CCC133693

Scan this QR Code
for a 5% Discount!

97.5%: WCSD Closes Gap to No. 1
Walton County School Dis-

trict ranks No. 2 in the state 
of  Florida for graduation rate, 
posting a 97.5% graduation rate 
- just 0.1 percentage points be-
hind the No. 1 district statewide. 
The district also saw a 0.1% 
increase over last year’s gradu-
ation data.

While the numbers are im-
pressive, they matter most be-
cause of  what they represent: 
students completing high school 
prepared for what comes next. 
Walton County graduates are 
stepping confidently into col-
lege, technical programs, mili-
tary service and the workforce 

with the skills, certifications 
and experiences needed to suc-
ceed. This success is the result 
of  intentional planning, strong 
instruction and a districtwide 
commitment to student out-
comes. Walton County School 
District is committed to Pre-
paring the Whole Child for a 

Life of  Success, ensuring that 
no matter the goal, students 
are ready to take the next step 
after receiving their diploma. 
During the 2023–24 school 
year, WCSD students earned 
more than 2,500 industry certi-
fications.

Student safety remains the 

district’s top priority. Walton 
County School District is grate-
ful for its partnership with the 
Walton County Sheriff’s Office 
and we celebrate the committed 
deputies who walk our cam-
puses daily with the mission of  
keeping students safe on the 
path to EPIC.
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CIRCLE WIDENS 
continued from page 10

is a CMS 5-Star Rated Fa-
cility.  Locally owned and op-
erated, we remain committed 
to being a trusted resource for 
patients and families. Our team 
of  professionals provide coor-

dinated inpatient and outpa-
tient rehabilitation services to 
ensure continuity of  care after 
discharge.  Call us today at 850-
897-5592 and schedule a tour to 
learn more about how we can 
help you on your health care 
journey back to independence. 

The Manor at Blue Water Bay, 
1500 N. White Point Road, Niceville

www.manoratbwb.com

wecare@manoratbwb.com
thalverson@manoratbwb.com

MEDICARE 
continued from page 9
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EFCU Earns National 
DOSE Award for Veteran 
Saves

Eglin Federal Credit Union 
was one of  just five credit 
unions nationwide to receive 
the Designation of  Savings Ex-
cellence (DOSE) Award for its 
leadership and outreach during 
Veteran Saves Week 2025, held 
Nov. 4–7. The industry-recog-
nized honor celebrates financial 
institutions that promote effec-

tive saving strategies and finan-
cial readiness within the veter-
an community. Launched by 
America Saves in 2023, Veteran 
Saves Week encourages veterans 
and transitioning service mem-
bers to build financial stability 
through practical, achievable 
saving habits and real-life finan-
cial check-ins. “We are proud 
to serve a thriving military and 
veteran community with ser-
vices, support and solutions that 

simplify their financial lives,” 
said Cathie Staton, Eglin FCU 
president and CEO. “Our Field 
of  Membership includes active 
and retired military personnel 
assigned to or receiving services 
from Eglin Air Force Base, Hurl-
burt Field, Duke Field, Camp 
Rudder or the 7th Special Forc-
es Group. Veterans residing 
in Okaloosa, Santa Rosa and 
Walton counties are also eligi-
ble for membership. Partnering 
with Veteran Saves Week was a 
natural fit, as we share a com-
mitment to helping veterans, 
transitioning service members 
and their families build financial 
readiness for life after service.”

Through the efforts of  Eg-
lin Federal Credit Union and 
more than 900 participating 
organizations nationwide, Vet-
eran Saves Week 2025 gen-
erated nearly $1.9 million in 
deposits into new and existing 
savings accounts and $370,000 
in pledged deposits toward per-
sonal savings goals. Outreach 
included educational resources, 
community engagement and 
social media campaigns encour-
aging veterans to take the Vet-
eran Saves Pledge. “At its core, 
Veteran Saves Week encourages 
a financial check-in so Veter-
ans and transitioning service 
members can better understand 

their day-to-day finances,” said 
Krystel Spell, program manag-
er of  Veteran Saves. “This year, 
we were especially mindful of  
the moment we were in. Many 
households are making tough 
decisions, adjusting priorities 
and responding to unexpected 
financial changes. The orga-
nizations recognized this year 
helped make saving feel realistic 
for Veterans and service mem-
bers, even during uncertain 
times.”

Walton County Launches 
Geocaching Program 

Walton County has decided 
to launch a Geocaching pro-
gram. What, you might ask, is 
Geocaching? It is a kind of  re-
al-life treasure hunt and adven-
ture is the key! Geocaching is an 
outdoor activity where people 
use a GPS device or smartphone 
to find hidden containers, called 
geocaches or simply caches, at 
specific coordinates. There are 
more than three million active 
cache sites worldwide and now 
Walton  County has decided to 
join in the adventure. https://
youtu.be/jr2WsUm5GSc 

 Most caches are small, wa-
terproof  containers that hold a 
logbook and sometimes a pen or 
pencil. Some larger caches, like 
big plastic containers or ammo 
boxes, may also include small 
items or trinkets you can trade.   
These objects are usually more 
sentimental than valuable, but 
they add a fun element to the 
adventure.  

Many caches are on trails or 
in areas not normally explored. 

ADA accessible caches are also 
available.  

Geocaching Rules  
& Etiquette: 
• �Sign the logbook with your 

username and date 
• �Be respectful of  others using 

the park 
• �Trade items responsibly—no 

food, and family-friendly 
items only

• �Log and move trackable items 
according to their mission 

• Return caches exactly as 
found 

• �Log your find online without 
spoilers 

• �Stay on marked trails and 
protect natural areas 

• �Cache In, Trash Out—help 
keep our parks clean 

• �Geocache at your own risk; 
Walton County is not respon-
sible for interactions  with 
nature or wildlife 

How to Get Started: 
• Sign up at Geocaching.com 

(free accounts can access all 
county-maintained  caches) 

• Most county parks now 
have caches, including ADA-ac-
cessible options • Visit username 
WaltonCountyParks on Geo-
caching.com to see our caches • 
Visit MyWaltonFL.gov for more 
information on caches and 
events 

Get outside, explore Walton 
County Parks, and start your 
geocaching adventure! 

Visit this link to learn 
more: https://youtu.be/jr2W-
sUm5GSc 

Around Town

• Wills, Trusts, Estate
Planning

• Corporation, LLCs,
Business Law

• Taxation law & Tax returns
• Contracts
• Guardianship, Probate &
Estate Administration

4591 Highway 20, Niceville, FL 32578 
850.897.0045  |  LYP@LYP-LAW.COM

The hiring of a lawyer is an important decision that should not be based solely upon advertisements.
Before you decide, ask us to send you free written information about our qualifications and experience.

LISA Y. SHORTS PITELL
ATTORNEY AT LAW

1402 Cat Mar Rd., Suite B, Niceville, Florida 32578

OPP   |   ANDALUSIA   |   FLORALA   |   Coming in 2026 to FREEPORT

www.southernindependentbank.com

The power of independence.

Breaking New Ground
 I N  F R E E P O R T

Southern Independent Bank is proud to bring 
the power of independence to Freeport, Florida in 2026.

       Community
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Emerald Coast Boat & Lifestyle Show March 6-8
“Growth!” That is how Scott 

Burt of  the Emerald Coast Boat 
& Lifestyle Show described this 
year’s event, which returns to 
Panama City Beach March 6th-
8th.

Boating, fishing, and outdoor 
enthusiasts, as well as those who 
love living the Coastal Lifestyle, 
will notice the show’s growth, 
with dealers expanding their 
footprints and showcasing new 
brands and models. The Grand 
Lawn portion of  the show will 
feature 50% more boats this 
year than in previous years, as 
Ashley Marine will join longtime 
Grand Lawn dealers Marine-
Max and Grander Marine.

Also joining the show this 
year is Bill Cramer Chevrolet 
GMC as the Official Truck of  
the 2026 Emerald Coast Boat 
and Lifestyle Show. The local 
dealer will be featuring Chev-
rolet and GMC trucks at Aaron 
Bessant Park for those who will 
need a new tow vehicle to match 
their new boat purchase.

Guests at the show will also 
notice the growth at the show’s 
venue, Aaron Bessant Park. The 

70-acre, meticulously main-
tained green space has added a 
new 4,800-square-foot pavilion, 
new fencing, enhanced land-
scaping, and a new lighting and 
sound system.

“The park has never looked 
better,” said Burt. “The city has 
done a great job with all the new 
enhancements, and I know they 
will be well received by those 
coming to the show.”

Again this year, the top deal-
ers in the Southeast will display 
more than 400 boats, which is 
more than 40 million dollars’ 
worth of  bay boats, pontoons, 
cruisers, personal watercraft, 
and center consoles, from 17’ 
to those well over 40 feet, along 
with the latest marine electron-
ics and innovations.

This on-site collection of  
dealers and manufacturers al-
lows buyers to compare boats 
side by side while taking advan-
tage of  the best discounts and 
incentives available exclusively 
at the show.

In addition to boats, a cu-
rated lineup of  Coastal Life-
style exhibitors and vendors 

will showcase the best of  Gulf  
Coast living. Boating accesso-
ries, fishing, paddle boarding, 
kayaking, biking, electric carts, 
product demonstrations, sem-
inars, beach furniture, coastal 
artists, condo and beach house 
furnishing, kids’ activities, live 
music, food trucks, craft beer, 
and cocktails are all part of  the 
show.

Parking for the show is al-
ways free at the adjacent Pier 
Park. The show will once again 
honor military members and 
first responders on Sunday. For 

the most up-to-date information 
on the show, including dealers, 
brands, exhibitors, and vendors, 
or to purchase tickets in advance 
to ‘skip the line,’ visit Emerald-
CoastBoatShow.com.

Show Dates & Time:
Friday March 6 “Red Car-

pet Opening Day” 10 a.m. to 
Sunset

Saturday, March 7 “Lo-
cals Day” 10 a.m. to Sunset

Sunday, March 8 “Military 
Appreciation Day” 10 a.m. to 4 
p.m.*

* Active and Retired service 
members enter free with Valid 
ID (Sunday Only)

Ticket Prices:
Pre-Sale Online Only 

(1 Day Pass - Valid until 
March 5th): $15 

General Admission (1 
Day Pass): $20

Platinum Admission (3 
Day Pass): $35

Kids (12 and under): Free
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BLUEFIN TUNA CUTTING SHOW
February 28th, 2026 @ 4:00 PM

Tickets available at oldfloridafishhouse.com 
Old Florida Fish House   33 Herons Watch Way, Santa Rosa Beach 

www.OldFloridaFishHouse.com

Tuna Tasting and Sake Pairing Experience after the show.

ALSO DON’T MISS:
Sip & Sushi Feb. 21st
Russell Brand: A Funny Thing 
Happened on My Way to Church 
March 1st & 2nd

E.O. Wilson Biophilia 
Center Night Hike March 
7 | 5–8 p.m.

Discover the magic of  Flor-
ida after dark during the E.O. 
Wilson Biophilia Center’s Night 
Hike on Saturday, March 7. 
This family-friendly evening ad-
venture features a guided walk 
along scenic trails to the Cen-
ter’s bat house, where guests 
can watch native bats emerge at 
dusk, plus interactive education-
al stations highlighting noctur-
nal wildlife and conservation.

Food vendors will be on site, 
and guests are encouraged to 
bring flashlights and dress for an 
outdoor evening. Admission is 
$15 for adults and $10 for chil-
dren ages 4–12, with VIP access 
available for members. Enhance 
the experience with the Fire-
side Owl Experience add-on 
($5), featuring a native ambas-
sador owl encounter, marsh-
mallow roasting, hot cocoa and 
a kid-friendly craft. For more 
information, contact the E.O. 
Wilson Biophilia Center.

ECCAC Gala & Golf 
Weekend | March 7-8

The Emerald Coast Chil-
dren’s Advocacy Center will host 
its 28th annual signature Gala & 
Golf  Weekend on March 7–8, 
bringing the community togeth-
er to support children in need. 
The Gala takes place Saturday, 
March 7, at 5:30 p.m. at the 
Hilton Sandestin Beach Golf  
Resort & Spa and includes din-
ner, music, a wine pull and live 
auction led by DawnMarie Kot-
sonis, “The Gavel Girl,” with 
former ECCAC client Isabella 
Rose as the featured speaker. 
The weekend continues Sun-
day, March 8, with a noon shot-

gun-start Golf  Tournament at 
Kelly Plantation Golf  Club. 
Proceeds benefit ECCAC’s mis-
sion to provide free services to 
child victims of  abuse. Gala and 
golf  reservations are available 
at eccac.org. For details, contact 
Kate McDougall at 530-341-
0802 or kate@eccac.org.

Northwest Florida Ballet’s 
Alice in Wonderland | 
March 7 at 7:30 p.m. | 
March 8 at 2:30 p.m. | 
Mattie Kelly Arts Center

Northwest Florida Ballet 
closes its 2025–2026 season 
with the premiere of  Alice in 
Wonderland, an imaginative 

full-length ballet choreographed 
by Jill Eathorne Bahr. This 
original adaptation of  Lewis 
Carroll’s classic features NFB 
company dancers alongside in-
ternational guest artists, brought 
to life through immersive pro-
jections, elaborate costumes 
and a dynamic musical score 
by renowned French compos-
ers. Audiences will follow Alice’s 
whimsical journey through viv-
id garden landscapes, surreal 
scenes and larger-than-life char-
acters in a visually stunning pro-
duction perfect for families and 
ballet lovers alike. Tickets are 
$48 for adults and $22 for chil-
dren 12 and under. Learn more 
at NFBallet.org/alice-in-won-
derland or call the Mattie Kelly 
Arts Center Box Office at (850) 
729-6000.

CVHN Soirée on the Bay | 
March 13

Enjoy a lavish gathering with 
fine wine, food and spirits at 
Soiree On The Bay: Act V, an 
elevated weekend benefiting 
Children’s Volunteer Health 
Network honoring 20 incredi-

ble years of  care, compassion 
and community impact. Pre-
sented by the Dugas family, the 
weekend will take place on their 
stunning family estate overlook-
ing the Choctawhatchee Bay in 
Santa Rosa Beach. Details and 
tickets at givebutter.com/c/Soi-
reeontheBayACTV.

Caring and Sharing Spring 
Fashion Show | March 29

Join Caring and Sharing 
for their Spring Fashion Show 
presented by Emerald Coast 
Hospice at the Hilton Sandes-
tin Beach Golf  Resort & Spa. 
During the event, guests will 
enjoy a fashion show, lunch, a 
complimentary welcome drink, 
a silent auction, music, a pho-
to booth and more! Volunteers 
and supporters of  the orga-
nization will walk the runway 
modeling items donated to the 
Caring & Sharing Thrift Store. 
These items will be for sale after 
the Fashion Show at our pop-
ular pop-up boutique curated 
specifically for this event!

Tickets: caringandsharingso-
wal.org.

Events Around Town
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8th Annual Mac & Cheese Festival
12 pm | Destin Commons | Destin

Niceville Community
Saturdays | 9 am - 1 pm
Twin Cities Pavilion | Niceville

Library Lego Club
Tuesdays | 3 pm
Freeport Public Library | Freeport

Library Lego Club
Tuesdays | 3 pm
Freeport Public Library | Freeport

Hammock Bay
1st & 3rd Sundays | 8 am
Victory Blvd | Freeport

Concert Series
Wednesdays | 7 pm
Baytowne Wharf | Miramar Beach

Creative Craft Collective
Saturdays | 10 am
Freeport Public Library | Freeport

Grand Boulevard
Saturdays | 9 am - 1 pm
Grand Boulevard | Miramar Beach

LISTEN.

Hello Frances Podcast

hello@francesroy.com

FrancesRoy.com

SAY HELLO. CONNECT.

VISIT.

Happenings Around Freeport EVENTS

FARMERS MARKETS

MONTHLY EVENTS

2026

01
Crescendo! Main Event
3 pm | Sandestin Resort | Miramar Beach

MARCH

Featuring
Pink Martini

17
St. Paddy’s Day Delight
6 pm | Baytowne Wharf | Miramar Beach

Women’s Climbing Circle
5 pm | Rock Out Climbing Gym | Destin

05
Bands on the Boulevard: Spring Music Series 
6 pm | Grand Boulevard | Miramar Beach

06
Greater FWB Chamber First Friday Coffee 
7 am | Christian Life Center at FBC | FWB

07
Florida Concealed Carry Weapons Class 
10 am | EC Indoor Shooting & Sport | Valparaiso

Book Carnival with Leer Para Crecer
10 am | Grand Boulevard | Miramar Beach

Motors in March
11 am | Baytowne Wharf | Miramar Beach

Night Hike
5 pm | E.O. Wilson Biophilia Center | Freeport

12
Greater FWB Chamber Nothing But Networking 
11:30 am | Home2 Suites by Hilton FWB | FWB

Bands on the Boulevard: Spring Music Series 6 
pm | Grand Boulevard | Miramar Beach

1133
CCVVHHNN  SSooiirrééee  oonn  tthhee  BBaayy
3-7 pm | Dugas Family Estate | Santa Rosa
Beach

15

19

27

28

21

15

25

Bubbly Baytowne
5 pm | Baytowne Wharf | Miramar Beach

Not Your Mother’s Book Club
10 am | Freeport Public Library | Freeport

7th Annual Westonwood Ranch PCA Rodeo
7:30 pm | Freeport Regional Sports Complex | Freeport 

Greater FWB Chamber Business After Hours
5:30 pm | Fort Walton Rehabilitation Center | FWB

7th Annual Westonwood Ranch PCA Rodeo
7:30 pm | Freeport Regional Sports Complex | Freeport 

Bands on the Boulevard: Spring Music Series
6 pm | Grand Boulevard | Miramar Beach

Florida Concealed Carry Weapons Class 
10 am | EC Indoor Shooting & Sport | Valparaiso

Live Music: Mountain Highway
4 pm | The Windmills at Hammock Bay | Freeport 

Bands on the Boulevard: Spring Music Series
6 pm | Grand Boulevard | Miramar Beach

Friday Book Club
10 am | Freeport Public Library | Freeport

Justice on the Block: Free Legal Help
11 am | Freeport Public Library | Freeport

BEGINNING
IN APRIL

March 7-8
ECCAC Gala & Golf Weekend
Sat., 5:30 pm | Hilton Sandestin Resort | 
Santa Rosa Beach
Sun., Noon Shotgun Start | Kelly 
Plantation Golf Club | Destin
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N O W  O P E N ! 
Paved Covered Boat and RV Storage

 Paved Open Lot Storage

• Power and Water at each Parking Spot
• Up to 60 ft. Long Storage Places

Call today for pricing and to reserve!

• Custom Electronics/Rigging Installation
• Yamaha, Mercury, Tohatsu, & Suzuki Outboard Service,

Sales, Parts, Warranty Center
• New & Used Boat Sales

Maverick, Hewes, Cobia, Pathfinder, Jupiter, Avid, Chittum & Pair

17309 U.S. Hwy, 331, Freeport  |  (850) 880-6259
theshipschandler.com  |  info@theshipschandler.com

Off the Hook

From Ocean Icon to Gulf Giant
SS United States Moves Closer to Becoming the World’s Largest Artificial Reef 
A legend of  the sea is prepar-

ing for its next great voyage—
this time beneath the waves of  
the Gulf.

In January, representatives 
from Coastal Conservation 
Association Florida, Visit Des-
tin-Fort Walton Beach and 

Okaloosa County took part in 
an exclusive inspection of  the 
iconic SS United States, mark-
ing a major milestone in the 
ship’s transformation into what 
will become the world’s largest 
artificial reef.

The legendary 990-foot 

ocean liner—once the fastest 
passenger ship to ever cross the 
Atlantic—is currently docked in 
Mobile, Ala., where crews are 
completing extensive cleaning 
and preparation work to ensure 
the vessel is environmentally 
safe for deployment. When the 

work is finished, the SS Unit-
ed States will be placed in the 
Gulf  approximately 22 nautical 
miles southwest of  the Destin 
East Pass and 32 nautical miles 
southeast of  the Pensacola Pass, 
creating a monumental new un-
derwater habitat off the Emer-
ald Coast.

For conservationists, anglers, 
divers and history lovers alike, 
the project represents some-
thing truly unprecedented.

CCA Florida has commit-
ted $500,000 toward the effort, 
helping transform the historic 
vessel into a thriving marine 
ecosystem that will benefit fish 
populations and fisheries access 
for generations. Once deployed 
this spring, the SS United States 
will officially hold the title of  
the largest artificial reef  in the 
world.

A Regional Vision with 
Global Impact

Momentum for the project 
accelerated in November, when 
the Okaloosa County Board of  
County Commissioners unan-
imously approved agreements 
formalizing a regional partner-
ship with Visit Pensacola and 
CCA Florida. The collabora-
tion brings a combined $2 mil-
lion investment into the project, 
including a $1.5 million con-
tribution from Visit Pensaco-
la and CCA Florida’s historic 
$500,000 donation—the largest 
single contribution in the orga-
nization’s 40-year history.

“I applaud the energy that 
went into creating these part-
nerships,” said Okaloosa Coun-
ty Board Chairman Paul Mix-
on. “This collaboration will 
foster amazing adventures for 
generations of  visitors and cre-
ate a tourism economy that will 
benefit the state and the entire 
Northwest Florida region.”

Beyond deployment costs, 
a portion of  the funding will 
support a multi-year market-
ing campaign positioning the 

SS United States as a premier, 
world-class diving destination—
further elevating Northwest 
Florida’s reputation on the glob-
al marine tourism map.

“Visit Pensacola is thrilled to 
partner with Okaloosa County 
on this historic initiative. With 
the addition of  the SS United 
States and Pensacola already 
home to the USS Oriskany, 
Northwest Florida is becoming 
one of  the world’s most extraor-
dinary destinations for divers 
and marine exploration,” said 
Visit Pensacola President and 
CEO Darien Schaefer.

Conservation, Tourism 
and Stewardship

At its core, the SS United 
States project is about more 
than scale—it is about steward-
ship.

“The transformation of  
the SS United States into the 
world’s largest artificial reef  
creates a rare opportunity to 
elevate our entire region on the 
global stage,” said Brian Gor-
ski, executive director of  CCA 
Florida. “Together, we’re bring-
ing unmatched environmental 
value to the Gulf  while creating 
new tourism and economic op-
portunities that will benefit our 
destinations for generations.”

Gorski noted that the part-
nership builds on CCA Flori-
da’s long-standing collaboration 
with Okaloosa County on arti-
ficial reef  projects and redfish 
stock enhancement, demon-
strating how public agencies 
and nonprofit organizations can 
work together to strengthen ma-
rine ecosystems.

“This project is particularly 
meaningful,” he said, “as it rep-
resents the largest single dona-
tion in CCA Florida’s 40-year 
history. It is truly a once-in-a-
lifetime opportunity to contrib-
ute to the creation of  the world’s 
largest artificial reef.”

Continued on page 28
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Off the Hook

Why Hiring a Licensed and Insured Contractor 
Protects More Than Your Project 

By Kimberly C. Cole

Homeowners rarely intend 
to hire unlicensed or uninsured 
contractors. Often, it starts with 
a recommendation from a neigh-
bor, a name shared at a gather-
ing, or someone familiar with 
local projects. The price seems 
reasonable, the process feels in-
formal, and the timeline prom-
ises efficiency—until something 
goes wrong.

Construction projects, espe-
cially those involving structural 
elements, utilities, or waterfront 
improvements, come with sig-
nificant risks. When issues arise, 
many homeowners are surprised 
at how much responsibility can 
fall back on them. Understand-
ing contractor licensing and in-
surance isn’t about being overly 
cautious; it’s about protecting 
your home, investment, and 
peace of  mind.

Licensing: Accountability 
and Protection

A licensed contractor meets 
state requirements to legally per-
form construction work—typical-
ly passing exams, demonstrating 
financial responsibility, comply-
ing with codes, and pulling nec-
essary permits. Licensing creates 
accountability: if  a licensed con-
tractor violates building codes or 
cuts corners, a regulatory body 
can intervene. There’s no such 
oversight with unlicensed work.

Many routine projects—such 
as structural repairs, electrical 
work, plumbing, HVAC installa-
tion, roofing, major renovations, 
dock or seawall work—require 
a licensed contractor. Even 
straightforward jobs may trigger 
permitting and inspection re-
quirements if  they impact safety 
or infrastructure.

Homeowners should feel 
comfortable requesting a con-
tractor’s license number, which 
can be independently verified. In 
Florida, for example, the DBPR 
license portal allows users to re-
view a contractor’s status, classi-
fication, and disciplinary history. 
It’s also important to confirm 
who will pull permits; a properly 
licensed contractor does this in 
their own name, not the home-
owner’s. Licensing is more than a 
formality—it proves the contrac-
tor is qualified, accountable, and 
legally authorized to protect your 
home.

Not all services need a spe-
cialty construction license. Rou-
tine tree trimming, landscaping, 
pressure washing, pool cleaning, 
and general maintenance usually 
do not. However, even if  licens-
ing isn’t required, any provider 
should offer a current certificate 
of  insurance and, if  employing 
workers, proof  of  workers’ com-
pensation or a valid exemption. 
Verifying insurance is smart, even 
for basic services.

In Florida, hiring an unli-
censed contractor for work re-
quiring a license carries a major 
risk: the contract may be legally 
unenforceable. State courts have 
repeatedly held that such con-
tracts are void, meaning the con-
tractor generally cannot sue for 
unpaid fees or enforce payment 
provisions, even if  the homeown-
er agreed to the terms. This law 
protects the public by discourag-
ing unlicensed work and ensuring 
only qualified professionals han-
dle critical projects.

If  a dispute with an unlicensed 
contractor arises, homeowners 
may find themselves unable to 
enforce contract terms like com-
pletion deadlines, warranty ob-
ligations, payment schedules, or 
fixes for defective work. The law 
intends to discourage unlicensed 
activity but often leaves home-
owners with fewer legal remedies 
when problems occur. Verifying 
licensure before work begins en-
sures the contract is valid and 
enforceable, giving homeowners 
clear legal protection if  the work 
is delayed, substandard, or aban-
doned.

Insurance: Essential 
Safeguards

Insurance is just as critical as 
proper licensing—and in many 
ways, it is the homeowner’s last 
line of  protection when some-
thing goes wrong. An insured 
contractor carries coverage de-
signed to protect you, not just 
their business. If  a worker is in-
jured on your property, a neigh-
boring home is damaged, or 
something fails after installation, 
insurance helps cover those costs 
and prevents the financial burden 
from falling back on the home-
owner.

When a contractor is unin-
sured or underinsured, the risk 
shifts dramatically. Homeowners 
can be held personally responsi-

ble for injuries, property damage, 
or code-related issues, even if  
they had no direct involvement 
in the work. In some cases, a 
homeowner’s own insurance 
policy may deny coverage if  the 
contractor lacked proper insur-
ance, leaving the homeowner ex-
posed to lawsuits, medical claims, 
or repair costs that far exceed the 
original project price.

Before any work begins, 
homeowners should always re-
quest proof  of  insurance. Rep-
utable contractors expect this 
request and provide it readily. At 
a minimum, homeowners should 
look for an active general liabil-
ity policy, and when workers are 

present, workers’ compensation 
coverage. Review the certificate 
carefully: confirm the policy is 
current, the coverage limits are 
appropriate for the scope of  the 
project, and the business name 
exactly matches the contractor 
listed on the contract and any 
permit applications.

Taking a few minutes to ver-
ify insurance is not an inconve-
nience—it’s a smart safeguard. 
Proper insurance helps ensure 
that if  something unexpected 
happens, the financial and legal 
consequences do not land on the 
homeowner.

Choosing a licensed and in-
sured contractor isn’t about 

spending more—it’s about pro-
tecting your home and your in-
vestment. Proper licensing and 
insurance help ensure the work 
can be permitted, inspected, in-
sured, and defended if  problems 
arise later. Spending a few min-
utes up front to verify credentials 
can prevent costly mistakes, un-
expected liability, and long-term 
frustration. When you hire pro-
fessionals who meet these stan-
dards, you’re not just getting the 
job done—you’re safeguarding 
your property, your financial se-
curity, and your peace of  mind by 
doing it right the first time.

Call Compass Marine Group 
at (850) 797-8428.

Talk to us
about your 
next project!

Docks
Boat Lifts
Seawalls
Custom Marine Structures

Call us @ 850-797-8428 

Over 40 Years
Experience!

A full-service design-build marine construction firm serving 
Freeport, Niceville, Destin, Santa Rosa Beach. Custom docks, 

boat lifts, and seawalls built to last.

License Number
SCC131152465
Fully Insured

@CompassMarineGroup
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Sports

Best Rates in the County!
Golf Cart Included

Super Family:  $356.40/month + tax
Family:  $316.44/month + tax
Single:  $254.61/month + tax

Junior:  $111.78/month + tax (age 17 and below)
Social:  $65.83/month + tax 

 
Join us 7 days a week for breakfast, lunch, dinner, drinks, sports...

and so much more! Open to everyone. Visit blue-tee.com for menu.

Active Military 25% off
Just $190.96/mo + tax
3-Month: $233.39/mo

 + tax + 4th month FREE
6-Month: $221.72/mo
 + tax (5% savings)

12-Month: $210.05/mo
 + tax (10% savings)

Golf Moose
$49 for Two Players – Cart Included
• 18 Holes each
• Valid after 11 a.m., 7 days a week
• Cart rental & tax included
• Tee times booked within 3 days
• Present voucher at check-in
• Valid through April 30, 2026

MILITARY SPECIALS

(850) 897-3241 | golf@preservebwb.com
www.bwbresort.com 

Eglin AFBGC members, Bluewater Bay Golf Club would like to invite you 
over while your home course is being renovated. Please know that all prices 

are final. There are no additional charges or hidden fees.

Golf Series: 
Our “Blue Bayou” at Bluewater Bay Golf Course

By Barbara Palmgren

Linda Ronstadt once echoed 
these lines in her signature hit, 
“Blue Bayou:”

I’m going back someday
Come what may to Blue Bayou
Where the folks are fun
And the world is mine on Blue Bayou
Where those fishing boats with their 

sails afloat
If  I could only see
That familiar sunrise through sleepy 

eyes 
How happy I’d be.

Only a few shrimp boats now 

are seen on Choctawhatchee 
Bay as the sun rises to greet 
those fortunate enough to live 
in this paradise. That familiar 
sunrise? It’s still very much alive 
— its colors often best appreci-
ated from the Marsh course on 
hole No. 4 or the Bay course on 
hole No. 6, especially by those 
early-morning golfers lucky 
enough to be there.

But sleepy eyes? Not if  you 
want to be sure the ball sails 
straight down the fairway — or 
if  you need clear vision to deter-
mine the correct putting angle 
and speed so that little white ball 
drops into the hole.

Where the folks are fun? Yes. 
Like the swallows that return to 
Capistrano, the snowbirds are 
back, golf  clubs in hand and 
dreams of  low scores dancing in 
their heads, along with a bit of  
braggin’ among friends about 
eagles, birdies and pars.

Nestled among homes in the 
Bluewater Bay community, golf-
ers enjoy a course layout that is 
challenging, yet fair. Tee times 

can be booked through Golf-
Now or by calling the pro shop. 
With scenic views that often 
distract in the best possible way, 
the course can now be enjoyed 
by golfers of  all skill levels. With 
overseeded greens and tee boxes 
and reasonable fees, the beau-
tiful course is ready for winter 
play — an accomplishment 
made possible by the dedication 
of  Golf  Course Superintendent 
Alfredo Francisco and his staff.

General Manager Stephan 
Kleemeyer has worked tireless-
ly over the past year to ensure 
growth and continued success 
for the club. Adding to that suc-

cess is the bonus of  a full-service 
restaurant, the Blue Tee, where 
golfers and residents alike can 
enjoy breakfast, lunch or dinner 
from 7 a.m. to 9 p.m. It may be 
chilly in February, but a warm 
lunch and accompanying bever-
age make for the perfect setting 
to share stories of  that approach 
shot to the green that resulted in 
a birdie on the hole. 

Membership remains the 
heart and soul of  any golf  
course, and new member rates 
encourage golfers to join. Golf  
carts are included in the rate. 
While public play is important, 
membership provides the con-

tinued revenue needed to sup-
port and sustain the club.

So, yes, the world is ours — 
and being happy? The only 
time you can’t play golf  is 
when heavy rains, or perish the 
thought, snow soak or cover the 
fairways and greens.

Yes, our Blue Bayou warmly 
welcomes snowbirds and golfers 
alike to this hidden jewel of  the 
Panhandle that is Bluewater Bay 
Golf  Course.

To book or for more infor-
mation, call (850) 897-3241, 
email golf@preservebwb.com 
or visit bwbresort.com.
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The Weight-Loss “Quick Fix” 
vs. the Work That Actually Lasts

By Robyn Aites, 
Co-owner, Trifecta

One of  the most contro-
versial healthcare topics right 
now is GLP-1 medications and 
weight loss. Everyone seems 
to have an opinion. But, the 
most serious concerns are com-
ing from within the healthcare 
and fitness communities. As a 
healthcare professional, person-
al trainer, and nutrition coach 
with more than 20 years of  ex-
perience, I, along with many of  
my colleagues, struggle with the 
growing reliance on a “quick 
fix” injection to solve a long-
term health problem.

I hear it often: “I just can’t af-
ford personal training or nutri-
tion coaching.” But what many 
people don’t realize is that this 
isn’t an expense—it’s an invest-
ment. An investment in mobil-
ity, independence, confidence, 
and quality of  life as we age. 
Ironically, many of  the same 
individuals who say they can’t 
afford guidance and education 
somehow find room in their 
budget for weekly injections 
that promise weight loss without 
meaningful lifestyle change.

GLP-1 medications absolute-
ly have a place in healthcare. 

They were developed primarily 
for individuals with Type 2 dia-
betes and for those with clinical 
obesity under medical supervi-
sion. However, their use among 
otherwise healthy adults looking 
to lose 15 or 20 pounds raises 
valid concerns. These medica-

tions do not teach nutrition, do 
not build muscle, and do not im-
prove movement patterns. More 
concerning, they come with po-
tential side effects such as nau-
sea, vomiting, gastrointestinal 
distress, muscle loss, fatigue, and 
nutritional deficiencies—issues 
that can become increasingly 

problematic as we age.
Strength training and proper 

nutrition, on the other hand, do 
far more than change the num-
ber on a scale. They preserve 
lean muscle mass, protect bone 
density, improve insulin sen-
sitivity, reduce joint pain, and 
support long-term metabolic 
health. Muscle is not just about 
aesthetics—it is a key predictor 
of  longevity and independence 
later in life.

Weight loss without strength 
is not health. And relying on 
medication without addressing 
habits often leads to regain once 
the shot stops.

At Trifecta Training, Ken 

and I work with adults who are 
ready to move beyond quick 
fixes and focus on sustainable 
results—building strength, fu-
eling their bodies properly, and 
creating habits that support 
health for decades, not just 
months. If  this topic resonates 
with you, we invite you to start 
a conversation. Ask questions. 
Get informed. Your future self  
will thank you.

Body. Mind. Spirit. Balanced. 
Sustainable. Life-changing.

Call us at Trifecta Training, 
309-402-2974, or visit www.trifec-
ta-training.com.

Email: trifecta.training1@gmail.com  
Phone: (309) 402-2974

Improve your strength, flexibility, and overall fitness 
while also nurturing mental and emotional well-being.

• Exquisite Nutrition - Reclaiming your Radiance
• Sculpt Your Beautiful Body - Time-Efficient Fitness Regimen

• Lifestyle Recalibration
Experts In Working With Older Adults

FREE One Hour 
Consultation

Mention this Ad

VISIT WWW.TRIFECTA-TRAINING.COM

Gulf Coast Dental  2x5 4c 04-14-21BB
km

Bay Beacon  Ad to Run:
Wednesday, April 14, 2021

To: gulfcoastdentalbwb@gmail.com 
Sara Liz Robinette <saralizrobinette@gmail.com>
Sara Fife      fifesara2012@gmail.com 
From: Beacon Newspapers

Please proofread and notify us of any changes by return e-mail
or by calling (850) 678-1080. 

• The Bay Beacon delivers your ad to 15,000 homes and 
businesses in Niceville-Bluewater Bay-Valparaiso!

Get the Smile You Deserve

If the answer is “yes” to any of these questions, you
may be a good candidate for A Smile Makeover.

Smile with Confidence Again
• Are you embarrassed about smiling in front of people?
• Do you ever put your hand up to cover your smile?
• Do you dislike your smile in photographs?
• When you look through magazines, do you envy the modelsʼ smiles?
• Do you wish your teeth were whiter?
• Do you think you show too much or too little of your teeth when 
you smile?

• Would you like to change the way your teeth or gums are shaped?
• Do you have gaps or spaces in between your teeth?

GULF COAST DENTAL
Steven G. Robinette, DDS
(850) 897-9600
4566 Hwy 20 East Ste 108
Niceville, FL 32578
gulfcoastdental.com

Call today
to schedule a personal
FREE consultation
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Probiotics + Prebiotic 
Fiber – Digestive Precision

The gut influences immune 

function, hormone balance, in-
flammation, and mood. Probiot-
ics introduce beneficial bacteria, 
the “seeds,” while prebiotic fibers 
provide the nourishment that al-
lows them to flourish. Together, 

they help shape digestive terrain.
Not all probiotics are the 

same. Strains and potencies vary, 
and prebiotic fibers can aggra-
vate some digestive systems if  
introduced too quickly. Because 
not every gut responds the same 
way, they should be introduced 
thoughtfully and increased grad-
ually.

It’s also important to recog-
nize that not every digestive sys-
tem benefits from supplemental 
probiotics or prebiotic fibers. 
Certain digestive patterns or un-
derlying gut conditions may re-
quire a more targeted approach 
rather than broad supplementa-
tion.

When I look closer: bloat-
ing or irregular digestion, recent 
antibiotic use, immune imbal-
ance, and skin or hormone con-
cerns

Practical Tip: Start low. 
Increase gradually. Monitor 
response carefully. Individuals 
using GLP-1 medications may 
benefit from additional diges-
tive support due to slowed gas-
tric emptying, but adjustments 
should always be gradual and 
individualized.

B-Complex Vitamins – 
Cellular Energy & Stress 
Support

B vitamins are essential for 

energy production, nervous sys-
tem signaling, red blood cell for-
mation, and stress adaptation. 
They are not stimulants. They 
support the body’s ability to 
generate steady, efficient ener-
gy. Stress, hormonal transitions, 
digestive variability, dietary re-
striction, or genetic factors can 
increase demand.

When I look closer: per-
sistent fatigue, brain fog, elevat-
ed stress, hormonal shifts, and 
limited dietary variety

Practical Tip: Form mat-
ters. If  B12 has not been helpful 
in the past, the issue may be the 
form rather than the dose.

Supplements are tools, not 
shortcuts. Quality matters. For-
mulation matters. Dosage mat-
ters. Context matters most. The 
goal is not to take more. The 
goal is to take what is appropri-
ate for your body, your current 
demands, and your season of  
life.

Spring is about renewal, 
not rushing. Sustainable health 
is built through steady habits, 
thoughtful evaluation, and in-
formed decisions, not trends or 
impulse purchases. When the 
foundation is strong and sup-
port is chosen strategically, small 
adjustments create meaningful 
momentum.

Wellness

Ear, Nose, Throat, Allergies
Hearing

Facial Plastic Issues
From newborns to the elderly

Stop suffering from painful sinus issues. 
Services offered by Emerald ENT are

comprehensive and unique to this area. 

We are thrilled 
to announce our 

second location in 
Panama City Beach. 

12909 Panama City Beach 
Parkway, Panama City Beach,

FL 32407

Accepting New Appointments!
(850) 797-6191 | Emerald-ENT.com

141 Mack Bayou Loop, Suite 102, Santa Rosa Beach
12909 Panama City Beach Pkwy., Panama City Beach, FL 32407

• Appointment based personal one on one training
• Slow continuous motion style
• Science based protocol
• As low as $54 per session

Our clients’ experience: increased strength, balance, 
energy, functional ability with decreased join pain, 
blood pressure, cholesterol, insulin sensitivity and 
so much more!

New Clients Only

ClaimClaim  2 2 FREE SESSIONS!FREE SESSIONS!

www.maxstrengthfitness.com/niceville

4576 E Hwy 20
Niceville, FL

(850) 373-4450

Is Cholesterol Our Friend? 

By Kay Leaman, Health 
Architect, HealthyDay 
HealthyLife

I love learning new things and 
passing them on to all of  you. 
When it comes to our health, 
knowledge empowers us to nav-
igate our health journey. We’ve 
heard for a long time that high 
cholesterol is bad. My cardiolo-
gist wanted to put me on a statin 
even though my cholesterol was 
in a normal range; I declined.

So, let’s take a look at what 
cholesterol does.

Cholesterol is a fat related 
compound found in all body tis-
sues and in animal products. It is 
made within the body, primarily 
by the liver. Some is also pro-
duced by the intestinal wall. The 
body uses cholesterol to make 
hormones and vitamin D when 
we are exposed to the sun. The 
brain is our most cholesterol rich 
organ and is important in brain 
health. It is also our body’s repair 
substance, creating scar tissue 
and patching damaged arteries. 
It, along with saturated fats, in 
the cell membranes gives our 
cells stability.

Cholesterol is also a primary 
component of  the myelin that 
surrounds each nerve cell and 
acts a protective sheath giving in-
sulation and allowing more effi-
cient nerve impulse conduction.

Note: Many times, when our 
cholesterol is high, it’s because 
the body needs it to perform its 
functions.

News Flash: Our LDL cho-

lesterol is not the real problem. 
It’s the oxidized LDL combined 
with arterial inflammation that 
can lead to arterial calcification 
(plaque formation) and harden-
ing of  the arteries.

If  the percent of  LDL choles-
terol molecules that are oxidized 
is low (less that 10% of  total 
LDL) and arterial inflammation 
is kept at a minimum we won’t 
need to worry about the levels. 
What is needed to keep these in 
check is anti-oxidants (nutrients, 
not medication).

A little science:
Homocysteine 

along with free rad-
icals oxidizes the 
arterial lining along 
with the LDL and 
triglycerides which 
leads to the in-
flammation. This 
in turn releases the 
C-Reactive protein 
(produced by the 

liver) which is a known marker 
of  arterial inflammation (5-7). 
Homocysteine causes nicks or 
cracks in the endothelium (where 
inflammation takes place) and 
the oxidized LDL sticks to these 
nicks. LDL cholesterol that is not 
oxidized does not stick to these 
nicks, no matter how much there 
is.

This is good news because our 
cells need it to function and with-
out it we would die. Lastly, many 
health problems can arise if  our 
levels are too low.

There are certain labs that 

can test and inform you where 
you actually stand. One doctor 
recommended lab is Life Exten-
sion. The tests to request:
• Oxidized LDL Cholesterol
• HDL Cholesterol, High sensi-

tivity CRP
• Homocysteine (You can 

request this test with your 
normal blood work.)

The Big Take Away: If  your 
oxidized LDL is low, and you 
boost your HDL and keep your 
homocysteine levels low, you 
won’t be at an increased risk for 
heart attacks or death.

Our bodies are complex and 
so many of  the functions are 
interwoven and dependent on 
each other. Every step we take in 
our journey makes a difference.

Have a fabulous Valentine’s 
Day (A day to love others and 
yourself !) and a healthy 2026. 

Here’s to Health!
succeed.hdhl@gmail.com

TOP 5 
continued from page 4   
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Stephenie Craig,  LCSW
Therapist
918-221-9987  |  stepheniecraig@journeybravely.com

Todd Craig
Life & Leadership Coach
918-740-1232  |  todd@journeybravely.com
 
www.journeybravely.com

855-446-8562
www.prevailaba.com

An Inner Voice Makeover 

By Stephenie Craig

Do you ever look back at the 
way you used to be with judge-
ment? Maybe you are embar-
rassed about the way you used to 
look or act in childhood. Perhaps 
you shame yourself  for previous 
relationships. Maybe you feel 
angry at yourself  about how you 
handled your work life. Perhaps 
you are hard on yourself  for past 
mistakes.

It’s easy to be unkind and 
judgmental toward yourself  from 
your present place of  knowledge 
and understanding. However, 
what would it be like to consid-
er what those earlier versions of  
yourself  knew when they were 
making decisions? What did your 
8-year-old self  know when you 
were deciding how to manage 
growing up in your family of  or-
igin? What did your 15-year-old 
self  know when you chose who to 
date? What did your 20-year-old 
version of  yourself  know when 
you were choosing a career? In 
most cases, these earlier versions 
of  yourself  were making deci-
sions that made sense at the time 
with the current developmental 
information and understanding.

Rather than being unkind 
to yourself, consider that every 
version of  you that came before 
the current version was an im-
portant part of  your journey to 
the present. Each of  these parts 
of  yourself  made decisions and 
have been working hard for years 
trying to protect you and to get 

you to today. While the life strate-
gies of  these parts of  you may not 
have always panned out positive-
ly, they were trying to help you to 
cope and to survive. What might 
it look and feel like to shift from 
being mean to yourself  to talking 
to yourself  like someone you 
love deeply like a child or a dear 
friend? How would your words 
and approach be different?

Your words and tone create 
cycles with lasting impact. Often, 
the negative voice in your head 
originated from a critical parent 
or other authority figure who 
did not know how to be kind to 
themselves. When you learn to 
honor and speak kindly to your-
self, it creates a natural result of  
you speaking kindly to others. 
Similarly, when you are critical 
and shaming of  yourself, you are 
more likely in times of  stress and 
hurt to speak unkindly to others 
resulting in you becoming the un-
kind voice in someone else’s head. 
And beyond human relationship, 
the unkind voice in your head of-
ten unhelpfully gets attributed to 
God, creating an impatient and 
angry idea about how God sees 
you when in reality, you are deep-
ly loved and valued.

So, how do you shift your 
inner voice from judgement to 
kindness? 

7 Ways to Talk to Yourself 
with Kindness

Notice when you are be-
ing harsh with yourself. “I’m 
not being very kind to myself  in 
this moment.”

Seek the source of  the 
voice. “Where is this judgement 
coming from? Am I talking to 
myself  the way someone talk-
ed to me when I was younger? 
When do I first remember talking 
to myself  in this way?”

Acknowledge earlier 
parts of  self. “I see you, 8-year-
old me. What can you show me 
about your concerns and your 
strategies for getting my needs 
met?”

Validate earlier versions 
of  yourself  with grace. “I 
can see that you started trying 
to be perfect at a young age in 
order to get approval and I can 
understand why you needed to 
do that at the time. I can also see 
why you sometimes still want to 
do that now.”

Show appreciation to ear-
lier versions of  self. “I really 
appreciate that you have been 
trying to help me along in life by 
trying to be perfect.”

Talk to earlier versions 

of  self  like you would talk 
to someone you love. “I un-
derstand that you started trying 
to be perfect as a way to survive. 
I am here now and I see you and 
I care for you and I will help you 
figure out some different ways to 
feel okay.”

Develop an ongoing 
friendship with earlier ver-
sions of  self. “I am here and 
will be here for you every day to 
talk you through the hard mo-
ments.”

While this approach may 
seem a bit unusual, incorporat-
ing loving, kindness into your 
inner voice creates a positive im-
pact on how you feel about your-
self, how you treat others, and 
how you understand your spir-
itual life. You love others better 
when you know how loved and 
valued you are. Connect with 
us along your journey for coun-
seling and coaching support at 
Journeybravely.com.
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When Spring Comes Back to Life

By Dr. Richard Chern, MD 
We don’t notice it happen-

ing at first. Winter rarely an-
nounces itself  all at once—it 
settles in quietly. Shorter days. 
Colder mornings. Longer eve-
nings spent on the couch. Same 
house, same routine, but some-
thing feels different. There’s less 
energy, less motivation, less de-
sire to care.

Where we once enjoyed mov-
ing our bodies, getting outside, 
and feeling strong and capable, 
now the alarm rings and staying 
in bed feels easier. Joints ache. 
Muscles feel weaker. Even sim-
ple routines—exercise, cook-
ing well, making time for our-
selves—feel like work instead of  
something life-giving. It’s easy to 
dismiss it as stress, age, or just 
“the time of  year.”

As spring approaches, the 
light begins to change. A famil-
iar spark returns—the desire 
to feel better, to take care of  
ourselves again, to re-engage 
with life. But the energy we ex-
pect doesn’t necessarily follow 
the season. Motivation fades 

as quickly as it appeared, leav-
ing frustration and the quiet 
question: Why don’t I feel like I 
should?

At The Hormone Resto-
ration Center, we hear this story 
every year.

Winter blues aren’t just about 
the weather. They’re also about 
hormones. As daylight decreas-
es, hormonal signaling in the 
body shifts. Testosterone, es-
trogen, progesterone, thyroid 
hormones, cortisol—and even 
Vitamin D—all influence how 
we feel, how we move, how 
we sleep, and how we recover. 
What many people don’t realize 
is Vitamin D isn’t just a vitamin; 
it functions as a hormone, af-

fecting mood, immune health, 
muscle strength, and bone den-
sity. During the winter months, 
when sunlight exposure drops, 
Vitamin D levels often fall right 
along with energy and motiva-
tion.

When hormones decline 
or fall out of  balance, energy 
drops, mood flattens, sleep suf-
fers, and winter feels longer and 
heavier than it should.

Hormones also do far more 
than influence mood or libido. 
They are foundational to the 
body itself. Testosterone and 
estrogen are essential for main-
taining muscle mass in both 
men and women. When levels 
are low, the body loses lean mus-
cle—even with consistent exer-
cise. As muscle declines, metab-
olism slows, joints lose support, 
and fatigue becomes the norm 
rather than the exception.

Hormones play a critical role 
in bone health as well. Estrogen, 
testosterone, and Vitamin D 
work together to protect bone 
density. When any of  them are 
deficient, bone loss accelerates, 
increasing the risk of  osteopo-
rosis and fractures in both men 
and women. This loss happens 
quietly, often for years, before it 
ever makes itself  known.

This is why so many people 
feel tired, frustrated, and frag-
ile. Why workouts stop working. 

Why motivation disappears. 
Why winter feels like survival 
instead of  rest—and why spring 
can feel like a letdown.

Hormone optimization 
helps.

When hormones are restored 
to healthy levels the body re-
sponds. Energy improves. Mus-
cle becomes easier to build and 
maintain. Bones are protected. 
Sleep deepens. Mood stabilizes. 
That natural desire to care for 
yourself  returns.

Hormone Replacement 
Therapy isn’t about pushing the 
body beyond normal. It’s about 
restoring what time, stress, and 
life have gradually taken away.

At The Hormone Restoration 
Center, we take a comprehensive, per-
sonalized approach. You’re not broken, 
and you’re not alone. You don’t have 
to wait for another season to feel like 
yourself  again. Just call us: (850) 
837-1271. It might just change your 
life.

Wellness

thehormonerestorationcenter.com

Look Healthy,
Feel Alive!

Dr. Richard Chern, MD
12889 Hwy 98W, Suite 107B 

Miramar Beach, FL
(850) 837-1271

Now offering Semaglutide/B12 for weight loss.
Experience real weight loss results without hunger, 
extreme diet or exercise

®

Hormone Imbalance?
Optimize your health 
the natural way with
bioidentical hormones.

Three Years In A Row! 
Thank you Destin!

CCaallll  DDrr..  CChheerrnn,,  MMDD  aanndd  SSuuee  GGrriiffffiinn,,  AARRNNPP  ttooddaayy!!

 JIU JITSU 
          CHANGES LIVES

48 Commerce Ln. / Walton County Industrial
P k

FITNESS
SELF DEFENSE
COMMUNITY

/
www.riliongraciefreeport.com Text or Call Today!!!  850.787.0212

Programs for all ages!!!  (4 & up) @riliongraciefreeport
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Board Certified Plastic Surgeon

Michelle Sasala MSN, APRN, FNP-BC

Nurse Practitioner/Aesthetic Injector
Maya Newell, Licensed Esthetician

Non-Surgical 
Treatments

Botox Bar
Facial Fillers

Laser Hair Removal
Laser Pigmentation 

and Wrinkles
New – Ultra Clear Laser

TURN BACK THE CLOCK!
Surgical 

Procedures
Breast Augmentation

Breast Lift or Reduction
Tummy Tuck

Mommy Makeover
Liposuction (Vaser, 360)
Facelift, Necklift, Eyelift

Gynecomastia 
(Male Breast Reduction)

Post Weight Loss
Labiaplasty

Skincare & 
Aesthetician Services

Medical Grade Skin Care
Facials

Diamond Glow
Dermaplane

Peels

Book your appointment today!
Niceville • Santa Rosa Beach

(850) 530-6064  |  bluewaterplasticsurgery.com

Saddle Up for a Cause: Westonwood Ranch Rodeo
By Lori Smith 

Freeport’s hometown rodeo is 
back — and it’s more than just a 
night of  bulls, broncs and barrel 
racing. The 7th Annual Weston-
wood Ranch Pro Rodeo returns 
March 27–28 at the Freeport 
Regional Sports Complex, 
bringing high-energy entertain-
ment to the community while 
raising vital support for one of  
Walton County’s most meaning-
ful nonprofit missions.

Presented in partnership with 
the Walton County Sheriff’s Of-
fice and the City of  Freeport, 
the two-night event invites fam-
ilies from across the Emerald 
Coast to gather for live rodeo 
action, music, food vendors 
and kid-friendly fun — all while 
helping teens and young adults 
with developmental differences 
build brighter futures.  

Doors open at 6 p.m. each 
evening, with Professional Cow-
boy Association performances 
kicking off at 7:30 p.m. Fans can 
expect classic rodeo events in-
cluding bareback bronc riding, 
steer wrestling, breakaway rop-
ing, ladies barrel racing, team 
roping and bull riding. Chil-
dren’s activities, bounce houses 
and local vendors will add to 
the festive, family-focused atmo-
sphere.  

Tickets are sold at the gate 
only, with proceeds directly 
supporting Westonwood Ranch 
programs that serve individuals 

with intellectual and develop-
mental disabilities in Freeport 
and throughout Northwest Flor-
ida.  

More Than a Rodeo: 
The Heart Behind 
Westonwood Ranch

While the rodeo has become 
a beloved local tradition, its true 
purpose goes far beyond the are-
na lights. Westonwood Ranch 
is a Freeport-based nonprofit 
dedicated to helping teens and 
young adults with intellectual 
and developmental disabilities 
gain life skills, job training and 
independence through hands-
on, real-world experiences.  

Located on a holistic ranch 
campus along U.S. Highway 20, 
Westonwood provides vocation-
al training, functional learning 
opportunities and social enter-
prises that build confidence and 

prepare participants 
for meaningful em-
ployment. Programs 
focus on recognizing 
“ability over disabili-
ty,” giving individuals 
the tools they need to 
thrive and live pro-
ductive, independent 
lives.  

Through farm-
based activities, ani-
mal care, vocational 
training and struc-
tured life-skills pro-
grams, participants 

experience daily victories — 
mastering new tasks, developing 
friendships and discovering their 
unique potential.  

A Growing Impact
Westonwood Ranch has be-

come a vital resource for fami-
lies across Walton and Okaloosa 
counties, filling a critical tran-
sition gap between high school 
and adulthood for individuals 
with developmental differences.  

The organization’s impact 
continues to expand. Recent in-
vestments and community sup-
port are helping fund new train-
ing spaces and future supportive 
housing initiatives designed to 
create inclusive living environ-
ments where young adults can 
work, learn and build lasting 
friendships.  

Events like the annual ro-
deo play a key role in making 
that growth possible, bringing 

neighbors together while rais-
ing funds that sustain programs 
year-round.

Whether you’re a longtime 
rodeo fan or simply looking for 
a unique way to spend a spring 
evening in Freeport, the Weston-
wood Ranch Rodeo offers 
something for everyone — from 
thrilling cowboy competition to 
community connection.

But at its core, the event is 
about celebrating inclusion and 
creating opportunities for indi-
viduals who often face barriers 
to independence.

For more information about 
Westonwood Ranch or its up-
coming rodeo, visit westonwood.
org.

Wellness

something deeply meaningful. 
Five NatureView Hero Homez 
will be donated to local heroes. 
The recipients are not chosen 
by the developer. Instead, Na-
tureView partners with local 
military leadership, the Walton 
County Sheriff’s Office, and oth-
er trusted community organiza-
tions who know their people and 
their stories best. These partners 
select the families. NatureView 
donates both the land and the 
home.

The first NatureView Hero 
Homez has been dedicated to 
the widow of  SSG Lazzaro, who 
was selected by the 7th Special 
Forces Group. It was a power-
ful and emotional moment for 
our community. To watch the 
full story, interview, and event 
coverage, you can visit the Na-
tureView YouTube channel at 
https://www.youtube.com/@

NatureViewFL. This initiative 
reflects what NatureView is tru-
ly about. Building more than 
houses. Building legacy. Building 
community.

Freeport’s Next Chapter
Freeport has grown tremen-

dously over the past decade. 
Many of  us have witnessed it 
firsthand. Growth does not have 
to mean losing what makes this 
place special. NatureView rep-
resents growth done intentional-
ly. It is surrounded by preserved 
land, supported by infrastruc-
ture, and created by a team with 
a proven track record right here 
in our own backyard. If  you are 
curious, I encourage you to vis-
it. Walk the trails. Step inside 
the clubhouse. Tour the homes. 
Speak with the builders.

Freeport’s story is still being 
written. NatureView is one of  
its newest chapters. And it may 
just be where your next chapter 
begins.

NATUREVIEW 
continued from page 8  



Page 26	 Freeport Life   |   myfreeportlife.com	 March 2026

Know Your Neighbor: Zoran Subotich
The Person Behind the Music, the Moments, and the Magic 

By Lori Smith

I’ll admit it — when I first sat 
down to write this, I smiled. Once 
upon a time, before publishing 
deadlines and page counts, I was 
a DJ myself. I know the rush of  
reading a room, the quiet pres-
sure of  timing it just right, the 
invisible responsibility of  holding 
a moment in your hands and not 
dropping it.

So, when I say that Zoran 
Subotich gets it, I mean that in 
the deepest, most professional, 
been-there way.

For more than 30 years, Zoran 
has been the steady heartbeat be-
hind thousands of  celebrations 
across the Emerald Coast — from 
barefoot beach weddings on 30A 
and Destin to elegant military ga-
las, mitzvahs, milestone birthdays 
and reunions that people still talk 
about a decade later. Four coun-
ties. Thousands of  events. And 
somehow — no missed cues, no 
awkward silences, no stressed 
brides.

That doesn’t happen by acci-
dent.

Zoran doesn’t just plan parties.
He engineers memories.
Through his company, Cele-

brations By The Sea, Zoran of-
fers a truly full-service approach 
— the kind that allows couples 
and families to relax and stay 
present in the moment while he 
quietly handles the flow behind 
the scenes. His services include:
• DJ and professional emcee 

services
• Full event planning and coor-

dination
• Licensed wedding and event 

officiating
• Ceremony and reception 

direction
• Lighting and atmosphere 

design
• Timeline creation and flow 

management
• Multilingual hosting and an-

nouncements

All of  it is tailored. All of  it 
intentional. And all of  it deliv-
ered with a calm confidence that 
makes even the most complex 
events feel effortless.

Why Locals Love Him
Ask around Destin, Fort Wal-

ton Beach, Miramar Beach or 
along 30A, and you’ll hear the 
same things again and again.

Zoran shows up early. He stays 
calm under pressure. He listens 
— really listens.

Locals trust him because he 
doesn’t force a formula. He reads 
the room, adapts in real time, and 
keeps the focus where it belongs 
— on the people, not the produc-
tion. Brides feel at ease. Families 
relax. Guests stay engaged. The 
event flows naturally, without 
feeling overproduced or rushed.

Another reason locals love 
Zoran? Range.

His background spans far 
beyond weddings and private 
events. Zoran is a former radio 
professional, trained actor, mul-
tilingual host, crisis intervention 
specialist, and even a black belt 
— a combination that gives him 
rare command, empathy and 
intuition. His résumé includes 
television credits on MTV’s Road 
Rules and Prison Break, experi-
ences that sharpened his ability 
to perform under pressure and 
connect with audiences of  every 
kind.

That versatility allows him to 
move seamlessly from a beach-

front ceremony at sun-
rise to a formal military 
banquet or multigenera-
tional family celebration 
— always reading the 
energy of  the room be-
fore the first guest even 
arrives.

And perhaps most 
importantly, he treats 
every event — big or 
small — like it matters. 
Because to the people 
there, it does.

That mindset has 
earned Zoran decades of  loyal-
ty, word-of-mouth referrals and, 
most recently, recognition as 
“Best of  Business Rate 2025” for 
Wedding Services in Fort Walton 
Beach, an award based on veri-
fied reviews and consistent excel-
lence.

This year, that heart for mean-
ingful moments took on even 
deeper purpose.

Zoran and Celebrations By 
The Sea partnered with Wish 
Upon a Wedding, a nonprofit 
that grants weddings to couples 
facing terminal illness. On August 
18, 2025, Zoran helped make 
Taylor and Ivan’s wedding wish 
a reality — proof  that for him, 
making moments matter isn’t just 
business. It’s deeply personal.

Based in Fort Walton Beach, 
Zoran serves the full Gulf  Coast 
with a hands-on, full-service ap-
proach that has made Celebra-
tions By The Sea a trusted name 
for locals, military families and 
destination couples alike.

“Excellence is our standard, 
but joy is our mission,” Zoran 
says — and honestly, that says it 
all.

Not everyone knows how to 
make a moment matter.

Zoran does — every single 
time.

For more information, visit 
celebrationsbythesea.com, call 
(850) 217-5710, or follow @cel-
ebrationsbythesea and @wish-
uponawedding.

Business

• Coordinator
• Photographer
• Music
• Flowers

CELEBRATIONS BY THE SEA
DJ Zoran, Event Coordinator

DJ / Emcee
DestinZoran@CelebrationsbytheSea.com

850.217.5710

@djzoranusa

CelebrationsbytheSea.com
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Sean of the South: Dogs 

By Sean Dietrich

My truck cab was filled with 
three barking dogs and one idi-
ot. The dogs were in the back-
seat. The idiot was be-
hind the wheel.

“Sit down!” the idiot 
kept saying.

But my dogs do not 
sit when I drive. They 
never sit. They dutiful-
ly explore their space 
when the vehicle is un-
derway.

To the untrained 
eye my dogs appear to 
be acting disobediently. 
But that’s not it. Really, 
they are just looking for 
food.

They are always 
looking for food. They 
even look for food in 
places where there has 
never been any food, 
such as my bathroom. 
In a pinch, they will 
even resort to eating 
non-food items such as my read-
ing glasses, my sandals, sheet-
rock, etc.

But they particularly go crazy 
when in my truck because they 
know the odds of  finding aban-
doned food here are exponen-
tial. Thus, they are constantly 
on the lookout for expired Corn 
Nuts, old pistachio shells, or a 
petrified French fry predating 
the Reagan administration.

So we finally arrived at the 
dog park. I turned them loose. 
They ran. They chased squir-
rels. They wrestled. They hunt-
ed around for any threatening 
or suspicious objects so they 
could sniff them, bark at them, 

then pee on them.
And then, basically, all the 

dogs in the dog park just stood 
around. That’s all the dogs do 
there. They play for short bursts, 
then they stand around and look 
at their owners.

“Why do dogs just stand 
around at dog parks?” one dog 
owner asked the group of  us 
dog owners who were also, as it 
happens, just standing around.

Another dog owner said, “I 
drove forty-five minutes to get 

here, just so my dog could stand 
around.”

One of  the other dog own-
ers remarked, “You ever won-
der what would happen if  dog 
and human roles were reversed? 
What if  DOGS took US to hu-
man parks? Would we go to the 
bathroom in front of  each oth-
er?”

We all just looked at him.
And, of  course, at dog parks, 

dogs sniff each other’s rears. I 
don’t know why dogs do this. 
This behavior has always per-
plexed me. They are not picky 
about whose butts they sniff. 
They’ll sniff any butt you give 
them.

I’ve read that rear-sniffing is a 
primal greeting of  sorts where-
in complex pheromone scents 
are exchanged. But I think it’s 
something dogs do because they 
like nasty things.

I have been owned by 13 
dogs in my lifetime. And I have 
learned that dogs are not above 
wallowing in stinky objects. I 
have seen my dogs roll them-
selves in everything from cat fe-
ces to armadillo remains.

And one time when I was in 

a major city—this is a true sto-
ry—walking my bloodhound 
after hours, we were near the 
dumpsters. It had been a long 
night. I had just given a speech 
and I was tired, so I wasn’t pay-
ing attention.

When I got back to the hotel, 
the clerk looked at me and said, 
“Sir, there’s something in your 
dog’s mouth.”

“Drop it, Thelma Lou!” I 
said.

It turned out to be—remem-

ber I am not kidding—a retired 
breast implant. The thing hit 
the floor.

The clerk and I stared at the 
prosthesis and, in a moment I 
will never forget, the clerk said 
flatly, “Double D.”

I’m running out of  room 
here, but I’ll close by saying, the 
more I learn about people, the 
more I like my dogs.

Musing

Life is complicated. 
Your insurance 
doesn’t have to be.

Personal & 
Commercial 

Insurance

850-424-6979
11275 U.S. Hwy. 98 #7 | Miramar Beach, FL 32550

www.GetAbora.com
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A Pastor’s Ponderings: Silver Linings

By Rick Moore

Leadville, Colorado, is known 
for the Silver Dollar Saloon, 
Doc Holiday, Jessie James, and 
the unsinkable Molly Brown. It 
all began in 1860 when Abe Lee 
discovered gold in the Rocky 
Mountains. Over a thousand 
miners setup camp in the sur-
rounding area, hoping to strike it 
rich as well. Five years later, most 
of  the gold was depleted. The 
camps dwindled down to only a 
few hundred men. It seemed the 
only thing left in town was the 

mounds of  lead ore extracted 
from the mines that were tossed 
aside and considered worthless. 
Then, a few years later, it be-
came clear there was a fortune 
in those lead ore mounds due to 
the amount of  silver they con-
tained. That “black sand” as it 
was called contained 40 ounces 
of  silver per ton. In two years’ 
time, the town became known 
for its silver mining, the popu-
lation grew from a few hundred 
to 30,000, and many in the com-
munity became very wealthy. 
The town had no more gold, but 
there was definitely a “silver lin-
ing” to their story.

Just outside of  Orlando, in a 
city named Winter Park, there is 
an affluent area known as The 
Vias. Because the area had an 
excellent public education sys-
tem, my wife and I wanted to 
live there so our boys could at-

tend school in that district. We 
certainly could not afford to pur-
chase a home in The Vias being 
that most of  them cost millions 
of  dollars. However, one of  my 
boys told us about a home for 
rent in The Vias, and we were 
shocked to discover it was with-
in our budget. The house was 
located on a canal that was part 
of  the chain of  lakes connecting 
Maitland to Winter Park. When 
we went to check it out, we 
looked at each other and asked, 
“Where is the house?” It ap-
peared there was only a two-car 
garage on the property. Come to 
find out, what looked like a ga-
rage was the house. Developers 
were purchasing old properties 
in the area, tearing down the 
dilapidated structures and build-
ing mansions. This particular lot 
had yet to be cleared. We de-
cided to rent the property and 

make it an adventure.
At first, I was paranoid about 

meeting others who lived near-
by. They lived in mansions and 
we lived in what looked to be 
a garage. The first week we 
moved in, my youngest son 
made brownies for our neigh-
bors and insisted we introduce 
ourselves to them. There was no 
“Big I - Little U” attitude from 
anyone. We were welcomed into 
the community with open arms. 
The next morning, as I looked 
out our kitchen window toward 
one of  the perfectly manicured 
estates, I pondered what it would 
be like to live in such an edifice. 
Then, I went to our sliding glass 
door and looked across the ca-
nal to another incredible home 
and contemplated what it would 
be like to live in such a luxuri-
ous property as that. Suddenly, 
it dawned on me; I had the best 

view in the entire neighborhood. 
They had to look out of  their 
windows and see a run- down 
house that looked like a garage, 
and I got to look out of  my win-
dows and see mansions! At that 
moment I truly understood what 
it is like to have a silver lining.

The phrase “silver lining” is 
from a poem by John Milton in 
1634: “Was I deceived, or did a 
sable cloud turn forth her silver 
lining on the night?” This ex-
pression was used to represent 
hope and the hidden benefits in 
negative situations. There is a bi-
ble verse that is somewhat simi-
lar. Romans 8:28 says “All things 
work together for the good to 
those who love Him…” It can be 
hard to find the good in tough 
times. Just keep looking.

Rick Moore is Communication 
Pastor at Destiny Worship Center.

Musing

SALES     SERVICE     PARTS AND ACCESSORIES     FINANCING     RENTALS

Join the Neighborhood  Fun
SHOP BY

BRANDS

Present this layout upon
purchasing a cart to

receive an exclusive gift.

EXCLUSIVE
GIFT

Atlas
Denago EV

GEM Car
Hunt VE
Club Car

Garia
Star EV
EVolution

Yamaha

LARGEST SELECTION OF STREET LEGAL CARTS

Santa Rosa Beach
(850) 622 2000

www. ElectricCartCompany.com

Epic/Icon

What Comes Next
The SS United States re-

mains in the inspection and re-

mediation phase in Mobile fol-
lowing months of  preparation 
to meet strict environmental 
standards. Deployment is sched-
uled for early this year, weather 
and final approvals permitting.

Once submerged, the mas-
sive structure will quickly begin 
attracting marine life, creating 
new habitat, expanding fishing 
opportunities and offering div-
ers a once-in-a-generation expe-

rience—an underwater monu-
ment where American maritime 
history meets Gulf  Coast con-
servation.

For Northwest Florida, the 
sinking of  the SS United States 

won’t mark an ending, but a 
bold new beginning—one that 
anchors the region’s future in 
sustainability, adventure and 
global distinction.

SSUS 
continued from page 18   
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A Blooming Music Community
Music has a quiet way of  

weaving itself  into the fabric of  
a community. It plays at local 
events, fills school auditoriums, 
drifts from open windows, and 
brings people together in mo-
ments both ordinary and unfor-
gettable. Beyond simple enjoy-
ment, music offers deep social, 
emotional, and cultural benefits 
and when music education is ac-
cessible, those benefits don’t just 
exist; they grow, multiply, and 
bloom.

One of  music’s greatest gifts 
to a community is connection. 
Concerts, recitals, festivals, and 
jam sessions create shared ex-
periences where people of  dif-
ferent ages, backgrounds, and 
stories gather with a common 
purpose. Music becomes a uni-
versal language that tells a story, 
allowing individuals to com-
municate and relate even when 
words fall short. These shared 
moments build stronger bonds 
between neighbors and foster a 
sense of  belonging that is essen-
tial for a healthy, vibrant com-
munity.

Music also supports emo-
tional well-being. Listening to 
or creating music can instantly 
change the atmosphere, reduce 
stress, lift spirits, and provide 
comfort during difficult times. 
Music is everywhere if  you ac-
tively listen for it. In commu-
nities where people face busy 
schedules, economic pressure, 
or social isolation, music offers 
a powerful outlet for expression 
and healing. Local music pro-
grams, choirs, bands, and en-
sembles give individuals a safe 
and supportive space to pro-
cess emotions and feel seen and 
heard.

Culturally, music helps pre-
serve identity and celebrate 

diversity. Communities are 
shaped by their histories, tradi-
tions, evolving influences, and 
music reflects all of  it. Whether 
it’s classical, jazz, country, pop, 
or music rooted in cultural her-
itage, local music scenes honor 
the past while inspiring creativi-
ty for the future. When commu-
nities value music, they affirm 
that creativity and culture mat-
ter.

Music lessons play a vital 
role in nurturing and expand-
ing these benefits. Education 
transforms passive appreciation 
into active participation. When 
individuals learn to play an in-
strument or use their voice, they 
gain confidence, discipline, and 
a sense of  accomplishment. It 
is one of  the greatest forms of  
expression and communication. 
These personal skills ripple out-
ward, strengthening the com-
munity as students perform at 
events, collaborate with others, 
and eventually mentor the next 
generation of  musicians. Music 
speaks when words cannot be 
spoken.

For children, music lessons 
build foundational life skills. 

They enhance focus, listening, 
teamwork, and perseverance 
skills that extend far beyond the 

music room. For adults, lessons 
offer lifelong learning, goal de-
velopment, stress relief, and re-
newed creativity. In both cases, 
education keeps music alive and 
evolving within the community 
rather than letting it fade into 
the background.

Perhaps most importantly, 
music lessons create sustainabil-
ity. They ensure that community 
music programs, ensembles, and 
traditions continue to thrive. 
Each new student represents a 
future performer, teacher, au-
dience member, or advocate 
for the arts. With guidance and 
encouragement, a single lesson 
can spark a lifelong relationship 
with music that enriches not 
only the individual but everyone 

around them.
When a community invests 

in music education, it invests in 
connection, well-being, and cul-
tural vitality. Music benefits us 
all but music lessons give those 
benefits roots, allowing them to 
grow deeper, stronger, and more 
beautifully with each passing 
year.  

Studio 237 Music Lessons offers 
private music education lessons to stu-
dents of  all ages.  Our teachers are 
ready to teach you to bloom on: voice, 
piano, drums, guitar (acoustic, bass, 
electric, classical), Ukulele, shofar, 
and song writing. Call the studio at 
850.231.3199, visit/register for free 
on our website at www.studio237mu-
sic.com. 

Arts & Music

VENDOR BOOTH SPACE SELLING OUT FAST
for the NEW TWO DAY Northwest Florida Spring Home Show

Saturday and Sunday • April 11 & 12, 2026
at the Rigdon Center at the Northwest Florida Fairgrounds

1958 Lewis Turner Boulevard, Fort Walton Beach, FL

To Become a Vendor or Sponsor in This Great Event - Contact 
Wes Fell (Event Promoter) at 850-353-2832 or WesFell@Cox.Net
More Info & Registration Form at www.ParadisePromotionsfl.com

This is Another Great Paradise Promotion

SPONSORED BY AND THE FOLLOWING AWESOME BUSINESS OWNERS

Mention You Saw This Ad in Life Media and Receive A 10% DISCOUNT on Your Booth Space

This is A PATRIOTIC Red, White and Blue
250th Anniversary of America Event with

FREE ADMISSION to the public

Melanie Sellers
REALTOR®
Real Estate Advisor
Buyers & Sellers Agent 

Your Hammock Bay Neighbor

(713) 201-9609
melaniesells@questrealestatenow.com

www.questrealestatenow.com
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Arts & Music

You’re invited to the
Emerald Coast Children’s 
Advocacy Center’s

March 7 & 8
Hilton Sandestin Beach 

Golf Resort & Spa

Kelly Plantation Golf Course

Special Thanks to Our Title Sponsors: 

Amy H. Rogers, Kiwanis of Freeport-South Walton, Coastal Accounting,  

Krueger, Fosdyck, Brown, McCall & Associates, Simple HR, 

Tammy & Jim Pierce, The McDowell Family Charitable Trust  

Scan the QR code to purchase tickets, 

buy a table, team, sponsorship, or 

donate if you can’t attend. 

eccac.org/gala-golf

You’re invited to the

ECTC Presents 
“Comedy On The 

Boulevard” March 12
Emerald Coast Theatre 

Company (ECTC) invites audi-
ences for the year’s first Comedy 
on the Boulevard, a one-night 
comedy showcase taking place 
at 7PM on March 12 at ECTC’s 
theatre located in Grand Bou-
levard. Featuring some of  the 
Southeast’s most entertaining 
stand-up comedians, this event 
promises an evening packed 
with big laughs, quick wit, and 
entertainment.

Hosting the evening is ECTC 
favorite Jason Hedden, fresh 
off his recent turn as Monsieur 
Bouc in Murder on the Orient 
Express. March’s Comedy on 
the Boulevard will be headlined 
by Nathan Wallace, a standout 
comic known for his high ener-
gy and crowd-pleasing humor 
who traded being a plumber 
in for comedy. Rounding out 
the lineup is Holly Ballantine, 
whose relatable storytelling have 
earned her a growing fan base 
across the region. Together, the 
trio brings a dynamic mix of  

comedic styles, ensuring there’s 
something for everyone.

“Comedy on the Boulevard 
is all about bringing people to-
gether for a fun and relaxed 
night out,” said Nathanael Fish-
er, Producing Artistic Director 
of  ECTC. “We’re excited to 
continue to showcase great co-
medic talent while giving our 
community a chance to experi-
ence something different on our 
stage.”

Comedy on the Boulevard is 
proudly supported by present-
ing sponsor, BlueWater Oral 
Surgery Center. ECTC’s 2025–
2026 season is made possible 
with generous support from 
Grand Boulevard Town Center, 
St. Joe Community Foundation, 
Visit South Walton, Howard 
Group, and Jerry and Alice 
Zich.

Call (850) 684-0323 or visit 
emeraldcoasttheatre.org. Follow 
ECTC on Facebook, Instagram, 
and YouTube for the latest up-
dates.
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LJ SCHOONERS 
DOCKSIDE RESTAURANT AND OYSTER BAR

FREE APPETIZER 
OR DESSERT

WITH AN ENTREE PURCHASE  VALUE UP TO $11.95. LIMIT ONE COUPON PER 
VISIT, PER CUSTOMER. RESTRICTIONS APPLY.

Local Coupons

TORTOISE CLINIC
$30 OFF

NEW PATIENT OFFER
Present this coupon and receive $30 off any service 

at the Tortoise Clinic. One coupon per person.

Offer expires 3/31/26
2441 U.S. Hwy 98, Santa Rosa Beach
TortoiseClinic.com | 850.267.5611

WANT NEW 
CUSTOMERS?  

ADVERTISE HERE!
Contact Scott

(850) 688-9886
Scott@LifeMediaGrp.com

TED SHOOP, REALTOR 
BUY OR SELL A HOME WITH TED, GET A 

FREE HOME WARRANTY
($650 VALUE)

Offer expires 3/31/26
850-273-8636 • mybeachandbayhomes.com

BLUEWATER PLASTIC 
SURGERY

20% OFF ANY FACIAL
PLUS A FREE SKIN CONSULTATION WITH OUR 
AESTHETICIAN, MAYA. NEW PATIENTS ONLY.

Offer expires 3/31/26
Niceville • Santa Rosa Beach 850-530-6064 

www.bluewaterplasticsurgery.com

CULLIGAN WATER

$300 OFF
WHEN YOU MENTION THIS AD/COUPON

Offer expires 3/31/26
850-664-7771

BLUEWATER PLASTIC 
SURGERY

$100 OFF LASER PACKAGES
INCLUDES LASER HAIR REMOVAL, PHOTOFACIALS, AND PIGMENTATION 

TREATMENTS (EXCLUDES ULTRACLEAR). 
PLUS ENJOY A COMPLIMENTARY CONSULTATION WITH MICHELLE, NP.

Offer expires 3/31/26
Niceville • Santa Rosa Beach 850-530-6064 

www.bluewaterplasticsurgery.com

Events

Offer expires 3/31/26
290 Yacht Club Dr., Niceville • 850-897-6400  

www.bluewaterbaymarina.com 

WANT NEW 
CUSTOMERS?  

ADVERTISE HERE!
Contact Scott

(850) 688-9886
Scott@LifeMediaGrp.com

Season Production Sponsor:

Signature Season Sponsors:

March 7 & 8  |  Mattie Kelly Arts Center
$48 Adults | $22 Children (12 & Up)

NFBallet.org  |  850.729.6000

Alice Wonderlandin

Emerald Coast Autism Center Announces 2026 Events 
The national incidence rate 

of  children diagnosed with au-
tism increased in 2025, rising 
from 1 in 36 children to 1 in 31. 
Emerald Coast Autism Center 
(ECAC) is one local organiza-
tion providing life-changing ser-
vices for individuals with autism 
while inviting the community to 
be part of  the impact. In 2026, 
a series of  local events will offer 
meaningful ways for residents to 
connect, give back and help en-
sure these vital programs remain 
accessible to children, young 
adults and families throughout 
our area. 

As a nonprofit organization, 
ECAC offers Applied Behavior-
al Analysis (ABA) therapy, edu-
cation and vocational training 
for children and young adults 
with autism and other relat-
ed unique abilities throughout 
northwest Florida. Founded 
in 2009 by Heidi Blalock and 
Staci Berryman to address a 
growing community need, the 
center began by serving just five 
clients while sharing space with 
another business. Today, ECAC 
has grown into two dedicat-
ed buildings on the Northwest 
Florida State College (NWFSC) 
campus and now supports more 
than 100 children and young 
adults through both its clinic 
and the newly built Emerald 
Coast Learning Center (ECLC). 
These expansions have been 
made possible through commu-
nity generosity, special events 
and ongoing donor support.

Thus, ECAC hosts several 

fundraising events each year to 
help sustain the essential pro-
grams and services it provides to 
clients, students and their fam-
ilies.

The ONE Campaign bene-
fits the organization’s scholar-
ship fund, raising awareness by 
encouraging everyone to run or 
golf  for the one in their life af-
fected by autism. The campaign 
includes the ONE Run 5K on 
Saturday, May 2, and the Hole 

in ONE Golf  Tournament on 
Friday, September 18.

In addition to the ONE 
Campaign, ECAC will host two 
additional fundraising events 
in 2026 designed to further ex-
pand care, education and op-

portunities for its clients, 
students and families.

Fleets & Eats, a fes-
tive bar hop by boat 
along the Destin Har-
bor, will take place Sat-

urday, October 24. This year, 
The Edge Seafood Restaurant 
& Skybar is generously provid-
ing both the boat and the after-
party location. Additional stops 
will be announced later, each 
offering heavy appetizers and 

a signature cocktail. Tickets for 
Fleets & Eats will become avail-
able closer to the event date.

For more information about 
upcoming events and daily 
happenings at Emerald Coast 
Autism Center, visit the orga-
nization’s website or Facebook 
page. To sponsor, donate a raffle 
prize or volunteer, contact Jor-
dan Eberle at ECACoutreach@
ecautismcenter.org.
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beth@hammockbayfl.com
850.585.9811

gina@hammockbayfl.com
850.543.4991

anne@hammockbayfl.com
850.259.9502

Beth Jones Gina Walker Anne Winjum
C O N T A C T  U S  T O  T O U R  T O D A Y !  

Resort-Style Clubhouse
      & Pool

24-Hour Fitness Center &
Yoga Studio

Pickleball Courts, Trails, Parks
& More

New homes by DSLD Homes
& Holiday Builders

From the
Creators of

HOMES STARTING IN
THE LOW $300,000S

Amenities are open. Homes are available. Tours are happening now
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Brand new and move-in ready! Brand new and move-in ready! 

6932 CO Highway 3280, Freeport, FL, 32439 850-822-5005 natureviewfl.com


