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Thanks to Dog-Harmony,
More Tails Are Wagging in Niceville

By CHRISTIE SOLOMON

Where the therapy dogs’
wagging tails go, you’ll find
Niceville students learning
empathy toward animals and
cach other, and patients are
healing faster with smiles.
Dog-Harmony, a 501(c)(3)
afhiliate of Intermountain
Therapy Animals (ITA), eval-
uates and manages therapy
dog teams in Bay, Walton, and
Okaloosa counties in North-
west Florida.

Dog-Harmony  current-
ly coordinates 12 volunteer
therapy dog teams that serve
public and nonprofit orga-
nizations in the Niceville
area through animal-assisted
interactions, including the
R.E.ADing Paws program.
Partners include Bluewater
Elementary School, James E.
Plew Elementary School, Ad-
die R. Lewis School (Valparai-
s0), Emerald Coast Children’s
Advocacy Center, Niceville
Public Library, and HCA
Florida Twin Cities Hospital.

Dog-Harmony is dedicat-
ed to reducing the shelter dog

population through ongoing,
community-focused, humane
education and therapy dog
programs that enrich the hu-
man-animal bond.

What is Humane
Education?

“Humane education [is]
designed to cultivate com-
passion for humans, animals,
and/or the environment.”
The Animal Legal Defense
Fund states that the field
“exists to foster creative and

critical thinking skills within
people, which enable them to
make benevolent choices and

enhance respect for the natu-
ral world and its inhabitants.”

Access to humane educa-
tion programming for chil-
dren is critical as they begin
developing empathy skills and
humane attitudes.

The Role of Therapy
Dogs in Humane
Education

Therapy dog teams, con-

sisting of an evaluated thera-
py dog and handler, support
Dog-Harmony’s humane ed-
ucation and responsible dog
care programs for children
and families, helping them
practice what they learn. At
the end of November, 4,250
children in Okaloosa and
Walton counties had attend-
ed Dog-Harmony’s humane
education programs in 2025.

DOG HARMONY

continued on page 2
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Closing the
Digital Divide,
Opening Doors
to Opportunity

Boys & Girls Clubs of the Emerald
Coast Deliver Technology,
Mentorship — and a Call to
Community Support

For families across Niceville, Blue-
water Bay and Valparaiso, access to
opportunity increasingly depends on
access to technology — and recent-
ly, hundreds of area children took a
major step forward.

The Boys & Girls Clubs of the
Emerald Coast marked a signifi-
cant milestone with the distribution
of 250 refurbished laptops to club
members and families across Escam-
bia, Okaloosa and Walton counties.

BOYS & GIRLS CLUB

continued on page 3
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Studies have shown that
humane education programs
improve children’s empathy to-
ward animals and, in turn, each
other.

A'study of 257 students, aged
10 to 17, who participated in
The Marine Humane Society’s
after-school humane education
programs between the Fall of
2014 and the Spring of 2018,
revealed that the students’ eval-
uation scores improved for both

treatment of animals and empa-
thy (attitudes towards other peo-
ple) after completing the eight-
week program.

A 2021 study of 110 third-
grade students in Hong Kong
found that class-based, ani-
mal-assisted humane education
increased cognitive competence
and empathy and reduced hy-
peractivity among participants.
The researchers also identified
three central qualitative themes
from the study: “enhancement
of self-control, promotion of
humane attitude, and improve-

ment of reading skills.”
Published in 2023, the results
of an academic-year-long study
of 605 first-grade students in
six schools across four cities in
eastern China revealed that the
animal and nature content of
the country’s humane education
program, “Caring for Life,” in-
creased the students’ affective
and cognitive empathy scores.
Affective empathy, associated
with altruistic and prosocial be-
haviors in children, is the abil-
ity to share others’ emotions,
whereas cognitive empathy is

Comedy Legend Yakov Smirnoff Brings
Heart, Humor and Hope to Town

TV and film star and com-
edy legend Yakov Smirnoff
is coming to town to perform
his most up-close and person-
al shows ever. Irom his first
appearance on The Tonight
Show Starring Johnny Carson
to his most recent return with
Jimmy Fallon, Yakov’s career
has truly stood the test of time.

A beloved regular on the
hit TV comedy Night Court,
Smirnoff has also appeared in
films alongside Tom Hanks,
Meryl Streep, Robin Williams,
Jack Nicholson and Richard
Pryor. He is set to join Mark
Wabhlberg in a brand-new fea-
ture film scheduled for world-
wide release in late 2026.

Yakov’s incredible journey
began in 1977 when he left his
homeland in the former Soviet
Union to pursue the American
dream. His charming, insight-
ful perspective as a newcomer

to America quickly resonated
with audiences, propelling him
to the top of the comedy world
and leading to success on both
the big screen and television.
His PBS television special
Happily Ever After was named
“Best Special” in both 2016
and 2017, and he has had the
rare honor of performing for
four U.S. presidents.

More than just jokes, Yakov
Smirnoff’s comedy is a journey
of heart, humor and hope. His
storytelling blends innocence
with wisdom, absurdity with
insight, and laughter with hu-
manity, appealing to families,
couples and anyone seeking
clean, timeless comedy with
genuine meaning,

Yakov will perform on Feb.
6, 7 and 8, with 4 and 7 p.m.
showtimes at The Palms of
Destin Resort. The venue fea-
tures an intimate showroom

with excellent table seating,
alcoholic and non-alcoholic
beverages, and plentiful free
parking. The Palms is also
home to a year-round house
show produced by Holly-
wood-based  entertainment
producer Bart Rockett, featur-
ing never-before-seen magic,
illusions and hilarious comedy
ventriloquism. While written
for adults, the show is fami-
ly-friendly and regularly en-
joyed by children as well.

Tickets for Yakov Smirn-
off's performances, as well as
other shows at The Palms, are
available at MagicDestin.com.
Scroll down on the home page
to find Yakov’s link or explore
additional performances. Res-
ervations may also be made
by emailing the box office at
MagicTicketAgent@gmail.
com.

-

COMEDIAN

SMIRNOFF

Featuring an intimate
showroom with excellent
table seating, alcoholic &

non-alcoholic beverages &
plentiful, free parking.

TV/Film Star & Comedy Legend Yakov Smirnoff is coming to Destin to
perform his most up-close & personal shows ever!
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LIVE at The Palms of Destin!

February 6th, 7th & 8th | 4pm & 7pm showtimes | 4201 Indian Bayou Trail, Destin
Reservations Required. Visit MAGICDestin.com or Yakov.com (scroll down on home page for Destin shows)

the ability to understand them.

R.E.A.D.ing Paws Program

In addition to empathy, ther-
apy dogs can also encourage
a love of reading. Dog-Har-
mony is an affiliate of ITA’s
R.E.A.D.ing Paws (Reading Ed-
ucation Assistance Dogs) pro-
gram, an initiative designed to
help children build confidence
and improve their literacy skills
with the help of trained ther-
apy dogs and their handlers.
Evaluated therapy dog teams
interested in participating in this
program are required to take
the R.E.A.D.ing Paws workshop
and undergo (human) back-
ground checks before being put
into service.

The Human Animal Bond
Research Institute (HABRI)
states, “Children have reported
liking the animal and enjoy-
ing reading to them, increasing
their motivation to read... Pets
are not judgmental, they do not
laugh [or] criticize, and allow
children to read at their own
pace. Dogs can reduce the stress
reactions of children perform-
ing a stressful task.”

In the Twin Cities area,
Dog-Harmony currently man-
ages 3 R.E.A.D.ing Paws ther-
apy dog teams that visit Blue-
water Bay Elementary School,
Addie R. Lewis School, James
E. Plew Elementary School, and
Niceville Public Library.

Therapy Dogs in Health
Settings

In addition to social and
emotional learning and literacy
benefits for children in schools,
interactions with therapy dogs
can actively reduce stress and
anxiety in medical and at-risk
youth advocacy settings. Ther-
apy dogs can improve human
mental and physiological health
through acceptance, physical
comfort, mental stimulation, so-
cialization, and entertainment
through animal-assisted inter-
actions.

According to HABRI, ani-
mal-assisted interactions have
been shown to positively “influ-
ence levels of blood pressure,
heart rate, [and] hormones
correlated with well-being, in-
cluding cortisol, oxytocin, [3-en-
dorphin, prolactin, phenylacetic
acid and dopamine.”

Ways to Get Involved
Dog-Harmony founder, Nan-
cy Bown, a Certified Profes-
sional Dog Trainer-Knowledge
Assessed (CPDT-KA), knows

that the continued growth of
the organization’s therapy dog
program relies on volunteers
and the generosity of corporate
sponsors and individual donors.

“We are always looking for
new volunteers to make this pro-
gram successful,” says Bown.
“We need both new therapy dog
teams and team support volun-
teers without dogs.”

Compassionate support vol-
unteers help coordinate therapy
dog wvisits in hospitals and sup-
port Dog-Harmony teams in the
community. This support volun-
teer role provides an opportunity
to shadow current therapy dog
teams and offers insights into a
potential future team role paired
with an evaluated therapy dog.

To learn more about
Dog-Harmony, request a thera-
py dog visit, or become a volun-
teer, please visit www.dog-har-
mony.org.

Published Monthly
Mailed FREE to the communities of
Bluewater Bay & Hammock Bay

PO. Box 1424
Santa Rosa Beach, FL. 32459

Publisher/Executive Editor
Lori Leath Smith
Lori@LifeMediaGrp.com

Director, Advertising Sales
Scott Miller
Scott@LifeMediaGrp.com

Art Director
Kim Harper

Writers
Laurie Hood
Christopher Manson
Scott Miller
Sherry Jones Olney
Barbara Palmgren
Helen Petre
Christie Solomon
Zandra Wolfgram
“Doc” Doug Stauffer

To Advertise
850.688.9886

Bay Life assumes no_financial hability for
errors or omissions i printed advertising and
reserves the right to reject/edit advertising or

editorial submissions.

© Copyright 2026 Bay Life




February 2026

Bay Life

www.mybaylifenwfl.com

Page 3

BOYS & GIRLS CLUB

continued from page 1

The two-day initiative was
led in partnership with Derrick
Brooks Charities, AT&T, and
Compudopt. A total of 125 lap-
tops were distributed at the Fort
Walton Beach club location and
another 125 in Pensacola, with
recipients identified through lo-
cal clubs based on need.

“Tonight, you could see what
opportunity looks like on a
child’s face,” said Shervin Rassa,
CEO of the Boys & Girls Clubs
of the Emerald Coast. “For
many of our club kids, this is the
first laptop that’s truly theirs —
not one borrowed from a school,
library or relative. From the ear-
liest grades through high school,
a device at home is now essen-
tial. Thanks to Derrick Brooks
Charities, AT&T, and Compu-
dopt, we’re closing a gap we all
saw so clearly during COVID
and opening doors for families
across the Emerald Coast.”

Eligible households also qual-
ified for up to one year of AT&T
Fiber internet at no cost through
a philanthropic program admin-
istered by Compudopt, helping
ensure students not only receive
devices but can fully use them

for schoolwork, research and
safe online learning,

Beyond Devices:
Building Futures Through
Mentorship
While the laptop initiative ad-
dresses an immediate and criti-
cal need, it reflects the broader
mission at work every day inside
Boys & Girls Club facilities serv-
ing Okaloosa County families.
That mission was highlight-
ed in 2024 during the grand
reopening of the Jacobe Turn-
er Teen Center in Fort Walton
Beach, a space many families
rely on for after-school program-
ming, mentorship and enrich-
ment opportunities for teens.
The center honors the lega-
cy of Jacobe Turner, a longtime
club member and the organiza-
tion’s 2019 Youth of the Year
who tragically lost his life in
2020. His name now represents
a renewed commitment to serv-
ing teens at a pivotal stage of life.
Inside the upgraded facility,
youth participate in programs
such as Passport to Manhood,
Smart Girls, robotics, and ca-
reer readiness — gaining skills
that range from teamwork and
leadership to budgeting, inter-
viewing and public speaking

Conversations with students re-
veal confidence, maturity and
optimism about their futures.

“I am a firm believer that
our magic ingredient is the in-
formal mentorship young peo-
ple get from dynamic and car-
ing adults,” Rassa said. “That’s
what makes our clubs more than
just a place to go after school —
it’s where young people discover
who they can become.”

The renovation and modern-
ization of the teen center were
made possible through generous
support from Florida Power &
Light and the All Sports Asso-
ciation, Inc., allowing the or-
ganization to better serve teens
from Niceville, Valparaiso and
surrounding communities.

A Fundraiser with
Flavor and Purpose

Sustaining and expanding
these programs requires ongo-
ing community support, and
one of the most anticipated an-
nual, fundraising events of the
year is happening soon.

The 7th Annual Shrimp &
Grits Festival will take place
Saturday, Feb. 28, 2026, from 4
to 7:30 p.m. at the Mattie Kelly
Cultural Arts Village. The event
brings together local restau-
rants, live entertainment and
community supporters for an
evening benefiting Boys & Girls
Club programs throughout the
region — including those serv-
ing Okaloosa County families.

Attendees will enjoy unlim-
ited shrimp and grits tastings as
area chefs compete for the title
of Best Shrimp & Grits on the

& Community

Emerald Coast,
along with craft
beverages and live
music. This year’s
festival will feature
a performance by
rising country artist
Erin Kinsey, add-
ing a new level of
excitement to the
event.

“Every year, the
Shrimp & Grits Festival grows
in impact,” Rassa said. “This
year’s move to the Mattie Kel-
ly Cultural Arts Village and
the addition of Erin Kinsey
mark an exciting new chapter.
Every ticket purchased direct-
ly supports the futures of the
thousands of club kids we serve
across the region.”

General admission tickets are
$100, with VIP tickets available
for $175, including early entry,
exclusive culinary experiences,
access to a private lounge and
premium concert seating. Pro-
ceeds support Boys & Girls Club
programs in Pensacola, Crest-
view, South Walton, DeFuniak
Springs, Destin and Fort Walton
Beach.

13390 Hwy 98 W, Destin, FI.  IMCCASKILL & COMPANY  McCaskillandCompany.com
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Training for the Long Run: A Smarter Way
to Think About Your Health

By DR. KAREN DEVORE,
Torroist CLINIC

If you've ever laced up your
shoes for a long walk, a run, or
even just committed to showing
up for yourself day after day, you

fundamental about health: real
progress takes time.

In my work, I see it constant-
ly—people who are frustrated,
exhausted, and overwhelmed
because they’ve tried everything.

already understand something The detox teas. The extreme

TORTOISE

HOLISTIC HEALTH e ACUPUNCTURE
MASSAGE ¢ APOTHECARY

Now Offering
PEPTIDE THERAPIES
IV INFUSIONS

IN-HOUSE LABS
HRT

Scan the QR code to learn
more and book today!

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

NEW PATIENT OFFER

Present this coupon and receive
$30 off any service at the Tortoise
Clinic. One coupon per person.

cleanses. The 30-day challeng-
es promising a brand-new body
and life by next month. And
when those promises inevitably
fall short, they blame them-
selves.

Here’s the truth I want you
to hear clearly: your body is not
the problem. The problem is the
belief that wellness should be
fast, dramatic, and immediate.

Health doesn’t work that way.
It never has.

The Myth of the Quick Fix

We live in a culture that cel-
chrates instant results. Faster
internet. Overnight shipping.
Before-and-after photos that
suggest transformation can, and
should, happen in weeks. It’s no
wonder people feel discouraged
when their own bodies don’t
keep up with those expectations.

But your body is not a ma-
chine you can reboot. It is a
living, adaptive system shaped
by years of stress, habits, hor-
mones, sleep patterns, relation-
ships, injuries, and emotions.
Expecting it to “snap back” af-
ter a few weceks of effort is not
just unrealistic, it’s unfair.

Fads and trends often work
briefly because they shock the
system. They rely on restric-
tions, extremes, or novelty.
And while they may produce
short-term changes, they rarely
create lasting health. Once the
trend ends, as it always does, the

symptoms return, sometimes
louder than before.
Why Slow and Steady

Actually Works

When I say wellness is a mar-

athon, I don’t mean it has to be
miserable or exhausting. Quite
the opposite. Sustainable health
is built through consistent, man-
ageable choices that your body
can integrate over time.

Think about how trust is built
in a relationship. It’s not creat-
ed by grand gestures alone. It’s
built through reliability. Show-
ing up. Listening Responding
with care. Your body works the
same way.

When you nourish yourself
regularly, move in ways that feel
supportive, address stress gen-
tly, and prioritize sleep, your
nervous system begins to relax.
Hormones rebalance. Digestion
improves. Pain softens. Ener-
gy returns, not all at once, but
gradually, reliably.

This is not flashy progress.
It’s quiet. And it’s powerful.

Real Life Doesn’t Happen
in Perfect Conditions

One of the biggest reasons
people abandon their wellness
efforts is because they believe
they’ve “fallen off the wagon.”
Life happens—a busy week, a
sick child, a stressful deadline,
a holiday meal—and suddenly
it feels like everything is ruined.

But a marathon isn’t lost be-
cause you slow down for water.
Or because you stumble. Or be-
cause one mile feels harder than
the last. You keep going,

Health is not about perfec-
tion. It’s about resilience and re-
turn—coming back to yourself
again and again without punish-
ment or shame.

Continued on page 26
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Deer MoOss

New homes in a vibrant community of Niceville, Florida
- W

623 CHAMOMILE COURT 112 CARAWAY DRIVE 621 CHAMOMILE COURT
4 Bedroom | 2.5 Bath | 2,745 SF 3 Bedroom | 3 Bath | 2,252 SF 4 Bedroom | 3.5 Bath | 2,761 SF
$899,000 | construction completed $665,000 | construction completed $924,935 | construction completed

Listed by Kelly Shephard 850.543.7353 Listed by Val Waters Auclair 850.855.6202 Listed by Val Waters Auclair 850.855.6205

311 SWEET BASIL LANE 184 CARAWAY DRIVE 311 GAZELLE COURT

4 Bedroom | 2.5 Bath | 2,927 SF 3 Bedroom | 2.5 Bath | 2,052 SF 3 Bedroom | 2 Bath | 2,000 SF
$974,900 | construction completed $699,900 | construction completed $575,000 | ready June 2026

Listed by Crystal Tingle 850.218.4618 Listed by Jodie Snell 850.621.6535 Listed by Kelly Shephard 850.543.7353

Contact Ruckel Properties for
a a full list of available lots.

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

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

7(RPi

ANNIVERSARY 1955 - 2025
Ruckel Properties, Inc.

1413 CLARY SAGE LANE | 301 GAZELLE COURT 1EAL sTATE & DEVELOPuENT
Monday - Saturday 12 - 4 pm Friday & Saturday 12 - 4 pm 850.678.2223
Sunday | - 4 pm Sunday | - 4 pm RUCKELPROPERTIES.COM

Visit our model homes

in Deer Moss Creek®
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Heritage Museum of
Northwest Florida:
Year-End Highlights &
Volunteer Call

The Heritage Museum of
Northwest Florida closed out
the year with several festive and
meaningful milestones, celebrat-
ing volunteers, community part-
ners and plans for an ambitious
year ahead.

Looking ahead, the museum
will host a Volunteer Recruit-
ment Information Meeting and
Social on Saturday, Feb. 7, from
10 to 11:30 a.m. in the Veterans
Room at the museum, located at
115 Westview Ave. in Valpara-
iso, across from Perrine Park.
The public is invited to learn
about volunteer opportunities
ranging from education support
and hospitality to collections
care, displays, office assistance,
genealogy, writing and special
events.

Speakers will include Arthur
Edgar; volunteers Deb Edgar,
Ken Walsh, Jené McCracken
and Connie Wolfe; and news-
letter editor Carole Barlow. The
museum also shared plans for
an exciting 2026, highlighted by
Project 250, led by trustees Dr.
Marie Hallion and Dr. Barbara
Palmgren, celebrating Ameri-
ca’s history and heritage.

II
|'MI|

DESTIN

MEDICAL SPA

'DR. AMBER WIEBE
DMD, MAGD, DAAFE, FICOI

NATIONAL
INSTRUCTOR

During the holiday season, the
museum hosted a successful
Christmas Bake Sale as part of Yule
of Yesteryear. Volunteer “elves”
Paula Pride and Debbie Moon led
the effort, with heartfelt thanks
extended to community members
who donated baked goods, as well
as The Donut Shop, Publix and

Winn-Dixie for their support.

The museum also honored Connie
Wolfe as its 2025 Volunteer of the

Year. A retired elementary school
teacher, Wolfe serves extensively
in hospitality and education and
is the museum’s primary educator
for school visits. She is especially
known for teaching children about
Florida archaeology and hands-
on activities such as pinch-pot
making. The recognition was a
well-deserved tribute to a gracious
and dedicated volunteer.

TOP
EL%TSEE 500
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20024
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BOTOX $10/UNIT
***40 UNIT MINIMUM™**

*Must mention ad at time of
booking - no exceptions -
cannot be combined with other
promotions or discounts - ad
excludes by area Botox areas*

. PDO Thread Lift

. Botox

« Juvederm Family of Fillers
. Kybella

« HydraFacial

. Diamond Glow

. SkinPen Microneedling

. Medical Chemical Peels

. Viora Laser

. Aesthetician Services

850-267-0777

WWW.DESTINMEDICALSPA.COM

Bay Buzz

In support of educational outreach,
Brad Embry, representing the
local chapter of the Sons of the
American Revolution, presented
a $200 donation to museum
manager Arthur Edgar. The funds
will support Project 250, an
initiative focused on engaging
young people in American history.

Quilts of Valor Honors
Mid-Bay Rotarian Jess
Parnell

Mid-Bay Rotarian Jess Par-
nell was presented with a Quilt
of Valor during a Jan. 10 cer-
emony at the Air Force Arma-
ment Museum, hosted by the
Flying Needles Quilt Guild of
Niceville/Valparaiso. Quuilts
of Valor are handmade quilts
awarded to service members
and veterans touched by war as

Jerrod Niemann

Rob Hatch

Billy Montana

I\

THE ALICE

B e B, GATHERING PLACE —
| 44 Destin, Florida

2 darveof It songeriters and stories behind the music! | =

An Intimate Valentine’s Weekend Show

a tangible expression of grati- 1in the U.S. Coast Guard as a

tude for their service and sacri-
fice.

Parnell served more than
28 years in the US. military,
including 22 years in the U.S.
Navy as a Naval Flight Officer

Radioman 2nd Class. He was
joined by family, friends and fel-
low Mid-Bay Rotarians for the
presentation. Learn more at the
Quilts of Valor Foundation or
the Flying Needles Quilt Guild.

with more than 3,000 flight

hours in the F-14, and six years Continued on page 15
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When Temperatures Drop, Compassion Rises:

By SHERRY JONES OLNEY

Winter temperatures have a
way of slipping quietly into dan-
gerous territory. While most of
the community sleeps—homes
warm, blankets pulled close—a
life-saving effort is already tak-
ing shape.

Cold does not arrive sudden-
ly. It settles in slowly, numbing
fingers, stealing warmth one
hour at a time. Turning long
nights into something danger-
ous. For individuals living out-
side, a single winter evening can
mean far more than discomfort.
It can mean survival.

That reality is why Cold
Night exists.

A Decision That
Saves Lives

Before sunrise, Donna Mor-
gan, Director of Homeless
Services and Housing at One
Hopeful Place, stands inside the
Cold Night shelter, surveying
rows of neatly prepared bunks.
The beds are empty for now—
blankets folded, the room qui-
et—but she knows what they
represent. By nightfall, each one
could hold someone who would
otherwise be facing freezing
temperatures with nowhere to
go.

Morgan is the person who
activates Cold Night on behalf
of One Hopeful Place. She
monitors weather conditions
closely and makes the call when
temperatures fall into life-threat-
ening territory. “These are
life-safety decisions,” Morgan
said. “Cold Night requires expe-
rience, constant vigilance, and
coordination across multiple
partners. When temperatures
drop, our focus is immediate
and unwavering—making sure
every person who needs shelter
has a safe, warm place to go.”

Cold Night is a seasonal
emergency shelter operation of
One Hopeful Place, activated
when overnight temperatures

are projected to fall below 40
degrees. When triggered, it
opens 48 additional emergency
shelter beds, supplementing the
50 beds for men and 17 beds for
women already on campus.

Preparing the Shelter

Behind the scenes, the work
of Cold Night begins hours
carlier. Weather forecasts are
monitored as early as 3:00 a.m.,
and by 9:00 a.m., if Cold Night
is confirmed, a coordinated re-
sponse is set in motion.

Notifications are sent
through the Cold Night system
and social media. Transporta-
tion routes and pickup locations
are confirmed. Community
partners—including Bridgeway
Center—work together to en-
sure continuity of care and safe
transport for those seeking shel-
ter.

By early afternoon, the One
Hopeful Place campus begins to
change.

Heat is turned on inside the
Cold Night building. Tables
are repositioned. Supplies are
staged. Every movement is de-
liberate—because when tem-
peratures drop, details matter.

Arrival and Welcome

As participants begin arriv-
ing, they are signed in, assigned
a bunk, and offered the oppor-
tunity to shower. During this
time, One Hopeful Place resi-
dents help serve hot coffee—one
of the most requested comforts
on cold nights. Hands that were
numb from the cold slowly be-
gin to warm around paper cups.

Transportation plays a vital
role. Buses run from Shell Ave-
nue, with additional assistance
from community partners to
ensure no one is left behind as
daylight fades.

Dignity at the Table

As evening settles in, a line
forms for dinner. Men stand
quietly, some holding backpacks
that contain everything they
own. Others wait with empty
hands, shoulders hunched—mnot
from shame, but from exhaus-
tion and the cold that has fol-
lowed them all day.

Before the meal is served,
grace is said. For a brief mo-
ment, the room grows still.
Gratitude is spoken. Dignity is

honored. Then dinner is served.

After Dinner:
Rest and Refuge

Liz Qualiana, Shelter Coor-
dinator at One Hopeful Place,

How Cold Night Saves Lives

witnesses these moments
night after night. In an
interview for this article,
she described the imme-
diate shift she sees once
guests are inside. “You
can see the relief almost
immediately,”  Qualiana
said. “Cold Night isn’t just
about a bed or a meal. It’s
about dignity. It’s about
making sure people feel
safe, seen, and respected.”

After dinner, guests
move into the Cold Night
shelter and settle into their
bunks. Staff remain on site
throughout the night, en-
suring safety, supervision, and
support. Clean socks, warm bed-
ding, and a secure environment
offer something many partici-
pants haven’t experienced in a
long time:

Y

CY

when ¢
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Funeral Home, Cemetery, & Crematory

Peace. One participant de-
scribed it simply: “One Hopeful
Place gave me a night of peace.
That may not sound like much,
but when you’ve been living out-
side, it means everything.”

The Morning After

Morning  arrives  gently.
Breakfast bags—prepared the
night before—are placed at the
end of each bed. Juice, fruit, a
muffin, and a snack provide
nourishment before the day be-
gins again.

Transportation returns par-
ticipants to Shell Avenue, where
staff and volunteers take time to
listen, offer encouragement, and
connect individuals with addi-
tional resources.

Continued on page 11
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Events Around the Bay

A Taste of Mardi Gras:
Food, Wine, Craft Beer
and More

A Taste of Mardi Gras, this
year’s Food and Wine Tasting
Festival benefiting the North-
west Florida Symphony Orches-

tra’s youth programs, will fea-
ture live jazz, tastings of more
than 40 wines, local craft beers,
and samples of cuisine from
area restaurants. Participating
eateries include Aegean Greek
Restaurant, Cafe Bienville,

If You Go: 7th Annual Shrimp & Grits
Festival Benefiting Boys & Girls Clubs of
the Emerald Coast

Date: Saturday, Feb. 28,
2026

Time: 4-7:30 p.m.

Location: Mattie Kelly
Cultural Arts Village

4323 Commons Drive W,
Destin

What to Expect:

Unlimited shrimp and grits
tastings from local restau-
rants, craft beer and cocktail
samples, live entertainment,
and a headline performance
by Erin Kinsey as area chefs
compete for Best Shrimp &
Grits on the Emerald Coast.

Tickets:

* General Admission: $100

(includes unlimited food sam-
ples and drink tickets)

* VIP: $175 (includes ear-
ly entry from 3—4 p.m., VIP
lounge with private bar, exclu-
sive culinary experiences, and
VIP concert seating)

Tickets are subject to avail-
ability. All sales are final. The
event is rain or shine.

Purchase Tickets:

zeffy.com/en-US/
ticketing/7th-annu-
al-shrimp-and-grits-festival

Sponsorships &
Restaurant Participa-
tion:

Email cmayes@hbgcec.com

Zoran Entertainment

Celebgtio;; by The Sea

CELEBRATIONS BY THE SEA
DJ Zoran, Event Coordinator

DJ / Emcee
DestinZoran@CelebrationsbytheSea.com

n @djzoranusa

Magnolia Grill, Peppers Mex-
ican Cantina, Papa’s Smoke-
house, Olive Garden, Twisted
Grape Wine Bar and several
others.

The event is scheduled for
Sunday, Feb. 1, 2026, from 1
to 4 p.m. at Raider Central
(Building 400) on the campus
of Northwest Florida State Col-
lege in Niceville. Guests can also
browse a silent auction featuring
a variety of items, including gift
cards, art, pottery, jewelry and
themed gift baskets. Sponsored
by the Northwest Florida Sym-
phony Guild, A Taste of Mardi
Gras raises funds to support the
Symphony’s youth initiatives, in-
cluding the annual John Leath-
erwood Concerto Competition.

Tickets are $65 and may be
purchased by calling the Mat-
tie Kelly box office at 850-729-
6000 or online at MattieKelly-
ArtsCenter.org.

Nick’'s Seafood Annual
Bonfire Feb. 7

They’ll be firing up the big-
gest bonfire in the county and
throwing the kind of party only
Nick’s can get away with starting

at 5 p.m. DJ Viper opens and
closes, and the Velcro Pygmies
are rolling in to crank the night
into full rock-and-roll mode.
There will be food service inside
of the restaurant, an ATM, and
a cash bar located on premis-
es. Additional parking will be
located west of the restaurant.
Expect big fire, loud music, cold
drinks, and a lot of good-na-
tured coastal debauchery on the
bay. Bring your crew. Bring your
stories. Leave the quiet nights at
home.

T

- 4

TROOPS 1157 & 157

-

Niceville, FL

Saturday, February 21
(© 8:30 AM -11:00 AM

American Legion Post 221

2 Pancakes & 2 Sausage
Butter, Syrup, Milk & Juice

NATIONAL JAMBOREE

Mm@ BEMKE

ORT TROOPS 157 & 1157 |

Camellia Festival at Eden
Gardens State Park Feb. 7

Choctawhatchee ~ Audubon
will host educational stations
during the annual Camellia
Festival on Saturday, Feb. 7,
from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. at Eden
Gardens State Park in Santa
Rosa Beach. Festivalgoers can
explore the historic gardens
while learning about native
birds, habitats and conservation
efforts. For more information
about Choctawhatchee Audu-
bon programs and events, visit
choctawhatcheeaudubon.org.

Palate & Palette Feb. 7

Shelter House will host its
10th annual Palate & Palette
fundraising event on Saturday,
Teb. 7, bringing together art,
cuisine and community in sup-
port of survivors of domestic
violence. The evening features
wine, tapas, live painting and si-
lent and live auctions, with key-
note speakers Nicole Schmidt
and Tara Petito of the Gabby
Petito Foundation. Festivities
begin with a cocktail hour at 6
p-m., followed by a five-course
seated tapas tasting at 7 p.m.,
prepared by local chefs and
paired with fine wines. The
event takes place at Drive The
Coast. Tickets and event details
are available at shelterhousenw-
fl.org.

DCWAF Annual
Galentine’s Fundraiser
Feb.7

DCWAF’s Galentine’s Day
Fundraiser is turning five, and
they’re going all out to honor
the queens in our community
that come together to give back!
Hosted in Destin at the home
of Candis Wilson, Galentine’s

Continued on page 10
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Happenings Around the Bay

FEBRUARY
o1

Mardi Gras Food & Wine Festival
1-4 pm | Raider Center, Bldg. 400 | NWFSC

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

02
Justice on the Block: Free Legal Help
12:30 pm | Niceville Library | Niceville

Art at the Library
4 pm | Valparaiso Library | Valparaiso

“Only Murders in the Library” A Podcast Club
5 pm | Niceville Library | Niceville

03
Niceville Young Professionals Meeting
11:30 am | Niceville Valparaiso Chamber | Niceville

04
Chess Night
6 pm | LJ Schooners Restaurant | Niceville

Chronic Pain & How to Fight It (Kassia Garfield)
6 pm | Salt & Story Bookstore | Niceville | FREE

05
Justice on the Block
10 am | Valparaiso Library | Valparaiso

Helen’s Puzzle Swap
10 am | Niceville Library | Niceville

Anime Club
3 pm | Valparaiso Library | Valparaiso

06

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

Tech Time
10 am | Valparaiso Library | Valparaiso

Community Concert by EC Music Alliance
6 pm | Crosspoint Church | Niceville

Live Music: Duchess
6 pm | 3rd Planet Brewing | Niceville

The NY Rockabilly Rockets
7:30 pm | Mattie Kelly Arts Center | Niceville

o7
Cupid’s Market
9 am | Katie's House of Flowers | Niceville

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

Cookbook Club #2 Winter Meeting
11 am | Niceville Library | Niceville

Annual Bonfire
5 pm | Nick's Seafood | Freeport

Sinfonia Gulf Coast's Classical Connections
7:30 pm | Destin High School | Destin

10

Craft & Chat
11 am | Niceville Library | Niceville

vy

¥

STRATEGY

11

Niceville Valparaiso Chamber 2nd Wednesday
Breakfast
7:15 am | Niceville Community Center | Niceville

12
Art at the Library
10 am | Valparaiso Library | Valparaiso

The Choir of Man
7 pm | Mattie Kelly Arts Center | Niceville

13
Coloring & Coffee
11 am | Valparaiso Library | Valparaiso

Guess How Much | Love You Movie Showing
4 pm | Valparaiso Library | Valparaiso

Valentine’s Day Sunset Dinner Cruise
5 pm | Baytowne Marina | Miramar Beach

14
Love Local - Sip & Shop
10 am | Grand Boulevard | Miramar Beach

3'* Annual Mardi Gras 5K Run/Walk & Festival
8 am | Christ Our Redeemer Catholic Church |
Niceville

Tropical Reunion Wedding Vow Renewals
1-3 pm | Lulu's | Destin at foot of Mid Bay Bridge

Valentine's Day Sunset Dinner Cruise (Adults Only)
5 pm | Baytowne Marina | Miramar Beach

15

Sinfonia Gulf Coast's Toast ‘n Jam: Sincerely,
Sondheim with Nicholas Rodriguez

10:30 am | Hotel Effie Sandestin | Miramar Beach

Mardi Gras Parade
2 pm | Village of Baytowne Wharf | Miramar Beach

Valentine's Day Sunset Dinner Cruise
5 pm | Baytowne Marina | Miramar Beach

16

Creating Decadent Desserts with
Chef Warren Caterson
4:30 pm | Valparaiso Library | Valparaiso

17
Click Clack Moo
9:45 & 11:30 am | Mattie Kelly Arts Center|[ N\WFSC

Baytowne Beads & Bingo Bash
5 pm | Village of Baytowne Wharf | Miramar Beach

18

The Traveling Painter
5:30 pm | LJ Schooners Restaurant & | Niceville

19
Crafty Corner
11 am | Valparaiso Library | Valparaiso

Greater FWB Chamber Business After Hours
5:30 pm | The Venue | FWB

20

NextGen United Adult Field Day

12:15 pm | 3rd Planet Brewing | Niceville

All-Sports Association Annual Awards Banquet
5:30 pm | Destin-FWB Convention Center

DESIGN DIGITAL

# Community

2026

EVENTS
20-21

37th Annual Sandestin Gumbo Festival
12 pm | Baytowne Wharf | Miramar Beach

21
Florida Concealed Carry Weapons Class
10 am | EC Indoor Shooting & Sport | Valparaiso

Joyfully Free The Stars of Tomorrow

7 pm | Mattie Kelly Arts Center | Niceville
24

Writers Group

5:30 pm | Niceville Library | Niceville

25

One Stroke Painting (Bgnr - Kids) with Sheila Mahony
5:30 pm | Niceville Library | Niceville

26

Art at the Library

10 am | Valparaiso Library | Valparaiso

28

7" Annual Shrimp & Grits Festival

4 pm | Mattie Kelly Arts Foundation | Destin

4™ Annual My Chemical Cocktail
6 pm | Emerald Coast Science Center | FWB

The Ultimate Elvis Concert
7:30 pm | Mattie Kelly Arts Center | Niceville

ONGOING EVENTS

Oils and Acrylics with Rosalyn O'Grady
10 am | Tues | Artful Things | Niceville

Watercolor Techniques with Theresia Mclnnis
1 pm | Tues | Artful Things | Niceville

Bingo Night
6 pm | Tues | Bayou Pub | Niceville

Watercolor Basics (Adults) with Elia Saxer
10 am | Thurs | Artful Things | Niceville

Watercolor Basics (Youth) with Elia Saxer
3:30 pm | Thurs | Artful Things | Niceville

One Stroke Painting (Adv) with Sheila Mahony
10:30 am | Fri | Artful Things | Niceville

One Stroke Painting (Bgnr) with Sheila Mahony
2 pm | Fri | Artful Things | Niceville

Yoga at Turkey Creek
9 am | Sat | Turkey Creek Nature Trail | Niceville

Brunch on the Bayou
9 am | Sun | LJ Schooners Restaurant | Niceville

FARMERS MARKETS

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

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

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

LISTEN. VISIT.

Hello Frances Podcast FrancesRoy.com

CONNECT.

f @ in

SAY HELLO.

hello@francesroy.com
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continued from page 8

brings influential women in the
community together to support
one another while raising mon-
ey for programs designed to
empower young girls through
DCWAF’s 16 partner children’s
charities and beyond. All indi-
viduals and businesses affiliat-
ed with the production of this
event are female owned and
operated. The cards have been
dealt, and every Queen de-
serves her moment during this
fun day of giving. More info/
tickets: https://  www.dcwaf.
org/events/5th-an-nual-galen-
tines-day-fundraiser.

Hard Hats & High Heels
Feb. 13

Habitat Walton County in-
vites you to join the annual Hard
Hats & High Heels, a women’s

Bee’

Tickets: $65

empowerment luncheon bring-
ing together a cross-section of
the Emerald Coast’s profes-
sional, social and philanthrop-
ic leaders. This year’s keynote
speaker, Lisa Gunderson, rallies
groups and individuals to make
life and leadership changes that
truly make a difference.

Taking place at The Hilton

CALL OR CLICK FOR TICKETS
(850) 729-6000 | MattieKellyArtsCenter.org

Northwest Florida State College does not discriminate in its programs, activities, or employment. For more information, visit nwfsc.edu.

Sandestin Beach Golf
Resort & Spa from
11 am.-1 pm., tick-
ets are available for
purchase online for
$75 at: https://www.
giveffect.com/cam-
paigns/33480-7th-an-
nual-hard-hats-high-
heels.

2026 Seaside
School™ Race Feb.
15

One of the Emerald
Coast’s favorite winter
traditions returns 15 as
the Seaside School Race Week-
end brings runners, families and
supporters together for a scenic
and spirited Half Marathon +
5K along 30A. Race registra-
tion is now open.

The Race Expo and offi-
cial packet pickup will be held
noon—4 p.m. Saturday at Sea-

L 4

w2 February 1, 2026
10052t :008PM?

" Northwest Florida State College

Raider Central
A BUILDING 400

\ To be directed to the Mattie
Kelly Arts Center events page,
scan the QR code below:

side Neighborhood School, 10
Smolian Circle. Race day is
Sunday, Ieb. 15, with the Half
Marathon starting at 7 a.m.
CST and the 5K following at
7:30 a.m., winding through
Seaside and along picturesque
stretches of 30A. Registration is
open at www.runseasidefl.com.

Baytowne Annual Mardi
Gras Parade Feb. 15

Mardi Gras is bigger and bet-
ter than ever at The Village of
Baytowne Wharf! The Village
streets will be filled with unique
and colorful floats, golf carts, ve-
hicles and costumed dogs along
with their humans. Mardi Gras
music will fill the air as parade
participants and four-pawed
friends shower parade-goers
with a barrage of beads, moon
pies and other trinkets. Visit
baytownewharf.com.

Mardi Gras 5K Fun Run &
Walk Feb. 14 | 9 a.m.

Christ  Our  Redeemer
Church and Perfectly Yours
Travel Co. invite the communi-
ty to the 3rd Annual Mardi Gras
5K Fun Run & Walk, featuring
a flat, fast course, Children’s
Fun Run and a festive post-
race celebration. New this year,
a Valentine-themed TFestival &
Partner Challenge encourages
participants to team up with a
spouse, friend or neighbor for a
fun, faith-filled morning. Enjoy
live music, food trucks, games,
raffles and Mardi Gras—inspired

costumes. Strollers are welcome.
The 5K begins at 9 a.m., the fes-
tival follows around 9:15 a.m.,
and the Children’s Fun Run
starts at 10 a.m. Proceeds ben-
efit the Christ Our Redeemer
Building Community Fund.

Info & registration: corcatho-
lic.org/ 5k

Complimentary Tropical
Re-Union Wedding Vow
Renewals Feb. 14| 1-3
p.m.

Celebrate Valentine’s Day
with a romantic vow renewal at
LuLu’s Destin during its annu-
al Tropical Re-Union Wedding

Vow Renewal. The compli-
mentary ceremony, officiated by
a wedding professional, begins
at 2 p.m. on LuLu’s sandy beach
overlooking  Choctawhatchee
Bay:.

Couples will enjoy cham-
pagne toasts, wedding cake,
flowers for the “brides,” reunion
certificates, and prize awards for
the longest- and shortest-mar-
ried couples and most festive
attire. Pre-registration is encour-
aged online through Feb. 9, with
day-of registration available be-
ginning at 11 a.m.

A Taste of Mardi Gras:
Food, Wine, Craft Beer
and More

A Taste of Mardi Gras,
this year’s Food and Wine
Tasting Festival benefiting the
Northwest Florida Symphony
Orchestra’s youth programs,
will feature live jazz, tastings
of more than 40 wines, local
craft beers, and samples of
cuisine from area restaurants.
Participating eateries include
Aegean Greek Restaurant,
Cafe Bienville, Magnolia
Grill, Peppers Mexican Can-
tina, Papa’s Smokehouse, Ol-
ive Garden, Twisted Grape
Wine Bar and several others.

The event is scheduled for
Sunday, Feb. 1, 2026, from 1
to 4 p.m. at Raider Central
(Building 400) on the campus

of Northwest Florida State
College in Niceville. Guests
can also browse a silent auc-
tion featuring a variety of
items, including gift cards, art,
pottery, jewelry and themed

gift baskets.
Sponsored by the North-
west  Florida  Symphony

Guild, A Taste of Mardi Gras
raises funds to support the
Symphony’s youth initiatives,
including the annual John
Leatherwood Concerto Com-
petition.

Tickets are $65 and may
be purchased by calling the
Mattie Kelly box office at
850-729-6000 or online at
MattieKellyArtsCenter.org.



February 2026

Bay Life www.mybaylifenwfl.com

Page 11

EVENTS

continued from page 10

Info & pre-register: lulusfun-
foodmusic.com

Location: Destin, at the foot
of the Mid-Bay Bridge, next to
Legendary Marina

Phone: (850) 710-5858

IDIDAHIKE 2026 Feb. 14

Spend Valentine’s Day out-
doors during IDIDAHIKE,
hosted by the Choctawhatchee
Chapter of the Florida Trail
Association. The annual event
features guided hikes of vary-
ing lengths through the scenic
Nokuse Land Conservancy, part
of the Florida Wildlife Corri-
dor and home to sections of the
Florida National Scenic Trail.

Designed for families, casual
walkers and experienced hikers
alike, IDIDAHIKE combines
outdoor adventure, conserva-
tion education and community
connection in one of Northwest
TFlorida’s most treasured natural
settings.

Info & registration: ididahike.
org

An Outsider’s Guide to
the Florida Panhandle
Feb. 24

UF/IFAS Extension invites
residents to a free, four-part ed-
ucational series, An Outsider’s
Guide to the Florida Panhandle,
designed to help participants
learn about local climate, plants,
lawns and landscapes. The se-
ries will be held Feb. 24 and
March 3, 10 and 17 at Padgett
Park, 810 J.D. Miller Road in
Santa Rosa Beach. Each session
is offered twice in one day, from
10 a.m. to noon or 2 to 4 p.m.,
allowing attendees to choose the
time that works best.

Topics include understand-
ing the Panhandle’s climate
and native plants, lawn care ba-
sics, landscape installation and
maintenance, and pest and dis-
ease control. There is no cost to
attend. For more information or

to register, call 850-892-8172.

Decade of Difference at
CALM March 5

Join Cirisis Aid for Littles and
Moms (CALM) as the nonprof-
it celebrates 10 years of serving
local littles and moms through
vital community support pro-
grams. The special evening
recognizes a decade of impact
while raising funds to continue
CALM’s mission of meeting
families in crisis with compas-
sion and care.

COLD NIGHT

continued from page 7

When the System Is Tested

Last winter, during a severe
cold spell many now refer to as
“Snowmageddon,” Cold Night
was activated for seven consec-
utive nights.

Roads were impassable. Pow-
er outages left homes without
heat. Some who arrived were
not chronically homeless—but
individuals and families who
suddenly had nowhere warm to
go.

For staff and volunteers, those
seven nights required relentless
effort. Beds were cleaned and
reset day after day. Meals were
prepared and served without
pause. Exhaustion set in—but
the doors never closed.

Each night, the shelter re-
mained open. Each night, beds
were filled.

And each night, everyone
who came through the doors
was fed, warm, and safe.

The Broader Impact

Cold Night is part of a broad-
er continuum of care at One
Hopeful Place. Since 2020, the
organization has sheltered 607
individuals, helped 204 people
transition into permanent hous-
ing, and ensured 53 veterans
found safety and support.

During last winter alone,
Cold Night provided 1,111
life-saving overnight stays, while
the Well-Being Day Program
served 2,897 individuals with
meals, showers, and basic neces-
sities.

Compassion That Rises

Yet Cold Night is not pow-
ered by systems alone. It is sus-
tained by people—those who
show up when the temperature
drops and the need is greatest.
Their stories—the ones be-
hind the meals, the coffee, the
prayers, and the long nights—
will be shared next.

Because when winter tight-
ens 1its grip, compassion does not
retreat. It rises.

Guests are invited to attend
or sponsor the event, with all
proceeds directly benefiting
CALM’s ongoing outreach and
services.

Info & registration: crisisaid-
forlittlesandmoms.org

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-
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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.
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BECAUSE

SOME DANCES
LAST

FORBEVER.
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By CArROLYN NEWCOMER
KETCHEL

The voter approved infra-
structure surtax has been a
hugely successful program that
has allowed us to make signifi-
cant infrastructure investments
in Okaloosa County that will
improve the daily lives of our
residents for decades to come.
Approved by citizens in 2016,
it has raised more than $136
million. These funds have been
used to acquire matching grants
for a total of $279 million. Wait!

There is more good news. Ap-
proximately 56% of the surtax is
paid by tourists!

This "2 cent surtax has paid
for over 300 projects ranging
from roads to stormwater to
public safety and sidewalks. We
are particularly proud of the
Southwest Crestview Bypass,

that will soon be unveiled, the
dirt road stabilization project in
the north end, and installation
of 12 communication towers
throughout the county. These
towers will allow public safety

Carolyn Newcomer Ketchel, Okaloosa County Commissioner, District 2

Surtax is a Win for Okaloosa County

and law enforcement officials to
communicate on one system in
the event of a county-wide emer-
gency. Some of our other com-
pleted projects are listed below:

* A $44,965 Sheriff Of-
fice project to replace and
upgrade the vehicle fleet,
including safety vehicles such
as evidence vans, water search
vessels, patrol and dive vessels,
surveillance and prisoner trans-
port vehicles.

* A $185,724 sidewalk
project to close gaps in de-

ROOFPRO

Roofing Specialists

State Licensed - License # CCC133693

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

E3EE
ﬁ-
=
b
g8

B

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

GROWING BUSINESSES
Audit - Tax - Consulting

4, |CRI

CRI NICEVILLE

4502 E Hwy 20, Ste A

Niceville, FL 32578
850.897.4333

CARR®
RIGGS &
INGRAM

CRI CRESTVIEW

866 N Ferdon Blvd
Crestview, FL 32536
850.682.4357

Carr, Riggs & Ingram | CRladv.com

*Firm practice structure statement - criadv.com/disclaimer

veloper installed sidewalks
linking Indian Bayou Trail
and Matthew Blvd. in Des-
tin. The project was completed
under budget and $189,276 in
unused funding was returned to
the Surtax reserves.

* A $200,000 project to
address persistent flooding
in Bluewater Bay. The coun-
ty was awarded a hazard miti-
gation grant, comprising study/
design and construction phases,

along with requiring a 25% lo-
cal match. This match included
18% from the Bluewater Bay
Municipal Services Benefit Unit
(MSBU) and 7% from the coun-

* A $214,500 project to
enhance all seven beach
accessways on Okaloosa
Island with newly designed
crosswalks including installation
of signs and flashers. These new
crosswalks provide safe pedes-
trian access from the north side
of Santa Rosa Boulevard to the
beach access parks on the south
side.

* A $287,850 project to
address frequent storm-
water flooding along Meigs
Drive in Shalimar. The com-
pleted project included installa-
tion of shoreline rip rap and sod
replacement.

* A $431,618 project to
improve the intersection
of Lewis Turner Boulevard
and Hospital Drive near the
newly improved Liza Jackson
School in Fort Walton Beach.
The project included storm wa-
ter detention facilities, intersec-
tion upgrades and a new turn
lane making the intersection

safer for vehicles and pedestri-
ans. Moreover, the project was
completed under budget and
the remaining allocation of
$68,382 was returned to the
Surtax reserves to be utilized for
additional future projects.

* A $682,901 project to
address stormwater runoff
and flooding of roadways in
and around Standish Court
and Lafitte Crescent in lort

Walton Beach. The investment
of $682,901 in allocated Surtax
funding, coupled with $420,432
of RESTORE grant funding
allowed the County to replace
the deteriorating pipe system
with a modern, smooth-lined
high-density polyethylene pipe
network. Originally $800,000
was allocated from Surtax Re-
serves and $117,099 has been
returned to the Surtax Reserves,
reflecting our steadfast commit-
ment to fiscal responsibility by
leveraging strategic grant op-
portunities.

* An $857,029 project to
improve Commons Drive
in Destin. The intersection of
Commons Drive and Hender-
son Beach Drive was selected
as a surtax project for the instal-
lation of a traffic signal to en-
hance safety and improve traffic
flow. The project included turn
lane enhancements, intersection
upgrades, and improved pedes-
trian facilities. $100,000 of the
signalization funding was con-
tributed by the City of Destin
through developer funds.

* A $1,350,000 project to

Continued on next page
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continued from previous page

improve pedestrian traf-
fic around Redwood Ave-
nue and Plew Elementary
School in Niceville. Although
there were some sidewalks in
the area, connecting them was
essential for enhanced pedes-
trian safety. This project also
included enhanced stormwater
systems and improved safety
along Redwood Avenue and the
intersections of Redwood, 18th
Street, and Sycamore Avenue.
The City of Niceville donated
half the cost of extending the
sidewalk from Valparaiso Boule-
vard to 11th Street.

* A $1.5M project to in-
stall sidewalks along Old
Bethel Road west of High-
way 85, cast of Davidson Mid-
dle School to Normandy Road
in north Crestview along with
crosswalk improvement and
handrails at appropriate loca-
tions.

* A $1,918,093 project to
install a Mass Notification
System which allows for vid-
eo monitoring and tracking of

forty public school buses by the
Emergency Operations Cen-
ter which provides significantly
faster communication and co-
ordinated responses to safety
issues faced by our local schools.
Also included in this project was
the purchase of ballistic projec-
tion equipment and K-9-unit
replacements.

* A $3,100,000 project to
construct a Sheriff’s Office
Training Center which of-
fers several benefits including
improved joint response and ca-
pabilities to active assailants, ex-
panded and improved training
capabilities to greater quantities
of Ist responders (Police, Fire,
EMS), and allowing for indoor
scenario-based training capabil-
ities.

* A $3,127,171 project to
improve the aging storm-
water infrastructure along
9th Ave. and 6th Street in Port
Dixie (Shalimar).

In addition, there are
upcoming projects funded
by surtax:

Lewis Turner & Poquito
Rd traffic signal (north Fort

Walton Beach).

In 2026, FDOT will design
the project and will likely draft
an agreement for the County to
pay for half of the construction
cost with Surtax.

Lloyd Street Drainage
(central Fort Walton Beach)

This project includes storm-
water modeling, pipe inspec-
tion, design and construction
of stormwater infrastructure in
the drainage basin that includes
Lloyd Street and Mayflower Av-
enue and outfalls to Cinco Bay-
ou.

Beachview Drive Drain-
age (eastern Fort Walton
Beach)

This project will alleviate the
flooding that occurs on Beach-
view Drive at the intersection
with Eglin Parkway near the
Eglin Federal Credit Union.
The project is being done in co-
ordination with FDOT because
Eglin Parkway also floods at this
location.

John King Road Widen-
ing (south Crestview)

Construction will occur in
2026. This project will provide
dual left turns onto, and off of

John King Road at SR 85.

Santa Rosa Boulevard
Improvements (Okaloosa
Island)

Construction is scheduled
for 2026 to improve Santa Rosa
Boulevard between US 98 and
the Ist Beach Park.

College Blvd Multi-use
Path (north Niceville)

Provides a multi-use path
along the south side of College
Blvd from Palm to Forest and
the west side of Forest form Col-

lege Blvd to Rocky Bayou.
Traffic Management
Center

Will attach to the Emergency
Operations Center in Niceville
and provide real-time monitor-
ing and adjustment capabilities
for traffic signals and arterials in
Okaloosa County.

Surtax has been a win for
our community. Please visit our
website at https://myokaloosa.
com/bcc/infrastructureprojects
to learn more about how we
have assisted in improving mil-
itary readiness, addressed seven
environmental and flood reduc-
tion projects, and helped save
lives by providing additional law

o s
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enforcement, safety signage and
equipment. A citizen oversight
committee, appointed by coun-
ty commissioners, monitors the
funds and makes recommenda-
tions of projects. Without surtax
revenue, completion of these
projects would have required
an increase of 19% of property
tax.

In 2026, the citizens will
once again have an opportuni-
ty to vote for extending this "2
cent surtax to assist the county
in building and improving roads
and bridges, funding essential
law enforcement and public
safety facilities, and addressing
flood control and water quality
improvements for another 10
years to 2038. Please consider
the good work that has been ac-
complished when you go to the
polls to vote.

It is an honor to serve as you
Commissioner.

Carolyn  Retchel s Okaloosa
County Commussioner, District 2. She
can be reached at CRetchel@myoka-
loosa.com or 850-651-7105.

} 2 .
36058 Emerald Coast Parkway (Across from Regatta Bay) Destin |
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What Does it Mean to “Age-In"” to Medicare?

By GREG DURETTE, YOUR
Froripa HEALTH CONNECTOR

As many times as I've used
the term “age-in” when discuss-
ing Medicare, it never fails to
spark a visceral reaction — usu-
ally something like, “What do
you mean by this age-in thing?”
or “I don’t feel aged in!”

The fact of the matter is, ag-
ing-in, means you are turning
65 soon, and it is a good thing.
There are many we all know
that didn’t make it to that mile-
stone. Bravo for making it and
cheers for many more.

With  Annual Enrollment
Period now officially ended
(even though there is a lit-
tle-known Special Enrollment
Period for certain local counties
which extends the period until
4/30/2026!), we are now in the
middle of the Open Enrollment
Period which runs from Janu-
ary 1 — March 31 of every year
pre-dominantly for Advantage
Plan members. (You can re-read
my article from last month for
more information about the ins

Florida Blue &9

Your Health Solutions Partner

It’s your Medicare.

Get quality care and the health plan

you deserve from Florida Blue Medicare
and our trusted Medicare Advantage
provider network.

Call me today — 1-850-842-2400
Gregory Durette

As a local, licensed Blue Cross Blue Shield agent,
| can answer your questions and help you find
a plan that fits your needs.

| MEDICARE
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and outs of that.) But, that does
not change the fact many people
have birthdays all year long and
are actually aging-in during this
time as well. Confusing—but, it
can be made sense of with a lit-
tle guidance.

What generally happens
1s, folks get confused between
what they see on TV with all
the pitches about “time running
out” and, what they can actually
do during the aging-in period.
So, let me attempt to de-mystify
it a little bit here.

There is a period of time
when a person ages-in and be-
comes eligible for Medicare.
Typically, this period of time is
three months before the month
in which they turn 65 and
three months after the month
in which they turn 65. Do the
math and you will see this is a
seven-month period of time
around your birthday. There are
a few other exceptions to this el-
igibility period, but, those will
have to be saved for another ar-
ticle or very long-winded phone
call for the braver among us!

The first order of business
is to obtain your Part A and B
(if desired or needed) through
Social Security. Without add-
ing a litany of boring details as
to qualifications for each, suf-
fice it to say Part A is typically
$0 premium for most folks and
Part B for 2026 will typically
cost $202.90 per month. The
Part B premium is means tested
and can get a little complicat-
ed (and expensive)—certainly
more complicated than can be
described in this article. Again,
suffice it to say, some could pay
much more or much less, de-
pending on your Modified Ad-

justed Gross Income
from two years pri-
or, unless you apply
for a break based
on current income.
There is a form for
that.

If you wish to
avoid long lasting,
sometimes life-long
penalties, you will
have to have Part
B and Part D (pre-
scription  coverage)
in place at the time
of first becoming el-
igible. As a remind-
er, cligibilities are
one of those things
unique to each per-
son’s circumstances.
So, it is important to know how
these things apply to you.

If you choose to obtain a
Supplement, commonly called
a “Medi-Gap” policy, you will
need to also obtain a separate
Part D prescription plan as Sup-
plement plans DO NOT IN-
CLUDE such. If you choose to
obtain an Advantage plan, the
Part D prescription coverage is
typically INCLUDED.

As you can see this can, and
usually is, a very confusing time
for most folks used to having
traditional insurance for their
whole lives. Suddenly, you are
thrust into this new system when
everybody and their cousin is
calling and/or mailing you ev-
ery single day with their “better
option.”

Your best option is the one
that best suits you. Maybe it is
a great price. Maybe it is a great
network of providers. Maybe it
is just the peac of mind in know-
ing you have someone you can
rely upon for information when
you need it.

If there is only one take away
from this article, it would be to
work with someone that can
help you navigate the local land-
scape and help you completely
understand this otherwise very
confusing time in life.

Happy New Year!

Greg Durette is a qualified, licensed
agent with Florida Health Connector
based in Niceville providing Medicare
wmsurance throughout the state. He
has been in the insurance industry for
nearly 42 years and can be reached at
his office at 850-842-2400 or hus
mobile at 978-509-2941.
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Elder Services Seeks
Heater Donations for
Seniors

Elder Services of Okaloosa
County is asking the community
to help keep vulnerable seniors
warm by donating portable elec-
tric heaters. Heaters are provid-
ed free of charge to low-income
Okaloosa County seniors on a
first-come, first-served basis. For
information or to donate, con-
tact Elder Services at (850) 833-
9165 or visit 207 Hospital Drive
N.E., Fort Walton Beach.

Niceville-Valparaiso
Chamber Annual Awards
Celebration Set for Feb. 19

The Niceville-Valparaiso
Chamber of Commerce will
host its Annual Awards Cele-
bration on Thursday, Feb. 19,
2026, marking the close of a
successful 2025 and the ceremo-
nial passing of the gavel to 2026
leadership.

Held from 6 to 9:30 p.m. at
The District at Okaloosa Gas
District’s new building, 511
Government Ave., the evening
will feature a “Blazers and Blue
Jeans” theme, a reception, buf-
fet dinner, awards presentation,
and networking.

Outgoing 2025 Board Chair
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Steve Schutt of Movement
Mortgage will reflect on the year
and present awards, followed by
remarks from incoming 2026
Board Chair Dr. Cristie Kedros-
ki of Northwest Florida State
College. A limited silent auction
and partnership opportunities
are also available. Seating is lim-
ited.

Robins & Morton
Celebrates Ribbon Cutting
of Okaloosa Gas District
Headquarters

Robins & Morton celebrated
the ribbon cutting of the new
Okaloosa Gas District head-
quarters on Jan. 14 in Valpara-
iso. The new campus includes
a four-story, 152,000-square-
foot  office  building, an
18,400-square-foot  operations
center, a 7,200-square-foot vehi-
cle maintenance building, and a
23,540-square-foot warehouse,
allowing the district to consoli-
date team members into a cen-
tralized, = community-focused

Food, Drinks, Surprise Performandes,
Silent Auction, and More!

EMERALDCOASTTHEATRE.ORG

location.

Designed to serve both em-
ployees and residents, the facil-
ities feature indoor and outdoor
spaces for community events,
along with kitchen and catering
areas. Robins & Morton served
as general contractor, with DAG
Architects as architect.

Roy Warner Memorial
Scholarship Applications
Open

Frances Roy Agency is now
accepting applications for the
20252026 Roy Warner Me-
morial Scholarship, an annual
award honoring the life and leg-
acy of Roy Warner, a craftsman
whose integrity, work ethic and
pride in skilled labor continue to
inspire future generations.

The scholarship supports
students pursuing trade-based
education, including construc-
tion, mechanical, industrial,
medical, creative, entrepreneur-
ial and other vocational fields.
Eligible applicants must be high

rt.emerald coast
_ theatre company
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school seniors, graduates or
current trade school students
who demonstrate commitment
to their chosen trade and sub-
mit a personal essay reflecting
their passion and the values Roy
Warner embodied.

“Our team pours so much
heart into this scholarship be-
cause Roy Warner wasn’t just
my grandfather; his life shaped
the values that built this agen-
cy,” said Shantelle Dedicke,
founder and president of I'ran-
ces Roy Agency.

One recipient will receive a
financial award toward trade
school education, selected by
a committee of agency team
members and Warner family
representatives.

Applications are due April
15, 2026, and should be sub-
mitted to hello@francesroy.
com. The recipient will be an-
nounced May 23, 2026, Roy
Warner’s birthday.

More information is avail-
able at www.francesroy.com.
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Okaloosa County School
District Graduation Rate
Climbs to 91 Percent
The  Okaloosa  County
School District is celebrating a
significant rise in its graduation
rate for the 2024-2025 school
year, reaching 91 percent, up
from 87.7 percent the previous
year. The increase reflects both
statewide gains and the district’s
continued focus on helping stu-
dents stay on track toward earn-
ing a high school diploma.
District leaders credit the im-
provement to strengthened stu-
dent support systems, expanded
academic pathways, and en-
gagement strategies designed to
meet students where they are.
“We are incredibly proud
of our students and educators
for this significant growth in
Okaloosa County’s graduation
rate,” Superintendent Marcus
Chambers said. “Increasing
from 87.7 percent to 91 per-
cent in just one year reflects the
hard work, perseverance, and
commitment of our students,
the dedication of our teachers
and staff, and the strong part-
nerships we share with families
and our community. While we
celebrate this progress, we re-
main focused on ensuring every
student graduates prepared for
success beyond high school.”
The district plans to contin-
ue building on this momentum

raiseyourgame

Mastercard’
rates as low as

No annual fee
No balance transfer fee
No cash advance fee

Education News

by expanding opportunities that
support academic achievement,
career readiness, and postsec-
ondary success.

OCSD Partners to Host
Free Kindergarten & VPK
Registration Family Movie
Afternoon

The Okaloosa County School
District, in partnership with the
Okaloosa Public Schools Foun-
dation and the Early Learning
Coalition of the Emerald Coast,
will host a FREE Kindergarten
and Voluntary Prekindergar-
ten (VPK) Registration Family
Movie Afternoon on Sunday,

Feb. 1, 2026, at Regal Cinemas
Santa Rosa, 300 Mary Esther
Blvd.

Designed to celebrate early
learning milestones while help-
ing families prepare for kinder-
garten, the event begins at 2
p-m. and 1s open to families with
children enrolling in VPK or
kindergarten.

“Our goal i1s to make the
transition to kindergarten wel-
coming, supportive and engag-
ing for families,” said Amy Dale,
OCSD director of elementary
curriculum.

The afternoon includes:

* Complimentary movie tickets

Eglin Federal |

CREDIT UNION

®

No international transaction fee

eglinfcu.org/mastercard

Where Members Matter Most
Must be 18 or older to apply online.

(maximum of three per
household)

* A children’s snack pack

* On-site kindergarten and
VPK registration assistance

* Opportunities to connect with
district staff and early learn-
ing partners

Families are encouraged to
pre-register through Eventbrite,
as seating is limited and avail-
able on a first-come, first-served
basis.

Eventbrite  link:
www.eventbrite.com/

e/1977924414167?aff=0d-
dtdtcreator

Through Florida’s high-qual-
ity VPK standards, children
across Okaloosa County are
building strong foundations
in early literacy, math and so-
cial-emotional learning, Parent
permission and adult participa-
tion are required. Limited on-
site registration will be available.

For more information, con-
tact Amy Dale at DaleA@oka-
loosaschools.com or the Early
Learning Coalition of the Em-
erald Coast at
tions@elc-ec.org.

https://
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Okaloosa Technical
College Students Earn
National Cybersecurity
Recognition

Students from  Okaloosa
Technical College earned na-
tional recognition in December
for their performance in the Na-
tional Cyber League (NCL) Fall
2025 Competition Season, one
of the nation’s premier cyberse-
curity competitions.

g
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Powered by Cyber Skyline,
the National Cyber League
mirrors real-world cybersecuri-
ty tasks through individual and
team-based challenges, helping
students reinforce classroom
learning, gain workforce-ready
skills, and generate detailed skills
reports for future employers.

Under the leadership of in-
structor Daniel Sligar, OTC
students competed against more
than 8,520 students from 490
colleges and universities nation-
wide, earning a No. 45 national
ranking in the NCL Cyber Pow-

er Rankings.
OTC Director Jon Williams
praised the accomplishment,

noting that competing at a na-
tional level “is a testament to
their commitment, teamwork,
and readiness for careers in cy-
bersecurity.”

Recognized students include
Dylan Waters, Stephen Miner,
Jordan Wenner-Foy, Grafton
Lang, Ren Moore, Devin Bar-
ron, Steven Williamson, Dade
Frigon and David Curd.

Superintendent Marcus
Chambers said the recognition
highlights the power of career
and technical education to pre-
pare students for high-demand,
high-skill careers, adding that
the district is “incredibly proud
of their hard work and the lead-
ership provided by Mr. Sligar.”

Dr. David Zeichick, commis-
sioner of the National Cyber
League, also commended the
OTC team for their collabora-
tion and commitment to excel-
lence, citing both individual skill
and professional growth.

NOW OFFERING
TUITION
ASSISTANCE

SCAN FOR MORE INFO

1177 E John Sims Pkwy, Niceville FL 32!
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A New Year with 5 Aspects of Math Wellness

A new year has begun and
with it, an opportunity to start
fresh. Mathnasium in Niceville
has a few suggestions focused
on building and strengthening
the emotional, social, physical,
mental and financial aspects of a
math learner that can help you
and your child navigate the next
365 days for overall “math well-
ness” and success.

1. Emotional

How is your child feeling
about their grade-level math so
far?

Math presents parents with
the opportunity to build emo-
tional-learning skills for their
children, including identifying
and managing their emotions,
recognizing sources of stress,
coping with challenges, main-
taining positive motivation and
perseverance, and developing
self-awareness. Growing children
require emotional guidance, and
you can help your child manage
their emotions when math seems
too difficult, too boring or even
too easy. If anxiety has been a
normal part of your child’s math
discussions, consider how you
can change that this year. Inspir-
ing or even maintaining a love of
math will mean incorporating a
healthy mix of challenges.

Consider some of these strat-
egies:

I. If math has often been
hard and challenging, help your
child identify one good thing
about their math experience so
far. With every challenge, there
is growth.

2. Incorporate a “feelings
chart” or “feelings thermome-
ter” into your child’s math work.

3. Allow your child to sit with
their emotions and to reach out
for support.

4. Relieve stress through phys-
ical activities, including physical
math walks (more information
below).

3. Reframe negative thoughts
about math by making a pros
and cons list of the facts.

6. Inspire self-compassion by
helping your child acknowledge
when they have worked hard,
tried their best, and been brave.

7. Register your child for a
math competition.

Remember that strong emo-
tional-learning skills will lead
to successful academic perfor-
mance in all subject areas and
will build a healthy member of
society.

2. Social

Incorporate more “math
talk” into your child’s life. Math
understanding deepens when
we share our learnings and
“families are perfectly situated
to talk about quantity, counting
and shapes anywhere children
and families are — at home,
in the park, or in the grocery
store.” Encourage your child to
speak to someone else about the
math they have learned, be it
through a math lesson or infor-
mal sharing around the dinner
table. Your child can take this a
step further and challenge them-
selves to help someone who has
a math question.

If your child is already at-
tending sessions at Mathnasi-
um, have them invite a friend
to the next Math Night or game
night. Math games are collabo-
rative opportunities to practice
fundamental number concepts,
strategy and logic.

3. Physical

Exploring math through
physical exercise can provide
another opportunity to share
learnings. Consider taking your
child on weekly math walks to
discover the mathematics that
exist in everything around us: in
the park, the neighborhood, the
mall, the library and more! Cus-
tomize your math walks to be
spontaneous trips, or planned

Wi hm only the best will do. L

Specialry Roofers, Inc., is one of the fastest growing roofing companies

in Worthwese Florida. Our company specializes in residential, commer-
cial, and solar projects and take pride in our commitment o quality

workmanship.

events that in-
clude traill maps
and guide points
where mathemat-
ical problems are
presented such as:

1. Investigating
floor patterns.

2. Exploring the
shapes of street
signs.

3. Studying bus
schedules.

4. Estimating
the height of a tree.

5. Counting the number of
windows on a building:

4. Mental

The foundation of math is
number sense. This ability can-
not be replaced by calculators or
computers — it requires exercis-
ing “math muscles.” Encourage
your child to solve math prob-
lems in their head, without writ-
ing them down. Have them start
with simple computations and
work their way up to complex
problems. Your child’s confi-
dence will grow when they real-
ize they can not only solve math
problems all in their head, but
also do so a lot more efficiently
and quickly than relying on tra-
ditional algorithms. Here’s a few
suggestions:
1.L99+99+99=__
2.9x7=__
3.667-99=__

RI SPECIALTY
ROOFERS

#50974-ROOF | SPECIALTYROOFERS.COM

124 TROUT BRANCH DR.
FREEPOKRT, FL 32439

4.12%o0f 25=__

5.Half of 31 =__

6.9+11/2=__

7. What number is halfway
between 3 and 21? _

8. Count by 75s: 0, 75, ___,
.. ,600,

, 5 900.

>

5. Financial

Financial literacy is an essen-
tial skill for children and adults.
Consider getting your child
started with a piggy bank. This
task 1s filled with skills such as
counting money, financial plan-
ning and goal setting. For older
children, consider building a
budget.

Itis not uncommon to feel re-
luctance when discussing finan-
cial topics with your child.

Mathnasium’s  curriculum
mntroduces currency early on to

ensure a strong foundation in
financial math. We recommend
that young children work with
real money in today’s age filled
with credit cards and digital
transactions. Feeling money and
observing the physical move-
ment between dealings can help
young children recognize the
impact of purchases and sales
on their savings.

For example, share receipts.
Take a moment during shop-
ping trips to speak to the amount
paid for the items bought is an
effective way to introduce mon-
ey and instill a useful habit.

Conclusion

Whether you start imple-
menting all of these suggestions
— or perhaps just decide to
tackle one resolution at a time
together, remember it is perse-
verance that we want to master.

Mathnasium of Niceville serves
students _from Niceville, Bluewater
Bay, Shalimay, Valparaiso and Fort
Walton Beach. Local schools include
Niceville High School, Bluewater Bay
Elementary School, Plew Elementary
School, Ruckel Middle School and
Rocky Bayou Christian School.

Mathnasium of Niceville | 1538
E. Jfohn Sims Pkwy. | 850-987-
MATH (6284)

Food - Games
Activities - Prizes

YOU’'RE INVITED TO
OUR Pt DAY PARTY!

March 14, 2026 | 11:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m.

Pizza, prizes, and pi, oh my! Celebrate Pi Day at Mathnasium with fun, food,
and festivities. Bring the whole crew — this bash is too good not to share.

Mathnasium of Niceville

(850) 987-MATH (6284) | mathnasium.com/niceville
¥ 1538 John Sims Pkwy, Niceville, FL 32578

A community
celebration
open to all!
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Coastal Dune Lakes at State Parks

By HELEN PETRE

Our special part of the pan-
handle is famous for beaches,
30A, and dune lakes. While
tourism makes up most of our
economy, we benefit from state
forests and parks which preserve
our special environments. Part
of that is our coastal dune lakes,
all of which are threatened by
coastal development and all that
comes with it. Yet, some lakes
are preserved by our land use
choices.

Coastal dune lakes are per-
manent lakes that form inland
of dunes. There are hundreds
of dune lakes all over the world.
Walton County has 19, or may-
be 15, based on different classi-
fications.

Walton County’s dune lakes
are tannin-stained, which makes
the water look brown due to or-
ganic matter in the lake. It does
not negatively affect the water
quality. Tannin means “crushed
oak bark.” The tannin in the
lakes is from the surrounding
oak trees. Tannin is used for tan-
ning animal skins.

Dune lakes are shallow (be-
tween 0.9 and 2.4 meters), and
irregularly shaped. Most of our
dune lakes have an intermit-
tent connection with saltwater,
or an outflow, which allows for
water exchange, and results in
an estuarine environment with
a mixture of salt and fresh wa-

ter, or brackish water. Some of
our lakes have outflows that flow
into other lakes, or storm water
drainage ditches, or the outfalls
do not exist because of alter-
ations for development. Many
of our lakes have outflows that
flow through constructed tun-
nels under 30A. The lakes in our
state parks retain their natural
outflows. Each lake is different,
and all are treasures to preserve.
All of our lakes are fed by
groundwater. Characteristics of
lakes vary based on the size and
shape of their basins, outflow
channels, and the surrounding
land use, but the water in the
lakes always resembles ground
water, because water tends to
flow out of the lakes more than
into them from the Gulf.
Groundwater levels are
close to the ground surface,
even during dry seasons. The
sand and gravel aquifer brings
ground water from high points
in Alabama to our coast, so wa-
ter tends to flow, only a few feet
below the surface, from north to
south, and empty into the Gulf,
or close to it, in springs or dune
lakes. The groundwater flow is
unconfined and recharged from
rainwater as well as river water
from the north. Since ground
water flows south, the lakes
drain freshwater into the Gulf.
Waves and tides, and especially
storm events, can move saltwa-

PHOTO COURTESY FLORIDA STATE PARKS

Grayton Beach State Park

ter into the lakes, but the water
in the lakes still remains more
characteristically fresh than salt.

Dune Lakes From
East To West

Lake Powell is the largest
and farthest east of our dune
lakes. The outflow is in Bay
County, while the lake is in both
Walton and Bay Counties, at
Camp Helen State Park. The
outfall is open often, and it is
amazing. Lake Powell is about a
half a mile walk from the Camp
Helen parking lot, either on a
beach trail or through the woods.

Camp Creek Lake is sur-
rounded by dense residential
development and a golf course.

Owner Operated - Interior & Exterior - Residential & Commercial
Shopping Centers, Hospitals, Hotels, Condos

Established 1990

i,

Celebrating 35 years of service!

« Licensed & Insured

Visit us on Facebook
@Karlina's Painting

The lake flows under 30A to
connect to the Gulf. Access is
limited except by walking along
the beach or living in a commu-
nity with access.

Deer Lake is part of Deer
Lake State Park. A culvert passes
under 30A connecting it to the
Gulf.

Tresca Lake is the smallest
dune lake. The outflow is per-
manently closed due to residen-
tial development, however, water
overflows into Deer Lake.

Eastern Lake is on both
sides of 30A and surrounded by
residential and commercial de-
velopment.

Western Northeast, West-
ern, and Grayton Lakes are
connected bodies of water. They
have one outflow at Grayton
Lake, which tends to open with
high rainfall events. Western
Lake is in Grayton Beach State
Park.

Alligator Lake is on both
sides of 30A, with a culvert con-
necting the two sides.

Little Redfish Lake and
Big Redfish Lake are sur-
rounded by dense residential de-
velopment and are on both sides
of 30A. Both have no public ac-
cess other than walking along a
beach.

Draper Lake is an elon-
gated lake surrounded by dense
residential development. There
is no public access other than
walking from a beach access.

Oyster Lake is surround-
ed by residential development.
There is no public access. The
outflow is under 30A.

Allen Lake  overflows
through a storm water ditch to
Opyster Lake. Allen Lake is north
of 30A. There is no public ac-

Cess.

Stallworth Lake is sur-
rounded by residential develop-
ment. There is no public access
except to walk along the beach
from Topsail.

Topsail Hill Preserve State
Park

No Name Lake, Camp-
bell Lake, and Morris Lake
and are within Topsail Hill Pre-
serve State Park, with its pine
forests and freshwater wetlands.
Lakes within Topsail Hill Pre-
serve State Park are accessible
only by foot, or tram within the
park.

These three lakes are least
impacted by development be-
cause they are in the park and
require effort to reach.

Fuller Lake is on the west-
ern edge of Topsail Hill Pre-
serve State Park and overflows
into Morris Lake. Fuller Lake
is inside the Coffen Nature Pre-
serve. The only access is through
the nature preserve.

Preserving our lakes

Most of our dune lakes are
within residential communities.
The people that live there surely
want to keep the lakes pristine
and natural, but it is difficult to
develop land around water re-
sources without altering them.
Since the lakes naturally over-
flow into the Gulf, houses built
around them must be built so
they are not impacted by the
outflow. People living in the
communities must be conscious
of the effects of fertilizer, pesti-
cides and land use.

The lakes that are accessi-
ble to the public and are with-
in our state parks are preserved
and semi wild. Although many
people walk to the outflows, es-
pecially at Camp Helen, they
are often in awe, and unaware
of what they are seeing. It is an
ecosystem specially preserved
for all of us, but a bit of a se-
cret for those who know what
it 1s. I am grateful that we have
preserved these dune lakes, and
not altered them, within our
parks. When you visit the parks
and see the outflows, remember
what you are experiencing is
something you most likely will
not see anywhere else, and it
is only due to the decisions we
make about our land use and
development that future gener-
ations can experience this.
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Master Gardner Al Cook Helps Bluebirds Thrive

By BARBARA PALMGREN

The “Bluebird of Happi-
ness” symbolizes joy, hope and
good fortune, an idea shared
in folktale and song. While not
currently endangered, though
they were once in decline due
to habitat loss and invasive com-
petitors, they still face threats;
so, continued habitat support is
critical.

The most effective solution
involves installing specially de-
signed nest boxes. And that’s
exactly what one U.S. Air Force
retiree, Al Cook, did in 2022.
Combining his hobby of car-
pentry and gardening, he began
building birdhouses to address
the housing shortage these birds
faced. Al started with six bird-
houses in his own backyard and
then built and gave away 10 to
surrounding neighbors. After
one year, in his yard, he viewed
12 baby bluebirds. Keeping in
contact with those who have
used his birdhouses over the
past several years, Al documents
over 100 new fledglings which,
as adults, are flying around in
Okaloosa and Walton Counties.

I met with Al and Valparai-

so Garden Club president, Kat
Spieker, to see these birdhouses.
Lovingly crafted, each has a side
door, so one can look in at the
eggs and birds. When Al wants
to visit and check on a bird, he
gently knocks on the side of the
birdhouse first. Its’s always po-
lite to knock before entering,

Kat has two of his birdhous-
es in her yard and enjoys seeing
bluebirds whose fledglings often
hide in nearby azalea bushes
to avoid predators. Both she
and Al are master gardeners in
their respective counties and
Al is also a member of the Val-
paraiso Garden Club. Kat lives
in Valparaiso and Al resides in
Freeport.

Al donates his birdhouses.
His dedication to bluebird con-
servation by gifting and edu-
cating others about bluebirds,
1s his way of staying active and
contributing to the environment
and the community. Once a
birdhouse is installed, Al con-
tinues to check on these special
homes. He put birdhouses in
cemeteries, four local UF exten-
sion display gardens, farms and
places where there is an abun-

« garden .

BALDWIN TURF
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Family owned & operated to bring you
quality and reliable outdoor living services.

STOP IN TO SEE US TODAY!

* Lawn Care & Landscaping
* Irrigation & Pest Control
* Outdoor Furniture * Patio & Garden Decor
* Unique Supplies & Gifts

THE SHOP
739 John Sims Pkwy, Niceville
Open Monday-Friday 10AM-5PM ¢ Saturday 10AM-4PM
850-842-2221 * shop@baldwinturfniceville.com

LAWN & LANDSCAPE LOCATION
1440 Live Oak Street, Niceville
Open Monday-Friday 7:30-4
850-897-9060 * ofhice@baldwinturfniceville.com

www.baldwinturfniceville.com | n baldwinturf

be sure no “var-
mints”  decided
to invade the
space. It’s easy
to check inside
the  birdhouse
with that special
side door and
latch.

Al told me
that there are
expensive hous-
es that have Wi-
Fi with cameras
inside the bird-
house, so you
can see eggs and
watch fledglings
being fed. One determined
mother shoved a large caterpil-

dance of insects. For these plac-
es, Al returned twice a month to

lar all the way down her young
one’s neck. Some of these units
have solar panels and thermom-
cters to provide the perfect tem-
perature. If it’s too hot, small
holes can be drilled in the side
of the house. There are holes in
the bottom of birdhouses to al-
low for adequate ventilation.

Kat added that the bluebirds
in her backyard love it when
the grass is mowed, so they can
more easily “shop around” for
food. Bluebirds have excellent
eyesight and can see potential
meals 50 yards away.

The photo take for the inter-
view was in the pollinator gar-
den of the Heritage Museum of
Northwest Florida. This garden
is the result of dedicated work
by the Valparaiso Garden Club
that meets the second Wednes-
day, May through September.
All garden lovers are invited to
attend meetings.

Listening to these two master
gardeners swap stories of the
joy that these birds brought to
their lives made me realize that
our local area is in debt for the
gift they continue to give—not
only the community, but all the
new bluebirds that now contin-
ue to spread happiness and joy.
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Your Pest Control Heroes
PEST CWQNTROL PROVIDER
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TRUNORTHPEST.COM

TruNérth

PEST CONTROL

DECADES OF EXPERTISE

22602 PANAMA CITY

PANAMA CITY, FL 32413

OUR TEAMS HAVE

TO ENSURE YOUR
FAMILY LIVES IN A
PEST-FREE HOME.

INITIAL SERVICE
ONLY $25!

BEACH PKWY

(850) 988-1852




FOOTBALL. FOOD. FUN. FANS. Let the Games Begin...

Best Places to Watch Your Favorite Teams
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By ScorT MILLER

AJ’'s Seafood & Oyster Bar
Since 1984, AJ’s Seafood and
Opyster Bar has been serving cold
Gulf Coast oysters and cool liba-
tions. What began as a popular
local hang out known for fresh
oysters and cold beer has grown
into one of the most iconic
“hot spots” on the Destin Har-
bor. From its humble beginning
shucking oysters off the deck be-
hind a small trailer on the Destin

GO AUBURN!

SEC BASKETBALL
Watch Party Headquarters

Home of the LARGEST
Indoor LED TV
In Destin 14 X 7 ft.
+13TVs

All College Bowl Games
+ Sunday Ticket NFL Games

Harbor, it has grown to four loca-
tions along our Emerald Coast,
serving fresh seafood, live music
and exciting water activities in
the Destin area. Attention all die
hard football fans, AJ’s boasts the
one and only Jumbotron on the
Destin Harbor. AJ’s serves up de-
licious daily specials, mouth-wa-
tering drinks plus entertaining
live music all month. Don’t miss
any of the action just come on
down to AJ’s Seafood and Oyster
Bar all season long.

(850) 837-1913

116 Harbor Blvd.

ajsdestin.com

LJ Schooners Dockside
Restaurant

Suds, Songs, Sunsets and
Sports! Welcome to LJ Schoo-
ners Dockside Restaurant at the
Bluewater Bay Marina Complex.
Named after “LJ Schooner” (the
LJ is for Lazy Jack), a cherished
four-legged icon on Bluewater

Bay Marina docks, the open-air
oyster bar and restaurant offers
a magnificent view of the water,
marina and unparalleled sunset
any time of year. There are, of
course, oysters and a delicious
varied menu with dinner spe-
cials such as blackened mahi and
grilled shrimp with hollandaise,
served over cheese grits.

Wednesdays: Kids Eat Free
5-9 p.m.

Thursdays: Taco/Margarita
Night 3-9 p.m., Open Mic/Ka-
raoke 6-10 p.m.

Saturdays: Steak Night 5-9

p-m.

Continued on next page

$15

Bucket of Bud Light
or Ultra Beer

$5 OFF

Seafood Boil
DURING GAME WATCHING
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INNOVATIVE

BURGERS
& More

DESTIN COMMONS
4346 Legendary Drive

Phone (850) 842-2398

Open Sun.-Thurs. 11am-8pm
Fri.-Sat. 1Tam-9pm
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NHS Senior Harper Campbell
Awarded Prestigious Taylor
Haugen Trophy

(pictured (center): Harper Campbell, joined by Principal Charlie
Marello, Assistant Superintendent John Spolski, Brian and Kathy
Haugen, and members of the Niceville High School Cheerleaders
and Dance Team.

Niceville High School
(NHS) Senior, Harper Camp-
bell, was named the 2026 re-
cipient of the Taylor Haugen
Trophy, one of the most pres-
tigious honors awarded to a
student-athlete in the region.

The Taylor Haugen Tro-
phy is presented annually in
memory of Taylor Reid Hau-
gen, a former NHS standout,
and recognizes a senior ath-
lete who exemplifies excel-
lence across five pillars: aca-
demics, athletics, leadership,
community service, and faith.
The recipient is awarded a
bronze eagle trophy, a $1,000
scholarship, and a §1,000 do-
nation to their school’s athlet-
ic department.

“Harper embodies the val-
ues and spirit of this distin-
guished award,” stated Super-
intendent Marcus Chambers.
A standout football player at
Niceville High School, Harp-
er excelled as both a lineback-
er and safety, demonstrating
leadership and commitment
on and off the field. He will

THE BIG GAMES

continue his athletic and ac-
ademic journey at Samford
University.

“Harper is a person of ex-
tremely high character and a
natural leader of others,” stat-
ed Charlie Marello, Principal
of Niceville High School.
“I've been the principal at
Niceville High for 10 years,
and if I had a personal Hall
of Fame of outstanding Ea-
gles during my tenure, Harp-
er Campbell would absolutely
be in it.” Harper will be for-
mally recognized as the Tay-
lor Haugen Trophy recipient
at the Fellowship of Christian
Athletes (FCA) Breakfast on
February 6 at Northwest Flor-
ida State College. The Oka-
loosa Coounty School District,
Niceville High School and the
Eagle community congratu-
late Harper Campbell on this
well-deserved honor. His ded-
ication to excellence, char-
acter and service reflects the
very best of Okaloosa County
Schools.

NEL SUNDAY

TICKET & COLLEGE GAMEPLAN

SPECIAL FOOTBALL MENUS
AT EACH LOCATION
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Qecal Dining, Drinks, Colfee & Entertaimment

JoJo's Coffee and
Goodness

An iconic favorite of locals,
owner and operator of Jojo’s
Coffee and Goodness Angela
“JoJo™ Stevenson invites you to
enter her cafe and relaxed cof-
fee shop atmosphere for a daily
dose of “goodness.” Stop in for
mouth-watering cinnamon rolls,
scones, coffee cake, banana and
pumpkin breads, apple cider
muffins, chocolate chip cookie
bars, or brownies with espres-
so ganache. Gluten free bakery
items available. Coffee roast-
ed every week in-house. Try a
breakfast special with quiche or
kolache alongside hashbrown
casserole and cup of coffee.
Breakfast burritos are rolled and
ready to grab and go- choose

BEST PLACES

continued from previous page

Feb. 4: Chess Night 6pm,
Prime Rib Night 5-9 p.m., Cock-
tail Tasting 5-7 p.m.

Feb. 13: Mardi Gras Party,
Chris Saylor 6-10 p.m.

Feb. 14: Valentine’s Dinner
Special Reservations 850-897-
6400, Nathan & Brooke 6-10
p.m.

Feb. 18: Traveling Painter
5:30 p.m.

Feb. 18: Prime Rib Night
5-9pm, Cocktail Tasting 5-7 p.m.

See ad for live entertainment.
Dine-in, pick-up, to-go.

Oyster bar hours: Mon-Thurs
3-10 p.m.; Fri-Sat 11 a.m.-Mid-
night; Sun 9 a.m.-9 p.m.

Restaurant hours: Mon-Tues
closed. Wed-Sat, 11 a.m.-9 p.m.
Sun, 9 a.m.-9 p.m.

(850) 897-6400

bluewaterbaymarina.com/'schoo-
ners

290 Yacht Club Dr., Unit 200,

Niceville in Bluewater Bay

& Kiwanis

Annual Pancake Breakfast & Silent Auction

Saturday, March 7, 2026 | 8:00 - 11:00am
Niceville Community Center

Live Music by Island Brothers = (Hawsiian Music, Spasish/Latin Rivihma/'SKs-70% tanei)

£5.00 - Pancakes, Sausage, Juice, Coffea, Milk - Children eat free
Silent Auction iterns & certificates from local businesses!
Bids close promptly at 11:00am - Credit cards accapted

All proceeds benefit local charities such as:

Children's Miracle Network
Children in Crisis
Sharing and Caring
Holiday Food Baskets
College Scholarships for local youth
Community Youth Organizations

In collaboration with Niceville High School Key Club
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Oyster Bar Hours: Oyster Bar Menu 11am-12am ¢ Lunch Menu 11am-5pm
Restaurant: Lunch Menu 11am-2pm
Restaurant Special Dinner Menu Available 5-9pm

Surf & Turf $39: 10 oz. Ribeye with Demi Glaze Topped with Jumbo Shrimp

Marry Me Chicken $25: With Roasted Garlic Tomato Cream Sauce
Blackened Redfish $28: With a Cajun Cream Sauce Topped with Mango Salsa
Served with Twice Baked Potatoes & Parmesan Crusted Asparagus,
and Strawberry Shortcake with Fresh Berries

Inside & Qutside Seating Available 7:30 a.m. - 2 p.m. Tues. - Sat.

Come [or the coffee. stay [or the goodiess.

Looking for event space? Give us a call!

We do PARTIES! Kid's Birthdays - Girl's Night Out
Summer Art Camp Tues. & Thurs. 10-2

FOLLOW US FOR CLASS SCHEDULES: (&i &) @
4652 HWY. 20 EAST - NICEVILLE - (850) 737-6193

bigorangehousedesigns.com

‘ Sundays: Brunch 9am-1pm

. Wednesdays: Kids Eat Free 5-9pm
Thursdays: Taco/Margarita Night 3-9pm, Open Mic/
Karaoke 6-10pm
Saturdays: Steak Night 5-9pm

Feb. 4: Chess Night 6pm, Prime Rib Night 5-9pm,
Cocktail Tasting 5-7pm

Feb. 7: Kent Stephens 6-10pm

Feb. 13: Mardi Gras Party, Chris Saylor 6-10pm

Feb. 14: Valentine’s Dinner Special Reservations 850-
897-6400, Nathan & Brooke 6-10pm

Feb. 18: Traveling Painter 5:30pm

Feb. 18: Prime Rib Night 5-9pm, Cocktail Tasting 5-7pm

Feb. 21: Jody Lucas 6-9pm

Feb. 22: Velveteen 6-10pm

b

Oyster Bar Hours: Mon.-Tues. Closed, Wed.-Thurs. 3-10pm, Fri.-Sat. 11am-midnight, Sun. 11am-9pm
Restaurant Hours: Mon.-Tues. Closed, Weds.-Sat. 11am-9pm, Sun. 9am-4pm - Brunch 9am-1pm

290 Yacht Club Dr., Niceville « Bluewater Bay ¢ (850) 897-6400 + Visit www.bluewaterbaymarina.com for more events!

from bacon, birria, chorizo or
veggie served with house made
cilantro lime or chipotle sauces.
Espresso, latte, cappucino, cold
brew or nitro made to order.
Breakfast and lunch sandwich
specials and a full evening cater-
ing menu if you are looking to
host an event or party. Come for
the coffee, stay for the goodness!

Hours 7:30 a.m.-2 pm.

Tuesday-Saturday.

(850) 737-6194

4652 Hwy. 20 East, Niceville

bigorangehousedesigns.com
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Alegend 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

From Ocean Icon to Gulf Giant
SS United States Moves Closer to Becoming the World's Largest Artificial Reef

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 wvessel 1s 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.

Tor conservationists, anglers,
divers and history lovers alike,
the project represents some-

SONE PASS' ONE PRICE:
ONE YEAR OF FUN!
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BRIGHT BLUE
POOLS

Commercial & Residential
Pool Remodeling
No Pool Too Big

Professional Plastering and Tile
Blue Diamond Finish « Pebble Finish
10 Year Guarantee - Free Quotes
Our owner, Curtis Nelson, makes it a point

to be on the jobsite for every project to
ensure everything goes according to plan.

Plastering Pools Since 1975

850.496.2025

BrightBluePools.com

Proudly serving the entire Florida Panhandle!

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

Continued on next page
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Golf Series: First Tee Winter Ball Tournament
Insplres Young Golfers

By BARBARA PALMGREN

On a cold, really cold and
windy Sunday in December,
young golfers with a parent
partner, braved the weather to
participate in an annual event
at Shalimar Pointe Golf Club.
This was the club’s 8th year
to participate in the I'irst Tee
event.

Organizers, Jean Wallace
and Donna Rayburn, members
of the Shalimar Pointe Ladies
Golf Association, spent months
fundraising and preparing for
54 juniors with adult playing

partners  to play the
front nine of the golf
course. Other mem-
bers helped register
players and Doris An-
derson baked cookies
for the entire crowd.
Of course, a delicious
meal with hamburg-
ers and chips awaited
each team when they
finished.

The First Tee orga-
nization is a youth de-
velopment  organiza-
tion that enables young

golfers to build strength of char-
acter as well as learn golf skills.
As part of this national organi-
zation, First Tee Gulf Coast is
located in Pensacola, and hosts
events all along the Gulf Coast.
Marty Stanovich, Executive Di-
rector, arrived to congratulate
all the players and Ty Aulger,
Tournament Director, present-
ed awards.

First place winners come
from a variety of locations rang-
ing from Freeport to Santa Rosa
Beach. Here are the first-place
winners:

Girls 5-11: Charlie Miller
from Santa Rosa Beach

Boys 5-11: Dillon Bond
from Niceville

Girls 12-18: Rayna Perkins
from Freeport

Boys 12-18: Luke Pearce
from Gulf Breeze

Yes, the family that golfs to-
gether stays together...
der cold conditions.
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continued from previous page

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-

EARG
i L

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 GCA Flori-
da’s long-standing collaboration
with Okaloosa County on arti-
ficial reef projects and redfish
stock enhancement, demon-

— STREET

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.”

LEGAL CA

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

SALES e SERVICE ¢ PARTS AND ACCESSORIES ¢ FINANCING e RENTALS

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.

Join the Neighborhood Fun
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Derrick Brooks to Headline
2026 All Sports Association Banquet

Get ready for an inspiring

evening of recognition, commu-
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SNOWBIRDS WELCOME

Raffles, Mulligans, T-Busters, Buffet Lunch,
Door Prizes & Silent Auction!

4 Person Team: $400, Individuals: $110
Shalimar Pointe or Heritage Museum Members: $100

Call (850) 678-2615

to register and pay (no tax included)

Title Sponsor: Tech Management Enterprises
Engineering Management Consulting - Steve Czonstka

HEerITAGE
MUSEUM

of Northwes: Florida
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nity and athletic excellence as
the All Sports Association (ASA)
hosts its 2026 Annual Awards
Banquet on Friday, February 20,
5:30 p.m. at the Destin / Tort
Walton Beach Convention Cen-
ter. The banquet promises to
bring together athletes, commu-
nity leaders, coaches and spon-
sors in Northwest Florida for an
evening to remember.

A Star-Studded Keynote

This year’s keynote speaker
is NFL Hall of Famer Derrick
Brooks — Super-Bowl champi-
on, defensive powerhouse and
committed community leader.
With 11 Pro Bowl selections,
nine All-Pro honors and induc-
tion into the Pro Football Hall of
Fame in 2014, Brooks brings not
only elite athletic credibility, but
a passion for service and charac-
ter.

You can expect a formal
awards dinner celebrating the
top athletes, coaches and civic
partners of 2025-2026, with
honors presented to individuals
who excelled not only on the
field, but also in the classroom
and the community. Brooks’ key-
note address will offer powerful
insights on leadership, persever-
ance and success in sports and in
life. In addition, you’ll enjoy op-
portunities to network with local

sports programs, sponsors and
youth volunteers and also re-
ceive updates on upcoming ASA
initiatives and the distribution
of funds that support youth-fo-
cused sports and service organi-
zations throughout the region.

The ASA Mission

The All Sports Association
was founded in 1970 under the
leadership of Colonel Al Byrne,
with the first banquet held at
the Holiday Inn on Okaloosa
Island. From those modest be-
ginnings, ASA's membership of
volunteers has grown to raise
funds and provide time-based
service to support youth sports
and community  programs
across the Emerald Coast.

Funded primarily through
the awards banquet and an an-
nual golf tournament, the orga-
nization channels its proceeds to
local non-profits including the
Boys & Girls Club of the Em-
erald Coast, Special Olympics
Florida-Okaloosa, the Eleanor
J- Johnson Youth Center and
Okaloosa Walton FCA.

At the heart of the ASAS
recognition program lies a sim-
ple, yet powerful, standard: the
athletes honored must excel not
only in their sport but also in
their academics and commu-
nity involvement. Through the

SEASIDE SCHOQL
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The 24th annual running of the
SEASIDE SCHOOL
HALF MARATHON + 5K

is back on Sunday, February 15, 2026,
in beautiful Seaside, Florida.

Learn more and register at
RunSeasideFL.com
Scan the QR E “.FI'EI
code to learn -

more and
register.
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banquet and associated awards,
ASA underscores the belief that

true excellence includes charac-
ter, responsibility and service.

Recipients are those who
maintain strong grades, are
active in their schools and vol-
unteer in the community — re-
flecting ASAs full mission to
boost youth, sport and citizen-
ship alike.

Over the years, ASAs ban-
quet has hosted renowned key-
note speakers who bring experi-
ence, inspiration and perspective
to the local stage among them
Herschel Walker, Bo Jackson,
Tim Tebow, Nick Saban, Urban
Meyer, Chad Hennings and sev-
eral others. From professional
athletes to community champi-
ons, these voices have helped el-
evate the banquet beyond mere
awards to a moment of collec-
tive motivation and connection.

For athletes, coaches, volun-
teers and sponsors in our region,
the ASA banquet is more than
a gala—it’s a celebration of the
values we prize: teamwork, ded-
ication, citizenship and com-
munity investment. It brings
together high school and youth
sports programs, local business-
es, civic leaders and families un-
der one roof to honor triumphs
and galvanize support for what’s
next.

With Derrick Brooks as this
year’s keynote, the event car-
ries added prestige and excite-
ment—offering both young ath-
letes and the wider community
a chance to hear from someone
who not only mastered football,
but leveraged his platform for
impact.

Want to Help?

Those interested in sponsor-
ships, table reservations or event
participation can visit the ASA
website:  www.allsportsassocia-
tion.com.

Join on February 20, 2026,
as we celebrate champions in
sport, service and character —
and help invest in the bright fu-
ture of youth athletics right here
on the Emerald Coast.
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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 1s the bonus of a full-service
restaurant, the Blue Tee, where
golfers and residents alike can
enjoy breakfast, lunch or dinner
from 7 am. 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.

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)

_ ngg{ 7@‘7@ inﬁw &Wl@'

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

the ©
CBLUEEE

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.

MILITARY SPECIALS

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.

* 18 Holes each

* Valid through

Golf Moose
$49 for Two Players - Cart Included

* Valid after 11 a.m., 7 days a week
e Cart rental & tax included

* Tee times booked within 3 days
* Present voucher at check-in

April 30, 2026

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

www.bwbresort.com
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By Dr. RicHARD CHERN, MD

Sitting on opposite ends of
the couch wondering if they
were still in love. Same house,
same couch, same bed, same
routine, but where is the love,
the fun, the passion? It seems
like years since they’ve been in-
timate.

She doesn’t seem interested
anymore. He’s tried so many
times he just doesn’t ask any-
more. She always seems angry
about this or that. Complain-
ing about things that shouldn’t
even matter; but, apparently
they matter a lot. Complaining

Where Has The Love Gone?

about not sleeping or waking up
all night and always being tired.
Is she just tired of him? It’s like
there’s no way to make her hap-
py anymore.

He doesn’t seem interested
anymore. When was the last
time he came on to me? I can’t
even remember the last date we
went on. We never spend time
together. He’s always asleep on
the couch and we never talk
anymore. If T stll love him,
why don’t I have any desire? I
thought marriage was supposed
to get easier.

Does this sound familiar? It
should. It’s the story we hear
from patients all the time. No
libido, never feeling rested, just
surviving each day so you can
get home and crash, the weight
gain, the irritability. And why is
everyone getting so annoying?

It’s amazing what hormones
are responsible for. Everyone

seems to think testosterone =

mean and muscles and estrogen
= emotional overload. That’s
so far from the truth. It’s hard
to describe, but I might say, tes-
tosterone = fearless desire to en-
gage in life, and estrogen = the
emotional awareness to enjoy
every moment.

Forget the health benefits of
hormones today, and there are
tons. Let’s talk about how it
changes your life.

Imagine peacefully drifting
off to sleep and waking after
eight hours feeling fresh and

rested. Not even an ounce of
tired. None. I'm talking ready
to hop out of bed with a list of
tasks to accomplish and looking
forward to accomplishing every
single one. You can’t wait to get
out of bed excited for the day.
Sounds impossible.

Imagine actually taking the
steps toward a goal instead of
just having some hazy snippets
of a daydream where you don’t
really know what you want,
where you would go or what you
would do, because it seems like
you will never get there anyway.

Imagine your spouse ap-
proaching you with that look in
his eye and you smile, because
you’ve been waiting for him all
day.

That’s just a taste of what
hormones do. I used to feel like
you. I got treated 12 years ago.
It changed my life. I felt alive.
I slept. I was happy. I wasn’t

afraid of life. So, I quit my job
and left over 20 years of tra-
ditional medicine. Why? So, 1
could help you feel better, too.

We take a comprehensive ap-
proach. We listen. We review. We
create. We design. And we personalize
it all to you. You’re not broken—and
you’re not alone. I can’t wait to see you
Jeeling better. You really have no clue
what you’re missing. It’s so exciting
Just call us. It’s really not expensive to
completely change your life. Call The
Hormone Restoration Center at 850-
837-1271.

Follow us on Facebook!

SMARTER WAY

continued from page 4

The Body Responds
to Patience

I've watched patients expe-
rience profound change not
because they did more, but be-
cause they did less—less forcing,
less self-criticism, less urgency.
They learned to listen instead

of override. To adjust instead
of quit. To trust that small im-

provements compound over
time.
And they do.

A little better sleep leads
to better energy. Better ener-
gy leads to gentler movement.
Gentler movement supports
hormone balance. Hormone
balance improves mood and fo-

HORMONE

Restoration Center

Look Healthy, Feel

Alive

Hormone Imbalance?
Optimize your health

the natural way with
bioidentical hormones.

N
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ow offering Semaglutide/B12 for weight loss.
ience real weight loss results without hunger,
e diet or exercise

Call Dr. Chern, MD and Sue Griffin, ARNP today!

cus. Suddenly, the person who
felt stuck begins to feel capable
again.

That’s how marathons are
won. Not by sprinting at the
start, but by pacing wisely.

Redefining Success

What if success wasn’t mea-
sured by how fast you change,
but by how well you sustain?

Look Healthy,
Feel Alive!

thehormonerestorationcenter.com

What if progress meant fewer
crashes, quicker recovery, and
a deeper sense of connection to
your body?

Wellness is not a finish line
you cross. It’s a relationship you
build.

So, if you're feeling discour-
aged, tired of trends, or tempted
by the next “miracle” solution,

pause. Take a breath. Ask your-
self not what will fix you fastest,
but what will support you lon-
gest.

Your body is in this for the
long haul. And when you meet
it with patience, consistency,
and care, it will carry you farther
than any shortcut ever could.

Get the Smile You Deserve

you smile?

&

— GULF COAST —

DENTAL

GULF COAST DENTAL
Steven G. Robinette, DDS
(850) 897-9600

4566 Hwy 20 East Ste 108
Niceville, FL 32578
gulfcoastdental.com

flylo

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 models’ smiles?
* Do you wish your teeth were whiter?

* Do you think you show too much or too little of your teeth when

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

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

to schedule a personal

FREE consultation

Call today

P o
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Not a Fad Workout: How Heavy Resistance Training Is
Helping Agmg Adults Worldwide

By Kassia GARFIELD,
MAXSTRENGTH FITNESS

For decades, resistance train-
ing was treated as optional —
something reserved for athletes,
bodybuilders, or the young. As
people aged, the common ad-
vice was to “take it easy,” lift
light weights, and focus on walk-
ing or stretching. Today, science
1s flipping that script. Heavy re-
sistance training is not a fitness
trend or a risky experiment; it
is one of the most effective, ev-
idence-based strategies we have
to support healthy aging world-
wide.

Aging 1s accompanied by
predictable declines in muscle
mass, strength and bone density.
This process, known as sarcope-
nia and osteoporosis, begins as
early as our 30s and accelerates
with each passing decade. By
age 70, many adults have lost up
to 30-40% of their muscle mass
if no intervention is made. The
consequences are profound: in-
creased fall risk, fractures, met-
abolic disease and loss of inde-
pendence. Yet, experts like Dr.
Peter Attia emphasize that while
sarcopenia is unavoidable, how
much muscle we lose — and
how fast we lose it — 1s large-
ly determined by our activity
choices.

The Evidence for Heavy
Lifting

Heavy resistance training di-
rectly targets the mechanisms
behind age-related decline. Un-
like light exercise, lifting heavier
loads recruits fast-twitch (Type
II) muscle fibers — the fibers
most vulnerable to aging and
disuse. Peter Attia frequently
highlights that these fibers are
critical, not just for strength,
but for power, balance and pre-
venting falls later in life. When
they are trained, they respond
— even in older adults. This

helps target our central nervous
system, which increases muscle
recruitment, coordination and
response to movement.
Long-term studies strongly
support this. The LISA study
followed adults in their early 70s
and found that those who com-
pleted just one year of heavy
resistance training preserved leg
strength four years later. Mean-
while, those who performed
moderate training or remained
inactive continued to decline.
This suggests that heavy train-
ing doesn’t just produce short-

term gains — it creates lasting
protective effects.
Similarly, the LIFTMOR

trial challenged long-held fears
around lifting heavy with low
bone density. Older adults,
including post-menopausal
women with osteopenia, safely
performed high-intensity resis-
tance and impact training. The
result: significant improvements
in bone mineral density at the
spine and hip, along with gains
in functional strength. These
findings directly counter the
idea that aging bodies are too
fragile for heavy loads.

It’s Never Too Late to Start

Perhaps the most empower-
ing message from this body of
research is that it is never too
late to begin. Muscle tissue re-
mains remarkably adaptable
across the lifespan. Studies show
adults in their 60s, 70s and even
80s can build strength and mus-
cle when exposed to proper re-
sistance training. Aging does not
eliminate our ability to adapt —
nactivity does.

Sarcopenia will happen to
everyone. That part is non-ne-
gotiable. But the rate at which
is lost and the de-
gree of weakness we experi-
ence are modifiable. Every
strength-training session acts as
a signal to the body: this muscle
1s needed — keep it. Without
that signal, the body efficiently
sheds tissue it perceives as un-
necessary. In this sense, muscle
loss is not just something that
happens to us — it is something
we actively influence through
daily decisions. Our body re-
sponds to stimulus and grows
and maintains tissue in accor-
dance to need. So, if there is less
need, the body will not continue

muscle

to use energy to maintain tissue
that is not being used.

Beyond Muscles:
Longevity and
Independence

Heavy resistance training
extends benefits well beyond
muscle size. Increased lean mass
improves Insulin  sensitivity,
supports metabolic health and
lowers the risk of type 2 diabe-
tes and cardiovascular disease.
Strength training has also been
linked to improved cognitive
function and brain health, likely
due to enhanced neuromuscular
coordination and blood flow.

Most importantly, strength
preserves independence. The
ability to stand up from the
floor, carry groceries, climb
stairs, or recover from a stumble

determines whether aging
is lived with confidence or
constraint. Strength is not
cosmetic — it is functional,
protective and deeply tied
to quality of life.

A New Narrative for
Aging

Heavy resistance train-
ing is not a fad workout. It
1s a cornerstone of healthy
aging backed by decades
of research and reinforced by
modern longevity science. While
we cannot stop aging, we can
decide how we age. By choosing
to lift heavy — safely, progres-
sively, and consistently — ag-
ing adults around the world are
rewriting what strength, inde-
pendence, and vitality look like
in later life. If you are looking

MIRAMAR BEACH

AUDIULUGY
ASSOCIATES

Claim 2 FREE SESSIONSI

New Clients Only

« 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!

MINUTES + A WEEK

MPA] X
STRENGTH

T NESS

F ol

4576 E Hwy 20
Niceville, FL
(850) 373-4450

to get started, try MaxStrength
Fitness of Niceville, we only do
one-on-one strength training for
the busy professional and active
aging adult. In just 20 minutes,
twice a week, we can help you
get started to reverse the loss of
muscle mass, give us a call at
850-373-4450!

Join Kassie Garfield, li-
censed physical therapist
and owner of MaxStrength
fitness of Niceville, for
“Chronic Pain and How
to Fight It,” a comprehen-
sive talk on the physiology
of chronic pain and how
to take steps to break the
cycle. Salt and Story book-
store, Wednesday, Febru-
ary 4 at 6 p.m. Free and
open to the public.

Audiologist Dr. Mandy
Rounseville-Norgaard

Accepting New Patients

42 Business Centre Drive, Unit 306
Summit Building - Miramar Beach
Check us out on Facebook!

— TRANSFORMATION

www.maxstrengthfitness.com/niceville
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By STEPHENIE CRAIG,
JOURNEY BRAVELY

When did you last experience
a big, uncomfortable feeling you
did not manage well? Maybe
you experienced rejection and
felt deeply sad. Maybe someone
treated you poorly and you felt
intense anger. Perhaps you made
a mistake and you felt shame.
How did you behave when you
experienced the feeling? Were
you unkind to yourself? Did you

Journey Bravely: Increase Your Life
Experience and Impact in 2026

behave poorly and then blame
others? Did you drink or scroll to
numb out? Did you break some-
thing?

Feelings come and go
throughout each day and yet
most of us do not have a sense of
confidence about managing un-
comfortable feelings. In his book,
Dealing with Feeling, Marc
Brackett, PhD, founding director
of Yale Center for Emotional In-
telligence shares that only 10%
of the American population re-
ceive any education about how
to understand or manage feel-
ings. In my experience meeting
with people for 25 years, about
9 out of 10 people entering ther-
apy do not understand how to

gt N [

Ear, Nose, Throat, Allergies
Hearing
Facial Plastic Issues
From newborns to the elderly

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

EMERALD

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

JOIN NOW AND SAVE'

= ,,I'r'-'

identify or work through uncom-
fortable feelings.

Most of us are engaging in
avoldance or numbing strategies
such as drinking, other substance
use, scrolling, shopping, gam-
bling, controlling others, over
scheduling, among others to
keep from facing uncomfortable
feelings. Avoidance produces a
cycle of emotional dysregulation
that negatively impacts relation-
ships, life performance, and over-
all health. In short, not knowing
how to identify and manage your
feelings well is likely reducing
your quality of life and your pos-
itive impact in the world.

So, if you want to grow in
emotional maturity to increase
your positive experience and im-
pact in life, what do you do?

6 Ways to Learn How to
Manage Your Feelings
Well

Reflect and set intention.
How are you managing feelings?
Take notes about how you and
others are experiencing your
emotional highs and lows. Note
if you have been ashamed or re-
ceived negative feedback regard-
ing your emotional expression.
Create 1-2 goals about how you
would like to improve your han-
dling of feelings. “I would like
to know how to use 3-4 healthy
strategies to manage feelings.”

Cultivate physical emo-
tional curiosity. Notice your
body’s signals about what you
are feeling. Notice sensations in
your stomach, chest, face, head,
and extremities. Notice body

MEDICAL MARIJUANA CARD CONSULTATION

CANNABIS (/ CLINICIANS®

Elevate Your
Wellness with
Medical Marijuana

* PANAMA CITY

¢ MIRAMAR BEACH
e PENSACOLA

* MARIANNA

850-213-1215

BOOK A VISIT'

THEKAYALIFE COM

R
JOURNEY

BRAVELY

Stephenie Craig, LCSW
918-221-9987 | stepheniecraig@journeybravely.com
Todd Craig

\] 918-740-1232 | todd@journeybravely.com

| www.journeybravely.com

temperature, muscle tension, en-
ergy level. Notice tears, urge to
slam something, exhaustion lev-
el. Your physical body gives you
signals to help you determine
what specific feeling you are ex-
periencing. Listen closely to your
body rather than ignoring phys-
ical signals.

Name your feelings. After
collecting physical data, prac-
tice matching data to a feeling
word. When you notice tight
jaw, hot body temperature, and
desire to slam something, that
might be anger. When you notice
tight chest, pit in your stomach,
and fast heart rate, that might
be anxiety. Iry recording your
common feelings and list physi-
cal sensations that go with each
feeling. Continue recording over
time until you feel confident your
list reflects your emotional expe-
rience.

Evaluate emotional cop-
ing tools. Name/record avoid-
ance/numbing strategies, and
record trends of when and how
you use them. “I start drinking
around 4 and continue until
bedtime to take the edge off.” “I
start scrolling when I'm stressed
and bored and am logging five
hours per day.” Begin practicing
healthy coping strategies that
regulate emotional highs and
lows creating space to return to a
feeling from a calm state to pro-
cess its meaning for your life. Try
taking a walk, voice or regular
journaling, talking to a trusted
person, deep breathing exer-
cises, fitness activities, creative
pursuits, getting into nature, and
nervous system regulation tools
(search “vagal toning exercises”).

WORKOUT
ANYTIME

Your Fitness. Your Schedule.

Basic Monthly Membership $25.99 - Premium $35.99 « Premium Add Ons $15.99

Niceville
850.481.3999

Ft. Walton Beach
850.533.0555

Destin
850.428.2333
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Living with a Neurodegenerative Diagnosis:
Understanding the Impact — and the Hope

By MELANIE YOST,
Be WELL SOLUTIONS

A neurodegenerative diag-
nosis changes far more than
memory, movement or speech.
It changes how a person sees
themselves, how they connect
with others and how they picture
their future. Conditions such as
Alzheimer’s disease, Parkinson’s
disease, Lewy body dementia,
frontotemporal dementia, ALS
and vascular dementia are pro-
gressive, meaning symptoms
tend to worsen over time. Even
so, many people are surprised to
learn that there is still room for
hope and a better quality of life.

DEPRESSION/

ANXIETY
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; e Well
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These  conditions  affect
how the brain works. Thinking
clouds, memory fades and words
become harder to find. Many
people struggle with confusion,
focus or decision-making, and
emotional changes. Depression,
anxiety, irritability, loss of moti-
vation or noticeable personality
shifts can appear—sometimes
even before physical symptoms.

The physical changes that
often occur include: tremors,
weakness, balance issues, slower
movement and ongoing fatigue.
Tasks that once felt simple—driv-
ing, cooking, managing money
or personal care - can gradually
become more challenging. This
loss of independence can be one
of the hardest parts of the diag-
nosis.

Adding to the stress of the
symptoms is the emotional
weight of the journey. Many in-
dividuals grieve who they used
to be. Their confidence can fade
and roles within their family
change. A quiet fear about the
future often lingers. Caregivers
and loved ones carry their own

heavy load as they take
on more caregiving
duties while watching
their loved one change
into a different person.
For many families, the
experience feels lonely
and overwhelming

Traditional medical
care plays an important
role. Doctors help diag-
nose the condition, monitor pro-
gression, manage symptoms and
plan for safety. Medications and
therapies can slow certain chang-
es and ease discomfort. Stll,
much of conventional care fo-
cuses on managing decline rath-
er than supporting and building
on what the brain can still do.

It is now understood that neu-
rodegeneration is rarely caused
by a single issue. Inflammation,
reduced oxygen use, low energy
production in brain cells, dis-
rupted brain communication
and metabolic stress often occur
together. Because the challenges
are layered, meaningful support
must be layered as well.

A combined, non-invasive

CHRONIC
INFLAMMATION

THERE IS HOPE...

There are alternative and effective treatments.

o Destin
Complete Ketamine

Services We Offer:

Weight-loss/Maintenance « Ketamine Infusion Therapy « Essential Oils « NAD « Hyperbaric Oxygen Therapy « BEMER Sessions
INFUSIONS TO HELP: Weight Management « Increase Energy o Stress Relief « Improve Mood « Assist DNA Repair » Decrease Pain

approach can help
support brain health
from multiple direc-
tions at once. Ther-
apies that improve
oxygen delivery, sup-
port cellular energy,
calm inflammation,
strengthen brain
pathways  through
use and training, and
help the brain regulate itself can
work together in powerful ways.

These approaches do not
claim to cure neurodegenera-
tive disease. What they can offer,
however, is deeply meaningful:
improved clarity, steadier mood,
better sleep, increased energy,
improved balance and stronger
emotional regulation for many
individuals. Even small improve-
ments can restore confidence,
preserve dignity and make daily
life feel more manageable for the
person and their loved ones.

Just as important, this kind of
care can restore a sense of con-
trol. Instead of simply waiting
for what comes next, individuals
and families can take an active

role in supporting brain health
and overall well-being;

A neurodegenerative diag-
nosis 1s life-changing and of-
ten frightening. But, it does not
mean the brain is without hope.
With compassionate, supportive
and evidenced based care, the
brain can continue to adapt and
function better than once be-
lieved possible.

And in that space, many peo-
ple discover something invalu-
able—mnot just more time, but
better quality of living within the
time they have.

If you or a loved one are
struggling with brain fog, mem-
ory changes, emotional instabil-
ity or signs of cognitive decline,
please reach out. There is hope.
Your brain can heal and evi-
dence-based therapies can help
you reclaim clarity, resilience,
and quality of life.

Contact Be Well Solutions at (850)
786-2051 to schedule your FREE
qEEG brain mapping scan, learn how
your brain 1s_functioning and discover
ways to support your brain health goals.

Combat Aging « Improve Mental Clarity « Boost Immune System

HBOT AND BEMER: Ease Aching Joints « Decrease Inflammation « Improve Circulation « Boost Brain Function « Stimulate Healing « Enhance Physical Performance

Free consultations to determine the best treatment plan for your needs.
Discounted packages for cost-effective protocols

Special discounts for specific groups:

« 25% off for veterans, active and retired military, and first responders

« 25% off for student-athletes
» 35% off for disabled veterans

Open MWF 10am-7pm « Open Saturdays by Appoinment Only

4641 Gulf Starr Dr #105 « Destin, FL « Completeketaminedestin@gmail.com

850-786-2051 « Completeketaminesolutions.com
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A Kinder Start to the New Year, Shared with Our Dogs

By Laurie Hoop

Every January, I find myself
thinking less about big reso-
lutions and more about how I
want the year to feel. Calmer.
More connected. More inten-
tional. And almost always, the
answers lead me right back to
the animals.

At Alaqua, we see every day
how closely human well-being
and animal well-being are tied
together. Dogs need movement,
fresh air, routine, and connec-
tion. Turns out, we do too.

One of the healthiest habits I
have ever built is simply walking.
Walking with a dog gives you no
excuse not to go. They are ready.
They are patient (well, my dog

Archie may not always be). And
they remind you that the point is
not speed or distance, but show-
ing up.

Some of my favorite mo-
ments at Alaqua happen on
the trails. Early mornings, qui-
et afternoons, volunteers walk-
ing dogs who arrive scared and
leave a little lighter. You can feel
the shift in the dog and in the
person holding the leash.

Spending time outdoors does
something we cannot replicate
indoors. It slows the nervous sys-
tem. It gives perspective. Dogs
experience the world through
scent and sound, and when we
let them lead for a moment,
we slow down, too. That pause

$100 OFF

any Lift Chair purchase
with coupon

Come try our large in stock selection

Local service for repairs and warranty
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matters more than we realize.
Volunteering is another place
where wellness and purpose in-
tersect. Many of our volunteer
roles involve movement and be-
ing outside, whether it is walking
dogs, helping with enrichment,

LOCAL
DELIVERY
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540 E John Sims Parkway « Niceville

CALL US! 850-729-2559

850-424-6979
11275 U.S. Hwy. 98 #7 | Miramar Beach, FL 32550
www.GetAbora.com
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or simply being present. Giving
your time to animals in need
can ground you. It reminds you
why kindness matters.

This year, we are especial-
ly excited to offer guided hikes
where you can bring your dog
and walk the land with us. These
hikes are not about fitness goals
or keeping pace. They are about
connection. To your dog. To

R

ROYALL

nature. To a communi-
ty that believes caring
for animals makes the
world better for every-
one.

Dogs also teach
us how to be present.
Sitting  beside  them.
Breathing.  Stretching
Letting go of the phone
for a few minutes. They
do not need us to be
perfect. They just need
us to be there.

As the year begins,
I hope we can all be a
little gentler with our-
selves. Build routines
that support us rather
than pressure us. Get
outside more. Walk to-
gether. Volunteer when
we can. Let our dogs remind us
what matters.

Health does not have to be
complicated. Sometimes it starts
with a leash, a trail, and the de-
cision to step outside.

Laurie Hood 15 the founder of
Alaqua Animal Refuge and believes
that caring for amimals and caring for
ourselves are deeply connected.
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Kay LEamaN, HEALTH
ARCHITECT

There are four main things
that help the body to store fat.
The more we abuse them, the
more the body responds in kind.

There is a plethora of ads
aimed to help us rid ourselves of
belly fat creating a billion dollar
industry. These ‘diets’ bring suc-
cess for the first six months or so,
and then slowly the fat begins to
return and the cycle continues.

We know that it’s lifestyle vs.
diet that can remove the un-
wanted fat for the long term.
Adequate water intake, quality
sleep, managing stress, exercise
and diet (calories in — calories
out) should be our goal. How-
ever, understanding what causes
the fat to accumulate is a critical
component to achieving greater
success.

The food we eat is either used
as energy or stored as fat. When
you get up in the morning, how
do you feel? Do you feel re-
freshed and ready to go or slug-
gish and dragging? This is our
first clue that something is ‘off.’

#1 Food Preservatives

Preservatives are used to ex-
tend shelf life. Some of these are
more toxic than others. They
also make food more difficult
to digest. These preservatives
can lead to gas, bloating, heart-
burn, slow metabolism, fatigue,
sluggishness, brain fog and a de-
creased sex drive.

One of the most disrupt-
ing is high fructose corn syrup
(HFGS). The process in produc-
ing this chemical is important
in understanding it. Because
consumers have become aware
of the dangers, companies have
spent millions in order to ‘re-
name it’ so the consumer can re-
main unaware. There are even
products that state they are high
fructose corn syrup free when
the label states otherwise and the
fine line between these is legal!

Some of the new names be-
ing used are: maize syrup, glu-
cose syrup, tapioca syrup, fruit
fructose, crystalline fruit, HFCS,

(53
)

How to Subtract Fat From Your Body

esoglucose, corn syrup and dahl-
ia syrup.

The body needs energy to sur-
vive. Our energy is stored in the
mitochondria of the cell. There
are 50 to 2,000 mitochondria
in every cell. Within these cells,
sugar is converted into glucose
and O2. This is turned into ATP
and CO2. The preservatives in
foods prevent them from being
properly digested, which means
the calories are not able to be
converted to energy; less ener-
gy for our brains, muscles, etc.
When this process continues, the
body goes into starvation mode.
This teaches the body to take
these calories and store them as
fat. The body learns to survive
by what we feed it.

Utilizing digestive enzymes
can aid the body in better di-
gestion. They can reduce gas-
tric and bowel symptoms and
increase the body’s ability to co-
vert food to energy rather than
fat. By combining digestive en-
zymes with foods that contain
less preservatives, we can aid our
bodies to better utilize what we
eat.

#2 Bad Gut Bacteria

There are 50-100 trillion bac-
teria in our gut with over 5,000
species. Our guts are biodiverse
and contain both good and bad
bacteria.

The roles of this microbiome:
to break down undigested food
(carbohydrates), production and
absorption of vitamins B’s and
K, processing of bile and sterols,
strengthens the immune system,
defends against infection from
bad bacteria, effects brain neu-
rotransmitters (thinking, mood,
autism), production of serotonin
(low levels can cause depression
and anxiety), and hormones that
direct fat metabolism and stor-
age.
The effects of when our gut
bacteria are out of whack (more
bad than good) can be obesity,
bowel disease, cancer, brain is-
sues, diabetes, liver disease, im-
mune system issues as well as
effects on the skin.

Disruption of this system
includes high glycemic foods,
chemicals (preservatives and
additives), pesticides, fake sugar,
toxic metals, antibiotics used in
food, irritating and spicy herbs
and condiments, parasite taint-
ed food, allergies to food, lack
of vitamins and minerals, stress
(cortisol), poor general health,

and certain medications such as
steroids and NSAIDS. Signs of
this disruption are nausea, vom-
iting, diarrhea, gas, bloating,
cramping, constipation, heart-

burn, irritable bow-
el syndrome, lactose
intolerance,  food
sensitivities, drowsi-
ness or fatigue after
meals, depression,
frequent illness
(colds and flu), for-
getfulness, sluggish
thinking, weight
gain and difficulty
losing weight (excess
body fat).

When there is
an overgrowth of
bad bacteria and yeast in the
gut, sugars are broken down in-
correctly and the signals for fat
metabolism and storage are dis-
rupted.

Add a probiotic every other
day or daily to your diet. Science
has shown that we don’t need to
replace all the bacteria. The two
most important bacteria that
can survive the harsh stomach
environment are lactobacillus,
rhammosus GG, LGG and bi-
fodobacterium BB-12. These
can also be stored at room tem-
perature, making it easy to trav-
el with or take to work.

These are the first two out of
four things that allow body fat
to accumulate. In the next issue,
we will discuss Part II.

HealthyDay HealthyLife, succeed.
hdhl@gmail.com
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New Year, New Devices, New Risks:
Why First of the Year Is Prime Time for Data Theft

By Brr-Wizarps

With the latest laptops,
phones, tablets and smart devic-
es in the hands of many after the
holidays, homes and businesses
are swept up in the excitement
of new technology.

Accompanying the rush of
dopamine will likely be better
features and convenience, but
it also opens the door to new
cybersecurity risks. It’s not be-
cause hackers suddenly become
more active, but because users
unknowingly make it easier for
them to exploit.

This is why the first of the
year consistently experiences
a sharp surge in cyberattacks.
According to IT Governance,
history has shown that inci-
dents can increase by more than
700% in January compared to
December.

The problem isn’t the new
technology itself; it’s how quick-
ly people start using it. New de-
vices are often turned on and
connected immediately, without
changing default settings, apply-
ing critical updates, or securing
home and office networks. Pass-
words are reused, software se-
curity prompts are delayed, and
when routines are interrupted
by holidays, travel or year-end
fatigue, important safeguards
are frequently overlooked.

For businesses, the risk of
cyber threats is even worse. Em-
ployees might bring personal
devices to work, access company
systems from home networks, or
install new software without ful-
ly understanding the associated
risks. When you combine these
actions with unclear company
IT policies that aren’t enforced,

GWS Tax Services

Business & Personal Tax & Document Preparation Services

Gordon W. Smith, MBA, AFSP

IRS Registered Tax Return Preparer/ e-file

Bluewater Bay Resident Servicing Areas Including
Niceville - Destin « Crestview « Ft Walton Beach - Santa Rosa Beach

Call or email for a private consultation - we can come to you.
954-654-1090 / gwstax@gmail.com

Visit www.gwstaxservices.com

the risk of costly dam-
age increases.

Another common
mistake made during
this time of year is
assuming new devices
are secure right out
of the box. In reality,
default configurations
are designed for ease
of use, not protection.
Hackers actively scan
for devices that ha-
ven’t been updated,
properly  configured
or monitored. Once
mnside a system, they
can access sensitive
information, disrupt
operations or steal
identities, sometimes
without  immediate
detection.

The good news?
Taking a few proactive steps
can significantly reduce your
risk. Owners of new devices can
follow setup prompts that allow
them to customize security set-
tings, or they can manually per-
form these actions:

- Accept and install operating
system updates, firmware patch-
es, and security software before
syncing accounts or storing sen-
sitive information.

- Change default usernames,
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passwords, and avoid reusing
credentials across different plat-
forms.

- Enable multi-factor au-
thentication (MFA) whenever
possible—it’s one of the most
effective ways to prevent unau-
thorized access.

Network security is also im-
portant. Wi-Fi networks should
be protected with passwords, en-
crypted, and kept separate from
guest access. Businesses should
review access permissions, espe-
cially after staff' changes or role
transitions that often occur at
the beginning of the year.

Incorporating these small

habits can make the difference
between a smooth new year and
a resource-draining breach.

Bit-Wizards encourages you
to use this to set the tone for
the year. Just as you would with
your budget or health, incor-
porate healthy cyber practices
into your new year’s routine to
protect your devices, data and
peace of mind.

Tor more information on
how businesses can protect new
devices and reduce cybersecuri-
ty risks this year, visit Bit-Wiz-
ards at https:/ /bitwizards.com/
managed-it-services.
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By Pastor DOUG STAUFFER
Since the founding of the
United States, military power has
encompassed more than troops,
weaponry or tactics. The found-
ers believed that without virtue,
armies would fail—and that faith
was the foundation of virtue. For
that reason, chaplains were not
treated as optional morale offi-
cers or psychological aides, but
as guardians of conscience, disci-
pline and spiritual endurance.
During the Revolutionary
Way, the Continental Army for-
mally appointed chaplains to
preach, pray and encourage the
troops. General George Wash-
ington ordered regular divine
services, assigned chaplains to
brigades and expected officers
to attend public worship. Wash-
ington understood that soldiers
unmoored from moral restraint,
would eventually lose cohesion,
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Musing

A Pastor's Ponderings: The Military’s Moral
Battle and the Chaplamcy at 250

courage and honor. Congress
echoed this belief by proclaim-
ing national days of prayer, fast-
ing and thanksgiving, openly
acknowledging that victory ul-
timately comes from Almighty
God—not merely from military
calculation.

That founding conviction
stands in stark contrast to the
military culture of recent years.
While the armed forces must re-
main apolitical, they cannot af-
ford to be morally indifferent. In
recent years, immorality—sexual
misconduct, abuse of authority,
ethical compromise—has ended
countless military careers and
undermined unit readiness. Even
with the most advanced technol-
ogy in the world, a fighting force
can still cripple itself from within
when discipline and virtue erode.

The redefinition of chaplain-
cy by past administrations re-
flected this tension. Increasingly,
chaplains were pressured to serve
primarily as general counselors,
therapeutic listeners or emo-
tional support specialists—often
stripped of their theological an-
chor. While mental health care

For your life's

special moments

WEDDING PACKAGES ALSO
AVAILABLE

1s essential, the chaplain’s unique
role has always been spiritual
leadership grounded in faith.
When faith is reduced to feelings
and conscience is replaced by
compliance, moral clarity suffers.

Predictably, whenever spiritu-
al leadership becomes visible—
especially in official settings, such
as prayer—critics raise alarms
about coercion or impropriety.
Yet the Founders did not believe
faith threatened liberty. They be-
lieved it restrained power. Wash-
ington warned that armies with-

out virtue become instruments of
tyranny rather than guardians of
freedom.

The question is not whether
soldiers of diverse beliefs deserve
care—they do. The question is
whether chaplaincy should be
stripped of its spiritual core to
satisfy modern secular sensi-
bilities. History suggests other-
wise. Moral relativism does not
strengthen armies; it weakens
them. Discipline does not flourish
where virtue is optional.

This concern extended be-
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yond Washington. During his
presidency; John Adams called
the nation to fasting and repen-
tance, urging Americans to “call
to remembrance our own sins,
and implore the forgiveness of
Heaven.” Adams understood
what modern America often for-
gets: political and institutional
crises often reflect deeper spiritu-
al decay:.

As America approaches her
250th year, the military’s chal-
lenge is not merely to remain
lethal—but to remain just. We
must fight effectively, yes. But
we must also ensure we are not
undermined by immorality that
undermines readiness, corrodes
trust and dishonors service.

The God who heard the
prayers of the Continental Army
has not changed. His arm is not
shortened. He still calls nations—
and institutions—to humility,
repentance and righteousness.
The question is not whether
God remains faithful. The ques-
tion is whether we will return to
the moral foundations that once
made our armed forces strong.

“Chuwvch, Qike it Used, to Be”

1309 Valparaiso Blvd., Niceville, FL 32578 | (850) 678-4387 | www.FaithNiceville.com
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By Sean DieTrICH

It was a Wednesday. I know
this because on Wednesdays the
Baptist church had family sup-
pers.

And although I wasn’t exact-
ly a faithful Sunday churchgoer,
I was a devout mid-week sup-

per—eater.
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That night, I stood in line
behind a girl, holding my plate.
She was funny. She had so much
personality she hummed like a
neon light.

Later, I sat beside her during
service. That week, there was an
out-of-town preacher. The kind
with big hair, sweat rags, and
nice shoes. He invited people to
walk the aisle to get born again.

My pal, Craig,—who lost his
religion every football season—
recommitted for his thirtieth
time. He said he felt something

V. A eI N E

in the air that night.

I did too.

When service let out, the girl
wasn’t ready to go home. Neither
was I. So, I suggested we drive.
She liked the idea—though T’ll
never know why.

I pointed my vehicle east,
we headed for nowhere, travel-
ing as slow as my engine would
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Sean of the South: Funny Valentine

run. The miles
of pines made
her more chatty.
She propped her
feet on my dash-
board and let the
words roll.

She  talked
about  things.
About how she
saw the world,
about her fa-
vorite kind of
mustard, about
religion, and the
proper way to
eat fried chicken.

I gave one-syllable respons-
es because I didn’t want to in-
terrupt. She had a voice that
sounded like Escambia County
in June.

By the time we landed in Port
Saint Joe, her one-sided con-
versation had faded to a stop. 1
looked at her. She was sleeping.

So, I pulled into a gas station
and got lukewarm coffee.

On the ride back, I thought
long and hard. Not just about
the sleeping girl, but about how
I’d gotten a late start in life. And
about how my childhood was a
pitiful one.

So pathetic, in fact, it embar-
rassed me to talk about—kind
of like I'm doing now.

When my father died, he left
a shadow on me, one I didn’t
think would ever lift.

But that night, something
did lift. I was someone else. 1
was the me I’d always known I
should’ve been. Not the quiet
young man who was too serious
for baseball.

This girl. She’d done it to me
without even trying. And even
if I never saw her again, I was
grateful for her.

When I arrived at her house,
it was three in the morning. I
walked her to the door. I hugged
her and whispered, “Maybe TI’ll
see you again, sometime.”

She said, “What’n the hell’s
maybe? ‘Course we’ll see each
other, dummy.”

Every good thing in my
life can be traced back to that
night—the evening I became
who I am. With her I have ev-
erything. Without her I'm a
blind man.

That was the Wednesday I
got born again.
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Museum Series:

By BARBARA PALMGREN

Several years ago, I began
teaching a class for the Center
for Lifelong Learning at the
UWF Emerald Coast Campus.
This non-profit organization
offers adult classes designed to
provide unique learning experi-
ences. Classes are scheduled in
the fall and winter semester over
an eight-week period. I usually
offer my class one semester a
year in the winter semester.

My class, titled “The Muse-
um Trail,” is a weekly visit to
one of our county museums.
Tollowing the museum visit, the
class might enjoy lunch at a lo-
cal restaurant. I value keeping
things local. So, we might have a
delicious lunch overlooking the
water at Dewey Destin’s origi-
nal restaurant on Calhoun Ave-
nue. Not that this 1s a lunch and
learn experience, but it could
be. During winter term, visi-
tors might see their first pelican
perched on a piling on Dewey’s
dock.

Tocused now on learning
about the first museum in this
new series, let’s enter the Destin
History and Fishing Museum
at 108 Stahlman Ave. close to
Highway 98 and open Tues-
day through Saturday from 10
a.m. to 4 p m. Ticket prices are
Adults $10, Military and First
Responders $9, Seniors $8, Stu-
dents $5 and 5 and under are
free. The museum features the
history of what used be a sleepy
fishing village in the 1830’ to
the tourist attraction it is today.

Is Destin truly the “Luckiest
Fishing Village in the World?”
You might agree after visiting
the museum and wandering into
a large room to view movies and
a huge scoreboard of competi-
tors prize catches for the Destin
Fishing Rodeo fall competition.
One can be mesmerized and
get “hooked” on fishing just
by viewing all the fish caught
during October each year.

But, is luck the reason for
Destin’s success? There is rich
history that began this story and
the museum honors and exhib-
its that history. Books, manu-
scripts, photographs, exhibits
and artifacts educate the com-
munity and visitors. The muse-
um opened in 2005 close to the
foot of the Destin Bridge and
directly across from the Destin
Community Center.

Outside the museum is an
old sein fishing boat and the

original Destin Post Office. In-
side is the history of settlers
and businesses surrounding an
immense wall with examples of
fish that can be caught in the
Gulf waters. The Mike Long
Fish Wall encircles the center of
the main room and is the cen-
terpiece of the museum. Yes,
there are 25 sharks or parts of
sharks throughout the museums.
But, don’t worry about the shark

with a large open mouth; he is
no longer a predatory danger
for tourists! Interactive touch
screens and friendly volunteers
and staff help visitors learn
more.

I met Kathy Marler Blue,
former Museum Director and
a member of one of Destin’s
founding families in 2017. To-
gether we worked with sever-
al other museums to form the

Greater Okaloosa Museum
Coalition. When Kathy retired
in 2021, she passed her respon-
sibilities to Vivienne Williams.
Vivienne earned a Master’s De-
gree in Public History from the
University of West Florida. A
lifelong Florida resident, Vivi-
enne learned about museums
first hand with an Internship at
the Mystic Seaport Museum in
Mystic, Conn.

# Museums

Destin’s History and Fishing Museum

No, Vivienne did not trade
Mystic Pizza for Destin’s sea-
food, because her love of the
white Destin sands would always
win. Don’t believe me? Vivi-
enne’s favorite exhibit or place
in the museum is the front ex-
hibit room where visitors learn
about what makes Destin so spe-
cial. And, yes, one of those rea-
sons is that famous white sand.
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ECTC Presents “Everlasting Love”

A Valentine's Day Musical Revue Fundraiser

Love takes center stage this
Valentine’s season as Emer-
ald Coast Theatre Company
(ECTC) presents Everlasting
Love, a special Valentine’s Day
musical revue fundraiser cele-
brating romance, connection,
and timeless love songs on Feb-
ruary 14th at 7 PM. This in-
timate evening of music and
storytelling will feature beloved
performers Teresa Lombardi,
Taylor Walker, Skylar Smith,
and Jackie Rose.

Everlasting Love invites au-
diences to experience an unfor-

gettable night filled with iconic
love songs from stage and screen
that span generations. Designed

as both a celebration of love and
a fundraiser supporting ECTC’s
mission, the revue offers a per-

fect Valentine’s date night with
a meaningful cause at its heart.

“Everlasting Love celebrates
shared dreams and the mean-
ingful relationships that grow
when people come together.”
said Nathanael Fisher, Produc-
ing Artistic Director of Emerald
Coast Theatre Company. “This
evening 1is about connection,
possibility, and supporting the
future of theatre here on our
Emerald Coast.”

Everlasting Love will be
held at Emerald Coast Theatre
Company, located at 560 Grand

Boulevard, Suite 200, Miramar
Beach, FL. Tickets are $150
each and are sold in pairs. Each
pair of tickets includes a bottle
of wine along with a sweet or
savory charcuterie. Proceeds
from the event directly support
ECTC’s youth educational pro-
gramming and community out-
reach initiatives.

To make a tax-deductible do-
nation, become a VIP or spon-
sor, or learn more, call (850)
684-0323 or visit emeraldcoast-
theatre.org.

A Brilliant Debut for a Milestone Season

Acclaimed pianist Ying Li takes the stage as Sinfonia Gulf Coast celebrates 20 years of redefining the symphony experience

By ZAaNDRA WOLFGRAM

As Sinfonia Gulf Coast cel-
ebrates its 20th anniversary
season, each concert offers an
opportunity to reflect on the
artistry, ambition and sense of
discovery that have defined the
orchestra for two decades. On
Saturday, Feb. 7, that spirit takes
center stage with Classical Con-
nections featuring Ying Li, pia-
no—an evening that brings to-
gether timeless masterworks and
one of today’s most compelling

young pianists.

Making her Sinfonia Gulf
Coast debut, Ying Li is an artist
on a remarkable ascent. Winner
of the 2021 Young Concert Art-
ists Susan Wadsworth Interna-
tional Auditions, Li has quickly
earned international recognition
for performances that combine
technical brilliance with expres-
sive depth. She has appeared as
a soloist with major orchestras
across the United States and
Europe, including The Philadel-

phia Orchestra, Minnesota Or-
chestra, Kansas City Symphony
and Orlando Philharmonic, and
has been praised for her abili-
ty to bring clarity, warmth and
emotional insight to the music
she performs.

At the heart of the program is
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart’s Pi-
ano Concerto No. 23 in A major,
K. 488, one of the composer’s
most beloved works. Graceful,
luminous and deeply expressive,
the concerto showcases Mozart’s
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gift for melody while allowing
the pianist to shine as both solo-
ist and collaborator. The work’s
radiant outer movements frame
a slow movement of striking inti-
macy—music that invites listen-
ers into a moment of reflection
and quiet beauty.

The program also includes
Ludwig van Beethoven’s Sym-
phony No. 1 in C major, Op.
21, a piece that marks the com-
poser’s confident arrival as a
symphonist. While rooted in
classical tradition, the sympho-
ny hints at the bold originality
that would soon reshape the
musical landscape. Together,
these works create a program
that bridges elegance and inno-
vation—perfectly aligned with
the spirit of Sinfonia’s Classical
Connections series.

Led by Music
Demetrius  Fuller,

Director
the Sinfo-

nia Gulf Coast orchestra
brings these masterworks to
life at Destin High School
at 7:30 p.m. The evening
is not only a celebration
of great music, but also a
reflection of Sinfonia’s mis-
sion over the past 20 years:
to entertain, educate and
inspire through exceptional
live performances.

Ticket purchases do
more than support the con-
cert experience itself. Pro-
ceeds from Sinfonia Gulf
Coast performances help
fund the organization’s ex-
pansive music education
and outreach initiatives,
which reach more than
250,000 children across North-
west Ilorida through programs
such as Sinfonia Guest Artists
in the Schools, youth orchestras,
after-school strings instruction
and partnerships with Carnegie
Hall’s Weill Institute of Music.

Whether you are a long-
time classical music lover or
attending your first symphony
concert, Classical Connections
featuring Ying Li, piano offers a
welcoming and meaningful way
to experience the power of live
orchestral music. With tickets
priced at just $35, this concert
1s an exceptional opportunity to
be part of Sinfonia Gulf Coast’s
milestone season while directly
supporting music education in
our community.

Tickets are available now at
SinfoniaGulfCoast.org or by
calling the box office at (850)
460-8800.



February 2026

Bay Life www.mybaylifenwfl.com

Page 37

Valentine’s Day is a celebra-
tion of love in all its forms: ro-
mantic, passionate, tender, and
timeless. Few things capture
those emotions quite like music.
Over the years, certain songs
have become synonymous with
Valentine’s Day because of their
heartfelt lyrics, unforgettable
melodies, and emotional depth.
Here are the top 10 Valentine’s
Day songs and what makes each
one truly special.

1. “All of Me” — John Leg-
end

This modern classic is a raw
and honest declaration of un-
conditional love. With simple pi-
ano accompaniment and deep-
ly personal lyrics, “All of Me”
resonates because it embraces
imperfections and vulnerability,
making it a favorite for weddings
and Valentine’s playlists alike.

2. “At Last” — Etta James

Few songs capture the feeling
of love finally fulfilled like “At
Last.” Etta James’s powerful,
soulful vocals paired with lush
orchestration make this song a
timeless anthem for enduring

romance.

3. “Can’t Help Falling in

Top 10 Valentine’s Day Songs

Love” — Elvis Presley

This gentle ballad remains
one of the most iconic love
songs ever written. Its simple
message—that love is inevitable
combined with Elvis’s warm de-
livery gives it an innocence that
continues to charm listeners
across generations.

4. “Thinking Out Loud”
— Ed Sheeran

Ed Sheeran’s promise of
lifelong devotion has made this
song a modern Valentine’s sta-
ple. Its lyrics imagine love that
grows stronger with time, which
resonates deeply with couples
dreaming of a shared future.

5. “My Heart Will Go
On” — Celine Dion

Forever linked to the film Ti-
tanic, this song is about love that
transcends time and loss. Ce-
line Dion’s soaring vocals con-
vey deep emotion, making it a
powerful reminder that true love
never fades.

6. “I Will Always Love
You” — Whitney Houston

This song is often associated
with heartbreak, but at its core,
it is a profound expression of
selfless love. Whitney Houston’s

AN NI NS

BECOME A MEMBER
- JOIN TODAY!

unmatched vocal performance
elevates the song into an emo-
tional masterpiece that still
moves listeners decades later.

7. “Let’s Stay Together”
— Al Green

Smooth, soulful, and opti-
mistic, this song celebrates com-
mitment and sticking together
through life’s ups and downs. Al
Green’s warm vocals and groovy
rhythm make it a perfect Val-
entine’s Day choice for couples
who value lasting love.

8. “Something” - The
Beatles

Written by George Harrison,
“Something” stands out for its
sincerity and understated beau-
ty. Frank Sinatra once called it
one of the greatest love songs
ever written, and its gentle melo-
dy continues to prove why.

9. “Endless Love” — Di-
ana Ross & Lionel Richie

A duet that defines romance,
“Endless Love” captures the
magic of two voices blending
into one emotional message. Its
lyrics express devotion, unity,
and a love without limits which
are perfect themes for Valen-
tine’s Day.

— YEARS —

10. “Make You Feel My
Love” — Adele

Adele’s soulful interpretation
of this song adds depth and vul-
nerability to its lyrics. It’s about
unwavering support and stand-
ing by someone no matter what,
making it a powerful expression
of true, enduring love.

Why These Songs Endure
What makes these Valen-
tine’s Day songs special is their
ability to express universal
emotions. They speak of de-
votion, longing, commitment,
and hope feelings that never go

keeps art FUNded

mattie kelly arts foundation

MKAF.org 2
[=]

Receive one season pass to Concerts in the Village.
Enjoy early admission access to Concerts in the Village.
Receive discounts on Festival of the Arts merchandise.
Receive membership rates on select MKAF events.

\/—

# Arts & Music

out of style. Whether classic or
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Pink, Powerful, Orchestral & Historical!
Crescendo! 2026 Brings Pink Martini to the Stage with Sinfonia Gulf Coast

Crescendo! 2026 is set to
strike a bold new chord as Pink
Martini joins forces with Sin-
fonia Gulf Coast for a one-of-
a-kind live orchestral perfor-
mance — a first in the history of
the beloved annual fundraiser.

The Crescendo! Signature
Main Event takes place Sun-
day, March 1, at 3 p.m. in the
Magnolia Ballroom at Sandes-
tin Golf and Beach Resort. The
afternoon promises a milestone
moment for the region’s arts

scene, marking both the first
time Sinfonia Gulf Coast has
performed live at Crescendo!
and what is believed to be the
first full professional orchestra
ever staged in the Magnolia
Ballroom.

CRE'S@ENDOQ'

An event supporting Sinfonia Gulf Coast

U
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DEMETRIUS FULLER
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BUBBLES, BOURBON + MORE!
FRIDAY, JANUARY 23, 2026

Hotel Effie Sandestin

Enjoy an incredible lunch,

sip elegant wines

and indulge in delectable desserts, all of the
must-have accessories of the season from
The Jewel, door prizes, raffle items, plus more.

VINFNER DINNERS

FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 27,2026
Multiple intimate dinners in stunning homes and
venues with a private chef & world class wines.

Limited tickets available

MAIN EVENTT

SUNDAY, MARCH 1, 2026

Sandestin Golf & Beach Resort, Magnolia Ballroom
Join us for world-class vintners, delectable bites,
a seated lunch, expert spirit purveyors, amazing
auction items and the return of iconic big band
Pink Martini paired with the full orchestra of

Sinfonia Gulf Coast.

YOUR SYMPHONY EXPERIENCE ... REDEFINED
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S) SANDESTIN  RJH & Associates, Inc.

CRESCENDO! 2026 PRESENTED BY:
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SILVER SANDS

Box Office:
SinfoniaGulfCoast.org
850.460.8800
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Internationally  acclaimed
and delightfully genre-defying,
Pink Martini has spent more
than 30 years captivating audi-
ences around the world. Often
described as a “little orchestra,”
the ensemble blends classical,
jazz, Latin, and vintage pop into
concerts that feel equal parts el-
egant and exuberant. Perform-
ing in more than 25 languages,
Pink Martini’s shows are joyful,
theatrical celebrations that in-
vite audiences of all ages to join
the party.

Tounded by pianist Thomas
Lauderdale, the group is fre-
quently fronted by powerhouse
vocalist Storm Large, whose
bold, genre-crossing style and
dramatic stage presence have
earned worldwide acclaim. Pink
Martini has performed at leg-
endary venues including Carn-
egie Hall, the Hollywood Bowl,
Royal Albert Hall, and the Syd-
ney Opera House, consistently
praised for glamorous arrange-
ments, impeccable musician-
ship, and an infectious sense of
fun. Paired with the lush sound
of the full Sinfonia Gulf Coast
orchestra, this Crescendo! per-
formance promises a musical
experience that is sophisticated,
surprising, and irresistibly enter-
taining;

As part of Sinfonia Gulf
Coast’s 20th anniversary season,
Crescendo! 2026 elevates the
gala tradition to new heights.
Guests will enjoy reserved table
seating, passed hors d’oeuvres,
an elegant seated late lunch,
curated wines and spirits, ex-
citing auction offerings, and an
all-inclusive afternoon of music,
food, and celebration — all in
support of Sinfonia’s mission
to inspire, educate, and connect
the community through music.

Adding to the fun, guests are
encouraged to dress to theme
in emerald and pink. Emerald
represents growth and renewal,
honoring Sinfonia Gulf Coast’s
two decades of artistic impact,
while pink offers a playful nod
to the afternoon’s special guest
artists.

“Crescendo! is unlike any
other event we produce,” says
Sinfonia Gulf Coast Music &
Artistic  Director Demetrius
Fuller. “Bringing Pink Martini
together with our full orchestra
for the first time at Crescendo!

— perfectly captures the bold,
celebratory spirit of our 20th
anniversary while directly sup-
porting the education and out-
reach programs at the heart of
our mission.”

Tickets are on sale now. Cre-
scendo! Main Event tickets are
$250 per person and include the
reception, lunch, wine, gratuity,
and live entertainment. Tables
seating 10 are available by res-
ervation.

Proceeds from Crescendo!

benefit Sinfonia Gulf Coast’s
extensive music education and
community engagement initia-
tives across Northwest Florida,
including musicians and guest
artists in schools, free orchestra

concerts, student transportation,
the Sinfonia Youth Orchestra,
Link Up concerts in partnership
with Carnegie Hall, Paint the
Music (with Mattie Kelly Arts
Foundation), Arts in Medicine
with Sacred Heart Hospital,
and more.

Those looking to take their
support a step further are in-
vited to become “Treble Mak-
ers,” an honorary committee
celebrating Sinfonia’s mission.
For a $650 contribution, Treble
Makers receive one ticket to the
Crescendo! Kick Off Lunch and
Main Event, recognition in the
event program, reserved seating
at closed-to-the-public Link Up
student performances on March
11, 2026, at the Destin—Fort
Walton Beach Convention Cen-
ter, invitations to private events,
a special Treble Maker gift, and
additional benefits.

For Crescendo! sponsorship
inquiries, contact Klara Mikolai
at kmikolai@sinfoniagulfcoast.
org. Volunteer opportunities
are also available; those inter-
ested may contact Beth Clavier
at (850) 460-8800 or bclavier@
sinfoniagulfcoast.org,

Tickets, sponsorships,
additional details are available
at SinfoniaGulfCoast.org or by
calling the box office at (850)
460-8800.

and
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Virtuoso Voices Valentines Day Scholarship Fundraiser
Oklahoma! By Rodgers and Hammerstein

The Choctaw Bay Music
Club of Niceville invites you
to the Virtuoso Voices Valen-
tines 22nd Annual Scholarship
Fundraiser Lunch on Saturday,
February 14th, at Crosspoint
Church, 214 Partin Dr. South,
Niceville, in the Fellowship Hall
beginning at 11:30 a.m.

Virtuoso Voices Scholarship
Fundraiser along with the Jan
Miller Studio Artists of the Pen-
sacola Opera will present an en-
gaging theatrical show by their
talented artists in residency with
professional singing and acting
for most all ages to enjoy. The
money raised is for the worthy
cause of supporting local, up-
coming, musically talented
youth in their endeavors to de-
velop into fine musicians.

Along with a delicious lunch,
Virtuoso Voices is fun filled with
attention grabbing singing, dra-
ma, laughter, live music, com-
edy and emotion, to lift your

X

ROOF PRO
$500 OFF

Offer expires 2/28/26
(850) 332-3330
Roofproroofing.com

FREE APPETIZER
OR DESSERT

VISIT, PER CUSTOMER. RESTRICTIONS APPLY.
Offer expires 2/28/26

www.bluewaterbaymarina.com

WITH ROLLER REPLACEMENT
FREE ESTIMATES
Offer expires 2/28/26

BeachsideSlide.com
850-98-SLIDE (850-987-5433)

(NOTVALID WITH ANY OTHER DISCOUNTS OR OFFERS)

ANY NEW ROOF INSTALLATION i

LJ SCHOONERS

DOCKSIDE RESTAURANT AND OYSTER BAR

WITH AN ENTREE PURCHASE VALUE UPTO $11.95. LIMIT ONE COUPON PER

290 Yacht Club Dr., Niceville  850-897-6400

BEACHSIDE SLIDING GLASS
DOOR MAINTENANCE, LLC

$25 OFF SLIDING DOOR TRACK REPAIR

heart and spirit. The artists in
residence share the storyline
behind each song to actively
engage the listener before they
perform. Last year, approxi-
mately $10,000 was awarded to
deserving students for college,
high school senior awards and
summer music camp scholar-
ships.

This years’ theme centers
around the musical “Oklaho-
ma” by Rodgers and Hammer-
stein. The musical takes place
during the days of the Amer-
ican wild west. It follows the
blossoming love story between a
farm girl (Laurey) and charming
cowboy (Curly) as they navigate
rival suitors and the challenges
of frontier life. Two memora-
ble songs from this musical are
“Oh, what a beautiful Mornin”
and “Oklahoma!” The Studio
Artists will be singing and acting
out songs from this musical and
others.

Virtuoso Voices

A fun raffle will be held
during the first part of the event

Valentines Lunch

and winners are announced/
presented towards the end. Lo-

Local Coupons
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Offer expires 2/28/26
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MAX STRENGTH
FITNESS

2 FREE SESSIONS! |

Offer expires 2/28/26
4576 E Hwy 20, Niceville * (850) 373-4450
www.maxstrengthfitness.com/niceville

GULF COAST BURGER CO.

$15 BUCKET OF BUD LIGHT
OR ULTRA BEER

$5 OFF SEAFOOD BOIL
DURING GAME WATCHING

Offer expires 2/28/26
gcburgerco.com
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BAYWIND MEDICAL
$100 OFF

ANY LIFT CHAIR PURCHASE

Offer expires 2/28/26

POGOPASS |
50% OFF |

WITH CODE: FUNLIFE

Offer expires 2/28/26
WWW.pogopass.com

”BE WELL SOLUTIONS

QEEG BRAIN MAPPING SESSION

(NOTJUSTA CONSULTATION)

Offer expires 2/28/26
4641 Gulf Starr Dr #105 * Destin
850-786-2051 * Completeketaminesolutions.com

850-729-2559
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FREE

TORTOISE CLINIC

BLUEWATER PLASTIC

$100 OFF LASER PACKAGES

INCLUDES LASER HAIR REMOVAL, PHOTOFACIALS, AND PIGMENTATION

PLUS ENJOYA COMPLIMENTARY CONSULTATION WITH MICHELLE, NP.

Niceville » Santa Rosa Beach 850-530-6064

BLUEWATER PLASTIC

20% OFF ANY FACIAL !

cal businesses and private do-
nors contribute a variety of raf-
fle items such as gift cards, wine,
fine chocolates, artwork, interior
decor and event tickets. Raffle
tickets will be for sale (bring cash
or check) during the luncheon.

This 1s a fun way to celebrate
Valentine’s Day! Bring your
partner or friend, and make
new friends at Virtuoso Voices
for an exceptional experience
of theatre, singing, food and fun
that’s designed for all ages to en-
joy as you support local, young,
aspiring musicians.

Tickets must be purchased in
advance and are $40 for adults
and §25 for students. To pur-
chase, contact Phillip LeGrand
at 850.527.4200 or online at
www.EventBrite.com. For more
information, visit the events
tab at www.ChoctawBayMusic-
Club.org,

$30 OFF

Present this coupon and receive $30 off any service

at the Tortoise Clinic. One coupon per person.
Offer expires 2/28/26

2441 U.S. Hwy 98, Santa Rosa Beach
TortoiseClinic.com | 850.267.5611

NEW PATIENT OFFER '

SURGERY

TREATMENTS (EXCLUDES ULTRACLEAR).

Offer expires 2/28/26
www.bluewaterplasticsurgery.com

SURGERY

PLUS A FREE SKIN CONSULTATION WITH OUR
AESTHETICIAN, MAYA. NEW PATIENTS ONLY.

Offer expires 2/28/26

Niceville  Santa Rosa Beach 850-530-6064

www.bluewaterplasticsurgery.com
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