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Beyond the Uniform: A Veterans Day 

Call to Purpose and Community
By Bruce R. Duty, Retired 
U.S. Army Chaplain, 
CrossCountry3

As Veterans Day ap-
proaches, I find myself  think-
ing about the remarkable men 
and women who have served 
our nation in uniform—and 
especially those who now 
call Okaloosa County home. 
From Valparaiso, Niceville 
and Bluewater Bay to Destin 
and Fort Walton Beach, veter-
ans are woven into the fabric 
of  our communities. They are 
our neighbors, business own-
ers, teachers, coaches, pastors, 
parents and grandparents.

Their service deserves our 
gratitude. But, perhaps Vet-
erans Day should also remind 
us that our veterans still have 
much to offer—and much 
worth hearing.

Our region has a remark-
able military heritage. Nearby 
Eglin Air Force Base and the 
Army’s 7th Special Forces 
Group are reminders of  those 
who continue to defend our 
nation. Many veterans have 
chosen to make Okaloosa 

County their home, bringing 
with them extraordinary ex-
perience, leadership, courage, 
resilience and a willingness to 
serve.

As a local retired Army 
chaplain, I understand some-
thing of  that journey. My 
military career, including 
combat deployments to Iraq, 
allowed me to walk alongside 
remarkable soldiers and their 
families. Those experiences 
reinforced something I have 

never forgotten: Military ser-
vice changes you – ordinary 
men and women serving in 
extraordinary circumstances.

It teaches discipline, sacri-
fice, teamwork and the impor-
tance of  the person standing 
beside you. It also provides 
something that can be surpris-
ingly difficult to replace when 
the uniform comes off—a 
powerful sense of  purpose 
and belonging.

When military service 

ends, the mission can sudden-
ly seem less clear. The ques-
tion quietly becomes, What is 
my mission now?

Recently, I traveled to Boi-
se, Idaho, where I attended 
a Mission43 event featuring 
acclaimed author and jour-
nalist Sebastian Junger. His 
remarkable book, Tribe: On 
Homecoming and Belonging, 
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Meet Our 
Hometown Hero: 

Bernard 
Johnson 
A Lifetime of 
Showing Up 

By Doug Stauffer

Plenty of  laughter filled Bernard 
Johnson’s October 1 “retirement” 
reception. Ted Corcoran, president 
and CEO of  the Greater Fort Wal-
ton Beach Chamber of  Commerce, 
served as emcee and opened with a 
gentle roast, complete with a meme 
casting Bernard as FPL’s virtual as-
sistant. Familiar sayings and affec-
tionate stories kept everyone smil-
ing. As the evening unfolded, the 
tributes grew more personal. Those 
who had worked alongside Bernard 
wanted him to know how much he 
is loved.

Bernard is one of  the kind-
est, gentlest souls I know. He is 
quick-witted, has a wonderful sense 
of  humor, and brings warmth to ev-
ery occasion. If  there is an import-
ant event in Okaloosa County, you 
can expect to find him involved. At 
this gathering, the man who so often 
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helps recognize others was the 
honored guest.

When Bernard finally took 
the microphone, his first thought 
was of  his wife, Lisa. He recog-
nized her and presented her 
with flowers before mentioning 
his own career. After an evening 
devoted to honoring him, Ber-
nard began by honoring her.

Bernard then quoted two 
Scriptures that helped explain 
the kind of  man we had gath-
ered to honor. The first was 
about a good name: Proverbs 
22:1 “A good name is rather to 
be chosen than great riches, and 
loving favour rather than silver 
and gold.”

Those words carried weight 
in that room. We had heard 
from people representing busi-
nesses, military organizations, 
education, and community 
service. A good name develops 
through the way a person con-
ducts himself, keeps his commit-
ments, and treats others. The 
evening gave us an opportunity 
to hear what Bernard’s name 
meant to the people who knew 
him best.

The second Scripture con-
cerned friendship: Proverbs 
18:24a “A man that hath friends 
must shew himself  friendly…”

Bernard has certainly shown 
himself  friendly. His approach-
able manner and ready humor 
make people glad to see him. 
Nathan Sparks of  One Oka-

loosa Economic Development 
Council spoke about his posi-
tive attitude and constant smile. 
That friendliness has helped 

him build relation-
ships across our coun-
ty. 

Tony Mallini, who 
was Gulf  Power’s gen-
eral manager when 
Bernard was hired, 
offered a memorable 
compliment. He joked 
that when his wife 
wished he were more 
like someone else, he 
answered, “I wish I 
was more like Ber-
nard.” Coming from 
someone who had 
known Bernard’s work 
for so many years, that 
was a remarkable ex-

pression of  respect.
Mallini described Bernard’s 

priorities as his Lord and Sav-
iour first, then his family, and 
then his customers. He also 
shared a saying that suited 
Bernard’s approach to work: 
“Think like a customer and act 
like an owner.” The Scriptures 
Bernard quoted and the flowers 
he presented to Lisa reflected 
those priorities. Bernard also re-
minded us that God has a plan 
for all things.

Of  course, an evening hon-
oring Bernard would have been 
incomplete without his familiar 
phrases. Patt Maney brought 
up one that many people have 
heard when Bernard offers to 
help: “I know a guy.” Those 
few words capture his knack for 
knowing whom to call and con-
necting people with someone 
who can help.

Maney’s advice was affec-
tionate and practical: “Stay 

around, stay involved, or at 
least give us the list.” The joke 
worked because so many people 
understood it. Bernard’s rela-
tionships have helped organi-
zations accomplish their work, 
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explores our fundamental need 
for community, meaningful re-
sponsibility, and purpose.

During his presentation, 
Junger contrasted environments 
of  high consequence and low 
consequence. Military service 
often places individuals in situ-
ations where their decisions and 
sacrifices have immediate sig-
nificance. Returning to civilian 
life, where that same sense of  
responsibility may be less obvi-
ous, can be difficult.

Junger’s message reinforced 
something I witnessed repeat-
edly as an Army chaplain: Vet-
erans don’t simply need appre-
ciation. They need connection, 
purpose and opportunities to 
continue contributing.

One particularly meaning-

ful suggestion Junger makes 
in Tribe involves communities 
creating opportunities for vet-
erans to speak openly about 
their experiences. He encour-
ages gatherings similar to town 
halls, where veterans can share 
what they witnessed, what they 
learned, and what they believe 
their fellow citizens should un-
derstand about military service 
and war.

I believe that is an idea worth 
pursuing right here in Okaloosa 
County. Imagine bringing to-
gether veterans from different 
generations and branches of  
service—not simply to recog-
nize their accomplishments, but 
to listen. Some might discuss 
combat, others the challenges 
of  transitioning to civilian life 
or lessons learned about leader-
ship, sacrifice, family and friend-
ship. And perhaps some would 

simply appreciate being heard.
Through CrossCountry3, 

the nonprofit ministry I lead, 
I would like to explore hosting 
such a gathering. I invite Oka-
loosa County veterans and fam-
ily members interested in partic-
ipating to contact me. Perhaps 
we begin with a simple gather-
ing over coffee and see where it 
leads. This would not be a po-
litical rally or another ceremony 
filled with speeches, but an op-
portunity for veterans to speak, 
neighbors to listen and our com-
munity to grow stronger.

Veterans Day is certainly a 
time to remember and hon-
or those who served. Yet, our 
responsibility extends beyond 
saying, “Thank you for your ser-
vice.” We should also be asking, 
How can we continue serving 
together? Okaloosa County pos-
sesses an extraordinary reservoir 

of  veteran experience, charac-
ter, leadership and wisdom. Our 
challenge is not simply to cele-
brate it, but to engage it.

I firmly believe that retire-
ment from military service does 
not mean retirement from sig-
nificance. The uniform may 
hang in the closet, the rank may 
belong to our history and the 
deployments may be over. But 
the opportunity to lead, mentor, 
encourage and serve remains. 
Some of  our greatest contribu-
tions may still lie ahead.

This Veterans Day, perhaps 
the greatest way we can honor 
our veterans is not merely to 
thank them for what they have 
done, but to invite them to help 
shape what our community can 
become. To my fellow veterans 
throughout Okaloosa County: 
Your experiences matter. Your 
perspective matters. And your 

voice deserves to be heard.
The military teaches us that 

every mission eventually comes 
to an end. But a life of  purpose 
does not.

Perhaps the most important 
question we can ask this Vet-
erans Day is not simply, What 
have we done with our lives? It 
is, What is our mission now?

An Invitation to Okaloosa 
County Veterans

If  you’re a veteran interested 
in participating in a community 
town hall or informal gathering, 
I would welcome hearing from 
you. Let’s bring veterans togeth-
er, share our experiences, and 
explore how we can continue 
serving our communities.

bruce@crosscountry3.com | 
dutybruce6@gmail.com | www.
crosscountry3.com
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Welcome to FREEPORT Life — 
Your All-Positive, All-the-Time Community Newspaper

We’re thrilled to introduce 
FREEPORT Life, the newest 
addition to the LIFE MEDIA 
family of  hyper-local newspa-
pers—joining Bay Life, Destin 
Life, SoWal Life, FWB Life, and 
PCB Life. With this launch, 
Freeport now has its very own 
monthly publication, creat-
ed for the community, by the 
community—with a front-row 
seat in a network of  eight con-
nected local newspapers.

Residents and business 
owners—you asked, we lis-
tened, and now we’re deliv-

ering. This new edition is de-
signed to spotlight the people, 
businesses, organizations, and 
events that make Freeport so 
special. Each issue will be filled 
with uplifting, relevant content 
that keeps readers connected, 
informed, and inspired.

Each month, 10,000 cop-
ies of  FREEPORT Life will 
be printed, distributed, and di-
rect mailed to homes and busi-
nesses—reaching a potential 
more than 25,000 readers 
throughout the area. Inside 
each issue, you’ll find upbeat 

coverage of  local news, fish-
ing, sports, schools, nonprof-
its, community events and the 
businesses that keep our econ-
omy thriving. We’ll also spot-
light neighbors whose stories 
capture Freeport’s generous 
spirit and those who deserve to 
be celebrated.

As publisher, longtime area 
resident, and communications 
professional, I’ve spent the past 
19 years listening to Freeport’s 
dreams and challenges—and 
have had the privilege of  get-
ting to know many of  our res-

idents personally. That heart 
and insight will be reflected in 
every issue we produce—guid-
ing our pages and helping your 
business grow.

FREEPORT Life combines 
affordable advertising rates 
with direct U.S. Mail de-
livery, plus robust social 
media, monthly e-news-
letters, and, coming soon, an 
engaging website at MyFree-
portLife.com—providing add-
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Walking to 
Conquer 

Chiari 
Malformation 

By Christopher Manson

Eleven years ago, Marion Gipson 
was diagnosed with Chiari malfor-
mation type 1. “I had it all my life, 
but didn’t know,” she says. “It start-
ed with headaches every day. No 
matter what I took, they wouldn’t 
go away. The doctors told me I had 
migraines, but I forced the issue and 
got an MRI which led to my diag-
nosis.”

Chiari malformation is a condi-
tion in which brain tissue extends 
into the spinal canal. According to 
mayoclinic.org, this occurs when 
“part of  the skull is misshapen or 
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Drop Dead Gorgeous

Leaving It Better Than He Found It
By Denise David

Long before Patt Maney be-
came a general, judge or state 
representative, he was one of  
seven children growing up in 
Kentucky, learning lessons from 
his parents that would follow 
him throughout his life.

His father was an engineer, 
and problem-solving was part 
of  the household. His parents 
also instilled in their children a 
simple responsibility: Leave the 
place better than you found it.

Both his father and grandfa-
ther had a way with pithy lan-
guage, conveying deep meaning 
and truth in just a few words. 
Many of  those succinct state-
ments have become guiding 
lights throughout Maney’s edu-
cation, career and years of  pub-
lic service.

That problem-solving mind-
set remains part of  how he ap-
proaches the community he 
serves today. Representative 
Maney is active in that commu-
nity on purpose. He genuinely 
loves people, and remaining ap-
proachable and ready to hear 
from them is a high priority. 
Listening and understanding a 

problem before seeking a solu-
tion are important to him.

Many of  the concerns he has 
encountered while serving in the 
Army, sitting as an Okaloosa 
County judge and now serving 
as a Florida state representative 
are multifaceted. One of  those 
memorable sayings from his 
younger years still fits: “Never 
undertake a vast project with a 
half  vast idea.”

For Maney, that means con-
sidering the entire circumstance, 
possible solutions and unintend-
ed consequences before arriving 
at an answer. “A retired U.S. 
Army Brigadier General and 
former Okaloosa County Judge, 
I know what it means to lead 
from the front and prioritize ser-
vice above self. Unequivocally, 
I am purpose-driven to honor-
ably represent my Panhandle 
community.” — From T. Patt 
Maney’s official state represen-
tative page.

With a résumé that includes 
general, judge and representa-
tive, one might wonder how to 
address him. Apparently, some 
of  his colleagues have wondered 
the same thing.

Senior in both years and ex-
perience, Maney laughs when 
asked about titles. “I am not big 
on titles.” G.J.R. — short for 
General, Judge, Representative 
— Maney seems to be the pre-
ferred moniker.

Maney has served in the 
Florida House of  Representa-
tives since 2020. He has found 
the diversity in backgrounds and 
ages among his colleagues to be 
a fascinating ingredient of  the 
role. Serving shoulder to shoul-
der with former teachers, farm-
ers, business owners, medical 
professionals and attorneys, as 

well as other veterans, 
provides what he calls 
a valuable resource as 
together they seek to 
shape policy for the 
vastly varied state of  
Florida.

Finding harmo-
ny within that sea 
of  voices can prove 
daunting. At the same 
time, those varied 
perspectives provide 
proverbial guardrails, 
encouraging members 
to proceed with cau-

tion and recognize that what 
they discuss and vote on really 
matters.

As a veteran, father, retired 
judge and longtime resident of  
Okaloosa County, Maney still 
sees problems he wants to help 
solve. During his six-year tenure 
in the Florida House, he counts 
33 1/3 bills among those he has 
sponsored. The unusual one-
third represents a portion of  
one of  his bills that could not 
get heard, so he amended that 
portion onto someone else’s bill. 
He also had responsibility for 
the subcommittee’s budget bill 

and implementing legislation as 
subcommittee chairman. Rou-
tine “co-sponsored” bills are not 
included in that number.

During his tenure, Maney has 
also worked to secure $95 mil-
lion for local county initiatives, 
and there is more he hopes to 
accomplish.

With term limits in sight, 
when asked what he most wants 
to see resolved should he be 
re-elected in the coming term, 
there was a ready response. As 
appointed chair of  the Justice 
Budget Subcommittee, condi-
tions for employees working in-
side the corrections system and 
mental health issues both stand 
out.

He also believes tax reform 
conversations should take into 
consideration non-metro com-
munities such as those within 
Okaloosa County, weighing 
potential changes against the 
services local residents have 
come to expect. For Maney, it 
is never a “Just Do Something” 
approach, but rather an effort 
to understand the problem and 

Continued on page 14
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You’re Not Supposed to Need a Holiday 
From Your Own Body

By Dr. Karen DeVore

The turkey is not the only 
thing carrying tension this 
Thanksgiving.

Your shoulders have been 
somewhere near your ears since 
September. Your lower back has 

opinions about the drive to see 
family. And the headache you 
hoped would disappear has in-
vited itself  to dinner.

But there are groceries to 
buy, deadlines to meet, and 
people counting on you. So you 

reach for your usual remedy, say 
“I’m fine,” and keep going.

Sound familiar?
Before you spend another 

holiday working around your 
body, consider giving it some at-
tention. Acupuncture could be 
one way to begin.

When “Normal” 
Starts Costing You

You may have gotten very 
good at living with discomfort. 
You know which chair to avoid. 
How long you can stand be-
fore your back starts protesting. 
Which activities will leave your 
knees aching tomorrow.

Those adjustments can feel 
small until you realize how 
much of  your day they control. 
Pain takes more than comfort. 
It takes concentration, patience, 
spontaneity, and sometimes the 
desire to participate at all.

That is why the conversation 
about acupuncture should begin 
with a question: What would 
you like to get back to doing?

Cooking without constant-
ly leaning against the counter? 
Enjoying a walk after Thanks-
giving dinner? Making the drive 
to see someone you love without 
dreading every mile?

Those are meaningful treat-
ment goals.

Small Needles. Meaningful 
Possibilities.

Acupuncture involves plac-
ing very fine needles at selected 
points on the body. Rooted in 
traditional Eastern medicine, 
it is also the subject of  modern 
research examining its effects on 

pain and the nervous system.
Some of  the strongest evi-

dence supports acupuncture for 
chronic lower back pain, neck 
pain, and knee pain associated 
with osteoarthritis. For someone 
living with those conditions, re-
lief  may make everyday move-
ment and activities more man-
ageable.

Acupuncture may also help 
reduce the frequency of  mi-
graines and tension headaches. 
Imagine what fewer headache 
days could mean: fewer can-
celed plans, fewer afternoons 
spent distracted by discomfort, 
and more time available for 
your life.

Results vary. Acupuncture 
does not help everyone, and im-
provement may take multiple 
visits. But you deserve to know 
that another option exists.

Your Treatment Should 
Start With Your Story

A sore back does not tell us 
everything we need to know 
about you. When did it start? 
What makes it worse? What 
have you already tried? Are you 
sleeping comfortably? What are 
you avoiding because you are 
afraid it will hurt?

A thoughtful consultation 
connects your symptoms with 
the way you actually live.

Acupuncture fits within an 
integrative approach that con-
siders your health history, cur-
rent care, and personal goals. 
It can complement appropri-
ate medical treatment, physical 

Continued on page 26
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221 FOXGLOVE RUN

4 Bedroom | 3.5/.5 Bath | 3,539 SF

$1,219,990 | ready October 2026

Listed by Jodie Snell 850.621.6535

723 REINDEER ROAD
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Monday - Saturday 12 - 4 pm
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Friday & Saturday 12 - 4 pm

Sunday 1 - 4 pm

Visit our model homes 
in Deer Moss Creek®

1413 CLARY SAGE LANE 301 GAZELLE COURT 

LOTS FOR SALE
Contact Ruckel Properties
for a full list of available lots.

New homes in a vibrant community of Niceville, Florida

TOWN CENTER
PRE-LEASING OPPORTUNITIES
Now accepting Letters of Intent for retail and office tenants
seeking space in the first building of this thoughtfully designed
mixed-use destination—where community, commerce, and
nature come together.

LEASING CONTACT 
Dora Cawood
Rental Manager/REALTOR®

dcawood@ruckelproperties.com

201 Town Center Blvd
SITE ADDRESS

818-2,357 SF 
AVAILABLE SF
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The Vine Foundation: Removing Barriers, Restoring Hope
By Michelle Ruschman

For those who are trying to 
leave an abusive relationship, 
The Vine Foundation can be the 
first step to a new life. Founder 
Shannon Dwyer knows first-
hand how difficult it can be to 
do it on your own. “I tried to 
leave my abuser five times over 
10 years. So many people ask 
survivors, ‘Why didn’t you just 
leave?’ but it’s not that simple. 
In my situation, we were trau-
ma-bonded. The abuse wasn’t 
the only part of  our relation-
ship. There were good times wo-
ven in and out of  the abuse. For 
a time, we built a home together 
and had children together. You 
hold onto those precious mo-
ments with the hope he’ll finally 
change.”

Abuse can also be more sub-
tle and go deeper over time. 
“Over the years we were to-
gether, my perception became 

distorted. He went to work 
and provided for our family, so 
I’d wonder why I wasn’t more 
grateful. Somehow, financial 
support became justification for 
how I was expected to tolerate 
being treated. I was made to feel 
like I did not have the right to 
push back, question him, be an-
gry about how he spoke to me, 
or expect better because, after 
all, he paid for everything.

“I think that is the part of  this 
story I most want another wom-
an to understand. Abuse does 
not have to begin at its worst for 
it to be abuse.

“You do not have to wait un-
til someone punches you in the 
face before you are allowed to 
call what is happening to you 
physical abuse.

“Someone paying your bills 
does not purchase the right to 
control, degrade, intimidate, re-
strain, or frighten you.”

Separation from people you 
used to see regularly and the 
distance put between the victim 
and their loved ones are also 
signs that shouldn’t be ignored. 
“Every time I wanted to go out, 
he’d accuse me of  cheating. It 
just became easier to stay home 
until I found myself  isolated and 
alone. As a result, his voice was 
the only one I heard.”

What also makes it difficult 
for victims to “just leave” is that 
there are so many moving parts 
they have to consider:
• If  the car is under my abus-

er’s name, what will I use to 
leave?

• If  I have no job and no access 
to the finances, how will I 
have the money to start a new 
life?

• If  my abuser has an up-
standing public persona, will 
anyone believe me?

• How do I leave with the least 

disruption to my chil-
dren? What will this 
do to their friend-
ships and ability to 
attend their school?

• How do I navigate 
the shame once this 
gets out?

• Is there a shelter I 
can go to that will 
have room for my 
kids and me? What 
will I be exposing 
them to once we get 
there?

• How will I retain a lawyer?

This is where The Vine 
Foundation can be a lifeline. 
“The goal of  this foundation is 
to be able to ask, ‘What do you 
need RIGHT NOW so you can 
leave?’ and have the resources 
to remove any barrier. Is it rent, 
gas money, a job? We don’t want 
those answers to be a hindrance 
from having a life that’s free 
from abuse.”

Shannon was in the process 
of  making The Vine Foundation 
a 501(c)(3) nonprofit when she 
was in a head-on collision while 
visiting Ireland in May. Recov-
ery has been long and painful, 
but she’s finally in a place where 
she can focus once again on 
making that goal a reality. “I’m 
so thankful to the people who 
have offered to help, but for 
now, I’m asking that any poten-
tial donations be set aside until 
I can legally accept these funds 
directly to the foundation.”

Shannon and her husband, 
Brendan, have been doing what 
they can until that day arrives. 
In addition to funding, volun-
teers are needed to provide the 
resources victims need to start a 
new life. As part of  that effort, 
The Vine Foundation brought 
community partners together 
for its Visionary Luncheon on 
Oct. 24, 2026. The gathering 
was designed to unite profes-
sionals in legal services, coun-
seling, housing, transportation, 
medical care, child care, em-
ployment, financial guidance, 
advocacy and other communi-
ty partnerships. The goal was 
to build a network of  resources 
that helps survivors overcome 
barriers and take the next steps 
toward a life free from abuse.

If  you are someone who is in 
an abusive relationship or you 
love someone who is, Shannon 
wants to pass on some advice. 
“When it is safe to do so, call 

law enforcement when an inci-
dent occurs and document ev-
erything you possibly can. Take 
photos and save text messages, 
voicemails, emails, and screen-
shots. Write down dates, times, 
witnesses, and exactly what hap-
pened. Keep copies somewhere 
your abuser cannot access.

“In the moment, you may 
want to minimize what hap-
pened, protect them, avoid em-
barrassment, or convince your-
self  that you’ll never need that 
documentation. But there may 
come a day when your safety, 
your children, or your abili-
ty to prove a pattern of  abuse 
depends on having a record of  
what actually happened.

“You are far more likely to 
wish you had documented and 
reported an incident than to 
wish you hadn’t. Your future 
self  may desperately need the 
evidence that your present self  
is afraid to create.

“I know how easy it is, when 
you are living inside of  some-
thing, to move the line for what 
you’ll tolerate. I moved that line 
for years. Eventually, I realized 
I was no longer asking myself  
whether the relationship could 
be saved. I was asking myself  
whether staying in it could cost 
me my life.”

The Vine Foundation also 
plans to expand its services to 
include men, recognizing that 
abuse affects men as well as 
women.

The best way to reach Shan-
non and The Vine Foundation 
is by calling 850-684-5653 or 
emailing admin@thevinefoun-
dationnwfl.com. You can also 
go to Facebook at The Vine 
Foundation or to Instagram at 
@thevinefoundationnwfl.

Michelle Ruschman is a local 
artist, speaker and writer. She can be 
reached at michelleruschman@gmail.
com or michelleruschman.com.
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Niceville, Florida  |  colelawfl.com  |  Serving Niceville, Destin, Freeport and the Emerald Coast

Planning for Peace Starts Here

Thoughtful estate planning 
and probate guidance

for families on the
Emerald Coast.

• Estate Planning & Wills
• Trust Formation & Administration
• Probate & Ancillary Administration
• Business & Corporate Matters
• Real Estate

Life doesn’t always give us time to prepare—but a clear plan can make all the difference.
At The Cole Law Firm, we provide trusted legal guidance to individuals, families, property owners, community associations, and businesses throughout Northwest Florida. 
Our practice includes estate planning, probate and trust matters, guardianships, real estate, and community association and development matters. Whether you’re planning 
for the future, navigating the loss of a loved one, addressing a property matter, or seeking experienced legal guidance for your community or business, our goal is simple: 
provide clear answers, practical solutions, and personal service you can feel confident in.

Schedule a consulation today.   850-610-0185

Capacity, Influence, and Fairness: 
Questions Families Struggle to Ask

By Kimberly Cole

Questions about capaci-
ty and influence are among 
the most difficult families face. 
These concerns often surface 
quietly, accompanied by guilt, 
uncertainty, and fear of  conflict.

Adult children may notice 
that a parent is becoming more 
forgetful, relying heavily on one 
person, or making financial or 
estate planning decisions that 
seem out of  character. But rais-
ing those concerns can feel un-
comfortable. No one wants to 
take away a loved one’s inde-
pendence or suggest that they 
are no longer capable of  mak-
ing their own decisions. As a 
result, families sometimes wait 
until after a death to talk about 
concerns they had been noticing 
for months, or even years.

One of  the most important 
things to understand is that 
aging, forgetfulness, or even a 
medical diagnosis does not au-
tomatically mean someone lacks 
the legal capacity to make deci-
sions. Capacity can also depend 
on the particular decision being 
made and the circumstances at 
the time. A person may need 
help managing some aspects of  
daily life while still understand-
ing their estate plan and mak-
ing meaningful decisions about 
their property.

This is one reason families 
should be careful about jump-
ing to conclusions. The fact that 
you disagree with someone’s de-
cision, or believe it is a bad deci-
sion, does not necessarily mean 
that person lacked the capacity 
to make it.

It is natural for people to rely 
more heavily on others as they 
age. A child may begin helping 
with transportation, appoint-
ments, bills, or everyday deci-
sions. A trusted friend or care-
giver may become an important 

source of  companionship and 
support. None of  that, standing 
alone, means something im-
proper is happening.

Concerns arise when that 
relationship begins to look less 
like assistance and more like 
control. Family members may 
notice that an older person is 
becoming increasingly isolated, 
that one individual is controlling 
access to them, or that financial 
decisions suddenly and substan-
tially favor the person providing 
assistance. A new Will or Trust 
may dramatically change a long-
standing estate plan. Someone 
who was previously uninvolved 
may suddenly become deeply 
involved in financial or legal de-
cisions. These circumstances do 
not automatically establish un-
due influence under Florida law. 
They are simply signs that may 
warrant closer attention.

“Unfair” does not necessari-
ly mean “invalid.” This can be 
one of  the hardest realities for 
families to accept. Parents are 
generally not required to divide 

their estates equally among their 
children. They may leave more 
to one child, less to another, or 
make decisions that other family 
members simply do not under-
stand. An estate plan can feel 
deeply unfair and still be legally 
valid.

The legal question is not sim-
ply whether the result was fair. 
The more important questions 
are whether the person under-
stood the decisions being made 
and whether those decisions tru-
ly reflected that person’s wishes 
rather than the improper in-
fluence of  someone else. Sepa-
rating those questions from the 
emotional issue of  fairness can 
be difficult, but it is often essen-
tial.

Families can raise concerns 
compassionately by starting 
with concern rather than accu-
sation. If  possible, focus on the 
person’s well-being and inde-
pendence rather than immedi-
ately challenging a particular 
family member or financial 
decision. Ask questions. Listen. 

Pay attention to changes over 
time. And recognize that main-
taining someone’s dignity is 
important even when there are 
legitimate concerns about their 
decision-making.

For families doing estate 
planning, there can also be tre-
mendous value in addressing 
these issues before a crisis devel-
ops. Thoughtful planning, clear 
communication, careful docu-
mentation, and independent le-
gal advice can help ensure that 
a person’s wishes are respected 
and can reduce uncertainty lat-
er.

Sometimes families are left 
with legitimate concerns that 
cannot be resolved through 
conversation alone. Those con-
cerns may arise while a loved 
one is still living, or they may 
not become apparent until after 
death when the family learns 
that an estate plan was unex-
pectedly changed. That is when 
experienced legal guidance can 

Continued on next page
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Spend the day with craft makers, singers, 
dancers, flute players, storytellers, and exhibits. 
• Traditional Drumming & Singing • Native Craft Vendors • Competition & Intertribal 
Dancing • All Ages • All Tribes • Everyone Welcome!

Sponsored by: The Thunderbird Intertribal Council, Inc (A 501 c 3 Tax Charitable Organization). For more 
information, call/text: Chairman Kirby Locklear: 850-279-1931 or  Vice Chairman Crystal Kresen: 850-396-3775. 
Email: committee@thunderbirdpowwow.org. 
Disclaimer: This is a private organization. It is not a part of the Department of Defense or any of its components and it has no governmental status.

SCAN FOR 
DETAILS

38th Annual Thunderbird Intertribal Powwow 
Celebrates Native American Heritage

By Kirby Locklear, 
Thunderbird Intertribal 
Council Chairperson

November is National Amer-
ican Indian and Alaska Native 
Heritage Month, a time to hon-
or the rich histories, cultures 
and contributions of  Native 
Americans. Established through 
congressional legislation and 
presidential proclamation, this 
annual observance provides a 
meaningful opportunity to cel-
ebrate the traditions of  Amer-
ica’s Indigenous peoples. Here 
on the Emerald Coast, that cel-
ebration comes to life Nov. 6-8 
during the 38th Annual Thun-
derbird Intertribal Powwow at 
Twin Oaks Park (Mullet Festival 
Grounds) in Niceville.

Hosted by the Thunder-
bird Intertribal Council, this 
three-day, family-friendly event 
brings together Native Ameri-
can dancers, drummers, sing-
ers, storytellers and artisans to 
share their heritage with the 
community. Visitors can expe-
rience intertribal dancing, tra-
ditional music, authentic Native 
American-themed crafts, special 
exhibits, demonstrations and 
more.

Festivities begin Friday, Nov. 
6, with Children’s Day from 9 
a.m. to 2 p.m., welcoming more 

than 500 local schoolchildren 
for educational exhibits, story-
telling and demonstrations, in-
cluding presentations from the 
Indian Temple Mound. Friday 
evening’s powwow begins at 7 
p.m. with the Grand Entry of  
dancers, followed by intertribal 
dancing until 9 p.m.

Saturday’s opening ceremo-
ny begins at noon with a spe-
cial tribute honoring veterans 
and a Grand Entry showcasing 
various traditional dance styles. 
Contest dancing follows, with a 
special performance by the Pa-
cific Islanders Dance Compa-
ny during the 5-7 p.m. dinner 
break. Dancing resumes at 7 
p.m. Sunday’s festivities begin at 
noon and continue until 4 p.m.

Understanding Powwow 
Traditions and Etiquette

A powwow is a social gath-
ering that brings members 
of  different tribes together in 
peace and harmony, a tradi-
tion that continues today. Open 
to the public, powwows offer a 
unique opportunity to experi-
ence Native American culture 
while learning the customs and 
etiquette that make these gath-
erings meaningful.

The Master of  Ceremonies 
guides the event, including the 

Grand Entry, when dancers en-
ter the arena in traditional rega-
lia. Dancing takes place within a 
circle representing the circle of  
life. Spectators should enter the 
dance arena only when invited, 
and guests are encouraged to 
participate when an invitation is 
extended.

Dance styles vary by trib-
al tradition and region, with 
Northern and Southern styles 
featuring distinctive movements 
and regalia. Categories include 
Women’s Traditional, Fancy 
Shawl and Jingle Dress dancing, 
along with Men’s Traditional, 
Fancy and Grass dancing.

Respect for dancers and their 
regalia is especially import-
ant. Traditional regalia should 
never be called costumes or 
touched without permission. 
These carefully crafted outfits 
often take years to complete and 
may include treasured family 
heirlooms. Eagle feathers are 
particularly sacred and should 
never be handled by spectators, 
even if  one falls to the ground. 
Instead, notify an event official.

Drum groups and singers 
are equally important, provid-
ing the music that accompanies 
each dance. Songs may honor 
veterans, commemorate loved 
ones or celebrate specific tradi-
tions. Visitors should never en-
ter the drumming area or touch 
the drums without permission.

Photography is generally 
permitted during intertribal and 
competition dancing, but guests 
should seek permission before 
photographing individual danc-
ers or recording performances. 

The Master of  Ceremonies will 
announce when photography is 
prohibited.

Above all, attendees are en-
couraged to approach the ex-
perience with curiosity, courtesy 
and respect. Native American 
traditions are diverse, reflecting 
the unique histories, languag-
es and customs of  hundreds of  
tribes.

The Thunderbird Intertribal 
Powwow welcomes everyone to 
learn, participate and celebrate 
Native American heritage in an 
alcohol- and drug-free, fami-
ly-friendly environment. Food 
and beverages will be available 
for purchase.

Admission is $3 for Chil-
dren’s Day and $7 for adults and 
$4 for children during the pow-
wow. Gates open at 9 a.m. Fri-
day and Saturday and 10 a.m. 
Sunday.

The event takes place at Twin 
Oaks Park, at Highway 85 and 
College Boulevard in Niceville. 
For additional information, visit 
www.thunderbirdpowwow.org 
or call Kirby Locklear at 850-
279-1931. Volunteers are also 
welcome and may contact the 
Thunderbird Intertribal Coun-
cil at committee@thunderbird-
powwow.org.

PHOTOS COURTESY OF THUNDERBIRD 
INTERTRIBAL COUNCIL

be especially valuable.
Questions about capacity 

and undue influence are highly 
dependent on the facts. My role 
is to help families understand 
the difference between circum-
stances that are simply difficult 

or disappointing and those that 
may raise genuine legal con-
cerns under Florida law. Just as 
importantly, I can help families 
approach these sensitive situa-
tions thoughtfully, with the goal 
of  protecting a loved one’s wish-
es, dignity, and legacy whenever 
possible.

CAPACITY 
continued from previous page   
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hello@francesroy.com

FrancesRoy.com

SAY HELLO.

CONNECT.

VISIT.

H a p p e n i n g s  A r o u n d  T H E  B AY N OV E M B E R  2 0 2 6  E V E N TS

s t r a t e g y  |  D e s i g n  |  d i g i t a l  |  M e d i a

bu i lt  on  strategy ,  known for relat ionsh ips .

recogn ized  for  bold  ideas .  ready for  what ’s  next .

03

04

06

06-07

06-08

07

05

Niceville Young Professionals
11:30 am | Niceville-Valparaiso Chamber Office | Niceville

Second Wednesday Breakfast
7:15 am | Niceville Community Center | Niceville
Discussion on Low Back Pain - Kassia Garfield,
MaxStrength Fitness
6 pm | Salt and Story Bookstore | Niceville
Chess Night
6 pm | LJ Schooners Restaurant | Niceville

Greater FWB Chamber First Friday Coffee
7 am | First Baptist Church | FWB
Greater FWB Chamber Lunch N Learn: Primerica
Financial Services; “How Money Works, A Primer on
Personal Finance
11:30 am | FWB Chamber | FWB
30A BBQ Festival
5:30 pm | Grand Boulevard | Miramar Beach
Trivia Night in Bluewater Bay
Time TBA | The Blue Tee | Bluewater Bay Golf Club |
Niceville

Emerald Coast Rodeo
5:30 pm | NWFSC | Niceville
Mountainfilm on Tour
Gates 5:45 pm; Films 7 pm | WaterColor | SRB

38th Annual Thunderbird Intertribal Powwow
Times Vary | Twin Oaks Park | Niceville

Season 19 Community Build Day #1
9 am | Geek Lights on the Corner | 201 Antiqua Way
Walk to End Alzheimer’s – Emerald Coast
Registration 9:30 am; Ceremony 10:30 am; Walk 10:45 am
| Grand Boulevard | Miramar Beach
Concealed Carry Weapons Class
10 am | Emerald Coast Indoor Shooting & Sport |
Valparaiso
Eggs on the Beach
10 am | Seascape | Miramar Beach
Charity Car Show
10 am | Horse Power Pavilion | Freeport

Coffee and Conversations
7 am | 4580 Range Road | Niceville
6th Annual BBQ & Bingo Fundraiser 
5 pm | The District | Valparaiso 

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

Music Bingo Night
6 pm | Mon | Bayou Pub | Niceville

Oils and Acrylics with Rosalyn O’Grady
10 am | Tues | Spires Gallery | Niceville

Puzzle Swap @ the Library
10 am | Thurs | Niceville Library | Niceville

Watercolor Basics (Adults) with Elia Saxer 
10 am | Thurs | Spires Gallery | Niceville

Visual Literacy for Adults
5:45 pm | Thurs | Spires Gallery | Niceville

One Stroke Advanced
10 am | Fri | Spires Gallery | Niceville

One Stroke Advanced for Young Adults
2:30 pm | Fri | Spires Gallery | Niceville

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

CALM Furniture Resale Store
9 am | Sat | 201 Redwood Ave. | Niceville

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

Hammock Bay
1st & 3rd Saturdays | 4 - 8 pm
The Windmills | Freeport
Grand Boulevard
Saturdays | 9 am - 1 pm
Grand Boulevard | Miramar Beach

FARMERS MARKETS

MONTHLY EVENTS

08

09

11

13

14

18

19

20

20-22

Flutterby Arts Festival
10 am | The Pavilion at Watersound Town Center |
Watersound

Greater FWB Chamber Lunch N Learn; Celebrating
Women in Military Service, Guest Speaker Dr. Elvira
Chiccarelli
11:30 am | FWB Chamber | FWB

Celebrating All Veterans at Women Veterans Park
8:30 am (Arrive by 8 am) | Destin-FWB Convention
Center & Women Veterans Park | Okaloosa Island
Active Military & Veterans Appreciation Event
4 pm | 3rd Planet Brewing | Niceville

10th Annual 100 Point Cult & Wine Dinner 
5 pm | Alaqua Animal Refuge | Freeport 

Nautical Flea Market 
10 am | Bluewater Bay Marina | Niceville 
Alaqua Animal Refuge Bluegrass Barn Jam & Fall Fest
Presented by Café Thirty-A
11 am | Alaqua Animal Refuge | Freeport
Tacos & Tequila Under the Trees
12 pm | E.O. Wilson Biophilia Center | Freeport
Reduce, Reuse, Refashion Show
4:30 pm | Emerald Coast Science Center | FWB
Sinfonia Gulf Coast Classical Connections feat.
Howard Levy, Harmonica + Piano
7:30 pm | Destin High School | Destin

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

Cheers to 30 Years! Tricia Brunson’s Chamber Farewell
5:30 pm | Niceville-Valparaiso Chamber of Commerce |
Niceville

Paws to the Pavement Fun Run
9 am | Edge Elementary School | Niceville
Greater FWB Chamber Lunch N Learn; Victory Health
Coaching; " Holiday Harmony: Managing Stress, Food &
Feelings"
11:30 am | FWB Chamber | FWB
Grand Boulevard Holiday Parade
6 pm | Grand Boulevard | Miramar Beach

The Nutcracker - Northwest Florida Ballet
Times Vary | Mattie Kelly Arts Center | Niceville

21

28-29

21 Continued

Concealed Carry Weapons Class
10 am | Emerald Coast Indoor Shooting & Sport |
Valparaiso

Gingerbread House Making Event
9 am | Safe Harbor United Methodist Church | Niceville

Rock Out Climbing Gym Thanksending 
10 am | Rock Out Climbing Gym | Destin

8th Annual Chili Cook-Off - Benefiting CALM
4 pm | LJ Schooners Restaurant | Niceville

12
Greater FWB Chamber Nothing But Networking with
Vibe Productions at The Place on Beal
11:30 am | The Place on Beal | FWB

2026

10  ANNUALTH
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It’s Almost Emerald Coast 
Rodeo Time
Friday-Saturday, Nov. 6-7 | 
5:30-9:30 p.m. | Northwest 
Florida State College | 
Niceville

Saddle up for two nights of  
thrilling rodeo action at the 
fourth annual Emerald Coast 

Rodeo! Named Best Rodeo 
in Its Division for 2025 by the 
Professional Cowboys Associa-
tion, this family-friendly event 
brings professional cowboys and 
cowgirls to Niceville for exciting 
bull riding, barrel racing, roping 
and more. Little cowboys and 
cowgirls get in on the fun with 

mutton bustin’ at 6:30 p.m., 
followed by professional rodeo 
competition at 7:30 p.m. Gates 
open at 5:30 p.m. Tickets are 
$20 in advance or $25 during 
rodeo week. Children younger 
than 3 are admitted free. Last 
year’s event sold out, so advance 
tickets are encouraged! 100 Col-

lege Blvd. E., Niceville. emer-
aldcoastrodeo.com

Vote for Your Best at 30A 
BBQ Festival
Nov. 6 | 5:30-8 p.m. | 
Grand Blvd. at Sandestin

The 30A BBQ Festival re-
turns to Grand Boulevard from 
5:30-8 p.m. to celebrate The 
Sonder Project! A rain-or-shine 
event, enjoy all-you-can-eat 
barbecue, served up by the best 
grill masters along the Emer-
ald Coast as they compete for 
the trophy for ’30A’s Best BBQ’ 
voted by you! In between bites, 
enjoy live music by River Dan, 

a photo booth, a silent auction, 
and a variety of  refreshments 
from local purveyors includ-
ing craft brews from Grayton 
Beer Company, wine and water. 
Details and tickets at https://
www.bigtickets.com/events/
the-sonder-project/30a-bbq-
festival.

Fire Up the Flavor at Eggs 
on the Beach
Saturday, Nov. 7 | 10 a.m.-
1 p.m.
Seascape Resort | Mira-
mar Beach

       Community

Celebrating 15 Years!
Gulf Coast Jam Announces Star-Packed 2027 Lineup

June 3–6, 2027 | Frank Brown Park | Panama City Beach
Bailey Zimmerman is 

the opening-night headliner 
(Thursday) for the 15th Annu-
al Gulf  Coast Jam Presented 
by Jim Beam. He joins coun-
try superstars Jason Aldean 
(Friday), Luke Bryan (Satur-
day) and Zach Top (Sunday) 
for four days of  live music 
and beachside fun. A fourth 
and final headliner will be an-
nounced in the coming weeks.

Four-day passes are current-
ly available for General Admis-
sion, College, First Responder 
and Military levels. Elevated 
experiences include Caymus 
Premium Standing, Caymus 
VIP, Overlook Club and Side 
Stage. Ticket-and-hotel pack-
ages and payment plans are 

also available.
Billboard Magazine called 

Gulf  Coast Jam Presented 
by Jim Beam one of  “The 10 
Best Country Music Festivals,” 
drawing over 25,000 fans 
nightly to the four-day event 
in May. Ticketmaster listed 
Gulf  Coast Jam Presented by 
Jim Beam as one of  the Best 
Country Music Festivals to See 
in 2026. Music Festival Wizard 
named it the number one festi-
val in their Top 50 Most Pop-
ular Fests in the World 2024 
– Voter’s Choice poll and their 
Best Beach Music Festivals 
This Summer in 2025.

Jammers are encouraged 
to follow Gulf  Coast Jam Pre-
sented by Jim beam at www.

GulfCoastJam.com and on 
Facebook, X, Instagram, Tik-
Tok, and Snapchat for special 
announcements about the Fes-
tival.

To purchase discounted 
tickets through Life Me-
dia, scan the QR code and 
enter LM27! 

Stay tuned to Life Media 
papers for lineup announce-
ments and festival updates 
leading up to the event. Gulf-
CoastJam.com

P R O C E E D S  B E N E F I T

MIRAMAR BEACH, FLORIDA

V IS IT  EGGSONTHE

R E G I S T E R  A  C O O K  T E A M  O R

BEACH.COM

®

GREATPRIZES

LIVE
MUSIC

GREATPRIZES

LIVE
MUSIC

Presented by 

Join Us at Life Media Sponsored Events

Continued on next page
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Festival
BBQ

presented by 36o Blue

The Seventh edit ion

November 6
5:3o–8:OOPM

A benefit celebrating

THESONDERPROJECT.ORG/BBQFEST

Opening Act: Brent Shaw

Get ready to taste, vote and 
enjoy some serious Big Green 
Egg creativity when the 12th 
annual Eggs on the Beach Big 
Green Egg Cooking Compe-
tition fires up! Hosted by Bay 
Breeze Patio, the popular cu-
linary competition brings to-
gether nonprofit organizations, 
backyard grill masters and 
restaurant teams, all cooking 
up bite-sized creations on Big 
Green Eggs. 

Tasters get in on the action, 
sampling the dishes and voting 
for their favorites, while honor-
ary judges score entries for taste, 
presentation and creativity. And 
it’s so good, it’s challenging to 
judge. I know, because I’ve been 
one! Winners earn prizes, the 
coveted Judges’ Trophy and, of  
course, bragging rights.

The competition also cooks 
up plenty of  good for the com-
munity. Many nonprofit teams 
have signed on and each partic-
ipating nonprofit earns a cash 
donation based on taster votes.

A few spots remain, and 
registration fees are waived for 
nonprofit teams. Spots also re-
main for backyard and restau-
rant teams, with registration $50 
for teams of  up to six.

Advance taster tickets are 
$60 for adults and $21 for ages 
11-17; children 10 and younger 
are free. 

Tickets, team registration 

and information: Eggsonthe-
Beach.com; 850-269-4666.

Walk to End Alzheimer’s – 
Emerald Coast
Nov. 7 | Registration 9:30 
a.m. | Ceremony 10:30 
a.m. | Walk 10:45 a.m.
Grand Boulevard | 600 
Grand Blvd., Miramar 
Beach

Participants of  all ages and 
abilities are invited to walk in 
honor or memory of  someone 
impacted by Alzheimer’s or an-
other dementia. The morning 
includes the moving Promise 
Garden ceremony, with colored 
flowers representing each par-
ticipant’s personal connection to 
the disease. Registration is free. 
Participants are encouraged to 
raise funds to support the Alz-
heimer’s Association’s mission.

Register at alz.org/Emerald-
CoastWalk.

Celebrate with a Cause: 
Animore Weekend 2026!
Bluegrass Barn Jam & Fall 
Fest presented by Cafe 
Thirty-A 
Saturday, Nov. 14, 2026 | 
11 a.m. – 6 p.m.
Alaqua Animal Refuge 
Grounds (155 Dugas Way, 
Freeport, FL)

Spend a beautiful autumn 
day surrounded by the peaceful 
acreage of  Alaqua Animal Ref-
uge, where live bluegrass music 
fills the air, local vendors offer 
plenty to browse and shop, and 

family-friendly activities make it 
a fun outing for all ages. There’s 
just something about the combi-
nation of  crisp fall air, great mu-
sic, animals, friends and com-
munity coming together in such 
a beautiful setting that makes 
this event feel extra special.

And perhaps the best part? 
Your day of  fun has a purpose. 
Every ticket purchased direct-
ly supports Alaqua’s lifesaving 
mission of  rescuing, rehabilitat-
ing and finding hope and new 
beginnings for animals in need.

Come for the music, shop-
ping and fall fun — and leave 
knowing you helped make a dif-
ference. 

TICKETS: Online Pre-Sale 
Tiers: Available through Nov. 
11. At-the-Gate: $15 for Adults 
| $5 for Children (Under 12). 
Online sales end Nov. 12. VIP 
Experience: Includes preferred 
concert seating at Angel’s Arena 
and access to the exclusive VIP 
Patron Lounge. 

Information & Tickets: 
alaqua.org

Tacos & Tequila Under the 
Trees
Saturday, Nov. 14 | Noon-4 
p.m. | E.O. Wilson Bio-
philia Center | Freeport

Enjoy an afternoon of  tacos, 
margaritas, music and outdoor 
adventure at this nonprofit fund-
raiser! Explore the nature trails 
during a scavenger hunt, dis-
cover hidden treasures, test your 
knowledge with nature trivia 
and enjoy tequila tastings along 
the way. Sponsored by Juan 
Taco Panama City Beach, this 
adults-only (18+) event features 
a taco bar and plenty of  fun un-
der the trees. General admission 
is $70, or $40 for nonalcoholic 
admission. E.O. Wilson Biophil-
ia Center, 4956 State Highway 
20 E., Freeport. Purchase tick-
ets: eowilsoncenter.org.

A Gift of Song - Niceville 
High School Chorus 
Holiday Concert
December 7 | 7 p.m. | 
Mattie Kelly Arts Center

Kick off the holiday season 
with music from all seven NHS 
choruses, accompanied by pro-
fessional instrumentalists. This 
concert will feature guest alum-
ni soloists Jared Herzog, Lisa 
Olson, and Lloyd Reshard, per-
forming a mix of  classical and 
traditional holiday favorites. 

Tickets on gofan.co. $10 
through December 1, $15 after 
December 1

EVENTS 
continued from previous page
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Niceville Valparaiso 
Chamber Foundation 
Launches Hurricane Relief 
Fund

In the aftermath of  Hurri-
cane Isaias, the Niceville Val-
paraiso Chamber of  Commerce 
Foundation is stepping up to 
help neighbors in need through 
its newly established Local Hur-
ricane Relief  Fund.

As residents and businesses 
continue cleaning up, making 
repairs and rebuilding, some 
face expenses that insurance or 
other assistance may not cover. 
The Foundation’s relief  fund 
aims to bridge that gap, pro-
viding financial assistance for 
storm-related cleanup and mi-
nor repairs that might otherwise 
go unaddressed.

One hundred percent of  
monetary donations will directly 
benefit local residents and busi-
nesses affected by Hurricane 
Isaias. Whether helping a neigh-
bor remove storm debris, com-
plete an essential home repair 
or assist a business in reopening, 
every contribution makes a dif-
ference.

To encourage community 
participation, two generous indi-
viduals have pledged matching 
donations when contributions 
reach $500, helping extend the 
impact of  local generosity.

Donations may be made on-
line through the Niceville Val-
paraiso Chamber of  Commerce 
Foundation’s donation portal or 
mailed or delivered to 1055 E. 
John Sims Parkway, Niceville, 
FL 32578. Please designate con-
tributions for “Local Hurricane 
Relief.”

The Foundation is a 501(c)(3) 
charitable organization, and do-
nation receipts will be provided 
for tax purposes.

Whether contributing $10, 
$50, $100 or simply sharing the 
opportunity with others, every-
one can play a part in helping 
Niceville and Valparaiso recover.

Together, the community 
can demonstrate what “Neigh-
bors Helping Neighbors” truly 
means.

Geek Lights on the Corner 
Returns for 19th Season, 
Supporting Twin Cities 
Pavillion

A beloved Bluewater Bay hol-
iday tradition is gearing up for its 
19th season! Geek Lights on the 
Corner returns Nov. 30 through 
Jan. 6, bringing thousands of  
synchronized Christmas lights, 
music and animated displays to 
the corner of  Bluewater Boule-
vard and Antiqua Way.

Created by Jeff Werner, the 
“Northwest Florida Geek,” and 

his wife, Wendy, the elaborate 
computerized production has 
become a seasonal favorite for 
families throughout the Emer-
ald Coast.

This year’s show introduces 
an exciting change: Two dif-
ferent 30-minute performances 
running back-to-back, provid-
ing more music, stories and hol-
iday favorites than ever before.

“We hope this will give our 
guests the flexibility to watch all 
or part of  the show,” said Jeff 
Werner, chief  Geek, and propri-
etor of  the show. “I am always 
hearing from people that we 
left out one of  their favorites, so 
this new format will give me the 
room to include a lot more con-
tent without having the whole 
show filled with repeated songs.”

Performances begin nightly 
at 6 p.m., with Part 1 starting 

on the hour and 
Part 2 on the half-
hour. Shows con-
tinue until 10 p.m. 
Sunday through 
Thursday and 11 
p.m. Fridays, Sat-
urdays and holi-
day eves. Admis-
sion is free.

This year’s 
sponsored charity 
is Niceville’s Twin 
Cities Pavillion, a 

nonprofit assisted living facility 
that has served the community 
for more than 40 years, provid-
ing a safe, caring home for indi-
viduals who can no longer live 
independently.

“We could not be more bless-
ed than to live in a community 
that demonstrates such concern 
for its vulnerable elderly and 
handicapped individuals,” said 
Patti Snow, Twin Cities Pavillion 
Facility Director. “Being chosen 
for Geek Lights on the Corner is 
like the ultimate gift of  selfless-
ness. With their support we will 
continue our efforts to provide 
a loving and safe alternative for 
those at-risk who no longer feel 
secure living alone. You are tru-
ly angels!!”

Visitors may contribute 
through a donation box at the 
display or electronically using a 

QR code. All donations go di-
rectly to Twin Cities Pavillion.

Community members can 
also help bring the magic to life! 
Volunteers are invited to partic-
ipate in Community Build Days 
on Nov. 7, 14 and 21, beginning 
at 9 a.m. each Saturday.

To volunteer or learn more, 
visit Facebook.com/GeekLight-
sOnTheCorner.

Elder Services of Okaloosa 
Invites Seniors to 
Connect, Enjoy Meals and 
Fellowship

As the population of  old-
er adults continues growing, 
programs that promote inde-
pendence, nutrition and social 
connections are more import-
ant than ever. Elder Services of  
Okaloosa, serving the commu-
nity since 1971, remains com-
mitted to helping vulnerable 
seniors maintain healthy, inde-
pendent lives in the comfort of  
their own homes.

One of  its valuable programs 
is the Congregate Meal Site at 
the historic Valparaiso Com-
munity Center, offering a wel-
coming place where seniors can 
gather, socialize and enjoy activ-
ities together.

Located at 268 Glenview 
Ave. in Valparaiso, the cen-
ter provides opportunities for 
fellowship, bingo, educational 
presentations and conversations 
with peers who understand the 
experiences and challenges of  
aging.

Participants also receive a 
hot, nutritious midday meal at 
no cost, helping promote well-
ness while addressing food inse-
curity among older adults.

Unfortunately, many eligible 
residents remain unaware of  
these services. Elder Services of  
Okaloosa encourages commu-
nity members ages 60 and older 
to visit, experience the fellow-
ship and discover the benefits of  
participating.

The center is open Mondays, 
Tuesdays and Wednesdays from 
8:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. There is 
no charge to attend, participate 
in activities or enjoy a meal.

For seniors seeking compan-
ionship, meaningful activities 
or simply a welcoming place to 
spend part of  their day, the Val-
paraiso Community Center of-
fers an opportunity to connect, 
engage and feel part of  a caring 
community.

       Community

Bay Buzz

Bluewater  Snowbird Punchcards 
are available exclusively to 
non-Florida residents for a limited 
time only. 
Plans are non-refundable and 
non-transfereable. 
All Prices do not include sales tax. All Prices do not include sales tax. 
Management reserves all rights. 
Please refer to agreement for 
plan(s) speciics.

For More Information Call 850-897-3241

Exclusive Offer for Our Friends from the North

GET MORE GOLF 
FOR YOUR MONEYSnowbird PunchCards

PELICAN
PUNCHCARD

OSPREY
PUNCHCARD
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$275 $499
prepaid prepaid

Five Rounds
Any day, any time.

includes cart.

Ten Rounds
Any day, any time.

includes cart.

$55 Per Round $49 Per Round
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CRI NICEVILLE
4502 E Hwy 20, Ste A
Niceville, FL 32578
850.897.4333

CRI CRESTVIEW
866 N Ferdon Blvd
Crestview, FL  32536
850.682.4357

Carr, Riggs & Ingram  |  CRIadv.com

*Firm practice structure statement - criadv.com/disclaimer

Celebrating All Veterans at 
Women Veterans Park

By Carolyn Newcomer 
Ketchel

As many of  you know, the 
County has been adding new 
pathways to Women Veterans 
Park. The newest statues and 
benches are being placed, and 
we also have a new feature on 
the plaza known as the Charters 
of  Freedom. The latest addi-
tions to the park will be unveiled 
on Veterans Day, Nov. 11, 2026. 
There will be an inspirational 
program inside the Convention 
Center allowing the community 
to celebrate all veterans. Please 
plan to arrive by 8 a.m. The 
program will begin promptly at 
8:30 a.m. before transitioning to 
the Service Plaza immediately 
following the indoor ceremony.

Charters of Freedom
The Declaration of  Indepen-

dence, the United States Con-
stitution and the Bill of  Rights 
— along with the Civil Rights 
Amendments — are our coun-
try’s founding documents. They 
represent who we are and what 
we believe, as a country, to the 
rest of  the world. These amaz-
ing documents can be viewed in 
the National Archives in Wash-
ington, D.C. Unfortunately, not 
everyone has the ability to make 
such a trip.

Following a moving trip to 
the National Archives in 2011, 
Vance and Mary Jo Patterson 
formed Foundation Forward 
Inc. as a nonprofit educational 
project to promote civics, edu-
cation and the preservation of  
American history. Part of  their 
mission is to provide stainless 
steel replicas of  our founding 
documents to each county in the 
United States. Okaloosa Coun-
ty received its set on Monday, 
April 27, 2026.

Most communities placed 
their Charter displays in or near 
their seats of  government, but 
Okaloosa County is a bifurcat-
ed county with two main popu-
lation areas. Making a decision 
about the display location was 
difficult because we wanted 
them in the north and the south 
ends. We decided to reach out 
to the Foundation and request a 
second set — and they said yes! 
Our north end residents have 
easy access to view these historic 
documents at the Courthouse in 
Crestview. For folks in the south 

end, they can be found on the 
Plaza at Women Veterans Park.

Pathway Expansion
In March 2024, we began the 

process of  expanding the walk-
ing trails at Women Veterans 
Park by adding an additional 
one-quarter mile of  pathways. 
Infrastructure projects are com-
plex, involving everything from 
budgeting and site evaluations 
to design work and bidding 
procedures. And then there is 
the weather! Mother Nature 
does not always have the same 
timeline we have. However, af-
ter months of  hard work on 
the part of  our dedicated Oka-
loosa County staff and con-
tractors, the expanded, fully 
handicap-accessible pathway is 
nearing completion and will be 
ready for visitors by the end of  
the month.

Four New Statues
So, what will we see on this 

new, expanded pathway? I am 
glad you asked! On Women 
Veterans Day 2025, we unveiled 
statues of  Linda Bray and Flor-
ence Finch. On Veterans Day 
2025, we unveiled Nicole Gee 
and an Iroquois Warrior. These 
four ladies will be placed along 
the newly completed pathways.

Capt. Linda Bray, U.S. Army 
(Ret.), was the commanding 
officer of  the 988th Military 
Police Company at Fort Ben-
ning when her unit deployed to 
Panama during Operation Just 
Cause. What began as a mission 
to secure an area escalated into 
a three-hour firefight involv-
ing grenades, machine-gun fire 
and rifle fire. Although military 
police were primarily expected 
to perform a combat-support 
role, the situation deteriorated 
to the point that Bray and her 
soldiers had to respond to the 
hostile fire. At the time, women 
were restricted from assignment 
to certain combat roles, making 
Bray’s leadership during the 
engagement particularly sig-
nificant. For her actions during 
the firefight, Bray received the 
Army Commendation Medal, 
which was later upgraded to the 
Bronze Star Medal with the “V” 
device on Dec. 8, 2023.

Loring May Ebersole, later 
known as Florence, was born in 
1915 to a Filipino mother and 

an American father. After high 
school, she took a job as a ste-
nographer with U.S. Army In-
telligence Headquarters in Ma-
nila, where she met and married 
Charles Smith. Six months later, 
she was widowed.

Being half  Filipino, she was 
able to hide her American 
sympathies from her new em-
ployer, the Japanese-controlled 
Philippine Liquid Fuel Distrib-
uting Union. Working with the 
Philippine underground, she 
diverted fuel and other critical 
items to the resistance. Soon 
she became part of  a network 
of  private citizens smuggling 
food, medical supplies and 
clean clothes to POWs. Her ac-
tivity was eventually discovered, 
and she was arrested in Octo-
ber 1944. She was imprisoned 
and tortured until her release 
in February 1945, having nev-
er betrayed the resistance. Af-
ter her liberation, she moved to 
New York, where she joined the 
Coast Guard in July 1945.

When her U.S.C.G. superi-
ors learned of  her work in the 
Philippines, she was awarded 
the Asiatic-Pacific Campaign 
Ribbon and later the Medal of  
Freedom.

Sgt. Nicole L. Gee, 24th 
Marine Expeditionary Unit, a 

m a i n t e n a n c e 
technician by 
specialty, also 
served a vital 
role in the evac-
uation of  Kabul 
by communi-
cating with and 
facilitating sup-
port for Afghan 
women and 
children.

On Aug. 26, 2021, Sgt. Gee 
was assisting with the evacua-
tion of  Kabul when a suicide 
bomber killed 13 U.S. service 
members, including Sgt. Gee.

“In Afghanistan Sergeant 
Gee would work multiple shifts 
a day just to be around the chil-
dren and families being evacuat-
ed. She was the most loving and 
caring individual I’ve ever met, 
she was the ‘mom’ of  any group 
she was a part of  and had a 
knack for brightening anyone’s 
day.” — Sgt. Landon Workman, 
teammate

Representative example of  
a female Iroquois Warrior circa 
1812. They Also Served: Amer-
ican Indian Women in the War 
of  1812, an article published in 
NMAI Magazine, discussed ev-
idence of  the enlistment of  Six 
Nations women in American 
military service. At least five 

Native women received military 
pensions for officially serving as 
“cooks”: Polly Cooper, Susan 
Jacob, Dinah John, Julia John 
and Dolly Schenandoah. These 
women enlisted in regiments of  
Indian volunteers and served 
honorably. Though officially 
labeled as “cooks” in pension 
records, many served in combat 
alongside their husbands as a 
matter of  necessity.

Granite Benches
Several Okaloosa Coun-

ty lineage and philanthropic 
groups have stepped forward 
to enhance the enjoyment of  
Women Veterans Park by plac-
ing commemorative granite 
benches throughout the space. 
Choctawhatchee Bay Chapter 
Daughters of  the American 

Carolyn Newcomer Ketchel, Okaloosa County Commissioner, District 2

Continued on page 15
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Full Service Plumbing
Residential / Commercial

Water Heaters / Water Conditioners
Licensed & Insured

License #CFC1427172

(850) 830-7875

2026 Local Presenting Sponsor

2026 Walk to End Alzheimer’s 
Grand Boulevard
600 Grand Blvd
Miramar Beach

Saturday, Nov. 7 | 9:30 a.m.

With new treatments emerging
in the fight against Alzheimer’s
and all other dementia, now is

the time for hope. 

Join us the Alzheimer’s
Association Walk to End
Alzheimer’s®, the world’s

largest fundraiser to fight the
disease.

2026 National Presenting Sponsor

Join us at alz.org/walk

and his willingness to make a 
connection has been a service 
in itself.

Gordon King, CEO of  
Okaloosa Gas, added another 
chapter to the story. He recalled 
persuading Bernard to convert 
his home to gas appliances, an 
amusing accomplishment given 
Bernard’s employer for almost 
four decades. Even the story of  
a fireplace that stopped working 
brought us back to the familiar 
“I know a guy.” King ended by 
joking that Bernard would move 
in with Okaloosa Gas now that 
he was retired from the power 
company.

Neko Stubblefield of  Eglin 
Federal Credit Union found 
humor in another part of  Ber-
nard’s communication style. She 
said she used Claude, an artifi-
cial (super) intelligence assistant, 
to interpret his text-message lin-
go. If  even Neko—who is every 

bit as well connected in Okaloo-
sa County as Bernard—needed 
help deciphering his texts, the 
rest of  us never stood a chance.

The gifts were memorable 
too. A flag presentation took a 
comic turn when the flag mea-
sured just two by three inches 
rather than one that flew over 
the Capitol in Washington. The 
Chamber presented socks bear-
ing Bernard’s face. Sam and 
Gus from Harley-Davidson gave 
him a jacket and welcomed him 
into the Harley-Davidson fam-
ily. The all-too-familiar Vince 
Mayfield of  Bit Wizards pre-
sented this. Those presentations 
had plenty of  personality. 

Behind the laughter was a 
career that began much more 
modestly. Bernard recalled mov-
ing here in 1984 and working in 
Kmart’s garden (“flower”) shop. 
It took two years to get hired 
at Gulf  Power. He started on a 
line crew and worked his way 
through other responsibilities, 
including engineering. His ca-

reer with Gulf  Power and Flori-
da Power & Light spanned near-
ly forty years, with experience 
in customer service, marketing, 
and operations.

His last day with FPL was 
September 30, 2026. For about 
two decades, he was a principal 
contact for Gulf  Power and later 
FPL, building relationships with 
elected officials and military 
leaders. As regional manager of  
external affairs, he worked with 
many of  the people and organi-
zations who gathered to thank 
him.

Bernard also recalled begin-
ning his board service in 1992, 
with the Boys and Girls Club 
among his earliest commit-
ments. That involvement grew 
to include dozens of  boards. 
He is reported to be among the 
few people who have served on 
the board of  every chamber of  
commerce in Okaloosa County. 
If  a board is doing important 
work, Bernard is often involved, 
frequently as chairman or pres-

ident.
Northwest Florida State Col-

lege President Mel Ponder and 
Foundation Executive Director 
Chris Stowers helped recognize 
his service to the college and 
foundation. Chamber Chair 
Bonnie Barlow of  Bridgeway 
Center also joined an evening 
that reflected the breadth of  his 
relationships. Representatives 
from Warren Averett also joined 
in the appreciation. His involve-
ment with the All Sports Asso-
ciation and the Taylor Haugen 
Foundation further illustrates his 
interest in serving young people.

Major General Leslie Hadley 
of  Air Force Special Operations 
Command offered some re-
markable details. Colonel Chris 
Keithley, Base Commander, 
96th Test Wing, called Bernard 
a “mover and shaker.” Their re-
marks reflected the relationships 
Bernard has built with the mili-
tary community throughout his 
career.

The Destin Chamber had 
already honored him on Sep-
tember 11 with its Lifetime 
Membership Award. At the re-
tirement reception, it was easy 
to understand why organiza-
tions wanted to recognize him. 
His work and his community 
involvement had become closely 
connected. When people need-
ed an answer or help getting 
something done, they called 
Bernard.

Bernard also kept the eve-
ning in perspective. “The 
graveyard is full of  indispens-
able people,” he said. It was a 
reminder about humility from 
a man whose accomplishments 
had been celebrated all night. 
Then he offered a practical rule 

that helps explain how he gets so 
much done: “If  something takes 
two minutes or less, do it now.”

We finally heard Bernard’s 
beehive story, which had given 
his friends plenty of  material for 
the evening’s gentle roast. He 
explained that civic programs 
such as honorary commander 
bring people “inside the hive,” 
where they can see how rela-
tionships are built and decisions 
get made. From outside, people 
may wonder how it all happens. 
His explanation had the room 
laughing, but the point came 
through: Bernard has spent 
years opening doors, making 
connections, and helping people 
get into the hive.

His next chapter is already 
taking shape. Bernard an-
nounced that he will join the Jay 
Odom Group in mid-October, 
another respected organization 
deeply involved in our commu-
nity. The sun has set on his FPL 
career, but a new opportunity is 
already rising. Apparently, Ber-
nard’s retirement will last about 
two weeks, so we can expect him 
to keep showing up.

Ted returned to the stage for 
the final moment. “Jay Odom 
owns the mic,” he said, encour-
aging Bernard to drop it and 
walk off. After some good-na-
tured prodding, Bernard finally 
dropped the microphone and 
left the stage. It was a fitting 
ending to a wonderful evening 
honoring a man whose kindness 
has made so many people glad 
to see him walk into a room. 
Here’s to you, Bernard. We’ll 
always save you a seat at the ta-
ble—unless you get there first 
and save one for us.

BERNARD JOHNSON 
continued from page 2 

make a positive difference.
Perhaps that brings his story 

back to where it began: Listen. 
Understand the problem. Con-
sider the consequences. Look for 
a solution. And, whenever pos-

sible, leave the place better than 
you found it.

Representative Maney is happy to 
hear your thoughts or questions. He 
can be reached at Patt.Maney@fl-
house.gov or through his district office 
in downtown Fort Walton Beach at 
850-904-1020. He also has a Cap-
itol office in Tallahassee.

MANEY 
continued from page 3  

       Community
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we care about your
community. because
it’s our community too.

simple human sense

(850) 729-2131
www.nicevilleinsurance.com

Contact Niceville Insurance to determine eligibility for property insurance 
in the state of Florida from a member of the Auto-Owners Insurance GroupSM.

Care Beyond the Emergency: 
Okaloosa’s Andrew Kindle Earns National Honor

For Okaloosa County EMS 
Community Paramedic Andrew 
Kindle, caring for people means 
making sure help reaches them 
beyond an emergency. His work 
includes delivering care, edu-
cating residents and connecting 
with people who need to know 
someone cares.

That commitment has 
earned Kindle the 2026 Na-
tional Association of  Emergen-
cy Medical Technicians Com-
munity Paramedic of  the Year 
Award.

Kindle has helped build and 
lead Okaloosa County’s Com-
munity Paramedicine Team 
over the past 18 months, serving 
residents whose needs can ex-
tend well beyond a single ambu-
lance ride or emergency room 
visit. “I am truly humbled by 
this recognition and am proud 
to serve Okaloosa County in 
the role of  a Community Para-
medic,” said Kindle. “We are 

out in the public every day de-
livering care to patients, passing 
out Narcan, educating people 
and making sure that the people 
who need help know that some-
one cares.”

The county’s Community 
Paramedicine program brings 
non-emergency services to res-
idents through scheduled home 
visits, education and connec-
tions to other health care pro-
viders. Its goal is to help patients 
maintain their health while re-
ducing ambulance use and cost-
ly emergency room visits.

Community paramedics also 
participate in the Post Overdose 

Support Team, known as POST. 
The partnership brings together 
Okaloosa County EMS, law en-
forcement and Bridgeway Cen-
ter Inc. to provide prompt and 
ongoing support to people who 
have survived an overdose with-
in the previous 72 hours. “We 
are very proud of  Paramedic 
Andrew Kindle,” said Okaloosa 
County Board Chairman Trey 
Goodwin. “Our Community 
Paramedicine program has led 
the state of  Florida in excellence 

to reduce fatal overdoses, patient 
care and unnecessary ER visits. 
Andrew is a shining example of  
how to lead by example, show-
ing passion for his work and em-
pathy for his patients that truly 
changes lives.”

A husband, father, Marine 
and firefighter, Kindle brings 
more than 17 years of  first re-
sponder experience to his work. 
His career began in the U.S. 
Marine Corps, where he de-
ployed with the Hurricane Ka-
trina Task Force.

He later entered the fire ser-
vice, became a certified haz-
ardous materials specialist and 
worked in North Dakota, Ten-
nessee and Antarctica’s Mc-
Murdo Station. Today, he serves 
Okaloosa County EMS as a 
critical care, tactical and com-
munity paramedic.

His dedication has also 
earned him the Emerald Coast 
United Way’s 40 Under 40 

Award and Okaloosa County’s 
Humanitarian Efforts Award. 
Within his department, he 
shares his commitment to car-
ing for often-overlooked resi-
dents through frequent training 
presentations.

The national honor is part of  
the National EMS Awards of  
Excellence presented by NAE-
MT and EMS World. Recip-
ients were recognized during 
NAEMT’s General Member-
ship Meeting on Sept. 30, and at 
the opening ceremony of  EMS 
World Expo in Orlando. 

For residents and families, 
the work being recognized is 
available close to home. To 
learn about receiving commu-
nity paramedicine services or to 
make a referral, call 850-651-
7566 or email OCEMSMIH@
myokaloosa.com. More infor-
mation is available myokaloosa.
com/ps/community-paramed-
icine.

Revolution (DAR) placed the 
first of  13 benches. That do-
nation was quickly followed by 
gifts from West Florida DAR, 
Emerald Coast Sons of  the 
American Revolution, Snowden 
Horne Society Children of  the 
American Revolution, Euch-
eeanna Chapter Daughters of  
the Colonists and Old Spanish 
Trail Daughters of  1812. This 

collaborative effort to honor 
history also includes deep com-
munity backing from veteran 
groups and civic organizations 
alike, such as the Air Force En-
listed Village Women Veterans 
Group, VFW Post 7674, Fort 
Walton Beach Woman’s Club, 
Center for Lifelong Learning, 
Gregg Chapel AME, Okaloosa 
Island Garden Club and Re-
publican Women of  Okaloosa 
Federated. To maintain visual 
harmony, the granite bench-

es feature a uniform design. 
Each is engraved with the logo, 
emblem or graphic image rep-
resenting the donating group 
as well as an inscription of  the 
group’s name. Placement in the 
vicinity of  the park’s statues pro-
vides a peaceful setting for rest 
and contemplation.

What Else Is Here
Beyond its monuments, the 

park is a thriving ecological 
sanctuary. The Audubon Soci-

ety has identified over 240 spe-
cies of  migratory birds, along-
side a bustling rookery that 
holds 35 pairs of  nesting her-
ons. Other local wildlife species 
include turtles, bears, foxes and 
two recently discovered small 
alligators. Autumn is a won-
derful time to visit, as the park 
sits directly within the southern 
migration path of  the Monarch 
butterflies. With so much vi-
brant natural life to experience, 
fall offers the perfect opportuni-

ty to visit, walk the trails and en-
joy everything Women Veterans 
Park has to offer.

It is an honor to serve as your 
Commissioner.

Carolyn Ketchel is Okaloosa 
County Commissioner, District 2. She 
can be reached at CKetchel@myoka-
loosa.com or 850-651-7105.

VETERANS 
continued from page 13  

       Community
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Education News
Area Math Teacher 
Connects With Music in a 
Unique Contribution
By Barbara Palmgren

Retirement for many teach-
ers often means time to follow 
and excel in other fields, often 
to the benefit of  others. Ever 
smiling and ever volunteering to 
share her talents as a musician, 
Ellen Shepard is one of  those 
rare individuals.

I had the privilege of  work-
ing with Ellen at Niceville High 
School in the late ’90s and into 
the 21st century … wow, I’m 
definitely feeling so much older 
and not a bit wiser! Ellen was 
a teacher for the International 
Baccalaureate (IB) Program at 
the school. She taught IB Math 
Methods, the most difficult of  
the IB math curricula, with 
students having to score well in 
subjects like calculus. Each year, 
as IB coordinator, I saw high 
scores for all her students, with 
many earning the full IB diplo-
ma as well as a high school di-
ploma.

What happened to this gifted 
teacher upon retirement? Her 
passion and dedication contin-
ued with music. Volunteering to 
play the hammered dulcimer for 
herself, her church and many 
organizations, Ellen has pro-
duced CDs to share the joy of  
the sound created by this large, 

trapezoidal instrument, played 
by striking its strings with small 
wooden or felt hammers. The 
sound is mesmerizing. It helps 
preserve a historic musical tra-
dition associated with major folk 
revivals in our country.

Ellen’s creativity didn’t stop. 
With her sister, Scottie Fredrick-
son, who resides in South Caro-
lina, Ellen wrote the score for a 
musical presentation, “Daniel’s 
Ballad, A Folk Opera.” Her sis-
ter wrote the lyrics. The musi-
cal centers on events involving 
the exiled Judeans and Daniel’s 
dreams as recorded in the Bible. 
One can almost feel the cour-
age and faithfulness of  Daniel 
and those facing captivity. Both 
humor and drama come to life 
through words and music.

This uplifting experience is a 
must for all of  us. We have an 
opportunity to see and enjoy 
the masterpiece these two sisters 
have created Wednesday, Dec. 
2, 2026, at 5:30 p.m. at St. Si-
mon’s on the Sound Episcopal 
Church in Fort Walton Beach. 
Come and enjoy this free con-
cert, a gift for the holiday season 
indeed!

Operation Jingle Bells 
Brings Holiday Joy to 
Students

The Okaloosa County Sher-
iff’s Office and Okaloosa Coun-

ty School District are once again 
partnering for Operation Jingle 
Bells, an annual initiative bring-
ing holiday cheer and essential 
items to students and families in 
need.

Through the program, 
school guidance counselors and 
school resource officers identify 
students who could use addi-
tional support and create holi-
day wish lists. District employ-
ees, businesses, organizations 
and community members help 
fulfill those wishes with clothing, 
shoes, gifts and other necessities.

“Here in Okaloosa Coun-
ty, we know some children face 
the holidays without the basics, 
including clothes or shoes, and 
of  course without gifts of  any 
kind,” said Sheriff Eric Aden. 
“Operation Jingle Bells is an op-
portunity for our community to 
come together and ensure every 
child feels seen, supported, and 
cared for during the holiday sea-
son.”

Superintendent Marcus 
Chambers emphasized the im-
portance of  community part-
nerships in making the holidays 
brighter for students. “Every 
student deserves to feel valued, 
supported, and cared for, espe-
cially during the holiday sea-
son,” he said.

Community members can 
sponsor a child or make a mone-
tary donation at ocsostarcharity.
com/operation-jingle-bells. For 
information, email catherine.
card@okaloosaschools.com or 
ktingle@sheriff-okaloosa.org.

BBQ & Bingo Supports 
Okaloosa Schools

The Okaloosa Public Schools 
Foundation (OPSF) will host 
its sixth annual BBQ & Bingo 
fundraiser Thursday, Nov. 5, 
from 5 to 8 p.m. at Okaloosa 
Gas’ “The District,” 511 Gov-
ernment Ave., Valparaiso.

The community event raises 
funds for student educational 

opportunities, teacher grants 
and innovative learning initia-
tives throughout the Okaloosa 
County School District.

Tickets are $50 per person 
and include barbecue, bingo 
and entertainment. The eve-
ning begins with a social hour 
at 5 p.m., followed by bingo and 
auctions from 5:30 to 8 p.m. 
Guests can enjoy live music by 
Paradise Bayou and $1 bingo 
games throughout the evening.

Businesses and individuals 
can also support the fundraiser 
through sponsorships or silent 
auction donations, even if  they 
cannot attend. All proceeds 
benefit the foundation’s efforts 
to provide additional resources 
for local students and educators.

For tickets and sponsorship 
opportunities, visit givebutter.
com/6th-annual -bbq-b in -
go-s6n1mq. To donate an auc-
tion item or volunteer, contact 
Debbie Tate at 850-974-0742 
or tated@okaloosaschools.com.

Education

NICEVILLE HIGH SCHOOL CHORUS 
HOLIDAY CONCERT 

Featuring Alumni Guest Soloists 

Lisa Olson Jared Herzog Lloyd Reshard

Mattie Kelly Arts Center 
Tickets on gofan.co 
$10 before Dec. 1 • $15 after Dec. 1 

Dec. 

7 
7:00 PM 
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5 Ways Math Practice Impacts 
Brain Development for K-12 Students

Ever wonder why math feels 
like such a mental workout? It’s 
because it is… literally. Regular 
math practice actively supports 
math and brain development. 
Each problem a student solves 
and each pattern they recognize 
helps boost their brain’s exec-
utive functions and skills like 
focus, memory, planning, and 
adaptability. Benefits of  math 
learning extend to emotional 
regulation, decision-making, 
and cognitive flexibility. 

What Happens in The 
Brain When Kids Practice 
Math?

When your child works 
through a math problem, 
they’re building powerful men-
tal muscles. Neuroimaging re-
search shows that math and 
brain development are deeply 
connected, particularly through 
activation of  the prefrontal cor-
tex, the region responsible for 
planning, problem-solving and 
self-control. Arsalidou & Taylor 
(2011) found that solving arith-
metic problems consistently 
stimulates this area, which sup-
ports logical reasoning, working 
memory and multistep thinking. 
Like a cognitive workout, math 
trains the brain to follow rules, 
recognize patterns and manage 
multiple pieces of  information 
simultaneously.

Sustained math education in 
adolescents may also support 
structural brain development 
and neural inhibition levels in 
regions associated with visu-
al-spatial reasoning and exec-
utive control [Zacharopoulos 
et al. (2021)]. Consistent math 
practice strengthens the brain’s 
core learning architecture and 
exercises executive functions, 
helping children focus, resist 
distractions and plan their ac-
tions. Maloney & Beilock (2015) 
highlight how ongoing math 
engagement improves inhibi-
tion (the ability to pause before 
acting), working memory and 
cognitive flexibility. These skills 
extend beyond the classroom, 
helping children manage time, 
navigate social situations and 
handle stress.

5 Long-Term Benefits of 
Math Practice

Consistent math practice 
supports cognitive growth, 

strengthening memory, focus, 
problem-solving and mental 
flexibility. These benefits extend 
beyond the classroom, helping 
children think critically, adapt 
to challenges and develop skills 
for lifelong success. Here are five 
research-backed ways math sup-
ports brain development:

1. Stronger Cognitive 
Flexibility: Cognitive flexibil-
ity is the brain’s ability to shift 
between ideas, strategies and 
tasks. It helps children move 
from addition to multiplication, 
rethink difficult problems and 
approach concepts from differ-
ent angles. A 2022 meta-analy-
sis found that cognitive flexibil-
ity is a good predictor of  math 
achievement in children up to 
age 12 across conceptual, pro-
cedural and general math skills, 
with a significant weighted effect 
size. By solving word problems, 
navigating multistep equations 
and selecting appropriate oper-
ations, students learn to adapt 
their thinking. Each new strat-
egy strengthens mental agility 
and problem-solving skills that 
extend into everyday life.

2. Improved Working 
Memory: Working memory 
acts like a mental scratchpad, 
helping children temporarily 
retain numbers, steps and rules 
while solving problems. Wheth-
er tracking place value during 
long division or calculating frac-
tions mentally, math continually 
exercises this skill. Several nota-
ble studies have shown that reg-
ular, structured problem-solv-
ing, especially in environments 
encouraging reasoning and 
step-by-step thinking, improves 
working memory alongside 
math skills. Stronger working 
memory also helps students fol-
low multistep directions, under-
stand cause and effect in science 

and comprehend 
complex reading 
passages.

3. Sharp-
er Attention 
and Focus: In 
a world filled 
with distracting 
screens, main-
taining focus is 
increasingly chal-
lenging. Math 
strengthens at-
tention and men-

tal stamina through activities 
such as calculating percentages, 
solving algebraic expressions 
and tackling everyday prob-
lems. The Spiegel et al. (2021) 
meta-analysis states that con-
sistent math learning activates 
the brain’s executive attention 
networks, helping children stay 
present and complete more 
complex tasks. Regular practice 
builds mental endurance, help-
ing students concentrate lon-
ger, recover from distractions, 
participate in lessons, complete 
timed tests and transition confi-
dently between activities.

4. Greater Mental Resil-
ience: Just as physical exercise 
builds endurance, math practice 
helps children develop perse-
verance and resilience. Work-
ing through difficult problems 
and overcoming wrong answers 
teaches patience, emotional 
regulation and persistence. As 
seen in research by Maloney 
and Beilock (2015), regular en-
gagement with math supports 
the development of  coping 
skills and emotional regulation. 
Children gain confidence not 
because they solved a problem 
on the first try, but because they 
persevered until it made sense. 
This determination extends be-
yond academics, helping them 
navigate homework setbacks, 
peer conflicts and everyday frus-
trations with greater confidence 
and self-control.

5. Transferable Thinking 
Skills: Math develops pattern 
recognition, logical reasoning, 
planning and structured think-
ing that apply across subjects 
and everyday situations. Ana-
lyzing number patterns, testing 
strategies and sequencing solu-
tions strengthen skills useful in 
science experiments, reading 
comprehension and long-form 
writing. Raghubar et al. (2010) 

review highlights that math in-
struction supports broad cogni-
tive development, particularly 
in areas like planning, attention 
and problem-solving. These 
skills help students approach 
unfamiliar challenges with con-
fidence and flexibility. Whether 
breaking large tasks into man-
ageable steps, adjusting plans, 
budgeting an allowance, follow-
ing a recipe or playing a board 
game, mathematical thinking 
supports better decisions, adapt-
ability and problem-solving.

Your local Mathnasium of  Nicev-
ille can transform how your student 
thinks and feels about math, sup-
porting all skill levels. We specialize 
in helping students build deep under-
standing and long-term confidence, 
whether struggling with fractions, 
ratios, Prealgebra or just feeling lost, 
we’re here to help. Call or stop by 
Mathnasium of  Niceville—serving 
students from Niceville, Bluewater 
Bay, Shalimar, Valparaiso and Fort 
Walton Beach. Local schools include 
Niceville High School, Bluewater Bay 
Elementary School, Plew Elemen-
tary School, Ruckel Middle School 
and Rocky Bayou Christian School. 

Mathnasium of  Niceville, 538 E. 
John Sims Pkwy., Niceville. 850-
987-MATH (6284).

Thanksgiving Math Fun at 
Mathnasium of Niceville!

Keep young minds sharp this 
Thanksgiving with two hands-
on math activities from Math-
nasium of  Niceville — free for 
pickup at the center!

Thanksgiving Color-by-
Sum – Perfect for lower ele-
mentary students, this festive 
coloring sheet helps kids prac-
tice addition while revealing a 
hidden Thanksgiving picture.

Thanksgiving Graphing 
Challenge – Designed for up-
per elementary students, this 
connect-the-dots graphing ac-
tivity uncovers a secret holiday 
message through coordinate 
plotting.

Stop by to pick up your cop-
ies! Or visit https://www.math-
nasium.com/blog/thanksgiv-
ing-math-activities to download 
and print.

Mathnasium of  Niceville, 
538 E. John Sims Pkwy., Nicev-
ille. 850-987-MATH (6284).

Education
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Niceville 
850.481.3999

Ft. Walton Beach 
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• All Types of Fencing Installation to Create Safe and Private Spaces 
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• Backed with Guarantee

Veteran Owned Business

Call 850-407-2128
Visit www.dirtynsturdyfencing.com

Same Mission, Broader Role: CBA Is Now the 
Choctawhatchee Basin Alliance Estuary Program

The Choctawhatchee Basin 
Alliance (CBA) has a new name 
and a larger job. The organiza-
tion is now the Choctawhatchee 
Basin Alliance Estuary Program 
(CBAEP), a transition that adds 
regional coordination to the res-
toration, monitoring, research, 
and education work it has car-
ried out since 1996.

For residents, the most im-
portant news is what stays the 
same. CBAEP will keep restor-
ing oyster reefs and seagrass 
beds, monitoring water quali-
ty, and teaching local students 
through programs like Grasses 
in Classes. That hands-on work 
continues without interruption, 
led by the same team. “We’re 
not replacing CBA; we’re build-
ing on it,” said Executive Di-
rector Alison McDowell. “The 
work we’ve been doing isn’t 

going away. We’re still the same 
organization, with the same 
people and the same commit-
ment to the watershed. What’s 
changing is that we have a big-
ger opportunity to bring people 
together, connect the work that’s 
already happening, and take on 
some of  the bigger challenges 
facing the Choctawhatchee wa-
tershed.”

What’s New
Local govern-

ments, scientists, 
nonprofits, busi-
nesses, and vol-
unteer groups all 
work to protect the 
Choctawhatchee’s 
bays, rivers, and 
coastal waters. As 
an estuary pro-
gram, CBAEP 
now serves as the 

hub that connects them. The 
organization will:
• Coordinate projects among 

partners to reduce duplicated 
effort and stretch resources

• Pursue more funding, includ-
ing estuary-wide grants, to 
speed up restoration

• Serve as a central point of  
contact for residents, partners, 
and funders

• The transition also supports 
long-term goals for the re-
gion, including raising the wa-
tershed’s national profile and 
opening the door to addition-
al federal and state resources 
for restoration.

Building on Shared 
Groundwork

CBAEP builds on a strong 
foundation. Okaloosa Coun-
ty and other Choctawhatchee 
County Estuary Coalition mem-
bers laid important groundwork, 
developing the region’s Com-
prehensive Conservation and 
Management Plan and bring-

ing partners together around a 
shared vision for the watershed. 
As the program moves forward 
under CBA and Northwest Flor-
ida State College, it carries that 
foundation into its next phase, 
with a stable home to build on 
and room to grow across the en-
tire watershed.

How to Get Involved
CBAEP still needs volunteers 

for restoration projects, oyster 
gardening, and community sci-
ence, and donations still support 
work in local waterways and 
classrooms. Find volunteer op-
portunities at basinalliance.org.

Something Spooky Is 
Lurking in Your Backyard…

By Jonathan and Brittany 
Younker 

October is here, which 
means ghosts are hanging 
from porches, skeletons are 
sitting in front yards, and gi-
ant inflatable monsters are 
taking over neighborhoods. 
But if  the scariest thing on 
your property is actually your 
fence… we should probably 
talk. 

You know the one. A pick-
et leaning like it’s had one 
too many witches’ brews. A 
gate that lets out a horrifying 
SCREEEECH every time 
you open it. Boards that mys-
teriously disappear. Posts that 
wobble when the wind blows. 
Sure, it fits the Halloween aes-
thetic—but come November, 
it’s just a bad fence. 

At Dirty N Sturdy Fencing, 
we can help bring that fence 
back from the dead. Whether 
you need a few repairs, a new 
gate, maintenance, cleaning 
and staining, or it’s finally 
time for a complete replace-

ment, our crew has you cov-
ered.

And if  you’re ready for 
something new, we install 
wood, vinyl, chain link, and 
aluminum fencing. We’re 
also proud to offer galvanized 
metal posts—because the 
only thing we want rotting in 
your yard this October is the 
pumpkin on your front porch.

As a veteran- and fami-
ly-owned business, we’re in-
credibly thankful to serve the 
Emerald Coast community 
that continues to support us, 
recommend us, and trust us 
with their homes.

So this Halloween, take 
a look around your yard. If  
the trick-or-treaters are less 
spooky than your fence, give 
Dirty N Sturdy a call. Be-
cause your fence should keep 
the monsters out—not look 
like one. 

Dirty N Sturdy Fencing
We’re on the Fence About a Lot 

of  Things—Except Quality!
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Spiders are Our Friends
By Helen Petre

I spend a lot of  time doing 
things and interacting with or-
ganisms that people are terrified 
of. I walk in the woods alone. I 
look for spiders and snakes in 
roadside weeds. I kayak in alli-
gator infested waters. I have 
even encountered a bear or two 
in the woods when I was hiking 
all by myself, miles from any-
where. I am not afraid. 

I will die sometime, but not 
today, and not from walking in 
the woods, or drinking from a 
garden hose. For sure. Why are 
we so afraid? Why are we terri-
fied of  things that will not hurt 
us? 

While it is true that you may 
die from a brain eating amoe-
ba, a lightning strike, a plane 
crash, a venomous snake bite, 
or a meteor, you are more likely 
to die from things you are not 
afraid of, like a medical error, a 
dog bite, driving a car, or eating 
food. You will definitely not die 
of  a spider bite. 

We are all worried that 
we will die of  covid, or some 
strange foreign pathogen, or a 
tick bite. Not so. Instead, the 

CDC estimates that 3,000 peo-
ple die from food poisoning per 
year. 

We are not frightened of  eat-
ing, driving, or medical errors, 
but we are terrified of  spiders 
and snakes, bats, insects, light-
ning, bears. We are terrified of  
things that kill virtually no one. 

Spiders 
Spider bites rarely cause 

death. In fact, the number of  
people that die from spider bites 
annually is an average of  zero. 
People spray pesticides to kill 
spiders. The number of  people 
who die from pesticide poison-
ing is 200,000 per year, as re-
ported by the United Nations. 
Gosh. Maybe we should be a bit 
more afraid of  pesticides than 
spiders.

Being afraid of  spiders and 
snakes is learned. Our parents 
teach us this irrational fear. 
Maybe they should teach us to 
be afraid of  other things, like 
eating, driving cars, and pesti-
cides. 

What do spiders kill? 
Spiders kill things they can 

eat. You are too big. They are 
not interested. Spiders help you 
by eating insects. Spiders are 
food for birds, reptiles, and am-
phibians. Here are some spiders 
you may see. Do not be afraid. 

 
Carolina wolf spiders 
(Hogna carolinensis)

In graduate school I did re-
search with wolf  spiders. Wolf  
spiders do not make webs. They 
are fast and hunt at night. We 
went out into corn fields at night 
with flashlights on our heads 
and plastic vials in bags tied to 
our belts. Empty vials in a bag 
tied to our belt on our right side. 
Full vials on the left. What fun. 
When we eye shined a spider, 
we moved in and captured it in 

a vial from the right side, and 
put the full vial in the bag on the 
left side. 

Wolf  spiders are solitary, 
hunt alone, and do not spin 
webs. They live in burrows. 
They have courtship displays 
in which the male taps his front 
legs and waves them in the air to 
impress the female. We studied 
this in the lab. What a great col-
lege experience. As is usual for 
insects, the males die after mat-
ing. The females live for years. 

After successful mating, 
the female carries her egg sac. 
When the hatchlings are born, 
they ride on the mother’s abdo-
men for several weeks. She is a 
great mom. 

Wolf  spiders are beneficial. 

They eat crickets, grasshoppers, 
beetles, cockroaches, and ants. 
They do not bite. I held many 
in my hands and none of  them 
bit me. 

Garden spider (Argiope 
aurantia) 

Male garden spiders are 
about one quarter of  an inch, 
but their female mates are more 
than one inch. Females build 
webs in open, sunny places and 
stay there. If  you have a gar-
den spider in your yard you can 
watch her all summer feasting 
on all those insects that you are 
terrified of. The web is circu-
lar, about two feet in diameter, 

Female wolf spider with egg sac 
(Hogna carolinensis) 

Continued on page 23

Garden spider 
(Argiope aurantia)

Golden silk orb weavers 
(Trichonephila clavipes)
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Golf News
By Barbara Palmgren

Miracle Strip Tournament 
Showcases Top Girls Golf 
Teams

Every autumn, top high 
school girls golf  teams compete 
at Fort Walton Beach Municipal 
Golf  Course in this time-hon-
ored tournament. This year, with 
beautiful weather, girls in grades 
9-12 from schools throughout 
the Florida Panhandle compet-
ed for top team and individual 
honors. Participating schools 
included Niceville, Fort Walton 
Beach, Choctawhatchee, South 
Walton (Santa Rosa Beach), 
Chiles (Tallahassee), Rocky Bay-
ou, Navarre, Mosley (Lynn Hav-
en), Pensacola, Crestview, North 
Bay Haven (Panama City), Bay 
(Panama City) and West Florida 
(Pensacola).

Tournament director Justin 
Reid, a teacher and golf  coach 
at Meigs Middle School, orga-
nized the event. Justin has direct-
ed the tournament for the past 

four years at The Pines Course. 
A graduate of  Choctawhatchee 
High School with a master’s de-
gree in educational leadership 
from the University of  West 
Florida, Justin lives in and loves 
this area of  Florida. Checking 
on the pace of  play and encour-
aging golfers, Justin enjoyed the 
competition and determination 
of  these young teens as they 
pitched errant shots out of  sand 
traps and learned how to get 

out of  trouble when 
a tee shot didn’t land 
in the fairway. Some-
times golf  balls just 
don’t listen as they 
should!

At the end of  the 
day, Class 1A, Re-
gion 1 team honors 
went to Niceville 
High School with a 
total score of  344 for 
18 holes. Top indi-
vidual honors result-
ed in a tie! Tenley 
Sharron and Rayna 

Perkin of  South Walton (San-
ta Rosa Beach) both scored 76 
for 18 holes. Congratulations 
to all the young ladies enjoying 
golf  and bringing honor to their 
schools.

Military Golf Tournament 
Supports Morale and 
Development

On Sept. 18, 2026, the 
weather cooperated with cooler 
temperatures at Shalimar Pointe 

Golf  Course for the 350th Spec-
trum Warfare Wing Enlisted 
Council. Yes, no heat index over 
100 degrees for this military 
group on a picture-perfect day!

More than 80 golfers in 
four-person teams began a shot-
gun-start scramble over water, 
into trees, searching the rough 
and occasionally finding the 
fairway. As always, there was the 
challenge of  mastering the elu-
sive approach shot to the green 
or making a 5-foot putt.

Elizabeth Roman, one of  
the organizing team members, 

spoke with me about the chal-
lenges this military organiza-
tion faces daily and how money 
raised for its foundation helps 
support morale-boosting events 
and professional development. 
Hearing the trash talk behind 
me as members enjoyed lunch 
while waiting for scores to be 
posted brought a smile to my 
face. Thinking about their mis-
sion, having an event like this is 
a welcome reward for a job well 
done.

The winning team post-
ed a low score of  54 for 18 
holes. Congratulations to Tony 
Stamm, Chase Rankin, Dan 
King and Steve Fish! Second- 
and third-place teams were 
close behind with scores of  55.

With such a strong military 
presence in our area, it’s an 
honor to once again thank the 
members of  this military group 
for their service and support of  
future projects.

Sports

Continued on page 24
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Crunch Fitness: The Workout You’ll Want to Come Back To
The more you enjoy moving, the more likely you are to keep coming back.
What makes you want to do a 

workout again?
The music? The instructor 

who gets one more rep out of  
you? The energy of  a room full 
of  people moving together? Or 
simply finding a workout you 
look forward to instead of  one 
that feels like another item on 
your to-do list?

That is the idea behind 
Crunch Fitness and its longtime 
philosophy: Make Serious Fit-
ness Fun.

When Crunch Fort Wal-
ton Beach opens this winter in 
Longhorn Plaza, members will 
have plenty of  ways to find their 
kind of  fun.

Want strength? Try Crunch 
formats like Chisel It or Belly, 
Butt & Thighs. Prefer mind-
body movement? Yoga Body 
Sculpt combines yoga with 
weights, cardio and strength 
work. Want to move to the mu-
sic? Zumba® brings high-ener-
gy dance and cardio together.

Then there is HIIT. Crunch’s 
HIIT classes combine fast-
paced intervals, strength, cardio 

and functional training, with 
some formats adding team-style 
drills and friendly competition.

The Hot Studio adds even 
more variety with Hot Yoga and 
Hot Pilates.

Fort Walton Beach will also 
be a flagship location for two of  
Crunch’s newest boutique-style 
concepts: the Crunch Reform 
Pilates™ Studio and Crunch 
Pump™ Strength Studio. Re-
form Pilates will blend instruc-
tor-led coaching with integrated 
digital guidance, while Crunch 
Pump will focus on progressive, 
coach-led strength training.

Peak and Peak Results mem-
berships include group fitness 
classes, so members can mix 
things up, try something new 
and find workouts they enjoy. 
Access to the new boutique stu-
dios is included with Peak Re-
sults.

Research into exercise moti-
vation has found that enjoyment 
can play an important role in 
helping people stay active. If  
you like the experience, there is 
more reason to come back.

Crunch adds music, ener-
getic instructors, variety and 
connection. A class can become 
more than a workout. It can be 
the instructor you love, familiar 
faces or the class you never want 
to miss.

Crunch’s No Judgments® 
philosophy ties it all together. 
You do not have to move at the 
same pace, have the same goals 
or like the same kind of  work-
out. The idea is to give everyone 
more ways to find movement 
they enjoy.

Because when you find a 
workout you love, coming back 

gets a whole lot 
easier.

Recovery is part 
of  the experience, 
too. Crunch’s 
Relax & Recov-
er® area will fea-
ture HydroMas-
sage® beds, red 
light therapy and 
cryotherapy, plus 
tanning, a sau-
na, locker rooms 
with showers and 

Kid’s Crunch babysitting. The 
club will be open and staffed 24 
hours a day.

Memberships start at $9.99 
per month, and Crunch Fort 
Walton Beach will offer an ex-
clusive, limited-time promotion 
for founding members. The 
first 500 members can join for 
only $1 and receive their first 
month free, a limited-edition 
founding member T-shirt and 
free Crunch swag. To become 
part of  the Founding 500, re-
serve your rate here. Prospective 
members can also enter to win 
one of  10 free one-year mem-

berships here.
Local businesses can get in-

volved, too. Crunch’s Corporate 
Membership and Perks Partner 
programs offer employee dis-
counts and ways for local busi-
nesses to connect with Crunch 
members through the app, in-
club events, gym TVs and so-
cial media.Learn more about 
Crunch partnerships.

Think Crunch sounds like 
a great place to work? Explore 
career opportunities with Fit 
Fusion.

For Fort Walton Beach, the 
new Crunch will bring Pilates, 
strength training, hot classes, 
HIIT, group fitness, a full gym 
and recovery together in one 
place, giving the community 
more ways to find a workout 
they love, people to do it with 
and a reason to keep coming 
back.

To learn more visit:
CrunchFortWaltonBeach.com
546 Mary Esther Cut Off NW, 
Fort Walton Beach
850.655.8285
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CRUNCHFORTWALTONBEACH.COM

546 Mary Esther Cut Off NW
Fort Walton Beach

850.655.8285

BE THE FIRST TO RESERVE 
YOUR FOUNDING RATE

$1 TO JOIN &$1 TO JOIN &  
1 MONTH FREE1 MONTH FREE
$1 TO JOIN & 
1 MONTH FREE

FORT WALTON BEACH
COMING SOON!

Memberships start at $9.99 per month

SCAN HERE

FOOTBALL. FOOD. FUN. FANS. Let the Games Begin…
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Local Football Fan Favorites

By Scott Miller

Football season is now in full 
swing. Whether you’re strictly an 

SEC fan or College Football fan 
across the board, an NFL die-
hard or an armchair quarterback 
/ Fantasy Football guru…

There’s no better place to 
watch the action then here along 
The Emerald Coast. Some of  
the best sports bars and restau-
rants anywhere are right here 
in our own back yard. They’re 
ready to welcome us in, serve up 
some really great food, cold beer 
and delicious specialty drinks, 
and make every game feel like a 
championship. Here are a few of  
my favorites. So, grab your crew, 

claim your spot and get in on the 
action—I’ll see you there!

AJ’s Seafood & Oyster Bar
Go big on game day at AJ’s 

Seafood & Oyster Bar, home 
to the one and only Jumbotron 
on the Destin Harbor. Watch 
your favorite football teams on 
the big, big screen while taking 
in the energy and beauty of  the 
harbor, enjoying fabulous food 
and sipping a game-day drink.

For more than 40 years, AJ’s 
has been serving fresh Gulf  
Coast oysters and cool liba-
tions. What began as a popular 
local hangout for fresh oysters 
and cold beer—shucked from 
the deck behind a small trailer 
on the harbor—has grown into 
one of  Destin’s most iconic hot 
spots with four locations along 
the Emerald Coast. Add daily 
specials, mouthwatering drinks, 
live music throughout the month 
and exciting water activities in 
the Destin area, and AJ’s has ev-
erything you need for a winning 
football season.

850-837-1913
ajsdestin.com

facebook.com/AJsSeafoodAn-
dOysterBar

116 Harbor Blvd. | Destin

JoJo’s Coffee and 
Goodness

Start your football Saturday 
with a tailgate takeout stop at Jo-
Jo’s Coffee and Goodness. Own-
er and operator Angela “JoJo” 
Stevenson serves up a daily dose 
of  “goodness” with freshly roast-
ed coffee, hearty breakfast favor-
ites and sweet treats to fuel your 
game-day plans.

Breakfast burritos are rolled 
and ready daily, with andou-
ille, bacon, chorizo or veggie 
options. Try a piece of  quiche, 
kolache-hash brown casserole or 
a made-to-order breakfast sand-
wich on a croissant or bagel with 
two eggs and cheese. Add JoJo’s 
homemade smoked jalapeño 
beef  bologna, bacon, house-
smoked barbecue or ham.

Bring something sweet to 
your gathering with cinnamon 
rolls; cranberry orange, choco-
late caramel or cheddar thyme 
scones; strawberry coffee cake; 
cranberry orange muffins; red 
velvet cookies; brownies with 

espresso ganache; or carameli-
tas. Cinnamon rolls and kolach-
es are top sellers, so stop in early! 
Featured muffins, coffee cake or 
pound cake pair perfectly with 
a maple cinnamon latte or car-
amel macchiato — a little fall 
flavor before kickoff.

Hours: 7:30 a.m.-2 p.m. 
Tuesday-Saturday.

(850) 737-6194
bigorangehousedesigns.com
facebook.com/JoJosCoffeeAnd-

Goodness
4652 Highway 20 E., Niceville

LJ Schooners Dockside 
Restaurant

Suds, Songs, Sunsets and 
Sports! Gather your team for a 
meal before kickoff and enjoy 
waterfront views, oysters and a 
varied menu.

Named after “LJ Schooner” 
— short for Lazy Jack — a cher-
ished four-legged icon on the 
Bluewater Bay Marina docks, 
the open-air oyster bar and 
restaurant offers views of  the 
water, marina and spectacular 
sunsets any time of  year. Din-
ner specials include dishes such 
as blackened mahi and grilled 
shrimp with hollandaise, served 
over cheese grits. Come for a 
bite and enjoy a relaxed wa-
terfront setting as part of  your 
game-day plans.

Oyster Bar Hours: Mon.-
Thurs. 3-10 p.m. • Fri.-Sat. 11 
a.m. to midnight • Sun. 10 a.m. 
to 9 p.m. - Lunch Served 1 p.m.

Restaurant Hours: Mon.-
Tues. Closed • Wed.-Sat. 11 
a.m. to 9 p.m. • Sun. 9 a.m. to 
9 p.m. - Sun. Brunch 9 a.m. to 1 
p.m. - Lunch Served 1 p.m.

(850) 897-6400
bluewaterbaymarina.com/schooners
facebook.com/LazyJackSchooner
290 Yacht Club Dr., Unit 200
Niceville in Bluewater Bay

Come create with us! ART CLASSES FOR ALL AGES!
We do PARTIES! Kid’s Birthdays • Girl’s Night Out

Summer Art Camp Tues. & Thurs. 10-2
                          FOLLOW US FOR CLASS SCHEDULES:   

4652 HWY. 20 EAST • NICEVILLE • (850) 737-6193 
bigorangehousedesigns.com

Our beans are roasted in house!

Step Up 
Provider

Breakfast: Bakery • Breakfast Sandwiches • Burritos
Lunch: Chicken Salad • BLTs • Paninis • And MORE
Inside & Outside Seating Available  7:30 a.m. - 2 p.m. Tues. - Sat.

Come for the coffee, stay for the goodness.
Looking for event space? Give us a call!

BEST PLACES TO WATCH YOUR FAVORITE TEAMSPage 22
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290 Yacht Club Dr., Niceville  •  Bluewater Bay  •  (850) 897-6400  •  Visit www.bluewaterbaymarina.com

Oyster Bar Hours:  Monday-Tuesday  3-9pm • Wednesday-Thursday 3pm-10pm • Friday-Saturday 11am to midnight • Sunday 9am to 9pm 
Restaurant Hours:  Monday-Tuesday Closed • Wednesday-Saturday 11am to 9pm • Sunday 9am to 4pm • Sunday Brunch 9am to 1pm

Nautical Flea Market & Flea Market
New Date: November 14th | 10am-2pm

Treasure hunters & bargain lovers — this one’s for YOU! 
Join us for a dockside day of deals, finds and fun!

Vendors: reserve your free spot NOW by calling 850-897-2821

8th Annual Chili Cookoff
November 21st | Tasting 4-6pm 
Benefitting CALM, Crisis Aid for Littles and Moms
Compete or Consume! 
Chef’s Judging 4:15pm • Awards 6:30pm
Free for competitors - must register. Details and Rules at: 
bluewaterbaymarina.com/2026/10/12/8th-annual-chili-cook-off/

More Events 
Margarita Monday 
$5.00 House Margaritas 3-10pm 
Taco Tuesday 
Chef’s Taco Special each Tuesday 3–9pm
Wednesdays - Kids Eat Free 5-9pm 
*Kids 10 & Under with Purchase of Adult Entree (One child 
per Adult) 
Open Mic & Karaoke Thursdays 6-10pm 
Sign-Ups start at 6pm. Warm up your vocal cords and come 
enjoy a fun evening! 
Sunday Brunch 9am - 1pm
Purple Monkey Nov.13 6-10pm 

Visit www.bluewaterbaymarina.com for more 
events & live music!
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Week 9, October 31
Auburn @ Ole Miss, TBD
Florida @ Georgia, 2:30 pm, ABC
Mississippi St. @ Texas, TBA
Ohio State @ USC, TBD
Purdue @ Penn State, TBD

Week 10, November 7
Arkansas @ Auburn, TBA
Miami (FL) @ Notre Dame, 6:30 pm, 

NBC
BYU @ Utah, TBA
Georgia @ Ole Miss, TBA
Alabama @ LSU, TBA
Oklahoma @ Florida, TBA
Kentucky @ Tennessee, TBA
Texas @ Missouri, TBA
Oregon @ Ohio State, TBA
Penn St. @ Washington, TBA

Week 11, November 14
Auburn @ Miss. State, TBA

Missouri @ Georgia, TBA
Texas @ LSU, TBA
Ole Miss @ Oklahoma, TBA
Tennessee @ Texas A&M, TBA
Florida @ Kentucky, TBA
Alabama @ Vanderbilt, TBA
Duke @ Miami (FL), TBA
Florida St. @ Pittsburgh, 6pm, ESPN
Minnesota @ Penn St. TBA
Northwestern @ Ohio State. TBA
USC @ Indiana, TBA

Week 12, November 21
Samford @ Auburn, 2:30 omitted, 

SECN
Kentucky @ Missouri, TBA
LSU @ Tennessee, TBA
Georgia @ S. Carolina, TBA
SMU @ Notre Dame, 6:30 pm, NBC
Virginia Tech @ Miami (FL), TBA
NC State @ Florida St. TBA
Rutgers @ Penn State, TBA

Ohio State. @ Nebraska, TBA
Indiana @ Washington, TBA
  
Week 13, November 27 & 
28
Auburn @ Alabama, Sat. 11/28, TBA
Miss. State @ Ole Miss, Fri. 11/27, 

11am
Florida @ FSU, Fri.11/27, 2:30 pm, 

ABC
Texas@Texas A&M, Fri. 11/27, 

6:30pm,ABC
Michigan @ Ohio State Sat. 11am, 

FOX
USC @ UCLA, Sat.11/28, TBA
Georgia Tech @ Georgia, Sat. 11/28, 

TBA
Penn State @ Maryland, Sat.11/28, 

TBA
LSU @ Arkansas, Sat. 11/28, TBA
Tennessee @ Vanderbilt, Sat. 11/28, 

TBA

Scott’s November Game-Day Picks

SEC Football Schedule

with a characteristic zig zag of  
silk, the stabilimentum, in the 
center. No one knows what it is 
there for. The spider can oscil-
late her web vigorously and stay 
attached in the center. No one 
knows why she does this, either. 
The male builds a smaller web 
nearby. 

The garden spider keeps a 
neat web. She is not aggressive 
and does not attack large an-
imals, like you. She sits in her 
web all day waiting for insects to 
get caught. She likes mosquitos, 
grasshoppers, flies, and aphids. 

Garden spiders mate twice 
a year. The male goes to the 
female’s web and carefully tries 
to attract her, while keeping a 
safety drop line available, just in 
case she tries to eat him. If  the 
female likes him, they mate. He 
transfers sperm to her using his 
front legs. He does this twice. 
Then he dies. Then she eats 
him. 

She lays her eggs, wraps them 
in a silk ball about one inch in di-
ameter and puts it near her web. 
Each egg sac has about 1,000 
eggs. She makes about four. In 
the spring, the spiderlings hatch. 

Golden silk orb weavers 
(Trichonephila clavipes)

If  you walk trails, you might 

encounter a female golden silk 
orb weaver. She builds her web 
across trails, and while it is 
creepy to walk into webs, it is 
not going to hurt you. Like oth-
er web building spiders, golden 
orb weavers spend a lot of  time 
sitting there waiting for insects 
to fly into the web. Look close-
ly at the web and you will see 
her mate, a much smaller male, 
trying to hide from her. He has 
more to worry about than you 
do. 

Golden orb weavers are usu-
ally found in clusters, so if  you 
find one on the trail, it is a good 
idea to pay attention. Orb weav-
ers make a new web each eve-
ning and are active at night. 

These are just a few of  the 
spiders you may encounter out 
there in the weeds, trails, and 
your backyard. Spiders will not 
hurt you. They are your friends. 
They eat insects and are eaten 
by things you like, such as birds. 
Fear of  things that do not hurt 
you is learned. Spend some time 
outside and unlearn the fear. 

Helen Petre is a retired biologist en-
joying life among the wild things of  the 
Florida Panhandle. The pictures were 
taken by Abigail Petre, an 11-year-old 
who never learned to be afraid. If  you 
have suggestions or ideas about science 
or wild things, email petrehelen@
gmail.com.

SPIDERS 
continued from page 19  
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Off the Hook

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

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

 Most Awarded 
Roofing Contractor

State Licensed • License # CCC133693

Scan this QR Code
for a 5% Discount!

Go Fishing in Local Lakes!

By Helen Petre

Fishing builds confidence, 
curiosity and respect for nature. 
You do not need much gear, 
but you do need a positive at-
titude. Sometimes you catch 
a fish. Sometimes you do not. 
Sometimes it does not matter. 
A fisherman learns critical life 
skills while fishing, successful or 
not. Every child should discov-
er the outdoors, and every child 
should have a chance to fish. It 
is a learned skill. Someone has 
to teach you. Fishing is learning 
about fish and fish habitats, but 
it is also learning important life 
skills, like patience, persever-
ance and problem-solving.

I walk down to the lake in my 
neighborhood often to explore 

the shore, the frogs and turtles, 
the weeds that are host plants 
for butterflies and the native 
bees that pollinate the plants. It 

is rewarding, regenerating and 
positive. One Saturday late af-
ternoon, it was exceptionally re-
warding. I met up with a whole 
bunch of  middle school boys 
fishing. The boys rode their bi-
cycles, under their own muscle 
power, down to the lake carrying 
their poles and bait. No phones. 
No parents. No fear. There are 
snakes in the high grass around 
the lake. They knew that. They 
showed me spiders and damsel-
flies. They showed me fish. They 
had no problem talking to some 
weird old lady who walks and 
bikes around the neighborhood 

looking for snakes and spiders.
While we were at the lake, 

they caught several largemouth 
bass. These fine fishermen are 
the next generation of  anglers, 
and they are also the next gener-
ation of  confident analysts and 
project managers. All fishermen 
start like this. Someone, proba-
bly their parents, teaches them 
to fish, and they learn more than 
how to fish. They learn inde-
pendence, problem-solving and 
critical thinking. They can do it 
by themselves. They can decide 
what to use, where to cast and 
when to fish. Sometimes they 
learn patience and persistence, 
and sometimes they just learn 
that it is really nice to be out-
side. Being out on the grassy 
shore with all those living things 
is like entering a world that is all 
your own. People that do not do 
it never know. It is freedom, and 
these boys have parents who 
gave them freedom.

The boys were nice, excited, 
happy and confident, and they 

wanted to show me their catch. 
That is something to be proud 
of. I am proud of  them and 
their parents. The daily bag lim-
it is five, with only one over 16 
inches. Youth under 16 do not 
need a license, and these boys 
fishing the lake in Owl’s Head 
were all under 16. They could 
have easily caught more than 
five, but they were all just catch-
ing and releasing.

Largemouth Bass 
(Micropterus salmoides)

Largemouth bass are the most 
popular game fish in Florida 
freshwater, and these boys know 
all about them. Fishing along 
the shore, they caught one every 
time they cast. Their bait was 
soft plastic worms. They tried 
single-tail grubs, but the Senko 
wacky worms worked best.

Here are some of  the boys 
with their afternoon catches. I 
hope to see them out here often. 
Something tells me I will.

Nick Schafer Liam Gurley

James Lapierre, with a really big 
largemouth

Boys Invitational Draws 
Top Northwest Florida 
Golfers

On a bright, sunny autumn 
day at The Pines Course of  Fort 
Walton Beach Municipal Golf  
Course, teams from Northwest 
Florida and as far away as Talla-
hassee competed for school and 
individual honors.

Tournament director Pat-

rick Lucy, a teacher and golf  
coach at Choctawhatchee High 
School, has led the event for four 
years. Encouraging golfers and 
ensuring water and snacks were 
available during play, with pizza 
afterward, Patrick was pleased 
the weather cooperated for the 
96 young players. Seventeen 
teams began 18-hole play at 9 
a.m., with parents allowed to fol-
low in carts but prohibited from 
offering advice. These young 
men were soloists in a sport de-
manding patience and accuracy.

Participating schools includ-
ed Choctawhatchee, Fort Wal-
ton Beach, Niceville, Crestview, 
Rocky Bayou, Destin, Tate, 
Gulf  Breeze, Chiles (Tallahas-
see), South Walton, Mosley, 
West Florida, Bay, Pensacola, 
Aletheia, Walton and North Bay 
Haven.

Cade Denecke, a junior from 
Mosley High School, earned 
Class 3A, Region 1 individual 
honors with a score of  72 for 
18 holes. Team honors went to 
Tate High School, Class 3A, 

Region 1, District 1, with a to-
tal score of  300. The four boys’ 
scores averaged 75 to secure this 
top honor.

Congratulations to all these 
future golf  stars as they rep-

resent their schools. Golf  in 
Northwest Florida is indeed 
growing in popularity, not only 
among adults but also among 
our area teenagers.

GOLF 
continued from page 20  
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Wellness

Giving Thanks for Recovery
Caring for Our Community-One Patient at a Time

By Teresa Halverson, 
Business Development/
Community Relations 
Director

This Thanksgiving season, 
we celebrate the strength of  the 
human spirit, the support of  
family, and the compassionate 
care that helps older adults take 
the next step toward recovery. 

Thanksgiving is a time to re-
flect on what matters most: our 
health, our families, our inde-
pendence, and the people who 
make a difference in our lives. 
The holiday season is filled with 
family gatherings, favorite tra-
ditions, and new opportunities 
to make lasting memories. For 
older adults recovering from an 
illness, injury, surgery, or hospi-
talization, this season can also 
be a reminder of  how import-
ant the right care and support 
can be during life’s unexpected 
challenges. As families prepare 
for upcoming celebrations, it is 
important to understand how 
post-acute hospital care and re-
habilitation can help loved ones 
move forward on their recovery 
journey. 

While leaving the hospital is 
an important milestone, recov-
ery often continues long after 
discharge.  Many patients need 
additional medical attention, 
nursing care, and rehabilitation 
before they can safely return 
home. This is where post-acute 
rehabilitation can make a mean-
ingful difference.

Rebuilding Strength, One 
Step at a Time

Recovery looks different for 
everyone. Some patients may 

need help with walking after 
surgery, while others may be 
rebuilding strength following a 
serious illness or learning new 
ways to manage daily activities 
after a stroke.  Rehabilitation 
can help patients work towards 
these important goals.

Physical Therapy: 
Rebuilding Strength and 
Mobility 

Helps improve strength, bal-
ance, mobility, and coordination 
through individualized exercises 
and functional training. Individ-
uals can work toward walking 
more safely, transferring in and 

out of  a chair, navigating their 
homes and reducing their risk of  
falling. 

Occupational Therapy: 
Regaining Independence 
in Activities of Daily Living 
(ADLs)

Focuses on everyday activi-
ties such as bathing, dressing/
grooming, and other tasks that 
support independence in the 
home.  Therapists may also rec-
ommend adaptive equipment 
and/or energy-conservation 
techniques to make daily life saf-
er and more manageable.

Speech Therapy: 
Supporting Communication 
and Swallowing

Speech Therapy helps indi-
viduals address difficulties with 
communication, memory-relat-
ed skills, and swallowing when 
these abilities have been affected 
by an illness or medical condi-
tion. Speech Therapy can be es-
pecially important for individu-
als recovering from a stroke, and 
other neurological conditions.

Working together, along with 
skilled nursing services, these 
therapies can help patients work 
toward meaningful milestones 
and prepare for the next stage 
of  recovery.

At The Manor at Blue Wa-
ter Bay, we are grateful for the 
opportunity to serve individuals 
and families in our communities 
during important moments in 
their lives.

Our in-patient and out-pa-
tient skilled nursing and reha-
bilitation services focus on indi-
vidualized care, helping patients 
recover following hospitaliza-
tion and work toward improved 
strength, function and indepen-

dence.  We recognize that be-
hind every patient is a personal 
story, a family that cares, and 
hope for what comes next.

This Thanksgiving season, 
we extend our gratitude to the 
patients who inspire us, the 
families who trust us, and the 
healthcare professionals who 
dedicate themselves to helping 
others.

If  you or a loved one is pre-
paring to leave the hospital, we 

encourage you to ask the hospi-
tal team about post-acute care 
and where skilled nursing reha-
bilitation may be appropriate.

Because every step toward 
recovery is something to be 
thankful for. 

The Manor at Blue Water Bay | 
1500 N. White Point Rd. | Niceville

Email: wecare@manoratbwb.com 
| www.manoratbwb.com
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Fall Prevention for Older Adults
By Kelly Stalnaker

According to a 2021 CDC 
study, falls caused over 38,000 
deaths among older adults. 
Falls are the leading cause of  
fatal and nonfatal injuries and 
can lead to long-term disabili-
ties and hospitalizations. While 
the risk of  falling rises with age, 
many falls can be prevented.

It has been proven that 
healthy, physically active seniors 
are less likely to suffer a fall, so 
engaging in regular exercise that 
targets strength and balance is 
one of  the best overall ways to 
significantly reduce the risk of  
falling. In addition to this, it is 
also important to maintain reg-
ular visits with all of  your doc-
tors. Falls can occur for many 
different medical reasons, such 
as poor eyesight, restless sleep, 
various conditions/illnesses, 
general weakness or even a vi-
tamin deficiency. Include an 
eye and ear exam every year, as 
the ability to see and hear well 
is important for good balance. 
Routinely review medications 
with your doctor or pharmacist 
because, as we age, it becomes 
more necessary to treat medical 
conditions, as well as general 
aches and pains, but taking mul-
tiple medications increases the 
chance of  side effects and the 
risk of  falling.

A healthy lifestyle is a great 
place to start, but there are 
many other measures that can 
be taken. Thousands of  older 
adults fall at home each year due 
to common household hazards, 
but prioritizing home safety can 
help prevent falls with just a few 
easy steps. Remove trip hazards 
such as throw rugs, cords or 
clutter and position furniture to 
create a path for easy movement 
throughout the home. Increase 
visibility by replacing burned-
out light bulbs as quickly as 
possible, and add nightlights 
throughout the home for safer 
movement in the dark. Be mind-
ful of  how you store frequently 
used items; keep them between 
waist and shoulder height for 

easy accessibility without the 
need for a step stool. More than 
80% of  falls in the home occur 
in the bathroom, so consider 
purchasing shower seats, grab 
bars and/or security poles for 
these high-risk areas. Falls from 
the bed are also quite common, 
but you can protect yourself  
with a bed rail, fall mat and/or 
bed alarm.

A large variety of  innovative 
products are available nowa-
days to help prevent falls. The 
selection may seem overwhelm-
ing, but Baywind Medical can 
help! We carry several different 
options, such as toilet safety 
rails, shower chairs and bench-
es, security poles, bed rails, fall 
mats, ramps, mobility aids and 
so much more! Stop by and 
chat with us about your safety 
concerns and check out all of  
the options on display in our 
showroom. We’re here Monday 
through Friday from 9 a.m. to 
5 p.m. to answer any questions 
at 540 E. John Sims Parkway in 
Niceville. Or call us at 850-729-
2559. And for more informa-
tion about fall prevention, visit 
⁠cdc.gov/falls.

Wellness

miramarbeachaudiologyassociates.com

Audiologist Dr. Mandy 
Rounseville-Norgaard

Accepting New Patients

850-517-6977
42 Business Centre Drive, Unit 306 
Summit Building • Miramar Beach

Check us out on Facebook!

Ear, Nose, Throat, Allergies
Hearing

Facial Plastic Issues
From newborns to the elderly

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

comprehensive and unique to this area. 

We are thrilled 
to announce our 

second location in 
Panama City Beach. 

12909 Panama City Beach 
Parkway, Panama City Beach,

FL 32407

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

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

FREE 
LOCAL 

DELIVERY 
if you present this adCome try our large in stock selection

Local service for repairs and warranty 540 E John Sims Parkway • Niceville
CALL US! 850-729-2559

$100 OFF 
any Lift Chair purchase 

with coupon

BAYWIND MEDICAL CAN GIVE YOU A LIFT

therapy, and movement.
We also recognize when 

symptoms need further eval-
uation. The goal is a plan 
that makes sense for you, 
with progress measured by 
changes you can notice in 
daily life.

About the Part That 
Makes You Nervous

Yes, acupuncture uses 
needles.

They are much thinner 
than those used for injec-
tions. You may notice a 
brief  pinch, pressure, or a 
dull ache. Your practitioner 
should explain the process, 
check your comfort, and re-
spond to your feedback.

Some people find the ex-
perience relaxing. During a 
season of  constant demands, 
having time devoted entire-
ly to your care can feel wel-
come.

Choose a licensed practi-
tioner who uses sterile, sin-

gle-use needles. Discuss your 
medications, medical condi-
tions, and any pregnancy or 
bleeding concerns before treat-
ment. You can arrive curious, 
skeptical, or nervous. Bring your 
questions.

Stop Saving Yourself for 
January

There is always a reason to 
postpone care. After the guests 
leave. After the shopping is fin-
ished. After the year ends.

Meanwhile, your life keeps 
happening. The family walk 
happens. The grandchildren get 
on the floor to play. Someone 
starts telling a story that makes 
everyone laugh until they cry.

You deserve to experience 
those moments with as much 
comfort as possible.

This November, give your-
self  something more useful than 
another promise to take care of  
yourself  later. Start a conversa-
tion about what hurts, what you 
miss, and whether acupuncture 
could help.

Everyone else is already on 
your list. Put yourself  on it, too. 

HOLIDAY 
continued from page 4  

VISIT 
MYBAYLIFENWFL.COM
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A Quick Test of Strength and Why It Matters

By Kassia Garfield, Owner, 
MaxStrength Fitness

When was the last time you 
thought about how you get 
out of  a chair? It is something 
most of  us do dozens of  times 
a day without giving it a second 
thought. But try this simple test: 
Sit in a sturdy chair, cross your 
arms over your chest and stand 
up without using your hands to 
push yourself  up. Then sit back 
down under control.

Did it feel easy? Did you have 
to rock forward, push through 
your thighs or reach for the arm-
rests? Maybe you surprised your-
self. Did you flop back with no 
control?

This simple movement can 
tell you something important 
about your physical health, and 
it is worth paying attention to 
long before it becomes a prob-
lem.

If  that did feel easy, put one 
leg out, almost like you are go-
ing to stand up just using one leg. 
Try both sides. Did one side feel 
easier? Could you do it at all? 
This could show an imbalance 
from side to side.

More Than Just Getting 
Out of a Chair

Standing up from a chair 
requires a combination of  leg 
strength, balance, coordination 
and control. Your quadriceps, 
glutes and other muscles must 
generate enough force to lift your 
body weight against gravity. Your 
nervous system must coordinate 
those muscles, and your balance 
system must keep you stable as 
your center of  gravity shifts.

As we age, these abilities can 
gradually decline. We may lose 
muscle mass, muscle strength 
and the ability to produce force 
quickly. These changes are part 
of  a process called sarcopenia, 
the age-related loss of  muscle 
mass and function. Every time 
you use your hands, you are not 
using your legs, slowly weaken-
ing them.

The tricky part? It often hap-
pens so gradually that we don’t 
notice.

You might start using the 
armrests because it is easier. You 
might push off your thighs with-
out thinking about it. You might 
avoid sitting on low couches or 
choose a higher chair because 
standing up feels more com-
fortable. Eventually, you may 
find yourself  needing help with 
something that used to be auto-
matic.

The change doesn’t happen 
overnight. It can sneak up on 
you, one small adjustment at a 
time. Using your arms might 
only take 10% of  the load off 
your legs, but that is slowly re-
ducing how much strength you 
need, and your body accommo-
dates to doing less. Beyond the 
natural loss of  muscle as you age, 
the lack of  using the strength you 
have also progresses the muscle 
loss.

Why This Matters for 
Longevity

The ability to stand up from a 
chair is more than a measure of  
leg strength. It is one indicator of  
functional capacity: Your body’s 
ability to handle the physical de-
mands of  everyday life.

Research has linked poorer 
performance on chair-rise tests 
and other measures of  physical 
function with increased risks of  
disability, loss of  independence 
and mortality. These tests do 
not predict an individual’s future 
with certainty, but they can help 
identify when physical capacity 
may be declining.

Think about what happens 
when getting out of  a chair be-
comes difficult. Getting off the 
toilet, climbing stairs, getting 
into a car and rising from the 
floor can become harder, too. 
Activities that once required lit-
tle thought may start limiting 
where you go and what you do.

Maintaining strength gives 
you a greater physical reserve. 
If  you have more strength than 
your daily activities require, you 
have more capacity to handle an 
illness, recover from a hospital 
stay or manage an unexpect-
ed challenge. That reserve can 
make a meaningful difference in 
how independently you live as 
you age.

The Good News: 
Strength Is Trainable

One of  the biggest miscon-

ceptions about aging is that 
getting weaker is inevitable and 
there is little we can do about it. 
Although aging brings biologi-
cal changes, muscle strength can 
improve well into older adult-
hood. It’s never too late to start.

Progressive resistance train-
ing challenges muscles to pro-
duce force and adapt. Exercises 
that strengthen the quadriceps, 
glutes and other lower-body 
muscles directly support move-
ments such as standing, climb-
ing stairs and walking. With 
appropriate training, people can 
improve their strength and abili-
ty to perform everyday tasks and 
improve balance.

The goal isn’t necessarily to 
lift the heaviest weight in the 
gym. It is to maintain the phys-
ical ability to do the things that 
matter to you.

That might mean getting up 

from the floor to play with your 
grandchildren, carrying grocer-
ies, traveling, gardening or sim-
ply getting out of  your favorite 
chair without assistance.

Try the test, but don’t treat 
it as a diagnosis. Use a sturdy 
chair against a wall, and only at-
tempt the movement if  you can 
do so safely. If  you feel unsteady, 
have significant pain or are 
concerned about falling, don’t 
attempt it alone. A physical 
therapist or qualified exercise 
professional can help assess your 
ability and find a safe starting 
point. Included are the norms 
for how many sit-to-stands (no 
hands) someone can do in 30 
seconds. Below the norm puts 
you at a high risk for falls.

Your future independence 
is built through the physical 
capacity you maintain today. 
Don’t wait until standing up be-
comes difficult to start working 
on your strength.

Sometimes, one of  the most 
important measures of  how well 
you are aging is something as or-
dinary as getting out of  a chair.

If  you are having a hard time fit-
ting in a workout, feeling like you don’t 
know where to start or just need some 
help, try MaxStrength Fitness. We do 
effective, efficient and safe 20-min-
ute workouts, just twice a week. We 
deliver results with a science-backed 
program. Give us a call at 850-373-
4450 (Niceville) or 850-467-9729 
(Fort Walton Beach)!

Wellness

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

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

New Clients Only

ClaimClaim  2 2 FREE SESSIONS!FREE SESSIONS!

www.maxstrengthfitness.com/niceville

4576 E Hwy 20
Niceville, FL

(850) 373-4450
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More Than a Smile: 
Why Oral Health Matters

By Kay Leaman, Health 
Architect, Certified 
Nutrition and Skin Advisor

The oral cavity, aka the 
mouth, is a crucial part of  the 
body’s health system. Most of  
us enjoy going to the dentist (a 
white lie). It is recommended to 

go every six months for a clean-
ing and checkup. The results of  
these checkups reveal how well 
we have done our part in keeping 
our mouths healthy.

Let’s look at some facts:
We swallow about 140 billion 

bacteria daily, which seeds our 
gastrointestinal tract.

We carry around trillions of  
microscopic bugs that live in and 
on our bodies, including the skin, 
gastrointestinal tract and mouth.

The mouth is the primary en-

trance to the digestive system.
Our oral microbiome influ-

ences health and disease in many 
other body systems.

The mouth is home to the 
second most diverse population 
of  microbes in the body, and the 
health of  these microbes is linked 
to heart disease, joint health, di-
abetes and digestive disorders. 
Because of  the world we live in 
and what we eat, our mouths are 
exposed to potentially harmful 
bacteria every day. If  our mouths 
are healthy (microbes in good 

balance), they help us form a 
strong defense against infection 
and illness.

When our mouths aren’t up 
to par, they can allow potentially 
harmful bacteria into the blood-
stream and are commonly asso-
ciated with cavities, bad breath, 
gingivitis and periodontal dis-
ease. Note: Oral pathogens can 
colonize for life, leak into blood 
vessels and circulate throughout 
the body. This can result in many 
systemic diseases elsewhere in the 
body. Back in the day (way back), 
I was a Certified Dental Assistant 
with expanded duties. We would 
see patients who had been sent to 
us by their doctors to bring their 
oral cavities back to a healthy 
state. However, unless the patient 
takes responsibility for their part, 
their results will be short-lived.

Most of  us know what we 
should be doing, but do we know 
what we should be avoiding? 
Let’s take a look:

• I recommend avoiding anti-
bacterial toothpaste as well as 
those containing fluoride, as I 
believe these can disrupt the 
balance of  our microbiome 
system.

• Mouthwashes can destroy our 
beneficial microbes.

• Work on not breathing through 
your mouth. Many of  us 
unconsciously breathe through 
our mouths when we are wind-
ed, stressed, etc.

• Begin moving to natural oral 
health products.

• Consume probiotic-rich foods: 
plain yogurt (unsweetened), 
sauerkraut, pickles that are 
naturally fermented, etc.

A healthy lifestyle also con-
tributes to oral health. This in-
cludes avoiding processed sugars, 
fast food, etc. Include a diet rich 
in fiber and veggies, as they are 
high in prebiotics (food for your 
beneficial microbes). Yes, we 
need to feed the good bacteria, 
and our guts are not the only 
area that needs our attention.

Lastly, take time to floss and 
brush (soft bristles) properly each 
morning and evening. Be sure to 
brush your gums as well as your 
teeth. Don’t use a lot of  pressure, 
as this can harm your gums and 
wear the tooth enamel. If  you see 
blood when you floss, this is a sign 
that your gums need extra atten-
tion. Did you know that your 
teeth are not attached to bone 
but are attached via ligaments? 
If  your gums remain in an un-
healthy state, these ligaments 
can be destroyed, causing the 
need for extractions. AND, if  you 
don’t own a tongue scraper, you 
can pick one up at Walmart. You 
will be amazed at what hides in 
the spaces of  your tongue. That 
is why dentists check your tongue, 
as it gives them clues into the 
health of  your oral cavity. Start 
from the back of  your tongue 
and scrape toward the tip. An-
other thing you can add during 
the day is a G-U-M brush. This 
will help remove food between 
the teeth and aid in keeping your 
gums clean between brushings.

We normally think of  our 
smiles when it comes to our 
mouths. It’s time to work at mak-
ing your gut smile, too. 

Here’s to Health!
HealthyDay HealthyLife | succeed.

hdhl@gmail.com

Wellness
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Sprinkle Genuine, Heartfelt Apologies 

By Stephenie Craig, 
Journey Bravely

Think of  a time when some-
one hurt you. Maybe they did 
not show up for you when you 
needed them or they took their 
anger out on you. Maybe they 
said something mean or did 
something careless that made 
more work for you. Now, think 
about what you needed from 
them to feel restored to a place 
of  connection in the relation-
ship. Did you need them to 
acknowledge what happened, 
the role they played, and how 
it negatively impacted you? Did 
you need to hear that they cared 
about your feelings and would 
make an effort to change? Did 
you need an apology?

Apologizing is directly ac-
knowledging with words in-
tentional or unintentional hurt 
caused by your behavior and 
committing to make genuine 
efforts to reduce or eradicate 
the hurtful behavior in future 
interactions without blaming 
the other person. Good apolo-
gies include genuine remorse, 
clear taking of  responsibility, 
acknowledgement of  wrongdo-
ing, validation of  feelings, and 
do not make qualifications or 
excuses for the behavior. Gen-
uine apologies differ from un-
necessary apologizing about 
things that don’t warrant an 
apology like sneezing, asking 
for help, getting bumped into 
by someone, or saying no. Gen-
uine apologies are not insincere 
or falling on the sword to avoid 
conflict. Genuine apologies are 
the acknowledgement of  your 
real behavior that caused prob-
lems or hurt for another.

It’s often easier to notice 
times you need someone else 
to take responsibility for their 
hurtful behavior than it is to 
notice times you need to take 
responsibility for your hurtful 
behavior. Though important, 
genuine apologies are difficult 
for many people. About 1/4 of  
Americans surveyed found it dif-
ficult to offer a genuine apology. 
Close to 1/2 of  Americans sur-

veyed reported their apologies 
“rarely” or “sometimes” being 
genuine. Avoiding apologies re-
flects difficulty embracing your 
human fallibility. Despite your 
best efforts, you will hurt some-
one else whether you mean to or 
not. In light of  this reality, you 
have an opportunity to embrace 
the emotionally mature skill of  
humble self  evaluation. Try ask-
ing questions like: Is it possible 
I was accidentally hurtful even 
if  my intentions were not hurt-
ful? Can I give someone else 
the space to have an emotional 
experience that might be differ-
ent from mine? Is insisting I am 
right more important than how 
the other person is experiencing 
me in the relationship?

Apologies can make or break 
a relationship. 1 in 5 people re-
port having lost a relationship, 
because they refused to apolo-
gize. You can be self-righteous, 
“right,” and have disconnection 
in your relationships. Or, you 
can master genuine apologizing 
and experience deeper connec-
tion and higher self-awareness. I 
often say to my clients, “Don’t 
be stingy with genuine apology; 
instead sprinkle authentic apol-
ogies generously like sprinkles 
on ice cream.” Sprinkling gen-
uine apologies helps marriages, 
friendships, parent/child rela-
tionships, sibling relationships, 
work relationships—all relation-
ships. So, how do you improve 
at making genuine apologies?

Seven ways to Become 
Skilled at Sprinkling 
Genuine Apologies

1. Listen humbly. When 
someone tells you your behavior 
has been hurtful or problematic, 
try listening to them. Give oth-
ers space to have an emotional 
experience that does not match 
your intentions.

2. Step away from defen-
siveness. Notice your urge to 
immediately interrupt, defend, 
or explain your intention and 
behavior. Instead, try reminding 
yourself  that you will have time 
to clarify your intentions at a lat-
er moment if  needed.

3. Validate. Genuinely try 
to understand how the other 
person experienced your be-
havior. Use words that indicate 
you can see how they might 
have experienced your behavior 
differently than you intended. 
Validation is not agreement. It 
is making space for someone to 

have a valid, different experi-
ence from. your own.

4. Reflect. Is it possible I 
was hurtful either intentional-
ly or unintentionally? Is there 
some responsibility I need to 
take? Am I prioritizing being 
right over connection?

5. Map your apology us-
ing the following template: I 
apologize for _____. I should 
not have done that. I can see 

that my behavior hurt you and 
your feelings matter to me. I will 
work on handling this differently 
in the future. An example might 
be, “I apologize for using mean 
words and taking my anger out 
on you. That wasn’t okay. I can 
understand why you felt hurt 
and our relationship is import-
ant to me. I will work on using 
more kindness and patience in 
the future.”

6. Refrain from saying, 
“I’m sorry, but...” For ex-
ample, “I’m sorry I yelled at 
you, but if  you had listened to 
me the first 3 times I asked you, 
I would not have had to yell at 
you.” Try remembering that 
you are ultimately in charge of  
how you behave and respond. 

Blaming the other person for 
your poor response negates the 
apology.

7. Change the behavior. 
Put effort into actually working 
on what you said you would do 
differently in the future. Apolo-
gies lose their effectiveness when 
hurtful behavior is repetitive 
without change.

While embracing the skill of  genu-
ine apologizing can feel uncomfortable, 
it is also very freeing to take responsi-
bility for your behavior. No one needs 
to be perfect. However, we do all need 
connection. And, connection feels safer 
in the presence of  authentic, heartfelt 
apology. Connect with us along your 
journey for counseling and coaching at 
Journeybravley.com.

Board Certified Plastic Surgeon

Michelle Sasala MSN, APRN, FNP-BC
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Better Sleep with Bioidentical Hormone Pellets

By Dr. Richard Chern

Getting enough quality sleep 
is essential for physical health, 
emotional well-being, memo-
ry, and daily energy. Yet, sleep 
problems become increasingly 
common as men and women 
age, particularly when natural 
hormone levels begin to change. 
Bioidentical hormone therapy 
(BHRT) helps improve sleep by 
addressing hormonal imbalances 
and symptoms that interfere with 
restful sleep.

Bioidentical hormones are de-
signed to have a molecular struc-
ture identical or very similar to 
hormones naturally produced by 
the body. Depending on an indi-
vidual’s needs, hormone therapy 
may involve estrogen, progester-
one, testosterone, or a combi-
nation of  hormones. Treatment 
should be individualized based 
on symptoms, medical history, 
laboratory blood testing, and an 
assessment of  potential risks and 
benefits.

How Hormones 
Affect Sleep

Hormones play an import-
ant role in regulating the body’s 
sleep-wake cycle. Changes in 
hormone levels can contribute to 
nighttime awakenings, difficulty 
falling asleep, reduced sleep qual-
ity, and daytime fatigue.

For women, declining estro-
gen and progesterone during 
perimenopause and menopause 

can contribute to hot flashes, 
night sweats, anxiety, and other 
symptoms that disrupt sleep. Es-
trogen therapy reduces hot flash-
es and night sweats, potentially 
allowing women to sleep more 
consistently. Progesterone may 
also have calming effects on the 

nervous system 
and has been stud-
ied for its potential 
influence on sleep.

Men can expe-
rience changes in 
testosterone levels 
as they age. Low 
testosterone may 
be associated with 
fatigue, changes 
in mood, reduced 
energy, and oth-
er symptoms that 
can affect overall 
sleep and quality 
of  life. For men 
with clinically 
confirmed testos-

terone deficiency, testosterone 
replacement therapy improves 
certain symptoms and, in some 
cases, sleep-related quality of  life. 

An Individualized Approach
For individuals whose sleep 

difficulties are related to chang-
ing hormone levels, properly 
managed hormone therapy may 
be one part of  a comprehensive 
approach to better sleep. Com-
bining appropriate medical treat-
ment with healthy sleep habits, 
regular physical activity, stress 
management, and evaluation 
for sleep disorders can provide a 
more complete strategy for im-
proving restorative sleep.

If  you’re ready to stop feeling 
like you’re just getting by and 
start feeling like yourself  again, 
schedule a consultation with The 
Hormone Restoration Center 
and call (850) 837-1271 to sched-
ule a consultation. Together, we’ll 
determine whether bioidentical 
hormone pellet therapy is the 
right solution to help you look, 
feel, and live your best. 

Wellness
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in a climate control unit 
to protect them from 
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SOCKS TNR Army: 
Tackling Okaloosa County’s Community Cat Crisis

By Lorraine Whetstone

The family dog found the 
litter of  kittens underneath the 
kids’ playhouse. Jennifer Fuhr-
man had no idea they were 
there. She didn’t feed outside 
cats. She didn’t even have a cat. 
She loaded a box with the six 
black, mewing kittens into her 
car and called a shelter as she 
was backing out the driveway. 

The shelter was full and 
couldn’t take them. Neither 
could another shelter, nor an-
other. “I was like, What? Why? 
That’s what you DO.”  	

“I thought people were han-
dling it,” she said. “I didn’t real-
ize there were no good options.” 

In Okaloosa County, there 
are an estimated 36,000 un-
owned, free-roaming commu-
nity cats. Those cats give birth 
to 80 percent of  the kittens that 
overwhelm local shelters – par-
ticularly right now during “kit-
ten season.” * People find kittens 
everywhere – under porches, at 
shopping centers, in boats, in 
engines, running across roads. 
They contact shelters, desperate 
for help, but there is not remote-
ly enough help, space or money 
available.

SOCKS TNR Army
Fuhrman is now working 

to provide the only good op-
tion. She commands the “TNR 
Army,” a targeted “trap, neuter, 
return” program established 
by Save Our Cats and Kittens 
Shelter (SOCKS) in Fort Walton 
Beach. Employees jokingly call 
her the “TNR Czar.” Colonies 
of  community cats are trapped, 
spayed/neutered, then released 
back where they were trapped. 

Targeted TNR is the only 
humane, scientifically proven 
method to reduce feline over-
population. Colonies can’t be 
simply removed. More cats will 
arrive to fill the space. “Jennifer 
is typical of  many people in our 
area who thought there was help 
for unwanted cats. She is unusu-
al because she took the time to 
get involved in such a meaning-
ful way,” said SOCKS Execu-
tive Director Nancy Schimmer. 
“Cat overpopulation is going 
largely unchecked, except for 
programs like ours and other 
rescues stepping up to help. 

The largest TNR project so 
far sterilized 89 cats in July. It 

was a partnership 
between SOCKS 
and the Panhandle 
Animal Welfare So-
ciety (PAWS), funded 
by grants, including 
a $2,000 grant to 
SOCKS from Pen-
nyFix.

The second larg-
est was 56 cats in a 
neighborhood off 
Racetrack Road in 
December. For that, 
SOCKS partnered 
with veterinarian 
Mack the SNipper 
and trappers from 
30A Cats, Okaloosa 
Animal Protection 
League, PAWS and 
Animal Advocates of  North-
west Florida. Donations covered 
$3,860 in veterinary costs.  

Valerie Arciaga lives in the 
neighborhood and said cats 
were “howling and yowling and 
fighting all the time because 
they were mating.” One fight 
“was like the Tasmanian devil in 
the driveway.” Males sprayed in 
her garage. Cats got hit on the 
roads. You’d drive down a road 
and there were a dozen cats fac-
ing off. “It looked like a gang 
war,” she said. 

After the TNR project, fight-
ing and spraying stopped. Cats 
looked healthier. Without bit-
ing, there’s less risk of  transmit-
ting diseases. “It’s quiet. They’re 
much more chill,” she said. 
“There’s no kittens. We usually 
have hordes of  kittens. “It’s fab-
ulous.” 

Mack the SNipper
Back when Fuhrman dis-

covered kittens under her play-
house, there were no high-vol-
ume, low-cost spay/neuter 
veterinary clinics in Okaloosa 
County. The closest were in 
Panama City; Dothan, Ala.; and 
Ocean Springs, Miss. SOCKS 
and other rescues drove hours 
with vanloads of  cats to get 
those cheaper surgery costs. For 
the public, getting just one cat 
“fixed” at a local veterinary hos-
pital costs hundreds of  dollars. 
Some vets offer discounts, but 
there are limited surgery slots 
available. 

Grants help bring down the 
cost, but due to Okaloosa Coun-
ty ordinances, shelters can’t 

qualify for some large amounts 
of  money. Schimmer hopes lo-
cal officials will learn about the 
issue and what actually works 
so that cats will not continue to 
suffer and colonies can be alle-
viated.

One promising development 
is the recent arrival of  Sara 
Mackinze, a.k.a. “Mack the 
SNipper,” in Okaloosa Coun-
ty, offering $85 packages for 
community cats that includes 
surgery, vaccines and an “ear 
tip,” the universal sign that a 
cat has been sterilized. Mack-
inze, who can perform 60 fe-
line spay/neuter surgeries a 
day, has a mobile veterinary 
unit called the “Spayship,” and 
a brick-and-mortar clinic in 
downtown Crestview. “A couple 
members of  our team are from 
Baker originally, and they were 
the ones that said we need to 
… bring this talent out here,” 
Mackinze said. “So that’s why 
we came, and that’s why we’ve 
stayed. We love it here, and we 
see the need is really great.”

TNR in Shalimar
Cats multiply quickly. Kit-

tens can get pregnant at four 
months old and have up to 
four litters a year. Cats can get 
pregnant with a new litter while 
nursing another. 

Brenda Armacost started 
TNR’ing in her Shalimar neigh-
borhood to help out a friend 
who started out feeding a few 
cats. “And then it went from five 
or six cats to 20 cats,” Arma-
cost said. Armacost is a veteri-
nary technician at Crossroads 

Animal Clinic in Fort Walton 
Beach, so it’s convenient for 
her to trap cats and take them 
to work for surgeries. Since 
November 2024, she’s TNR’d 
74 cats in the neighborhood. 
Ten kittens were tameable and 
found inside homes. 

She takes a firm stance on 
reducing outdoor cat overpopu-
lation. “If  an unfixed cat is out-
doors — even if  someone owns 
it — I’m going to spay or neuter 
it,” she said. “That’s one more 
cat who won’t contribute to the 
cycle, and the owner gets the 
benefit of  a free procedure.”

The cost –  about $5,500 so 
far – is covered by the Okaloo-
sa Animal Protection League, 
SOCKS, neighborhood dona-
tions and the occasional fund-
raiser, where Armacost trims 
dog nails in the community 
park. She posts pictures of  the 
trapped cats on the communi-
ty Facebook page so residents 
see where their money is going. 
“There are a lot of  communi-
ties dealing with the exact same 
problem we are,” she said. “The 
need is so great that I’ve contin-

Pets

Continued on page 33
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One Storm Can Cost Millions: Bit-Wizards Urges Gulf 
Coast Businesses to Review Disaster Plans

As the Atlantic hurricane sea-
son enters its most active stretch, 
Bit-Wizards is again calling for 
businesses along the Gulf  Coast 
region to have disaster recovery 
plans in place.

According to Forbes’ re-
cent assessment, although the 
2026 season has been relative-
ly tame, a quiet season can still 
be disastrous for the people and 

businesses unlucky enough to 
experience one consequential 
storm, as we just witnessed with 
Hurricane Isaias. It was also ev-
ident earlier this summer, when 
Tropical Storm Arthur demon-
strated businesses don’t need a 
major hurricane landfall to ex-
perience significant technology 
disruptions.

In June, it caused widespread 

flooding, extended power out-
ages, business interruptions, and 
an estimated $4 billion to $6 
billion in economic losses across 
parts of  the Gulf  Coast. Ac-
cording to AccuWeather, much 
of  the damage stemmed from 
flooding, infrastructure impacts, 
and prolonged operational dis-
ruptions rather than extreme 
wind speeds.

“We’ve seen how devastat-
ing the impact from one storm 
can be,” said Brian Schlechter, 
Director of  IT at Bit-Wizards. 
“When employees can’t access 
systems, communicate with cus-
tomers, connect to cloud appli-
cations, or process transactions, 
then operations stop even if  the 
office avoided major physical 
damage.”

Recently, on Aug. 19, a severe 
storm slammed into Northwest 
Florida, bringing nearly 8 inch-
es of  rain, damaging winds, and 
lightning. It flooded streets, left 
property damage, and knocked 
out power, which shut down op-
erations at Fort Walton Beach 
City Hall for a brief  period.  

Downtime from storms like 
these can lead to missed reve-
nue, delayed payroll and billing, 
lost productivity, customer ser-
vice disruptions, and extended 
recovery timelines. 

With September historically 
marking the peak of  Atlantic 
hurricane activity, Bit-Wizards 
recommends that organizations 
review their current IT disaster 
recovery plan or create one if  
no plan exists. Validate backups 
(including restore testing), con-
firm recovery time objectives, 
and document key contacts and 
decision points. 

Additionally, they should 
identify the systems and process-
es that must function during and 
after a storm, including com-
munications, customer support, 
finance operations, and remote 
work access. And establish clear 
employee guidance for severe 
weather disruptions, covering 
expectations for connectivity, 
device safety, and reporting out-
ages.

Organizations 
that need a starting 
point can down-
load Bit-Wizards 
Business Continu-
ity and Disaster 
Recovery Planning 
Guide at https://
bitwizards.com/
services/bcdr. 

Since 2000, 
Bit-Wizards Man-
aged IT Services 
has helped hun-
dreds of  local busi-
nesses prepare for 
and weather hurri-
canes, unexpected 
outages, device fail-
ures, ransomware 

attacks, and everyday incidents 
that cause data loss or down-
time. 

Now, despite the current lull, 
it stresses the importance of  
staying ready. 

“Quiet seasons like this give 
people a false sense of  security, 
and that’s when preparation falls 
off,” said Schlechter. “These 
next two months are historical-
ly when the Gulf  Coast sees its 
most dangerous storms. If  your 
recovery plan hasn’t been tested 
this year, the window to do that 
is right now.”

To learn more about Bit-Wizards 
and how they support businesses be-
fore, during, and after disruptions, get 
in touch.

• Wills, Trusts, Estate
Planning

• Corporation, LLCs,
Business Law

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

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

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

LISA Y. SHORTS PITELL
ATTORNEY AT LAW

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

Business

• No annual fee
• No balance transfer fee
• No cash advance fee
• No international transaction fee
It’s easy to celebrate the season your way!

Mastercard® 
rates as low as

7.9%

eglinfcu.org/mastercard
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Museum

  HERITAGE
MUSEUM
of Northwest Florida 

CELEBRATE THE 250TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE SIGNING OF

THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE

1776

PORTRAITS

LETTERS

COLONIAL MONEY

ARTIFACTS

Stories of Colonial
Resistance leading to
the Revolutionary War 

115 WESTVIEW AVE. VALPARISO, FL 32580

NEW EXHIBIT AT THE
HERITAGE MUSEUM

heritage-museum.org | 850.678.2615

OPEN TUESDAY-SATURDAY 10 A.M. TO 4 P.M.
Admission to museum only. No special fee for exhibit. Adults: $5.  

Seniors, teachers, first responders $4. Children 6-8 $3. Ages 5 and under are free. 

Museum News
Oh, What a Night! Night 
at the Museum 2026!
By Barbara Palmgren

On Oct. 3 at the Heritage 
Museum of  Northwest Florida 
in Valparaiso, a special event 
called Night at the Museum 
honored the 250th anniversary 
of  the birth of  our nation.

Everyone enjoyed meeting 
and hearing from Valparaiso 
Mayor Joe Morgan, portray-
ing Thomas Jefferson; Travis 
Souther, representing a colo-
nial soldier; and Parker Destin, 
depicting George Washington. 
Each of  these actors was lo-
cated in a separate area of  the 
museum, coming to life and 
entertaining small groups of  12-
18 participants in a cozy atmo-
sphere to make the experience 
up close and personal.

The fourth reenactment 
was a mini-musical, “Abigail’s 
Choice,” written and directed 
by Barbara Palmgren. “Oh, 
what a night! Late December 
back in ‘76,” sang Ken Walsh, 
dressed as John Hancock, who 
fantasized about how he might 
open John Hancock Insurance 
because of  his famous signature. 
Of  course, Mike McMain, rep-
resenting John Adams, remind-
ed him of  how Hancock kept a 
low profile the night they “threw 
the tea into the harbor.” The 
cast included Bryan Griffin, Er-
ica Griffin, Ken Walsh, Mike 
McMain, Barbara Palmgren 
and Connie Wolfe, with Michael 
Weaver as musical director.

The audience consisted of  
local supporters from Okaloo-
sa and Walton counties and a 
visitor from Texas who said she 
learned a lot about our history 
while being entertained. She 
thought every student studying 

American history should see 
these presentations. And who 
knows, because the acts were 
videotaped by a teen volunteer 
from Niceville High School 
earning community service 
hours, this just might be possi-
ble. One special group consist-
ed of  members of  the Okaloo-
sa County 250th Commission, 
many dressed in colonial attire 
as they continued with still 
many more events to complete 
this extraordinary year.

The event took planning and 
organization from management 
staff Arthur Edgar and Debra 
Reddick, as well as volunteers 
who poured drinks and served 
food throughout the evening. 
Festivities ended with the cut-
ting of  a special cake, partici-
pants bidding on silent auction 
items and guests viewing exhib-
its throughout the museum. The 
Heritage Museum of  Northwest 
Florida also had a large copy 
of  its own Declaration with a 
few famous lines and welcomed 
more signatures so that this his-
toric year would be preserved.

An Evening of Culture 
Celebrates America 250!
By Barbara Palmgren

Okaloosa County was well 
represented by Parker Destin, 
who served on a five-person 
panel at an evening event in 
Pensacola in late September. 
The University of  West Flor-
ida’s College of  Arts, Social 
Sciences and Humanities pre-
sented a program titled “Gulf  
Coast Culture: Revolution and 
Rebellion.”

The keynote address was de-
livered by featured speaker Jack 
E. Davis, noted historian and 
author of  “The Gulf: The Mak-

ing of  an American Sea.” Davis 
received the 2018 Pulitzer Prize 
for History for this book, which 
covers the history of  the Gulf  
of  Mexico from its geological 
formation to the present (2016). 
Visiting from Central Florida, 
where he teaches at the Uni-
versity of  Florida, Davis spoke 
highly of  the Florida Panhan-
dle, where he once lived for a 
short time.

After the speech, the pan-
el asked questions and shared 
opinions with Davis. The eve-
ning ended with a tour of  the 
250th exhibit at the Pensacola 
Museum of  History. With both 
permanent and temporary ex-
hibits, this year’s temporary 
exhibit featured the roles East 
and West Florida played during 
the American Revolution. Da-
vis was available afterward for 
a book signing and additional 
time with guests.

Doolittle Raid Artifacts 
Donated to NWFSC 
Museum

Northwest Florida State Col-
lege hosted a special donation 
ceremony Oct. 20 honoring the 
legacy of  the historic Doolittle 

Raid of  World War II. The cer-
emony marked the addition of  
significant artifacts to the col-
lege’s Doolittle Raid WWII His-
tory Permanent Exhibit.

The ceremony took place at 

2 p.m. at the Doolittle Museum 
in Raider Arena on the college’s 
Niceville campus.

State Rep. Patt Maney, Dew-
ey Destin and Parker Destin 
contributed a mission-flown 
signal mirror and navigation 
equipment belonging to Lt. Col. 
Carl R. Wildner. The artifacts 
became part of  the college’s 
permanent exhibit, offering a 
tangible connection to one of  
World War II’s most historic 
military missions.

The donation helps preserve 
the story and legacy of  the Doo-
little Raiders, ensuring future 
generations have an opportuni-
ty to learn about the courage, 
ingenuity and sacrifices associ-
ated with this significant chapter 
in American military history.

ued maintenance trapping just 
to keep the population under 
control.” 

TNR Help
The SOCKS TNR Army 

trains people how to trap, and 
has traps available to borrow 
for a $75 deposit that’s returned 
when the trap is. The program 
makes it feasible for the commu-
nity to manage its community 
cats. “We can help. We can sup-
port, but the ultimate success is 
gonna come from the communi-

ty managing these cats on their 
own – in their own backyards, 
behind their own businesses.”

Some people find trapping 
exciting, kind of  like “benevo-
lent hunting.” But, for Fuhrman, 
the only fun part is when cats re-
turn home. “I love it when you 
release them and then they kind 
of  run off and they turn around 
and look back at you like ‘What 
the heck just happened to me?’“

*Population estimate from a for-
mula used by Florida Animal Friend, 
the organization behind Florida’s 
“spay/neuter” license plate. Percent-
age from Humane World for Animals 

(formerly the Humane Society of  the 
United States and Humane Society 
International). 

*For more information about the 
SOCKS TNR Army: https://saveo-
urcatsandkittens.com/tnr/

*For more information about 
Mack the SNipper:  mackthesnipper@
gmail.com or (850) 417-8779 

*It is illegal to shoot cats with 
BBs or worse. To prevent cats from 
congregating in yards or gardens, use 
motion-activated sprinklers, ultrason-
ic devices, or natural deterrent scents, 
such as citrus peels, coffee grounds, or 
safe essential oils.

SOCKS 
continued from page 31   
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A Pastor’s Ponderings: 
Thankful for Those Who Answered the Call

By Pastor Doug Stauffer

Thanksgiving will mean 
something a little different for 
many of  us in Northwest Flori-
da this year. We have always had 
plenty of  reasons to thank God, 
but Hurricane Isaias gave us a 
few thousand more.

On Friday evening, Oct. 9, 
Hurricane Isaias made landfall 
near Destin as a powerful Cate-
gory 2 hurricane, with sustained 
winds of  105 mph. After reach-
ing Category 3 strength with 
winds of  120 mph, the hurri-
cane brought destructive winds, 
flooding and widespread power 
outages.

But while many of  us pre-
pared to ride out the storm, 
thousands of  others prepared to 
go to work.

As a Niceville city council-
man, I visited the Okaloosa 
County Emergency Operations 
Center (EOC) at NWFSC sev-
eral times before and after the 
hurricane. What impressed me 
was not simply the technology, 
equipment or personnel, but 
the tremendous coordination 

behind the scenes. Most people 
will never witness the remark-
able planning, split-second deci-
sions and countless hours spent 
protecting our communities.

Our public safety director, 
Patrick (Pat) Maddox, and his 
emergency management team 
carried enormous responsibil-
ities. They had to make deci-
sions, evaluate information, 
coordinate resources and ad-
dress emergencies. While many 
watched weather reports, these 
dedicated individuals were pro-
tecting lives and property.

The numbers are remark-
able. More than 16,000 utility 
and restoration personnel were 
positioned across Northwest 
Florida before the storm. Ap-
proximately 5,000 Florida Na-
tional Guard soldiers and air-
men were activated, along with 
nearly 400 Florida State Guard 
personnel. Law enforcement 
officers, firefighters, emergency 
medical personnel, public works 
employees and countless volun-
teers joined the response.

And you know things are se-
rious when Bernard Johnson, 
who had barely begun enjoy-
ing his retirement from Florida 
Power & Light, was called back 
into action to help with the hur-
ricane response! Think about 

those numbers — thousands 
leaving their families, postpon-
ing responsibilities and some-
times risking their lives to help 
complete strangers.

During my EOC visits, I wit-
nessed elected officials from ev-
ery level of  government working 
together. U.S. Sen. Rick Scott, 
U.S. Reps. Jimmy Patronis and 
Byron Donalds, state Sen. Jay 
Trumbull and state Rep. Patt 
Maney came to assess the sit-
uation and support recovery 
efforts. Most county commis-
sioners, along with numerous 
mayors, city council members 
and other community leaders, 
were also involved.

Gov. Ron DeSantis visited 
Destin on Saturday, Oct. 10, 

accompanied by Attorney Gen-
eral James Uthmeier, Chief  Fi-
nancial Officer Blaise Ingoglia, 
Florida Division of  Emergency 
Management Executive Di-
rector Jared Perdue and FDLE 
Commissioner Larry Keefe. 
Their visit underscored the im-
portance of  coordinating state 
and local resources. Florida 
has become a model for disas-
ter preparedness and response, 
showing what leadership, ad-
vance planning and cooperation 
at every level can accomplish.

But some of  the greatest he-
roes will never appear in a pho-
tograph or receive recognition. 
They are the linemen working 
through the night, crews clear-
ing roads, dispatchers answer-
ing calls, volunteers distributing 
supplies and neighbors checking 
on elderly residents. They are 
also the spouses and children 
waiting at home while someone 
they love serves others.

The Bible reminds us in 1 
Thessalonians 5:18, “In every 
thing give thanks: for this is the 
will of  God in Christ Jesus con-
cerning you.” Scripture does 
not tell us to be thankful only 
when everything goes accord-
ing to plan. We are not thankful 
for destruction or suffering, but 
even in hardship, we can recog-
nize God’s goodness and others’ 
kindness.

Some neighbors are still re-
covering. For them, the storm 
is not over simply because the 
winds have stopped and the 
water has receded. Gratitude 
should move us beyond words 
to practical assistance. Hebrews 
6:10 reminds us, “For God is not 
unrighteous to forget your work 
and labour of  love, which ye 
have shewed toward his name, 
in that ye have ministered to the 
saints, and do minister.” People 
may overlook a sacrifice. God 
does not.

This Thanksgiving, let’s do 
more than thank God for the 
food on our tables, the roofs 
over our heads and the electric-
ity in our homes. Let’s thank 
Him for the people who helped 
make those blessings possible. 
When you see a first responder, 
utility worker, public employee 
or volunteer who helped our 
community through Hurricane 
Isaias, take a moment to say 
thank you. After all, thankful-
ness should never be limited to 
one Thursday in November.

Join Us in Transforming Lives Through the Gospel of Jesus Christ
Embark on your FAITH journey with a dedicated body of believers focused on spiritual growth and compassion. 

At FAITH, we welcome everyone to join our mission to spread the Gospel. 
Romans 10:17 So then faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God.

 
Service Times

Sunday School: 10:00 AM • Morning Service: 11:00 AM • Evening Service: 6:00 PM 
Wednesday Service: 7:00 PM

 
Watch or Listen Live with Pastor Doug Stauffer

Services broadcast live on several platforms, including Youtube, Facebook, 
SermonAudio and our Website.

“Church Like it Used to Be” 
1309 Valparaiso Blvd., Niceville, FL 32578 | (850) 678-4387 | www.FaithNiceville.com
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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.

BECOME A MEMBER
- JOIN TODAY!

ART, MUSIC, AND MORE 
FREE EVENT!

OCTOBER 24 & 25, 2026

THURSDAY NIGHT 
CONCERT SERIES

CHANGE A LIFE -
SUPPORT THE ARTS!

ARTSREACH
PROGRAMS160+

Sean of the South: The Chalkboard

By Sean Dietrich

We have this place in our 
kitchen. It’s a wall. It used to be a 
door, some 102 years ago, when 
the house was built. 

There used to be stairs out-
side this kitchen door, leading to 
the backyard. But the doorway 
has been sealed off. Now it’s just 
a big blank space in our kitchen. 

The wall is painted with black 
chalkboard paint. So it’s basical-
ly a big blackboard, just like the 
kind you once used for working 
out algebra problems in front of  
your whole class. 

We write things on this board. 
My wife and I. The writings al-
ways change. 

Usually you walk into the 
kitchen, and you’ll just hap-
pen to notice that someone has 
erased the old writing, and add-
ed something new.

My wife writes messages like, 
“Welcome home, you’ve been 
on the road for two weeks, we 
missed you!”

“The dogs say ‘We ‘ruff’ you, 
Daddy.’” 

“Happy birthday, Sean. I 
cannot imagine my life without 
you.” 

Little messages. Little words. 
Small words. But words car-
ry power. Words are not light-
weight.

In the mornings, as I make 
the coffee, standing in the kitch-
en with a bad case of  bedhead, 
I stare at this chalkboard. And 
sometimes, in my half-waking 
state, I get lost in the chalkboard 
text. Gazing into the black-and-
whiteness of  it all. 

During the Thanksgiving 
season, my wife writes messages 
to—well—to God, I guess. She 
writes things she is thankful for. 

And as the coffee percolates, I 
shuffle over to the chalkboard for 
deeper inspection. Then, I and 
add my contribution to the lot.

The dogs see me squatting, 
writing with a small piece of  
chalk. Squatting, of  course, puts 
me closer to their eye level. So, 

because I am hunching low, my 
dogs naturally assume I must 
have ham. 

And they attack me. 
Soon, I have lost my bal-

ance. I am now on the floor. Flat 
on my butt. With three dogs 
swarming, trying to muzzle 
their way past the other, as if  to 
say, “He’s mine!” “No, no! He’s 
mine!” “Get out of  the way, ev-

eryone knows he’s mine!” 
Tails wagging. Butts wag-

ging. Lots of  panting. Lots of  
licking. 

All three of  them are 
pressing their surgically cold 
noses on my bare skin. Each 
dog, wholly unashamed, de-
void of  ego. Fully vulnerable. 
Unconditionally honest with 
themselves, and with each 
other, in all regards. They are 
expressive, effusive, and rhap-
sodic with their demonstra-
tion of  love. They love others 
like they’ve never been hurt. 

And when I am thor-
oughly covered in dog saliva, 
which contains 98 percent 
water, a variation of  proteins, 
enzymes, and other com-
pounds, such as lysozyme 

and immunoglobulins, which 
aid digestion and have potent 
antimicrobial properties, I start 
to laugh privately. 

I’m still looking at the chalk-
board. I’m still holding the piece 
of  chalk in my hands. And I’m 
thinking about my life. About 
my people. About my little fam-
ily. 

I’m looking at the white hairs 

on the snouts of  my dogs, and 
remembering when they were 
mere puppies, cradled in my 
ams. 

I’m thinking of  how many 
generations this 102-year-old 
house has seen—how many 
Thanksgivings, Christmases, 
birthdays, and how many funer-
als. 

I’m thinking about how 
friends become our truest fam-
ily. About how nothing in this 
world lasts forever except mem-
ories. About how thankful I am. 
About how my life has been 
guided by an unseen hand, 
steering me from self-destruc-
tion, guiding me toward real 
love. 

But mostly, I’m thinking 
about how it all went by so fast.

Sean Dietrich is a columnist, and 
novelist, known for his commentary on 
life in the American South. His work 
has appeared in Southern Living, The 
Tallahassee Democrat, Good Grit, 
South Magazine, Alabama Living, 
the Birmingham News, Thom Mag-
azine, The Mobile Press Register and 
Life Media publications, and he has 
authored seven books.
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Presents

December 3-20
Tickets or info, call 850.684.0323 or visit EmeraldCoastTheatre.org

560 Grand Boulevard, Suite 200  |  Miramar Beach, FL 32550

Beyond the Uniform: 
A Veteran’s Mission to Preserve Stories of Courage

By Breanna Becker

Every veteran has a story. 
Some are celebrated in history 
books, while others are carried 
quietly for decades, tucked away 
behind memories too painful 
to revisit. Each represents a life 
shaped by service, sacrifice, and 
experiences most civilians will 
never fully understand.

Retired U.S. Army Captain 
Dr. Stephanie Hennessy (Nicev-
ille, FL) understands this reality 
firsthand. Her 21-year military 
career began with 11 years 
of  enlisted service in military 
intelligence before she transi-
tioned into her final decade as 
a licensed clinical social worker. 
In May 2026, she completed 
her PhD in industrial-organi-
zational psychology, furthering 
her lifelong commitment to un-
derstanding human behavior, 

resilience, and the 
experiences that 
shape us.

Today, Hen-
nessy brings those 
perspectives to-
gether through an 
unexpected call-
ing: children’s lit-
erature.

Her Veteran 
Adventure Stories 
series introduces 
young readers to 
the extraordinary lives of  or-
dinary people who answered 
their nation’s call. Her purpose 
extends beyond preserving mili-
tary history. She wants children 
to understand the humanity be-
hind the uniform.

“Why do we say thank you 
for your service?” Hennessy 
asks. “What have they contrib-

uted to our country that is miss-
ing if  we don’t continue to tell 
their stories?”

Her three illustrated books 
explore courage through dis-
tinctly different experiences.

Charlie Plumb follows a Kan-
sas boy whose dreams of  flying 
lead him into the Navy, where 
he becomes a fighter pilot, sur-

vives being shot down over Viet-
nam, and endures nearly six 
years as a prisoner of  war.

Gregory Gadson tells the 
story of  a young athlete whose 
football ambitions lead him to 
West Point and a military ca-
reer. After losing both legs in 
Iraq, Gadson discovers that per-
severance, leadership, and pur-
pose are not defined by physical 
limitations.

Her third book, Eric Cobb 
Jr., explores perhaps the most 
tender form of  courage: loyalty.

Drafted into Vietnam short-
ly after losing his father, Cobb 
served alongside Moose, a mil-
itary working dog trained to 
detect enemy soldiers. Together, 
they navigated the dangers of  
war, developing a bond rooted 
in trust and survival.

During Hennessy’s interview 
with Cobb, he shared painful 
experiences he had carried for 
more than 50 years. His account 
left her wrestling with how to 
honor his truth without over-
whelming young readers.

She spent months consider-
ing how to tell his story.

That deliberation reflects a 
conviction at the heart of  her 
work: Children deserve honesty, 
delivered with compassion.

Hennessy has encountered 
resistance from educators con-
cerned about exposing children 
to frightening subjects. Yet she 
believes avoiding those con-
versations entirely risks losing 
something far more valuable.

Understanding courage re-

quires understanding what 
makes courage necessary.

Her commitment to authen-
ticity extends to the books them-
selves. Despite the financial de-
mands of  publishing, Hennessy 
continues working with human 
illustrators rather than replacing 
their artistry with artificial intel-
ligence.

Her dedication is gaining 
recognition. Her first two books 
were named finalists in the Mil-
itary Writers Society of  Amer-
ica’s 2026 awards competition. 
Both are also carried by military 
museums in Pensacola and Fort 
Walton Beach.

As communities recognize 
Veterans Day this November, 
Hennessy’s work reminds us 
that honoring service requires 
more than a moment of  grati-
tude.

It requires listening.
Behind every uniform is 

someone who was once a child 
with dreams, a family, and a fu-
ture they could not yet imagine. 
Their service may have changed 
the course of  their lives, yet their 
humanity remains the most im-
portant part of  their story.

Through the eyes of  chil-
dren, Hennessy is ensuring 
those stories are not forgotten. 
Because gratitude begins with 
understanding, and remem-
brance begins with a story.

(All of  Dr. Hennessy’s published 
children’s work can be found on Am-
azon.com.)
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Experience two-time Grammy Award winner Howard Levy as he
performs his groundbreaking Eastern European Harmonica and
Piano Concerto for Single Soloist, showcasing his astonishing

mastery of both instruments. Beethovenʼs spirited and inventive
Symphony No. 8 in F Major completes this exhilarating program.

PRESENTING SEASON SPONSOR

PRESENTING
CONCERTS SPONSOR

SEASON CO-PRESENTING
& PRODUCTION SPONSOR

CLASSICAL CONNECTIONS
PRESENTING SPONSOR

PRESENTING MEDIA &
CREATIVE SPONSOR

SATURDAY, NOV. 14
DESTIN HIGH SCHOOL

feat. Howard Levy,
Harmonica + Piano

DEMETRIUS FULLER,
Music & Artistic Director

10-Year-Old Launches “The Post Room,” A Happy-Mail 
Club Inspired by a Lifelong Love of Real Mail

Since she was little, local 
resident Hunter Grace Bakker, 
known as HG, has been obsessed 
with checking the mail. Almost 
every day, she would head to the 
mailbox hoping there might be 
something interesting waiting 
inside. Most of  the time, there 
wasn’t. Instead, there were 
stacks of  junk mail, advertise-
ments and bills. For HG, that 
was always a little disappointing. 
So, at age 10, she decided to do 
something about it.

This month, she is launch-
ing The Post Room at House 
of  Blueprint, a monthly hap-
py-mail club built around one 
simple idea: there should be 

something in the mailbox peo-
ple are actually excited to open. 
“I think getting real mail is ex-
citing,” HG says. “I want peo-
ple to open their mailbox and 
find something that makes them 
happy.”

The idea began taking shape 
this summer during art camp 
with Santa Rosa Beach artist 
Liza Snyder. Snyder’s colorful, 
joyful approach to art made an 
impression on HG and got her 
thinking about how much fun it 
would be to send art, notes and 
little surprises through the mail.

That idea became The Post 
Room. Each month, subscribers 
receive an envelope mailed from 
the Emerald Coast filled with 
art, paper goods and creative 
surprises. The inaugural Octo-
ber mailing includes a 5-by-7 
art print from an artist, sticker, 
bookmark, postcard or recipe, 
along with a letter from HG. Ev-
ery month will be different, and 
fittingly, the artist who helped 
inspire the idea will be the first 
featured.

Liza Snyder Art is the fea-

tured artist for the inaugural 
October mailing. Information 
about Snyder and her work will 
accompany her print, giving 
subscribers another way to dis-
cover and connect with a local 
artist. HG hopes future enve-
lopes will introduce people near 
and far to artists, makers and 
creative people from the Emer-
ald Coast while evolving around 
monthly themes, local inspira-
tion, art and activities.

The October collection 
draws inspiration from mon-
arch butterflies, honoring and 
remembering the people who 
came before us, zinnias and 
beautiful fall beach days along 

the Emerald Coast. 
November will turn 
toward togetherness, 
gratitude and fam-
ily traditions, while 
December will focus 
on light, sparkle and 
simple ways to spread 
joy. HG is also getting 
a little help from her 
four-legged business 
partner, Barkley, the 
family’s white Lab-
rador and “Head of  
House” at House of  
Blueprint, who will 
make regular appear-

ances in the monthly mailings.
While the concept is playful, 

HG has some very real goals 
for her business. She wants The 
Post Room to remind people to 
slow down, make things, write 
to one another and think about 
who in their life might need a 
little extra happy.

A Post Room subscription 
does not have to be for yourself. 
HG hopes people will send the 
club to grandparents, grandchil-
dren, college students away from 
home, friends going through a 
difficult season, children who 
love receiving their own mail or 
simply someone who deserves a 
reason to smile when they walk 
to the mailbox. For $12.99 per 
month, subscribers can join or 
cancel at any time, making it an 
easy gift for a month, a season 
or longer.

HG also hopes her business 
can show other children that 
they do not have to wait until 
they are grown up to turn an 
idea into something real. The 
Post Room is supported by the 
team at House of  Blueprint, the 

South Walton-based creative and 
media house founded by HG’s 
mother, Erin Bakker. “She has 
always loved checking the mail, 
and also been consistently disap-
pointed by the fact that most of  
what shows up is junk mail and 

bills,” said Erin. “This summer, 
after spending time at art camp 
with local artist Liza Snyder, she 
became completely taken with 
the idea of  ‘happy mail’ and de-
cided she wanted to create some-
thing that would give people that 

feeling every single month.”
HG is involved in the actual 

work of  the business, from devel-
oping monthly ideas and choos-
ing creative elements to helping 

Continued on next page
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A Holiday Tradition Comes to Life: 
Northwest Florida Ballet’s The Nutcracker

The magic of  the holidays 
takes center stage this Novem-
ber as Northwest Florida Bal-
let celebrates its 47th annual 
production of  The Nutcracker, 
bringing one of  the season’s 
most beloved traditions to life at 
the Mattie Kelly Arts Center in 
Niceville, Nov. 20-22.

For nearly five decades, this 
enchanting production has de-

lighted Emerald Coast audi-
ences with the timeless story of  
Clara, her magical Nutcrack-
er Prince and a journey into a 
world of  dancing snowflakes, 
dazzling costumes and the un-
forgettable Sugar Plum Fairy. 
From the excitement of  the 
Christmas party to the wonder 
of  the Land of  Sweets, it’s a hol-
iday experience that continues 

to capture the imaginations of  
children and adults alike.

As the area’s only full-length 
presentation of  The Nutcracker, 
this year’s production features 
more than 140 performers, 
including internationally ac-
claimed guest artists and more 
than 100 local children. For 
many young dancers, the op-
portunity to share the stage with 
professional artists is a dream 
come true, while audiences en-
joy seeing familiar faces from 
their own communities become 

part of  the holiday magic.
Adding to the enchantment, 

the Northwest Florida Sym-
phony Orchestra, under the 
direction of  Northwest Flori-
da Ballet Music Director and 
Conductor David Ott, will per-
form Tchaikovsky’s celebrated 
score live at every public per-
formance. The combination of  
graceful choreography, beau-
tiful costumes and the stirring 
sounds of  a full orchestra makes 
this production an especially 
memorable way to welcome the 

holiday season.
Performances are Friday and 

Saturday, Nov. 20-21, at 7:30 
p.m. and Sunday, Nov. 22, at 
2:30 p.m. Tickets start at $28 
for adults and $14 for children 
ages 12 and younger, with three 
seating tiers available.

Whether it’s a cherished 
family tradition or a first in-
troduction to the ballet, The 
Nutcracker offers a wonderful 
opportunity to celebrate the 
beauty, imagination and joy of  
the season.

For tickets and information, 
visit ⁠nfballet.org/the-nut-
cracker.

Scan to Learn More
or Purchase Your
Tickets Today!

Season Production Sponsor:

Signature Season Sponsor:

������������

Nutcrackerthe

Nov. 20-22 | Mattie Kelly Arts Center
With Live Music

Tickets available in
3 seating tiers starting

at $28 for Adults and $14
for Children (12 & Under)

Upcoming Art Classes at CREATE! 
Big Orange House Designs

Oct. 28-Dec. 16 | Six-
Week Pottery Series | $267.50

Oct. 30 | Open Studio 
Glass Art — Make What You 
Want! | $37.45

Oct. 30 | Private Evening 
Cookie Decorating | $42.80

Oct. 31 | Open Studio 
Glass Art — Make What You 
Want! | $37.45

Nov. 6 | Open Studio 
Glass on Glass | $48.50

Nov. 7 | Open Studio 
Glass Art — Make What You 
Want! | $26.75

Nov. 10 | Evening Sea-
sonal Pottery Plates | $53.50

Nov. 13 | Private Glass 
Art — One Plus | $37.45

Nov. 13 | Private Glass 

Class for One Plus | $26.75

All classes are held at 
CREATE! Big Orange House 
Designs, 4652 E. Highway 20, 
Suite 102, Pineapple Plaza, 
Bluewater Bay, Niceville.

Details and registration at 
bigorangehousedesigns.com/
book-online. For information, 
call or text JoJo at 334-320-
6658.

Advance registration is encour-
aged. Class fees are nonrefundable, 
but transfers may be possible with 
at least 24 hours’ notice. Private 
classes are reserved for specific 
groups.
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prepare the envelopes that go 
out to members. “What I love 
most is that this really is HG’s 
business,” Erin said. “The House 
of  Blueprint team is helping her 
with the grown-up parts, but she 
is involved in the ideas, themes, 
contents, artist collaborations 
and the overall direction.”

For HG, it is part business, 
part creative project and part 
mission to make the mailbox a 
little less disappointing. There 
is also a give-back component 
built into the club from the be-
ginning. Ten percent of  The 
Post Room proceeds will be do-
nated to Caring & Sharing of  
South Walton, allowing each 
subscription to send a little hap-
piness beyond the mailbox, too.

The first Post Room enve-
lopes are scheduled to head out 
this month, and because mem-
bership is ongoing, subscribers 
can join at any time throughout 
the year. HG hopes eventually 
those envelopes travel far be-
yond South Walton. But, no 
matter where they land, each 
one will carry a little piece of  
the Emerald Coast with it. “I 
want people everywhere to get 
happy mail from the Emerald 
Coast,” she says.

For the little girl who spent 
years checking the mailbox 
hoping to find something spe-
cial, The Post Room is her way 
of  making sure somebody else 
does.

To join and for more infor-
mation, visit  www.houseofblue-
print.com/thepostroom.

THE POST ROOM 
continued from previous page   
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BEACHSIDE SLIDING GLASS 
DOOR MAINTENANCE, LLC
$25 OFF SLIDING DOOR TRACK REPAIR 

WITH ROLLER REPLACEMENT
FREE ESTIMATES

Offer expires 11/30/26
BeachsideSlide.com

850-98-SLIDE (850-987-5433)

TORTOISE CLINIC
$30 OFF

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

at the Tortoise Clinic. One coupon per person.

Offer expires 11/30/26
2441 U.S. Hwy 98, Santa Rosa Beach
TortoiseClinic.com | 850.267.5611

BLUEWATER PLASTIC 
SURGERY

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

Offer expires 11/30/26
Niceville • Santa Rosa Beach 850-530-6064 

www.bluewaterplasticsurgery.com

LOCAL COUPONS
LJ SCHOONERS 

DOCKSIDE RESTAURANT AND OYSTER BAR

FREE APPETIZER 
OR DESSERT

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

Offer expires 11/30/26
290 Yacht Club Dr., Niceville • 850-897-6400  

www.bluewaterbaymarina.com 

MAX STRENGTH 
FITNESS

2 FREE SESSIONS!  
NEW CLIENTS ONLY

Offer expires 11/30/26
4576 E Hwy 20, Niceville • (850) 373-4450

www.maxstrengthfitness.com/niceville

BLUEWATER PLASTIC 
SURGERY

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

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

Offer expires 11/30/26
Niceville • Santa Rosa Beach 850-530-6064 

www.bluewaterplasticsurgery.com

BAYWIND MEDICAL

$100 OFF 
ANY LIFT CHAIR PURCHASE

with coupon

Offer expires 11/30/26
540 E John Sims Parkway • Niceville

(850-729-2559

ROOF PRO
$500 OFF

ANY NEW ROOF INSTALLATION
(NOT VALID WITH ANY OTHER DISCOUNTS OR OFFERS)

Offer expires 11/30/26
(850) 332-3330  

Roofproroofing.com
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30A Songwriters Festival Announces Headliners
The 30A Songwriters Festival 

attracts thousands of  dedicated 
live music fans from around the 
world to hear original songwrit-
ers spanning multiple genres 
perform their songs. Returning 
Jan. 15-18, 2027, the festival will 
transform beach communities 
along Scenic Highway 30A into 
a music haven, with 30 venues 
hosting more than 160 song-
writers and more than 300 solo, 
band and in-the-round perfor-
mances.

The festival will celebrate 
its 18th year of  “Hooks, Lines 
and Singers” with Saturday and 
Sunday afternoon headliners 
Gillian Welch & David Raw-
lings, St. Paul & The Broken 
Bones, Larkin Poe, Booker T. 
Jones and Tommy Emmanuel 
on the main stage at present-
ing partner Grand Boulevard’s 
Town Center in Miramar 
Beach. Friday’s kickoff perfor-
mances at the Seaside Amphi-
theater will feature Dawes, S.G. 
Goodman and Paul McDonald 
& the Mourning Doves.

Artists initially confirmed for 
evening performances include 
Robyn Hitchcock with his band, 
Rainbow Girls, Shawn Mullins, 
Gary Louris of  the Jayhawks, 
Raye Zaragoza, Steve Poltz, 
Kim Richey, Rhett Miller of  the 
Old 97’s, Mary Gauthier, Jaimee 
Harris, Jeffrey Steele, Murray 
Attaway of  Guadalcanal Diary, 
Don Dixon, Bob Schneider, The 
Mammals, Danny Schmidt, Cat 
Ridgeway, Eliot Bronson, Jenni-
fer Lynn Simpson, Erin McKe-
own and Gurufish.

The full lineup of  more than 
160 songwriters will be an-
nounced this fall.

“Depending on your age, you 
have Booker T’s music some-
how at your fingertips — from 
your 45s collection, your par-
ents’ LPs, your CDs, the Spo-
tify southern soul playlist. For 
six decades his music has been 
spun, burned and streamed with 
undiminished excitement and 
energy. What a thrill to bring it 
our way in January!” said Rus-
sell Carter, president of  Russell 
Carter Artist Management and 
festival co-producer.

“Larkin Poe needs no in-
troduction to folks in South 
Walton. They played 30A in 
their and our early days and 
impressed everyone. We have 
both grown considerably. Very 
proud to have Larkin Poe back, 
this time on the headline stage 
where they belong. Talk about 
momentum — they have played 
Telluride, Jazzfest, Montreal 
and BottleRock recently! Gil-

lian and David are royalty in the 
kingdom of  30A Songwriters — 
they do not tour as frequently 
as many artists and we are hon-
ored to introduce them for the 
first time to our headline stage.”

“The 30A Songwriters Fes-
tival is unlike any other music 
event in the region. It spans more 
than 20 miles, brings together 
30 unique venues, and features 
more than 160 acclaimed song-
writers from across the coun-
try,” said Jennifer Steele, festival 
co-producer and president and 
CEO of  the Cultural Arts Alli-
ance of  Walton County.

“We’re thrilled to announce 
this year’s headliners, who will 
join that lineup in bringing the 
art of  songwriting to unexpect-
ed places — from a town hall 
or converted restaurant to two 
iconic main stages at Seaside 
and Grand Boulevard. But the 
festival is about more than what 
happens in January. It is the Cul-
tural Arts Alliance’s largest fund-
raiser, with net proceeds rein-
vested in programs and services 
that help ensure Walton County 
remains a creative community 
year-round. To date, those funds 
have helped the CAA award 
more than $923,000 in Art For 
All grants and scholarships to 
artists, students, teachers and 
arts organizations. They also 
support Beyond Bars, which 
brings songwriting into Walton 
Correctional Institution and has 
engaged more than 300 partic-
ipants in producing over 100 
original songs — along with 
many other programs that ex-

pand access to the arts through-
out our community.”

Festival weekend passes are 
available at 30asongwritersfes-
tival.com, including VIP Main-
stage tickets offering premium 
seating and complimentary 
gourmet food and drinks in the 
VIP tent on Saturday and Sun-
day afternoons at Grand Boule-
vard.

For descriptions of  all ticket 
packages, including VIP Main-
stage and full-weekend trans-

portation packages for groups 
of  two to 12, visit the festival 
website.

The 30A Songwriters Festi-
val is presented by Grand Bou-
levard, with additional support 
from Visit South Walton, Wa-
terColor Inn and Resort and 
ASCAP.

Purchase tickets at 
3 0 a s w f . f r e s h t i x . c o m /
events/2027-30a-songwrit-
ers-festival.

Larkin Poe
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APEX
DESIGN | REMODELING

ApexHomeDesign.com

4641 HWY. 20 E. NICEVILLE | 850-424-6062
YOUR COMPLETE HOME REMODELING CONTRACTOR. CGC# 1532771

Located 1/2 mile west of the Mid-Bay Bridge on Hwy. 20, directly across from JoJo’s Coffee Shop and Lilly Pads (Pineapple) Shopping Center.

TRANSFORM YOUR SPACE WITH EXPERT CRAFTSMANSHIP

Review our Project Gallery at www.apexhomedesign.com

Expert Solutions for Your 
Home Design Inspiration!

Adam Shepherd, Owner


