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at The Ritz
Celebrate a century of community theater

BACK TO SCHOOL IN STYLE
The back-to-school season in our community is replete with
school-supply drives and other initiatives to make sure all
area kids have the tools they need to be successful – but one
homegrown backpack drive stands above them all. Kristine
Litton started the Susan Kristine Backpack Drive six years ago
(named after her aunt, Susan, and grandmother, also named
Kristine) to support The Sharing Center and honor the two
women who meant so much to her. Kristine’s goal every year
is to collect enough bags and supplies to deliver 500 backpacks
full of material to disadvantaged kids. She’s never hit the
goal... until this year.
The community’s generosity was overflowing this summer
as Kristine smashed her goal, eventually assembling 719
backpacks! The
Sharing Center
distributed each
backpack along
with a gift card
so every recipient
could also get a
new pair of shoes
for school.
Way to go,
Kristine!

Kristine Litton with just a handful of the 719
backpacks she collected and filled full of school
supplies for underserved kids.
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WORKIN’ NINE-TY-FIVE

When something in Central
Florida turns 100 years old,
it’s a big deal.
Our region may not have the
centuries-old history of the
Northeast or Mid-Atlantic
(or even St. Augustine), but
what we lack in volume, we
make up for in style.
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The 100th anniversary
of The Ritz Theater in
downtown Sanford is a
celebration filled with music,
movies, drama, and delight, and we hope we captured just an
ounce of it on this issue’s cover. Turn to page 26 to learn all
about the community theater’s past, present, and future.

50

Inspire of Central Florida has been giving adults
with special needs pride and purpose for more than
40 years, and the organization recently celebrated a
remarkable employee who’s been there nearly the
entire time.
A generous million-dollar investment from Heart
of Florida United Way helps The Sharing Center
in Longwood open the Live United Village, a
highly-anticipated, one-stop social services hub for
residents in need.
We all know how hard the Seminole County
Fire Department works to save the lives of local
residents, but our community’s first responders can
accomplish some pretty amazing – and adorable –
animal rescues, too.
Age is just a number for these active, working
seniors, ages 78 and up, who find great joy
and purpose in balancing their personal and
professional lives.

Cover photos from The Ritz Theater, the Sanford Museum,
Jessica Carvajal Photography, and Weber Photographics
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Dear Readers,
I grew up in a house filled with music. My dad,
Michael Kramer is an accomplished jazz pianist who
has performed with just about every singer in Central
Florida. And lucky for young Samantha, those singers
often rehearsed where the piano was (in my living room).
Thanks to that exposure, I grew up with a love for live
music, an appreciation for theater, and a lot of great
stories (iconic comedian Wayne Brady introduced me to
the PalmPilot, and I thought it was SO cool). I often went
to watch my dad’s performances, and I still do. A few
years ago, my dad played one of his own compositions,
“Song of the Cosmos,” with the Sanford Jazz Ensemble at
The Ritz Theater in Sanford.
We’ve written about The Ritz many times over the years, and the theater has a
remarkable history. Did you know it was the site of the Sanford Opera House in
the 1800s and a skating rink? Neither did I. Our arts editor, Jill Duff-Hoppes, did
an extraordinary job exploring the rich history of The Ritz, and you can read all
about it on page 26. And, if you want to support local theater (and see our events
photographer Kelly-Ann Pounds on stage), grab some tickets for The Ritz’s
upcoming production of Grease. As a member of the ensemble, Kelly-Ann will
actually be wearing a poodle skirt from my old costume collection during the
show. I’ll be there, in the beautiful historic theater, cheering her (and my skirt) on!
In this issue, we also shine a light on some amazing nonprofit organizations.
We’ve written about Inspire before, chronicling its mission to provide
employment opportunities and life-skills training for adults with developmental
disabilities. This year, Inspire is celebrating 40 years of service to the community,
and one special employee is celebrating a remarkable Inspire anniversary of
her own. Read about it on page 16. We’re also highlighting Friends of Abused
Children on page 48 and Heroes Strong, an organization dedicated to honoring
first responders, on page 22.
There are many amazing people and organizations doing incredible work right
here in our community, and we are honored to feature them. We were also very
fortunate to be the only media asked to attend the Gary Sinise Foundation’s
recent visit to the Lake Mary Police Department. Chip Colandreo and I had the
privilege of watching Mr. Sinise and his team of volunteers serve police and
firefighters lunch and thank them for their service. We then got to meet the
Emmy/Golden Globe-winning actor, who was gracious and genuine. You can see
photos of this fun event on page 10.
There’s so much history in our little corner of the world, and so much to look
forward to in the future. I’m proud of our talented team of writers who continue
to look back at where we’ve been and feature organizations and individuals who
will lead us ahead. I hope you enjoy reading this issue as much as we’ve enjoyed
putting it together. We’ve learned a lot, and we hope you will, too.
Until next time,

IF YOU HAVE A STORY YOU’D LIKE TO SHARE WITH LAKE MARY LIFE,
visit LakeMaryLife.com, call 407-324-2644, or email Samantha@LakeMaryLife.com.
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OPENING NIGHT

ROTHMAN ORTHOPAEDICS
Opens in Lake Mary
In partnership with AdventHealth, Rothman Orthopaedics is
bringing its world-class orthopaedic care to Central Florida,
and the organization’s first Seminole County office is now
open right here in Lake Mary.

1

Founded in 1970, Rothman Orthopaedics is one of the nation’s
largest orthopaedic practices, but the organization didn’t
have a presence in our community. The partnership with
AdventHealth allows the hospital system to greatly expand
its expertise in orthopaedic medicine and offer a variety of
advanced treatments and surgical options with maximum
convenience for AdventHealth patients.

3
1. Leaders gather outside to cut the ribbon on the Lake Mary location.
2. Tyler Tucci, Leslie Tucci, Adrian Hensley, and Michael Kaplan

3. Timothy Cook, CEO of AdventHealth Altamonte Springs, with

Mayor David Mealor of Lake Mary

2
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4. AdventHealth’s Brian Sullivan, government relations manager, and

Sarah Hohman, executive director of marketing

4

OPENING NIGHT

AVIATION INSTITUTE OF
MAINTENANCE Expands
Casselberry Campus
Aviation Institute of Maintenance (AIM) recently celebrated
the debut of its fifth HVAC training program, now
available at the Casselberry campus. The open house
and ribbon-cutting ceremony were attended by newlyenrolled and prospective students, and members of the
business community.

1

The first cohort of HVAC students began class in
August. The 12-month long program prepares
graduates for entry-level positions within the HVAC
industry. In addition to its renowned aviation
maintenance program, the school focuses on handson instruction in heating systems, ventilation, air
conditioning, residential and commercial refrigeration,
heat pumps, hydronics, and more.
“AIM is proud to be expanding our program offerings
at our Casselberry campus to meet the rapidly growing
need for HVAC technicians in our community and throughout
the state of Florida,” says Mike Bragg, executive director of the
AIM Casselberry campus.
AIM is the largest aviation mechanic school in the United
States with 14 campuses around the country.

2

3

1. The ceremonial ribbon cutting to celebrate the opening of an HVAC program at

the Aviation Institute of Maintenance in Casselberry

2. Current aviation students, Connie Rivera and Kayla Martinez, give their

families a tour of the campus.

3. Troy Majeska, campus director of education, in one of the hands-on classrooms
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AROUND TOWN

Gary Sinise Visits Lake Mary
Police Department
“I still don’t know why they reached out to our department,
specifically,” says Michelle Yielding, community relations officer for
the Lake Mary Police Department, “but I picked up the phone, and
it was the Gary Sinise Foundation. They asked if it would be OK if
Gary brought lunch for our officers and staff... I said YES!”

1

The reason, as it turned out, was simple. The Oscar-nominated and
Tony Award-winning actor just wanted to say “Thank-you.”
Gary, famous for his roles in Of Mice and Men and Forrest Gump,
is a tireless advocate for military veterans and first responders.
Through his Foundation, which recently expanded its local chapter
to cover all of Florida, Gary is always seeking ways to let everyday
heroes know that he and the foundation’s many supporters have
their back. On a rainy day in August, that meant a deliciously
catered barbecue lunch for LMPD and the Lake Mary Fire
Department, too. The highlight of the afternoon was, of course, a
visit from the man, himself.
Gary made time to shake hands and take pictures with every first
responder in the room, telling each one
how much their service means to him.
When the photos were done, Gary stuck
around to chitchat with the men and
women who keep us all safe and express,
once again, his gratitude.

2

To learn more about the Gary
Sinise Foundation and its efforts to
support our nation’s heroes, visit
GarySiniseFoundation.org.

3
1. Michael Johansmeyer, Lake Mary’s fire chief,

and Michael Biles, police chief, with the
Forrest Gump star

2. Patrol Captain Joseph Gowen works his way down

the buffet line as Gary Sinise Foundation board
members serve up delicious barbecue.

3. Dozens of Lake Mary police officers and firefighters

came to meet Gary, and he was sure to spend time
with every single one.

4

5

4. Gary with Michelle Yielding, Lake Mary PD’s

community relations officer, who fielded the initial
call from the Gary Sinise Foundation.

5. Gary with Wendy Niles, Lake Mary’s deputy fire

chief, and Tina O’Brien, fire inspector

6. Larry Kayne and Vanessa Bauman, both Oviedo

residents and members of the Gary Sinise
Foundation Florida Chapter board of directors, let
the crowd of first responders know how much the
Foundation appreciates their work.

7. Gary spoke from the heart when telling the first

responders how much they are appreciated by
everyone involved with the Gary Sinise Foundation.
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AROUND TOWN

New Year, New Leadership
at Rotary of Lake Mary
It’s a summer tradition for Rotary Clubs across the globe to pass the
gavel from one year’s leadership to the next and reaffirm each Club’s
commitment to build a stronger local community and a better world.
Our local Clubs, including the Rotary Club of Lake Mary, never fail to
mark the occasion in fine style.

1

This year’s Installation Banquet for the Lake Mary Club was another
fabulous affair at the Orlando Marriott Lake Mary, which is managed
by Club member Bruce Skwarlo. After a fine dinner and plenty of
socializing, it was time for business as outgoing president Chris Puccio
officially introduced this year’s leader, Sandra Prieto. Sandra then
installed her board of directors and addressed the Club to outline her
goals for the year ahead.
When the formalities were done, the DJ turned up the music, and Club
members danced the evening away to celebrate the previous year’s
success and set the tone for the next 12 months of hard work on behalf
of our community.

2
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The 2022-2023 Rotary Club of Lake Mary board of directors

Evan Vickaryous, Jen Ferguson, and Jim Vickaryous with Village on
the Green’s Karen DeVinney

Jomar Bonano received the Vern Fedderson Service Above Self Award
for his charitable efforts in response to the crisis in Ukraine.
Chris Puccio (right) presents Evan Vickaryous with the Club’s
Non-Rotarian of the Year Award for his annual sock drive to support
children in crisis.

From Hollerbach’s German Restaurant, Christina Hollerbach (left) and
Chris Cremen (second from right) with Don and Janie Harris
Orlando Health’s Megan Almasi (center) with her husband Erick (left)
and Brian Bacon
The entire Lake Mary Club got its own award, too, for outstanding
service to the community. Don Harris (left) presented the Governor’s
Award of Club Excellence to outgoing president Chris Puccio.
SouthState Bank’s Maureen Larocca with her husband, Tony
Susan and Mike Vernon

10. Mike Vernon, a recent Rotary district governor, presents the official

gavel to new Club president Sandra Prieto.

ORLANDO SANFORD
INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

A

product of the Seminole County
Public School system and the
University of Central Florida, Nicole
Guillet, AICP, took the reins of the
Orlando Sanford International Airport
in August. The new CEO and president
is off and running, building on the
airport’s status as a major economic
engine for the City of Sanford and
Seminole County.
“We have a great team, and we are
excited to have Nicole’s leadership
in place,” says Jennifer Dane, chair
of the Sanford Airport Authority
board of directors. “She will be great
at facilitating relationships with our
community partners.”
A Geneva resident who holds a
law degree from Stetson University
College of Law, Nicole is known by
many for her roles with Seminole
County government, most recently as
Seminole’s county manager.

“I was always a champion for the
airport, and I wanted to be part of it,”
she says.
Nicole’s number-one priority as CEO
is the continued recovery of the airport
from the impacts of the pandemic.
“We are seeing progress in passenger
traffic,” says Nicole. “This year, we are
running 34 percent higher than 2021.
If that holds, we will be close to 2019
numbers by the end of the year.”
As the rebound continues, Nicole is
excited that new airlines are finding
a home at the airport – and new
destinations, previously untapped,
are expanding.
Allegiant Air recently added new
non-stops – in fact, all flights from
Sanford are non-stop – to Las Vegas
and to Provo, Utah, which is the
first ski destination offered from
Sanford. The airport also added two

Nicole Guillet, AICP, new CEO of the Orlando
Sanford International Airport

Canadian carriers to its roster and
finalized a Dominican Republic route
to Santo Domingo for early 2023.
Negotiations are also underway to add
a flight to Madrid, Spain, a first for
Central Florida.
As passengers return to Orlando
Sanford International Airport, they are
finding a fresh new look with 34 percent
more square footage and enhanced
dining options courtesy of a $72 million
renovation completed in 2020.
“All of this is very positive news for the
airport,” says Nicole, adding that the
facility’s success stems from the hard
work of many players. “This is due
to the vision of the people who came
before me and our partnership with
Sanford and Seminole County.”
– Kevin Fritz

September/October 2022 		

13

AROUND TOWN

When Food Trucks Battle,
Everyone Wins
The City of Longwood recently hosted a food truck battle in beautiful
Reiter Park with over 20 food trucks from around Central Florida. The
trucks represented a wide array of cuisines including Mexican, Italian,
and traditional American. Despite the rainy day, Seminole County
residents came out to enjoy great food and great music provided by
local band, September Dogs.
A panel of judges, including Longwood mayor Matt Morgan,
evaluated the food truck entries to determine the day’s winners.
First Place Entrée went to Lee’s Famous Cheesesteaks for its Lobster
Cheesesteak and Runner-Up Entrée went to A No Roots Kitchen for its
Gator Jambalaya. First Place Dessert went to the Amish Pretzel Shop
and Runner-Up Dessert went to Donuts and Real Espresso.

1

2

4
1. Shawnee Williams and Jasmine Santiago enjoy ice cream from

Alves Lezar of Al’s Ice Cream.

2. Miguel Gonzalez, Melissa Maldonado, and Jacob Rodriguez

3. Matthew Green and Derl and Brandy McMeekin picnic in the park.

4. Katie and Seth Welborn with their dog Moto and Wandering Goat’s food

truck owner and chef William Young.

5. Krissy, Matt, and Alaya Lee from the winning dessert truck,

14
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Amish Pretzel Shop

3

5

AROUND TOWN

Local Leaders Gather
for Coach Malzahn
Leadership Seminole recently hosted a special edition of its Coffee &
Conversation series featuring Gus Malzahn, head coach of the UCF
football team. After plenty of networking – and, of course, coffee
and conversation – attendees settled in for a Q&A session with the
nationally renowned coach. The session was moderated by Seminole
State College’s Dr. John Gyllin who was a teammate of Coach
Malzahn’s back on their own college football squad. Also in attendance
was UCF running back Isaiah Bowser who took pictures with the
crowd and even signed a few autographs.

1

The August event was followed up by another UCF-themed Coffee &
Conversation meeting with the school’s athletic director, Terry Mohajir.
Photos courtesy of Gerry Katz

4
1. After the event, UCF running back Isaiah Bowser posed for photos and

signed autographs.

2. Chris Ham, executive director of the Rescue Outreach Mission of Central

Florida, and Tony Boni, Longwood city commissioner

3. Dawn Kraus, president of Leadership Seminole, with Steve Forbrick,

2

3

director of physician relations with AdventHealth

4. Dr. John Gyllin (left) asked Coach Malzahn a number of leadership-oriented

questions before opening the Q&A session to members of the audience.
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Inspire of Central Florida has been helping
our neighbors with special needs thrive for
more than 40 years, and the organization
recently honored a remarkable employee
who’s been there for 35 of them

Surprised

Inspired
by Kevin Fritz

H

arrette Thompson has brought
unconditional joy to the hearts
of others for the past 35 years
at Inspire of Central Florida, the
Casselberry-based nonprofit
organization that provides
employment opportunities and
life-skills training for adults with
special needs.

In attendance were Inspire staff, members of the
organization’s board of directors, Mayor David Henson of
Casselberry, and plenty of Inspire Specialists (how Inspire refers
to the men and women who come there to work). Harrette’s
significant other Alton Glenn, her mother Eluise, and grandson
Anthony Ferril also participated in the surprise.
“It is my pleasure to recognize someone of Harrette’s character,”
said Mayor Henson. “It is true inspiration that someone would
dedicate their life to helping others.”
“She is the heart of what we do at Inspire,” added Stephanie
Ryan, the organization’s executive director. “Without her, we
would not be as successful as we are.”

16
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Established in 1979 as SWOP
– Seminole Work Opportunity
Programs – the nonprofit
enterprise started in a 500-squarefoot storefront in Sanford with five
Specialists and two staff members.
The organization eventually moved
h
g
into
its present headquarters in 1991
n
ti
cut
e
and
rebranded
in 2017 as Inspire of
t
et
Harr
Central Florida.
l co
ng r

“I am just overwhelmed,” Harrette said
through tears after the big surprise. “This
has been an amazing journey. This place is in
my heart. I am so humbled and grateful for my
Inspire family.”

Four Decades of Service

er
sp
eci
a

To thank Harrette for her devotion,
Inspire staff shocked their longesttenured colleague with a surprise
party on July 27, 35 years to the day
she was hired.

Inspire staff were out in force to show
Harrette some much-deserved love.

Today, Inspire serves the educational, vocational,
residential, and transportation needs of more than 100
Specialists ranging in age from 22 to their late 70s. The majority
of the men and women Inspire works with are under Harrette’s
care, and Inspire constantly maintains a 10-1 ratio of Specialists
to staff on duty. Specialists are Seminole County residents who
have been diagnosed with Down syndrome, cerebral palsy,
autism spectrum disorder, traumatic brain injuries, and other
intellectual and developmental disabilities. Specialists complete
a variety of outsourced tasks from businesses around the
country and receive a real bank paycheck for their work.
Through education, vocational training, and an internship
program, Inspire aims to secure traditional employment in the

“The goal is for them to be the best versions of themselves,”
says Stephanie.

A Career That Works

John Schoene, Inspire’s board chair, presents Harrette
Thompson with a $3,500 bonus check representing $100
for each year she has worked with the organization.

Stephanie joined Inspire in 2015 as a board member after serving
for 35 years in law enforcement with the Longwood Police
Department and the Seminole County
Sheriff’s Office. Inspire’s mission is
near and dear to her heart – Stephanie’s
brother, Daniel, has special needs.

When the organization underwent a
leadership turnover, Stephanie’s old boss,
Sheriff Don Eslinger, asked if she could
take the helm for a couple of months until
Harrette (second from right) with grandson
community for as many adults as possible.
things were settled. She did, and she never
Anthony Ferril, Alton Glenn, and her mother
The idea is to give Specialists the skill sets
Eluise Thompson-Taylor.
left. Stephanie understands the need for
they need to be more independent. Workers
Inspire and other nonprofit groups with
have been placed at Publix, Northland Church, and many other
similar missions to succeed. Today, 400 special-needs adults are
businesses throughout the county.
cared for through a variety of programs in Seminole County with
“All of that begins with Harrette,” says Stephanie. “She
another 400 on a waitlist.
orchestrates like the philharmonic.”
Side-by-side, day-by-day, Inspire continues to motivate
Inspire also offers half-day life-enrichment programs including
Stephanie and Harrette to help others have an opportunity
a fitness club, a book club, and a hot-topics class as well as a
to grow.
cooking class now and then.
“If I come to work feeling down, I just look at the faces here, and
Stephanie adds that Inspire, with assistance from Seminole
I feel better,” says Harrette.
County, opened a group home called Inspired Living in 2019. Six
Adds Stephanie, “This is the most rewarding thing I have ever
men share the home to further build maturity and independence.
done in my life.”
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PIERCE CUSTOM JEWELERS

O

n July 4, 1987, Brenda Carey was
on a date with her new beau
and future husband, Fairley Carey, at
the Daytona International Speedway.
During the date, Fairley purchased
a souvenir for Brenda, a plastic ring
adorned with auto-racing’s iconic
checkered-flag pattern. Brenda loved
that little ring and has kept it tucked
away with her other beloved jewelry
for all these years since.
Fast-forward to 2021. Brenda, a fixture
on the Seminole County Commission
from 2004 to 2020, was in the process
of organizing and restoring some fine
jewelry pieces given to her by her
father, and she came across the old
beloved plastic ring. Brenda’s favorite
jeweler, Lance Pierce of Pierce Custom
Jewelers, was handling all Brenda’s
restorations, and she thought he might
be able to create something special from
the plastic bauble.
“It just has such sentimental value to
me,” Brenda says. “I wanted to be able
to commemorate those memories.”
Custom jewelry creations are Lance’s
specialty, and it didn’t take him long to
come up with a stunning idea.

HEARTS RACING
Lance used diamonds from the jewelry
pieces Brenda received from her
father to recreate the checkered-flag
pattern, this time with the sparkling
diamonds set against black enamel.
The jaw-dropping, custom piece now
pays tribute to all the special men
in Brenda’s life – both her dad and
her husband.
“It’s such a fun piece,” Brenda says. “I
love it.”
Lance owns Pierce Custom Jewelers
with his wife Melissa and says custom
creations are his favorite part of the job.
“Many people don’t know they can
take an old piece of jewelry and turn it
into something new,” Lance says. “We
love being able to do that for them.”

18
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Brenda believes Lance’s talent for the
craft is unmatched.
“Lance is extremely creative and
patient,” she says. “He
will draw a design,
and if I don’t like
it, he’ll redo it, and
then we end up with
something I love.”
“People come in
with just an idea,”
says Melissa, “and
Lance has a gift for
just talking with them. Then, he goes
away, does the design, and turns the
conversation into a tangible piece of
incredible jewelry.”
Melissa Roy and her wife Chantal,
who recently moved to Daytona Beach
from Sanford, wanted to update their
wedding bands, so they went to Lance
to brainstorm.
“We wanted something to fit each
of our tastes but that also worked
together,” Melissa Roy says. “Lance did
a fantastic job of making that happen.”
The outcome was a series of bands with
different centers; Melissa’s made of
diamonds and Chantal’s of sapphires.
“We are so happy with them,” Melissa
Roy says.
Lance has been in the jewelry business
since 1990 and a jeweler in Lake Mary
since 1995. Melissa began her career
in Big 4 consulting and started getting
involved in the jewelry business in
2013 “behind the scenes,” she says. In
2018, she joined Pierce Custom Jewelers
full-time, taking care of its website,
e-commerce operations, and marketing.
Along the way, she’s earned her
Graduate Diamonds degree through
the Gemological Institute of America
and is completing her Graduate
Gemologist degree.
Along with Lance’s custom pieces,
Pierce Custom Jewelers carries many
high-end jewelry brands including
Simon G. out of California.

Longtime Seminole County Commissioner
Brenda Carey with the gorgeous custom ring
Lance Pierce created for her and the precious
plastic souvenir that inspired it

“Everything Simon G. does is platinum
or 18K,” Melissa says. “It is all handdone and has beautiful sparkle.”
The Colonial TownPark showroom
features a wide array of engagement
rings in several cuts and fashion pieces
in every price range.
“And if we don’t have something,”
Melissa says, “we can make it.”
Pierce Custom Jewelers is truly a
family affair. Lance’s brother Jason
Pierce is a salesperson, and the shop
wouldn’t be the same without the “real
bosses,” Lance and Melissa’s three
Newfoundland dogs: Miss Pickles,
Gus, and Miss Ava. Jeweler Alicia
Cambreleng rounds out the team.
Melissa says it’s only right that Pierce
Custom Jewelers is a family business
because jewelry, itself, is a family affair.
“Jewelry can be seen as an investment
because there is intrinsic value in the
stones and the metals,” says Melissa,
“but we don’t advise clients to buy it
for that reason. It is an investment in
your loved ones and in yourself. This
is a token of your love, your moment,
your family, your memory, your story.”
– Jeannine Gage

Art

Longwood artist Natasha Callahan
painting outdoors in Lake Mary

Us All
by Jill Duff-Hoppes

A native of Ukraine, this
Longwood painter finds peace
and hope in her beautiful work

F

or much of her life, Natasha Callahan felt incomplete. It was
only when the Longwood resident took up oil painting a few
years ago that she found her missing puzzle piece.
“I felt like I wasn’t whole,” says the 50-yearold Natasha. “Then I started to paint, and
everything came into balance.”
A native of Ukraine, Natasha loved art as a
child. At age nine, she was thrilled to win a
children’s art competition in her community.
She then attended a classical art school for a
few years but didn’t thrive there. Gradually,
she lost confidence and gave up on art,
convinced she had no talent for it.

“With every
painting, I could
feel life coming
back to me.”
– Natasha Callahan

As a university student, Natasha pursued a different path. She
majored in engineering and psychology, working first as an
engineer in Ukraine and Russia and then as a psychologist in
her homeland. In 2015, Natasha left Ukraine and moved to the
United States. For Christmas the following year, a friend gifted
her with a few oil paints and brushes. The present prompted
Natasha’s then-husband to buy her even more supplies, so she
felt obligated to give art another try.
Natasha laughs when recalling her less-than-enthusiastic
reaction to those gifts.
20
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“What am I going to do with all this?” she remembers thinking.
“Now I will have to paint. I was so panicked.”
But once Natasha put brush to canvas, she
found a sense of purpose.
“It was like love at first sight – I started
to paint, and I just melted,” says Natasha,
who proudly keeps that first oil painting on
display at home.
To hone her oil-painting skills, Natasha
watched plenty of videos – including many
featuring the eternally positive Bob Ross,
whose mantra was, “We don’t make mistakes;
we have happy accidents.”

BEAUTY ALL AROUND US
Natasha is deeply inspired by nature, and many of her paintings
depict Florida’s landscapes, waterways, florals, and wildlife.
Her artistic goal is to capture the energy as well as the beauty of
what she sees. Natasha especially enjoys working en plein air, a
French term for painting outdoors in the open air. She also paints
decorative indoor and outdoor murals, working with acrylics on
those projects.

Artwork by Natasha Callahan, a
native of Ukraine who now lives
in Longwood

Natasha has exhibited her work at the Lake Mary Museum, the
Lake Mary Farmers Market, a Russian church in Orlando, and an
art festival in Historic Cocoa Village. She has taught art classes for
children at the Orlando Academy of Russian Language and now
offers private lessons for adults.
Painting has been her salvation on more than one occasion. Last
year, Natasha successfully battled COVID but was too weak to
create any of the large pieces she usually paints. However, she
mustered the strength to paint a series of small ocean pieces,
which turned out to be just the medicine she needed.
“With every painting, I could feel life coming back to me,” she says.

PEACE AMONG THE STRIFE
And this year, art is helping her cope with the fear and stress
brought on by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Natasha’s parents
reside in East Ukraine while her two adult sons, daughter-in-law,
and infant grandson live in West Ukraine. Painting has helped
ease her constant worries about her family’s safety and well-being.
“Painting is my life,” says Natasha. “When I do it, I think only
about that.”

To learn more about Natasha and her work,
visit NCallahan.com

Natasha has come a long way since her childhood days of artistic
self-doubt. This year, she cried tears of joy when she was accepted
as a member of Oil Painters of America, a nonprofit organization
dedicated to the preservation of representational art.
“That means I’m an artist,” she says with a smile. “It’s validation.”
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When Just a

“Thank-You”
Is Not Enough

Heroes Strong is a homegrown
organization dedicated to giving
our community’s first responders the
gratitude they deserve

by Kevin Fritz
ive years ago, Wekiva Springs resident
David Rubin was moved by what he
saw in the aftermath of Hurricane Irma.
He marveled at the selfless work put in
by first responders across many of our
community’s police and fire departments,
but he also believed those heroes did not
receive proper recognition. So, he put on
a community festival to thank them and
named the cause Wekiva Strong.

F

That simple act of gratitude and kindness
has now morphed into something much
bigger – a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization
called Heroes Strong guided by a fourmember board of directors, which includes
Mayor Matt Morgan of Longwood. The

22

far-reaching organization sponsors several
annual events and assists first responders
in a variety of ways (see sidebar).
“We needed a platform to be a supporting
factor and a voice for our heroes,” explains
David. “We are now developing a more
united front. Heroes Strong is no longer
just for the community, it’s for the world.”
For David, everyday heroes include law
enforcement, fire and rescue personnel,
medical professionals, educators,
military service members, veterans, and
their families.
“Heroes Strong is a world solution for all
of us to get together as one and put our
heroes first,” David says.
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He calls himself simply a communityminded citizen. David is not a veteran,
a first responder, or an educator. The
36-year-old Seminole County native
owns a small business in Longwood
and serves as a youth baseball coach.
He loves America’s pastime almost as
much as giving back to those who serve
the community.

Get Ready To Have Fun
and Say Thanks
Just as it did after Hurricane Irma back
in 2017, the biggest Heroes Strong event
of the year continues to take place on
the second weekend of November. This

Working Hard for
Our Heroes
Beyond its November festival, Heroes Strong can be found
supporting the community throughout the year:

Heroes Strong founder David Rubin during an event
with the Sanford Police Department

year, beginning on Veterans
Day, a three-day festival at
Reiter Park in Longwood will
feature an array of activities,
food, and drinks. The event
is free and will be open to the
public. Friday will feature a meet
and greet with local everyday
heroes while Saturday’s focus is
community bonding through a
kickball tournament. The festival
will culminate on Sunday with
a thank-you ceremony and
celebration. David is currently

rallying volunteers, sponsors,
and partners to make this year’s
event another huge success.
“This is an opportunity for all
of us to show these heroes how
much we appreciate them,”
David says of the event. “Heroes
don’t do what they do for the
glory. They are humble. This
is not about politics or religion
or how much you make. It is
time we come together as a
community – because sometimes
a thank-you is not enough.”

To learn more about Heroes Strong and Find
out how you can get involved, email David at
HeroesStrong1@gmail.com.

• The group hosts an annual Flag Retirement Ceremony
on Flag Day, June 14. Volunteers participate in the ritual
burning of flags, the preferred method for retirement.
• This year, Heroes Strong supported a food-distribution
event at Camping World Stadium sponsored by One
Heart for Women & Children and Community Pros. More
than 162,000 pounds of food went to 7,000-plus people.
• Heroes Strong recently joined law-enforcement
personnel to find a bone-marrow match for a young
Osceola County woman who required a transplant and
one day hopes to become a police officer.
• Heroes Strong sponsors a care-package program, dubbed
Heroes Overseas Program, or #HOP. The program
provides parcels for military personnel that include
baby wipes, socks, batteries, beef jerky, and an array of
mix-and-match sundries.
• Constant fundraisers and car washes help Heroes Strong
raise money for its cause. The funds support events,
marketing, and videography of its efforts that are posted
online to share the Heroes Strong vision with the world.
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A

Vision
by Georgia Rivas

S

Thanks to a million-dollar
investment from Heart of Florida
United Way, The Sharing Center in
Longwood recently unveiled Live
United Village, a one-stop social
service hub for residents in need

Realized

ince 1986, The Sharing Center has helped thousands of
our neighbors in need through difficult circumstances.
The Longwood-based nonprofit organization’s mission
is to provide hope, prevent homelessness, and nourish families
through its food assistance program, and The Sharing Center has
constantly expanded its services, programs, and volunteer base
over the decades to meet growing demand. The organization
is well-known for its popular boutique, furniture store, and
traditional thrift store stocked with donated items from the
community. The stores and all of The Sharing Center’s services
are conveniently located in the same plaza on Highway 17-92.

And that plaza just got a major upgrade thanks to an astonishing
$1 million donation from Heart of Florida United Way (HFUW),
the single largest investment in a partner agency in HFUW’s

83-year history. The Sharing Center worked with HFUW to
build Live United Village, a dedicated new wing on The Sharing
Center’s campus to help those experiencing hardship transition
into economic stability.
Live United Village will house a newly launched, evidence-based
workforce development program called ProjectRISE (Reach,
Inspire, Sustain, and Empower) to help the unemployed and
underemployed receive job training, job search opportunities,
and emotional intelligence training. Within its first year,
ProjectRISE is anticipated to lift 126 families out of poverty.
Graduates of the four-week program will receive services
and case management for two years including mental-health
counseling and food and rent assistance.

Live United Village is home to
social service offices, a state-ofthe-art training center known as
ProjectRISE, showers, and industrial
washer and dryer sets.
Dozens of community members
attended the grand unveiling ceremony
for Live United Village this summer.

Alongside the project’s many partners, Nina Yon, president and CEO of The Sharing Center, and
Jeff Hayward, president and CEO of Heart of Florida United Way, cut the ceremonial ribbon to
officially open Live United Village.
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“We would not have been able to complete this project
without the support of Heart of Florida United Way,”
says Nina Yon, The Sharing Center’s president and
CEO. “The overwhelming need for the services we
provide is ever-growing, and we want to continue
to share those services at maximum capacity. That
said, we are certainly blessed with a community
that cares for the underserved and has stepped up
to make this expansion a reality.”
Live United Village also offers free office space
to other social-service organizations including
the Seminole County Legal Aid Society, iDignity,
CareerSource Central Florida, the Early Learning
Coalition, and other partners. It is also the new
home of The Oasis, a respite center originally
created in 2011. Now in a 3,600-square-foot space, The Oasis
can offer daily services to double the number of homeless
individuals and families per year. The new space holds a stateof-the-art, multi-purpose training center, double the number of
personal shower rooms, and double the number of industrial
washer and dryer sets.
“The Sharing Center has a solid vision for expansion, a great
team and board of directors, and a strong reputation for
delivering high-quality services with measurable results,” says
Jeff Hayward, president and CEO of Heart of Florida United

Way. “Through the Live United Village, not only will individuals
be able to receive a variety of transformative services in a onestop hub, but there will be an emphasis on prevention in hopes
of meeting needs before they become a crisis. I have faith and
confidence in what The Sharing Center is doing. The proof is in
their incredible client testimonials showing sustainable, longterm progress, and real transformation.”
“Every client we serve has different aspirations,” says Nina.
“We take a one-on-one customized approach for each client and
create a personal case management/growth plan.”

The Sharing Center’s greatest need is always for more volunteers. Visit TheSharingCenter.org
to learn about the many ways to give, volunteer, or partner with the organization.
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at The Ritz

YEARS

Look back and look ahead as we
celebrate a century of entertainment
in our iconic community theater

A

by Jill Duff-Hoppes

grande dame in our midst is turning 100 years old, and to
mark the momentous occasion, she’s celebrating not just
for a day but for an entire year.

bit of trivia: In 1928, Sergei Rachmaninoff – the legendary
Russian composer, virtuoso pianist, and conductor – performed a
concert there.

The lady in question is the historic Ritz Theater at the Wayne
Densch Performing Arts Center in Sanford. The community
theater will observe its 100th anniversary with a lineup of
popular musicals and plays, classic films, tributes to famous
entertainers, and so much more.

After an ownership change, the venue became known as The Ritz
Theater in 1936. The Ritz continued to offer live stage shows and
movies, including big-name films such as Disney’s Snow White
and Stage Door, starring Katharine Hepburn and Ginger Rogers.

Christina Hollerbach, president of The Ritz Theater’s board
of directors, explains that the history of The Ritz and our
community are intimately intertwined.

Intermission

“The Ritz Theater has seen her hometown of Sanford grow and
change immensely in her time,” says Christina. “No matter what
decade, the passion of providing the community with arts and
entertainment has stood the test of time.”
First known as the Milane
Theater, the venue opened on
August 2, 1923, and featured live
dramas and movies (silent films
and then talkies). A fascinating

As the decades passed, the once-thriving venue struggled to
compete with new multiplex cinemas and closed its doors in
1978. The theater briefly reopened in the 1980s as the Showtime
Cantina, screening movies. But then the building sat dormant and
deteriorating for years until a restoration effort began in the 1990s
– led by Helen Stairs, a local resident and real-estate broker.
On May 6, 2000, the venue (then called the Helen Stairs
Theatre for the Performing Arts) reopened to great
fanfare. In 2008, there was another name change – this
time to the Wayne Densch Performing Arts Center – to
honor significant contributions from the Wayne Densch
Charitable Trust.
In 2021, a rebranding brought the theater back to a
shorter, catchier moniker from years gone by – The Ritz.
The theater’s 100th-anniversary revelry (and its 2022-23
season) officially kicked off on July 1 with a patriotic,
toe-tapping concert by the Orlando Big Band.
Several key events are in the works for this season: an afterhours mixer on September 22; Puttin’ on the Ritz: Cheers to 100
Years, a fundraising gala on January 21; and a closing celebration
next August.
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Through the Decades:

Memories of The Ritz
Already on display in the lobby and
inside the theater is a collection of pictures
and captions detailing the history of the building, which is on
the National Register of Historic Places.
The Ritz is also collecting stories from folks in the community about their
experiences at the theater, from back-in-the-day to the here-and-now. The
goal is to compile the memories into a 100-year history book. Some of these
personal stories can be seen on the theater’s website and in the vignettes
accompanying this article.
Theater officials also plan to add a public art component to the festivities –
if grant funding can be secured. Their idea is for a mural to be painted on
the building’s exterior wall facing Second Street, depicting the variety of
performing arts that take place inside.

Magnum Opus
Oftentimes, people don’t realize the full scope of what the Ritz has to
offer, Christina says. In addition to the aforementioned theatrical shows,
tribute concerts, and classic movies, the theater presents ballet and opera
productions, jazz concerts, a free family movie series, and the Love Your
Shorts Film Festival – and that’s just a few of the highlights.
The ’22-23 season is already off to a sizzling start. After the patriotic
big band show, the summer months featured wildly popular tributes
to Michael Jackson and Motown music. This fall will bring tributes to
The Beatles in September and country-pop singer Shania Twain and
rock groups Journey and Styx in October. Tributes later in the season
will pay homage to everyone from Johnny Cash to Neil Diamond to The
Rolling Stones.
October will also bring the iconic musical Grease to the stage. Set in 1959
at fictional Rydell High School, the rollicking show is about the romance
between greaser Danny and good-girl Sandy. Other theatrical shows in the
lineup are the Agatha Christie play Murder on the Orient Express and the
beloved musical Oliver!
The anniversary season will also see the return of many local groups that
have graced The Ritz stage before, such as the Sanford Jazz Ensemble,
Seminole State College choral and jazz groups, Phantasmagoria, Russian
Ballet Orlando, and Orlando Gay Chorus.
Christina hopes the community will become even more engaged with
The Ritz, whether by auditioning to perform, volunteering to be an usher,
or simply buying a ticket to a show.
“Art creates community and a sense of place and belonging,” says
Christina, “and I am honored that we will continue to carry The Ritz into
another 100 years of dedication to that mission.”

The nonprofit Ritz Theater is located at 201
South Magnolia Avenue in the heart of Historic
Downtown Sanford. To learn more about its
100th anniversary, visit RitzTheaterSanford.
com/100 or call the box office at 407-321-8111.

1930s: Ollie Fortson Hunter Forbes
of Sanford
“When I was about six years old (I’m 94 now),
The Ritz Theater held a contest for a new car,
which my dad wanted to win. Though he bought
tickets for two or three nights, he decided not to go to
the final night.
But I had other ideas. ‘Oh Daddy, please let’s go.
Please, please!’
So, he got his ticket, and off we went. And wouldn’t
you know, he won that car! It was a beautiful, full-size
brand-new car! We
drove it home to show
my mother and picked
her up and went to
show my brother. When
we got in to leave, the
car wouldn’t start! My
brother had to crank it
up to get it to go. After
that, it didn’t have any problems, and my dad drove
that car for years.”
Present Day: Carole Hinshaw of Lake Mary,
Sanford Historical Society Board Member
“Several years ago I took my
grandchildren David (then
10) and Pammy (then eight)
to The Ritz, where Casablanca
was showing. That film had
been one of my favorites
and, unfortunately, I had
seen it only on TV. So, this
was my chance to see it on the BIG screen.
I told the kids we were going to a movie, but then I
had to explain that it was in black and white, it took
place in Casablanca during World War II, and it was a
love story. Their questions: Why wasn’t it in color? Why
were all those people in Casablanca? Why did the Nazis
hate the Jews? So, this was a history lesson and a lesson
about relationships.
We sat in the balcony after buying popcorn and
drinks. I explained that, for many years, the theater
had been segregated, with white people seated
downstairs and Black people seated upstairs. One
of my grandchildren said, ‘The balcony has the best
view.’ There proceeded to be more whys, which I also
tried to explain. Another history lesson in social and
cultural attitudes and regulations.”
continued on page 28
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1990s: John Mica, former United States
Congressman
“The renovation of the theater was successful
because of the nonstop efforts of Helen Stairs.
Everything that I was able to do to advance
the project was motivated by Helen. Also, her
husband Carl was always working on the
renovation – in fact, my fondest memory of
the renovation’s progress was walking into the unfinished
theater and seeing Carl cutting lumber over two sawhorses on
the stage floor. The dynamic duo never stopped working until
the curtain for the first performance was raised on May 6, 2000.”
Then and Now: Dave Scott, vice president
of The Ritz’s board of directors
“From ’55 through ’59, I had a set routine involving The Ritz on
Saturdays. My cousin Chipper and I would be taken to morning
catechism lessons at All Souls
Catholic Church, walk to my
uncle Bud’s store, have lunch
at Touchton’s Drug Store, and
then go to The Ritz for the
afternoon. Once inside, the
routine was the same – buy
a dill pickle for a nickel and
munch on it all afternoon,
watch two B-grade movies
interspersed with newsreels
and serials (like The Green
Hornet), and then back to
uncle Bud’s. The only change was when a Jimmy
Stewart movie was showing. My dad, being a big Stewart fan,
would take us on a weeknight to see his boy Jimmy.
One of my proudest moments was when I forged a business
partnership between the theater and Midway Elementary School
of the Arts in which we would share resources with each other,
both materials and personnel. This partnership continues to
this day.”
Present Day: 19-year-old
Caitlyn Weber of Sanford
“While I have performed at other
theaters, The Ritz is where my
journey in theater began in 2011
and has progressed the most. The
more I performed, the more my
love for theater grew. I have made
many friends and have received
wonderful support over the years.
The Ritz Theater has been my
escape from any stressful times
in my life, and I have looked
forward to every rehearsal and
performance. I am so glad I
was able to grow up at The
Ritz Theater.”
28
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2000s to Present Day:
Jill Duff-Hoppes, arts
editor for Lake Mary
Life and a longtime
theater volunteer
“I’ve had the privilege of
writing about The Ritz
Theater for more than 20
years, first for the Orlando
Sentinel, then for the
Sanford Herald, and now for
Lake Mary Life magazine.
I’ve spent countless hours at the theater over the years watching
rehearsals and interviewing cast members and show directors.
I love the theater so much that, in my free time, I occasionally
volunteer as an usher. My favorite part of volunteering is
interacting with the patrons, especially the first-time visitors who
marvel at the theater’s beauty and historical significance.
And if I had any singing, dancing, or acting ability, I’d audition
for a show, too. But since I don’t, I’ll settle for this written
tribute to The Ritz Theater’s 100th anniversary season. The
Ritz is a sparkling gem in our community, one that deserves to
be treasured for another century... and then some.”

Then and Now:
Nancy Ford of Sanford
As a child, Nancy was required to sit in a
segregated balcony with the other Black
patrons at The Ritz. But as an adult, she
wowed audiences from center stage.
“As a little girl growing up in 1950s
and ‘60s Sanford, my friends and I
would go see movies at The Ritz.
Just as it does today, the theater
had these beautiful stained-glass
windows on the main doors. They
were so pretty in the late-afternoon
sun, but we weren’t allowed to go
through the front doors to enter
the theater. We had to use the
alley because of Jim Crow laws
enforcing racial segregation.
All the Black children and I would
cram into that alley with six RC Cola bottle caps in our hands,
which we could trade for a movie ticket.
The alley seemed so huge to me, and I remember so many of us
squeezed in there waiting for that big, steel door to open so we
could get in to see the movie.”
In her 50s, Nancy starred in Crowns – a musical about the AfricanAmerican experience told from a female point-of-view. During a cast
tour of the theater, which included a walk through that alley, Nancy was
moved to tears as she reflected upon the past and relished the present.
“I’m proud to call Sanford home, and I was proud to play my
role in that wonderful, poignant show.”

A

KLASS
Act

With his new nonprofit
Tech Center, Andre
Klass is building a
bridge of compassion
over the digital divide

by Hedy Bass

A

ndre Klass is a man on a mission. The 30-year-old tech
whiz is the founder and executive director of Christian
Tech Center, a nonprofit organization dedicated to helping the
underserved gain access to technology. Every day, he helps more
struggling individuals and families embrace all the opportunities
of the modern world by providing free tech services and
computer equipment.
Since the Tech Center’s grand opening in May at City Center
Plaza in Longwood, Andre has been hard at work building
relationships with civic and community leaders throughout
Central Florida. With community support, he plans to grow the
Tech Center’s capacity to serve as many people as possible.
On most days, Andre can be found in his 750-square-foot
storefront diligently restoring and reconditioning donated
computers and electronic gear for those who cannot afford costly
repairs or purchases. All items are assessed by Andre and, if
suitable for repair or upgrades, he makes sure they get done. Then
off they go, often to households or other nonprofit organizations
that could otherwise not afford new computers or equipment.
It’s an ambitious undertaking for any one person. For Andre,
it’s a calling born of his struggles growing up as well as his
deep religious faith. The son of a single mom, he was diagnosed
with autism spectrum disorder as a child and faced a variety of
challenges in school.
“I was bullied a lot and had difficulty making friends when I
was young,” Andre explains.
Despite many obstacles, Andre was accepted to Crooms
Academy of Information Technology where he excelled. By 10th
grade, he had already received his CompTIA A+ certification
allowing him to work on computers as a professional.

A Giving Guru
At 17, Andre found work with a local flight-simulator company
as a technical support specialist. The job led to a nearly
30

At the Chris
tian
in Longwood, Tech Center
Andre Klass
offers compl
imentary com
puter
diagnosis an
d repair serv
ices
(including tu
ne-ups, viru
s
cleaning, ha
rdware fixes
, and
more) all free
for anyone in
need.
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10-year gig with a local computer retailer. Once shy and
reserved, Andre quickly honed his skills and rose from salesman
to a lead ambassador responsible for sales, repairs, and public
presentations. He also hosted Tech Talk, a radio show on WDBO.
“I’d answer computer technology questions live on air and talk
about the latest happenings in the industry,” says Andre. “In
2018 and 2019, the show had the highest Nielsen ratings in the
Central Florida market for our time slot. I loved the opportunity
to help people. It’s one of my strengths.”
Andre’s strong desire to help his fellow citizens prompted him to
run for elected office. Though he lost his 2020 bid, the experience
transformed his life and helped him discover his faith.
Andre cites a sermon he heard by Pastor Shaddy Soliman of
Lake Mary Church called Tomorrow Matters. The message of
exercising one’s gifts and talents to help as many people as
possible in the community resonated with him.
“Then it came to me,” Andre says. “I could be a light in the
darkness by fulfilling one of the most underserved needs in our
21st-century society. I would help people through technology.”
Throughout 2021, Andre met with various civic leaders and
government officials in Central Florida, as well as heads of other
nonprofit organizations, who helped him craft his vision.
“It took nearly 16 months and every penny of my savings to get
the 501(c)(3) designation in March,” says Andre, “and I’m not
turning back.”
Looking toward the future, Andre plans to expand programs
and services at the Tech Center through community donations,
partnerships, and sponsorships. Over time, he envisions
adding more locations and possibly a mobile service to reach
more people.
Whether it’s the underemployed, unemployed, low-income
families, students, or senior citizens, Andre stands ready to use
his gifts and talents to serve those most in need.

Save

Seminole
County’s
Bravest

Seminole
County’s
Cutest

The Seminole County Fire Department
will do anything to help the people of
our community, and they do quite a bit
to help our area’s animals, too

T

by Jill Duff-Hoppes
o Stacey Nguyen, the Seminole
County Fire Department (SCFD) is
the cat’s meow.
That’s because, this past spring, SCFD
firefighters – with an assist from local
police officers – labored diligently
to extract a frightened kitten from
underneath Stacey’s Tesla Model Y.
The kitty had wedged itself between a
wheel and bumper and gotten stuck.
Smitten with the adorable kitten, a
grateful Stacey adopted the little furball
and named him Tesley in a nod to her car.
“Thanks to our heroes, we got him out.
They didn’t give up,” says Stacey, who
lives in Oviedo.
Unbeknownst to Stacey, Tesley had
become a stowaway in her car a day
earlier when she pulled over along State
Road 417 to help another kitten she’d
spotted on the side of the road. Sadly, that
kitten was fatally struck by a car before
Stacey could rescue it.
The next day, Stacey – who hadn’t noticed
any other kitties on the roadside – was
startled when she heard meows coming
from her car.
For a fleeting moment, she thought
the spirit of the deceased kitten was

32

With help from the Winter Springs Police
Department, Seminole County Firefighters
recently rescued an orphaned kitten from inside
the bumper of a Tesla. The car’s owner adopted
the cat and named him Tesley.

following her. She drove to her
parents’ home in Winter Springs, where
her eagle-eyed brother caught a glimpse
of Tesley (apparently the late kitten’s
sibling) hiding behind her tire.
The family tried in vain to lure him out
and eventually called the Winter Springs
Police Department, which in turn called
the SCFD. Happily, Tesley is now living
his best life with Stacey, her daughters
and goddaughter, and the family
dog Snowy.
Stacey hadn’t planned on adding another
pet to her busy household but couldn’t
resist Tesley.
“He’s playful, loves attention, and
loves to cuddle,” she says. “It’s kind of
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bittersweet, but everything was meant to
be with Tesley.”

Cats in Trees?...
That’s Easy
For the SCFD, helping animals in peril is
nothing new. Tesley is just one of many
heartwarming rescues the department
has made during the first half of this
year alone, and that’s not even counting
the pets firefighters have saved when
responding to structure fires.
SCFD personnel have also stepped up
in less-common situations, like when a
mama cow became mired in thick mud
in a ditch in Geneva this spring. The
rancher couldn’t get her out on his own,

but with the help of SCFD and the Seminole
County Sheriff’s Office, the cow was soon back
to nursing her calf.
Firefighters also saved the day several times
this spring and summer when thunderstorms
swept ducklings into drains, leaving behind
distressed mama ducks. Happily, all these tales
(tails?) had happy endings.
Ben DeCuir, deputy fire chief, says there’s no
rigid policy on rescuing small animals like
cats or ducklings. Rather, those decisions are
left to the company officers and chief officers
on duty at the time of a call.

Overstreet, SCFD’s public safety
information and education officer,
agrees. The rescues, which are often
posted on the department’s Facebook
page, typically elicit heartfelt messages
of thanks.
“Every time we rescue an animal, it just
showcases the love that the firefighters
have not only for people but for all

creatures,” Doreen says. “We love our
community – animals included.”
To Deputy Chief DeCuir, helping
animals is simply one aspect of a wideranging job.
“This highlights the level of service
we provide our community,” he says.
“None of our responders really think
anything about it; this is just what we do.”

“Obviously, we have to make sure there’s no
unnecessary risk to the responders – that the
environment isn’t so hazardous that we would
be putting a human life at risk,” he says.
“We also have to make sure there’s still unit
availability for house fires and medical calls.”
In other words, people will always be
the priority.
There are some ways the SCFD can’t help
though. For example, they can’t transport
people’s sick or injured personal pets to a
veterinary office or animal emergency clinic.
“But if there’s a bunch of ducklings stuck
in a drainage, and we have the availability,
and the risk is limited, then why not?” says
Deputy Chief DeCuir, who has been with the
department for about 30 years.

From cats to ducklings, Florida storms sweep
a surprising number of animals into local
drains, and SCFD first responders help pull
them back out whenever they can.

For rescuing farm animals such as horses
and cattle, the SCFD has specific response
procedures in place, largely because those
particular rescues impact a farmer’s or
rancher’s livelihood. To that end, SCFD
personnel receive training in large-animal
rescue every few years from the University
of Florida’s Veterinary Emergency Treatment
Service team.
Deputy Chief DeCuir says the public’s
response to their animal rescues is
“overwhelmingly positive,” and Doreen

The Seminole County Fire Department is regularly
trained in large-animal rescue by the Veterinary
Emergency Treatment Service team at the University
of Florida. SCFD and the Sheriff’s office recently
pulled a cow from a muddy ditch in Geneva.
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Celebrating National Public Lands Day
Saturday, September 24, is the day we celebrate the public lands and
park spaces that make our nation – and our own community – so great
by Ally Linville

D

uring a recent visit to
Acadia National Park in
Maine, I stopped by the park
ranger’s desk at the visitor
center to ask about the trails.
After thanking the ranger for
the orientation, he said to me,
“Enjoy your park!”
At first, it was confusing to
hear. This unfamiliar place
didn’t feel like “my” park at
all. But upon further reflection,
he was right. Parks are public
lands, technically belonging to
all of us. I left the visitor center
feeling ready to spend the day
enjoying “my” park – which
I just happen to share with
everyone in the country.

natural lands including 30
public parks and 11 wilderness
areas. These areas are ideal
settings for a variety of outdoor
recreation opportunities with
amenities ranging from popular
playgrounds and tennis courts
to secluded hiking trails and
kayak launches. Many residents
depend on these publiclymanaged lands as venues for
outdoor exercise, adventure,
and recreation. They allow
people to enjoy activities they
couldn’t otherwise do on their
own private property. The
lands also build community
and enhance our quality of life
at home in Seminole County.

Public lands benefit the
environment, too. Diverse
plants, wildlife, and
Saturday, September 24, is
historically-significant
National Public Lands Day,
areas are protected through
held annually on the fourth
conservation and stewardship
Saturday in September.
of Seminole County’s Natural
Started in 1994 by the National
Lands. Imagine if there
Environmental Education
were no protections for the
Foundation, it is the nation’s
floodplain marshes along
largest celebration and oneLake Jesup, blooming with
day volunteer event for public
yellow sunflowers in the fall,
lands. Public lands include
or the tucked-away gopher
parks, preserves, waterways,
tortoise burrows in the scrubby
and monuments managed
flatwoods of the Geneva
by both federal and local
Wilderness Area. Whether
government agencies. Unlike
they’re set aside for protection
privately-owned land, these
from development or actively
lands are held in the public
managed through restoration
trust. And Seminole County has and prescribed burns, Seminole
no shortage of them.
County’s public lands have
many ecological advantages.
Public Lands in
They create habitats, foster
Seminole County
biodiversity, and provide
Seminole County’s Leisure
clean air and water for all
Services department oversees
living creatures.
7,352 acres of parks and
What Is National
Public Lands Day?
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Florida’s Natural Choice (that’s
us in Seminole County!) also
receives an economic boost
from public lands. When
visitors come to the area to play
a tournament at the Boombah
Sports Complex or paddle
the Econlockhatchee River,
they spend money at local
businesses. Nature-based and
sports tourism in Seminole
County accounts for millions of
dollars in economic impact to
the area every year.
How to “Enjoy Your Parks”
National Public Lands Day is a
day to appreciate and give back
to the public lands that give
so much to us. This year on
September 24, consider taking
some time to explore or protect
the lands you share with your
Seminole County neighbors.

Here are some tips:
• Get some exercise and fresh
air during a walk to your
neighborhood park or on an
all-day cycling adventure on
a trail.
• Bring a friend or family
member from out of town to
explore an unfamiliar area.
• Be a steward of public
land by picking up litter or
volunteering at a planting
event with the Seminole
County Education,
Restoration, and Volunteer
(SERV) program.
• Register for a guided hike
with Seminole County
Natural Lands to discover
more about the reptiles or
birds that call our public
lands home.

To register for a program or view a list of all Seminole
County parks, wilderness areas, and boat ramps,
visit SeminoleCountyFL.gov/leisure.

ALLY LINVILLE is the public communications
coordinator for Seminole County’s
Office of Economic Development and
Community Relations.

A

Shower
by Laura Breen Galante

of Kindness

T

his summer, Heart of Florida United Way hosted
a lively Community Baby Shower for families
in Seminole, Orange, and Osceola counties. The
drive-through event provided 150 families with
much-needed resources for expectant mothers
and those with infants younger than six months.
A pickup location was set up in each county.
Seminole’s baby shower took place on the campus
of Northland Church in Longwood.

United Way’s
second annual
Central Florida
Community
Baby Shower
was a smashing
success to help
local families
grow healthy
and strong
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Lynnea Crawford, United Way of Central
Florida’s vice president of donor and volunteer
experiences, says the event is popular with other
United Way chapters, but it’s relatively new to our
local community.
“The Community Baby Shower is one of those
staple events in the United Way network
nationwide,” she says. “We’ve seen some great
results in getting families connected with resources
in their areas.”
The tri-county Central Florida chapter planned its
first Community Baby Shower back in the spring of
2020. COVID crushed those plans, but volunteers
came back strong and held a drive-through event in
June 2021 that delivered gift bags with baby supplies
to approximately 100 families.
September/October 2022

This summer, United Way of Central Florida
celebrated again, though it was decided a drivethrough event was still the safest way to proceed.
United Way worked with more than 35 partner
agencies to identify 50 families in each county who
could benefit from this type of support.

Thank-You, Drive-Through

When the big day came, volunteers passed
out bags of diapers, wipes, onesies, teethers,
hats, pacifiers, bottles, a $50 Publix gift card, a
handmade blanket, a key chain with diaper waste
bags, and a Mickey Mouse Plush and coloring
book for siblings. Organizers worked with Second
Harvest Catering for Good to provide boxed
lunches and a special cookie for dessert for each
recipient, too.
The most important item in the gift bag, though,
was an envelope containing printed resources to
connect families with local organizations offering
additional support.
“We know that the babies will grow out of the
onesies, and they will run out of diapers,” says
Lynnea, “but that resource packet is where they

can turn to their community and continue to receive that
support for their little one and the rest of their family.”
The packet informs parents about 211, the United Way helpline
that connects families with resources for food and mental
health, and My Free Taxes, another United Way program that
prepares free tax returns for qualifying families (which, for
some families, can provide up to $6,000 in good-as-cash tax
credits). Families also received information about Help Me
Grow Florida, Early Learning Coalition, the Healthy Start
program, and Central Florida Diaper Bank, to name a few.
All told, 300 volunteers made the tri-county baby shower
possible. Organizers spent a full week collecting and
preparing donations, and numerous volunteer groups
teamed up to craft cuddly blankets in various colors and

Keep an eye on UWCF.org for updates!

patterns so
families could
choose a favorite. Other groups made greeting cards and packed
the gift bags. AdventHealth, the Golden Rattle sponsor, donated
onesies and contributed to blanket making.

“When you hear that it takes a village to raise a child, that goes
hand-in-hand with our United Way motto: to Live United,”
says Lynnea. “So, if we can Live United and think about our
neighbors, from the itty-bitty ones on up to our senior neighbors,
we can build a stronger community overall.”
Lynnea hopes that next year’s baby shower will be an in-person
resource fair with dinner, care, and activities for siblings plus
information stations hosted by local charitable organizations.

September/October 2022 		

37

Beautiful

An eclectic gallery in
Sanford helps artists
and art lovers explore
the world without
ever leaving home

by Jill Duff-Hoppes

S

anford resident CaSandra Williams first realized how
powerful art can be when she exhibited a collection of
her own travel photographs about a decade ago.
A friend who owns a gallery in Orlando invited CaSandra
to showcase documentary-style photos she had taken while
working as a missionary in the Bahamas. The novice shutterbug
wasn’t prepared for the effect her images – and the stories they
told – had on a group of Bahamian Americans who came to view
the exhibit.
“They were standing in front of my pictures with tears in their
eyes, and the tears were because I captured what they had not
seen for many years,” says CaSandra. “That’s how I started
appreciating the showing of art.”
Today, the 65-year-old CaSandra is the owner of Park Drive
Gallery, situated in a shopping plaza a couple of miles from
downtown’s bustling First Street. She describes the venue –
which opened in August 2020 despite the pandemic – as a global
gallery off the beaten path.
The gallery currently features the work of 17 local painters,
sculptors, and photographers who are part of its network of
artists. The membership-based network is diverse: male and
female, Black and white, from Central Florida and beyond –
including Nigeria and the Caribbean. Some are emerging artists
while others are established pros. Among the artists is Rudolph
“Rudy” Walker, who was mentored by Al Black, one of the
original Florida Highwaymen painters.
“We created this space where we could blend travel, art, and
culture,” says CaSandra, who is also a travel agent. “My goal
was to create more access to the arts. You should be able to have
access to art no matter what area you’re in.”

CaSandra Williams, owner of
Park Drive Gallery in Sanford

If You Build It, They Will Come
Opening a gallery during the pandemic was challenging, but
the space soon became a destination for families and small
groups to safely socialize, decompress, and create art together
at painting parties.
“I think it’s the arts that saved a lot of people’s lives during
COVID,” CaSandra says. “People were looking for peace of
38
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mind. They were looking for where they could go to slow down
and turn off the noise.”
In 2021 and this year, the gallery has hosted several solo and
group shows for its network artists, with receptions that are free
and open to the public. In addition, the gallery regularly offers
date nights, classes, and other special events.

Sanford artist Sally Dehler has exhibited her work at the gallery.

Oviedo artist Joyce “Joy”
Hayes (below, right) has
exhibited her work at the
gallery and currently has
paintings on display there as
part of a group show. Pictured
with Joy is her daughter,
Warda Prather.

Born and raised in
Sanford, CaSandra is a
graduate of Seminole
High School. She worked
for 16 years in law
enforcement and then for
30 years in the nonprofit
sector with programs that
served seniors, students,
and families. Her mission
work took her not
only to the Bahamas but also to
Ghana in West Africa. CaSandra
has exhibited her pictures from
those lifechanging trips at
her gallery.
For CaSandra, staying involved
with nonprofit organizations and
giving back to the community
are part of her purpose. On
Wednesdays, the gallery hosts
art sessions for a group of adults
on the autism spectrum. And on

Fridays, the venue welcomes a group of
senior women who meet there to work
on quilting projects.
Artist and instructor Sally Dehler, a
member of the City of Sanford’s Public
Arts Commission, spotted Park Drive
Gallery as she drove by one day and
stopped in. She and CaSandra became
friends, and Sally has since exhibited her
artwork and taught classes there.
“I am thrilled to see another gallery
open in Sanford,” says Sally, a longtime
resident of the city. “It offers a very
inclusive atmosphere in an area outside
downtown Sanford, which helps
reinforce the fact that Sanford is much
bigger than just downtown.”
For CaSandra, being off the beaten path is
where she is meant to be.
“We are giving the community what the
community needs,” she says. “We are
filling a void.”

To learn more, visit ParkDriveGallery.com.
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The Eagles
Have Landed...

Together
They’ve been planning it for more than a decade, and now
these four friends have reached the rank of Eagle Scout in a
perfectly coordinated display of community service
by Kevin Fritz

T

hey have attended school together in our community since kindergarten. They have been involved in the
Scouts since the first grade. Each excelled in school and in Scouting, so much so they’ve all managed to earn
Scouting’s highest honor, the rank of Eagle Scout.
It was only fitting, then, that these four young men planned and executed their Eagle Scout projects at the same
time and celebrated their accomplishments together with more than 120 friends and family this summer.
Representing Troop 849, which meets at Annunciation Catholic Church in Altamonte Springs, the four friends
attend Bishop Moore Catholic High School – three are seniors, one a junior. Their Eagle Scout projects range
from assisting area middle schools to sprucing up a local airfield to supporting the Audubon Society in
Maitland. And, as you may have guessed, they each pitched in to help one another with their respective projects.
“We developed a connection in school, and then the Scouts built on that,” says 18-year-old David Simoni.
Let’s meet these Eagles and find out what makes them fly...
Eagle Scouts Gabriel Romano, David Simoni, Chase Stacy, and Noah Oakes
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Becoming an Eagle
Scout means more
people will look up to me as an
example, so I have to put in the
effort to set a good example.
– David Simoni

Chase Stacy
“Becoming an Eagle Scout is a representation of the
experience of Scouting,” says Chase, a 17-year-old Lake
Mary resident and a summer lifeguard at Heathrow Country
Club and a member of the Bishop Moore crew team. “It was
a fortuitous program for me, teaching me how to lead, to
become self-reliant, and to realize it’s okay to make mistakes
along the way.”
The youngest of the four friends, and now in his junior
year, Chase created a prayer garden at his former school,
Annunciation Catholic Academy, for his Eagle Scout project.
“My nine years at Annunciation were substantive,” says
Chase, “and I wanted to leave my mark on campus.”
Chase worked with the school’s principal to beautify a
somewhat forgotten outdoor area of the middle school. With
the help of eight adults and Scouts, he directed the build
of a platform, installed landscaping, applied fresh coats of
paint where necessary, and oversaw the placement of a fiveand-a-half-foot concrete statue depicting the Holy Family.
Chase dedicated his project to his former Pastor, Bishop
Gregory Parkes.
To cover the project’s estimated cost of $1,500, Chase
received donations and a matching grant from the Dr.
Phillips Foundation. He also marketed and sold premium
face masks online. In fact, the experience turned into a
full-fledged business. The young entrepreneur launched the
Florida Man Trading Company this summer and now sells
a line of shirts, hats, hoodies, and more at
FloridaManTradingCo.com.

David Simoni
David, a senior from Sanford, is an animal lover. He and his
parents keep a green-cheeked parakeet as a pet, which David
decided to honor with his Eagle Scout project. He fashioned
a new, comfortable display stand for the resident eagles at
the Audubon Center for Birds of Prey in Maitland so staff can
better show off the majestic birds to visitors.
David raised $600 at a car wash to buy the materials for his
wooden stand, but then Home Depot offered to cover the
cost of the lumber. David proudly donated the money to the
Audubon Society, instead, for future projects.
David hopes to attend the University of Florida or Alabama
and study injury prevention to become a physical fitness guru.
But right now, he is enjoying his senior year running for the
cross-country team.
“Becoming an Eagle Scout means more people will look up to
me as an example,” David says, “so I have to put in the effort to
set a good example.”

continued on page 42
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Noah Oakes
When he wasn’t working hard this summer preparing for the AP
classes that will round out his high-school career, Noah enjoyed
working with his hands – and his brain. His parents, Jon and
Paula, are both engineers.
The 18-year-old Longwood resident competed on a robotics team
while in middle school. In fact, he founded the program with
fellow scout Chase Stacy. Noah then developed
another robotics program at Bishop Moore. That’s
when he discovered that middle-school students at
the adjacent St. Charles Borromeo Catholic School
needed some help getting their own robotics team
off the ground.
Noah was happy to lend a hand, and that’s what
inspired him to dedicate his summer Eagle Scout
project to building the St. Charles Borromeo team a
robot storage and transportation cart they can use
during competitions. To make the cart, Noah learned
to use a computer-aided design (CAD) application to
3-D model the project and plan its assembly.
Design and planning took almost a year, and Noah budgeted
$400 for materials. A donation covered most of the expenses,
and like Chase, Noah received a matching grant from the Dr.
Phillips Foundation.
“I have always been interested in the mechanical part of
robotics,” Noah says. “It’s fun and, through my project, I learned
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management skills and how to build things with other people.”
Noah hopes to stay in Florida for college, studying material
science and mechanical engineering with his sights set on a
career in alternative energy. And he’s off to a good start. This
summer, he discovered how to extract hydrogen from water
using a rowing machine in his bedroom.
“‘Don’t blow up your room,’” laughs his mom, Paula. “That’s
what I tell him every day.”

Being an Eagle Scout
means being part of
something, setting goals, and
applying myself to get what I
want to accomplish in life.
– Gabriel Romano

Gabriel Romano
Gabriel, a 17-year-old senior who resides in Longwood, is a driven
young man who plays three musical instruments, is on the wrestling
team, and participates in an aviation magnet program. He hopes
to study at the University of Florida before entering the Air Force
as an officer. Gabriel’s father, Pete, flew in the U.S. Navy, and his
grandfather served in the U.S. Air Force as a pilot.
For his Eagle Scout project, Gabriel replaced worn-out park benches
and tables at the Remote Control Association of Central Florida airfield
for hobbyists and visitors to enjoy. Gabriel has been visiting the
airfield in Apopka since he was a kid with his uncle Brian, who builds
and flies model planes.
Not only did Gabriel build new benches and tables from pressure-treated pine lumber, he
added two benches for good measure. He raised the necessary $500 by hosting a car wash.
“Being an Eagle Scout means being part of something, setting goals, and applying myself to
get what I want to accomplish in life,” Gabriel says.

September/October 2022 		

43

CONGRATS

La Mejor del Mundo!
Congratulations to
Longwood resident Lucia
Mendieta who was recently
crowned Mrs. Mundo
Latina 2022-2023 at an
international pageant in
Orlando. Originally from
Ecuador, Lucia competed
against other Latina women
from her homeland, Puerto
Rico, Colombia, Venezuela,
here in the U.S., and from
many countries around
the world.
As Mrs. Mundo Latina,
Lucia will spend the
year promoting the rich
Hispanic culture and
heritage and building
a positive environment
within Latino communities
around the world.

Someone New
at the Zoo!
The entire Seminole County community
is extending a warm welcome to Richard
Glover, the new CEO of the Central
Florida Zoo & Botanical Gardens.
Richard, a former vice president of
communications and marketing at Space
Center Houston, brings a wealth of
experience in aquarium management and
a deep love of conservation and education
to Seminole County’s largest attraction.

Lucia Mendieta, the newly crowned
Mrs. Mundo Latina

“I’m thrilled to be part of this team
and work with a staff, board, and
volunteers who are so passionate about
animal conservation and conservation
education,” Richard says. “Being around
other people who share my passion for
animals and conservation energizes
me, and I’m so proud of the amazing
conservation work being done by this
Zoo’s team. I believe the Central Florida
Zoo & Botanical Gardens has great
potential for growth in that conservation
work and in its educational impact in
Central Florida.”
Richard is also committed to making
the guest experience the best it can be
just as the Zoo is returning to form after
the devastating effects of the COVID-19
pandemic, and he’s especially excited
about the upcoming Asian Lantern
Festival, which begins on November
18. Nearly 90,000 people enjoyed the
multi-night event last year between midNovember and mid-January, and even
bigger crowds are expected this year.
Welcome, Richard!

New Zoo CEO Richard Glover with
his favorite animal, the Zoo’s greater
one-horned rhino named PJ
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CONGRATS

DAR Wins Big at Hollerbach’s
Meat Bingo is one of the
most popular weekly events
at Hollerbach’s German
Restaurant in downtown
Sanford, and besides those
who take home the delicious
meaty prizes up for grabs from
the adjacent Magnolia Square
Diane Wenman, regent of the local DAR chapter,
Market, the big winner each
receives the Meat Bingo proceeds from Moriah Russo,
week is the local nonprofit
director of the Hollerbach’s Has Heart Foundation.
organization that receives all
the proceeds from the bingo cards purchased throughout the evening.
The local Sallie Harrison Chapter of the National Society Daughters of
the American Revolution (DAR) recently earned $400 at the event, money
that will be used to erect a historical marker in Sanford recognizing the
Beelzebub Cannon and the former slave and Black Civil War veteran Adam
Shadrack who was famous for firing it. The cannon, which is believed to
be a relic from the original Fort Mellon, was the official cannon of Sanford
during the late 1800s and was often fired to welcome visiting dignitaries to
the city.
There’s more beefy bingo on deck for the DAR chapter. They’ll be back
at Hollerbach’s on Election Day, November 8, for another round of Meat
Bingo, this time to raise money for U.S. military veterans. The fun begins
at 6:00 p.m. making it the perfect way to unwind after what is sure to be a
busy day of voting.

A Leader Among Leaders
Congratulations to
Rebekah Arthur,
IOM, the executive
vice president of the
Seminole County
Chamber, who recently
graduated from the
prestigious Institute
for Organization
Management, the
nation’s preeminent
training organization
Rebekah Arthur, IOM, receiving
for leaders of
her official certification from the
chambers of
U.S. Chamber’s Institute for
commerce and
Organization Management
other community
associations and nonprofit organizations.
Administered by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce,
the official IOM certification recognizes Rebekah
as one of the top chamber leaders in America and
further establishes the Seminole County Chamber
as one of the most dynamic and forward-thinking
chambers in the country.
Way to go, Rebekah!
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IN THE KNOW

Strengthening Our
Community’s Foundation
by Sheriff Dennis M. Lemma

T

here’s nothing better than when
a community comes together to
make a difference. That’s exactly what
happened when the Seminole County
Sheriff’s Office Community Foundation
was created in 2015. Due to the
generosity of Seminole County residents,
we created a 501(c)(3) nonprofit to
aid the county’s underserved and
at-risk population through education,
prevention, and resources.
Through three signature events and
various other ongoing types of support,
we support Seminole County residents
and foster positive relationships with
youth in our community.
We recently completed our first of
three annual signature Community
Foundation events, Shop with the
Sheriff, in August. This year, 250

students were given
an unforgettable backto-school shopping
experience for new clothes, thanks in
large part to the significant involvement
of community partners, Seminole
County Public Schools, Boys & Girls
Clubs of Central Florida, and Sheriff’s
Office members.
This experience provides a valuable
mentoring opportunity by deputies
and members of our agency. It prepares
students for success in the new school
year with confidence and increased selfesteem in the classroom.
In October, we will host our fifth annual
Halloween Safety Spooktacular event.
The pandemic turned this into a drivethru event over the past couple of years.
While we were impressed with the

community’s adjustment to the change – over
1,200 cars attended the past two Halloween
Spooktaculars – we are excited to announce
that it will return to the traditional format this
fall. We hope you and your family will join us
in your best costumes at Seminole State College
Sanford/Lake Mary Campus for safe trick or
treating among Halloween-themed tents and
displays presented by Sheriff’s Office members
and various County Government groups.
Our final signature event each year is Christmas
Village, held in December. This event is near
and dear to our hearts because it affords
children who have faced abuse or neglect with
the holiday spirit they all deserve. This event
always ends our year full of joy, excitement, and
hope. With the assistance of local businesses,
community partners, and volunteers, we secure
toy donations and raise funds to set up a festive
Christmas Village complete with games, cookie
decorating, crafts, visits with Santa, and Santa’s
workshop for the parents or guardians to shop
for gifts secretly. As a result, we are fortunate to
help spread joy to over 500 kids and make their
holidays a little brighter.
Although hosting these signature events is
a highlight of our year, we can, fortunately,
support other community organizations on
a similar mission through the Community
Foundation. Whether it is collecting items
to help fill food pantries or helping to bring
awareness to a cause, we take value in
supporting one another to make our community
a better place to live and work. Without your
support, none of this would be possible.
If you are interested in learning more about
the Community Foundation, please visit our
website, SeminoleSheriff.org.
SHERIFF DENNIS M. LEMMA, now
in his sixth year leading the
agency, is the 10th sheriff in the
history of Seminole County. As
the Chief Law Enforcement
Officer, Sheriff Lemma directs
the agency’s enforcement,
investigative, correctional,
judicial, juvenile and support services.
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Peter Ponders... “When I’m Sixty-Four”
Happy Birthday to me. I suddenly have a new appreciation for that hit Beatles tune.
by Peter Reilly

I

made it to 64. It feels pretty good compared
to not making it to that age. So much, in
fact, I think 64 deserves its own birthday
card – like those for reaching 100. Sixty-four is
the final birthday before becoming an official
senior citizen at 65. Having a 64th birthday
card would ease the transition... at least a little.
I’ve wondered what it would be like to be 64
ever since the eponymous Beatles tune came
out in 1967 on the Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts
Club Band album.
For those of you not familiar with the song,
“When I’m Sixty-Four,” here’s a sampling of
the lyrics:

6.

7.

8.

9.

When I get older losing my hair many years from now
Will you still be sending me a Valentine, birthday
greetings, bottle of wine
If I’d been out to quarter to three; would you lock
the door

10.

Let It Be... What my spouse says
when I try to convince her that
brownies really are on the Keto diet
Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds...
What fixed-income Lucy will need
in order to offset the rising costs
of inflation
Something... That thing I
walked into the other room
for but forgot as soon as I
got there
With a Little Help From My
Friends... And some from my
family, I’ll make the best of my
64th year
All You Need Is Love...
and Metamucil

Happy Birthday to everyone
celebrating 64 years on this planet of
ours. It continues to be a wild ride.
PETER REILLY lives in Lake
Mary with his wife and son.
He can be reached at
Peter@LakeMaryLife.com.

Will you still need me, will you still feed me when
I’m sixty-four?
According to SongFacts.com, Paul McCartney
wrote and sang the song in honor of his
father’s 64th birthday. It was the first song
recorded for the Sgt. Pepper’s album.
To celebrate turning 64, I’ve taken some
other Beatles song titles and reworked them
from my perspective as a 64-year-old. Hey, I
can laugh at myself because I know that my
spouse Mary Ann will still need me, and she’ll
still feed me even now that I’m 64... I mean,
you will honey, right?
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

A Hard Day’s Night... When I can’t get
enough sleep because I am making too
many trips to the bathroom
Twist and Shout... Throwing out my back
picking up the tricycle the neighbor’s kid
left in my driveway
Help!... What I say to the clerk after I get
stuck on the self-checkout machine
Here Comes the Sun... What my wife
warns as I head off to the driving range
without sunscreen on my bald spot
Nowhere Man... What I tell my wife on a
long trip when she asks where the heck
we are
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The nonprofit Seminole County Friends of
Abused Children brings joy and support to our
community’s most vulnerable victims

Friends, Indeed

O

ut of the mouths of babes, we find perfected praise.

by Brent Wiggins

When local children suffer abuse, mistreatment, and neglect,
an army of support services stands ready to help these innocent
victims rebuild their lives. On the front lines of this critical
mission, you’ll find dedicated volunteers with Seminole County
Friends of Abused Children (SCFAC).
SCFAC is the fundraising arm of the Guardian ad Litem
program, which advocates for children who’ve been placed
in foster care as their cases move through the court system.
Guardian ad Litem volunteers visit children in
A Secret Santa holiday gift drive is one of the
their foster homes to ensure their well-being,
SCFAC’s biggest and most rewarding initiatives of
communicate with the courts to keep judges
the year. Volunteers gather and sort donated gifts
and lawyers up to date about a child’s status,
and then deliver them to hundreds of local foster
children in time for Christmas.
and facilitate contact between foster parents and
biological parents. SCFAC, meanwhile, makes
removed from their homes by law enforcement very suddenly.
sure those volunteers have the resources they
So suddenly, kids rarely have time to properly pack any of their
need to meet children’s material and emotional needs.
clothes or belongings for their move into foster care. Often,
The classic example is heartwarming and heartbreaking. In
young abuse victims must stuff what they can into a garbage bag
response to evidence of abuse or neglect, children are often
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before leaving their homes. SCFAC believes children deserve
more dignity at such a painful moment of their lives, so SCFAC
volunteers collect donations to make sure police officers and
other interventionists have at least one piece of luggage in their
cars so abuse victims can properly gather whatever comforts
they can.
“Both organizations – Guardian ad Litem and Friends of Abused
Children – work to ensure every child receives the quality care
they need,” says Amber Padrick, Guardian ad Litem’s program
director. “All children, including those who are in dependency
care, deserve every opportunity to have a normal life despite
their living circumstances. We want children to be children in a
safe and caring environment.”
Founded in 1990, SCFAC helps fund a number of programs for
children in foster care including a two-week summer camp with
tutoring and lessons in sports and music. Preventative care,
counseling, and medical provisions are also available to at-risk
youth, and abuse victims are given everyday items like clothing,
hygienic products, replacement glasses, and more.
The organization’s Secret Santa campaign also helps make sure
children in foster care have a happy holiday season.
“Several churches allow us to put the children’s names and
requests for Christmas presents on the churches’ Angel Trees,”
says Jim Hill, SCFAC’s president and a longtime Guardian ad
Litem volunteer. “In 2021, we helped more than 300 children

receive presents who may not have received presents at all.”
Jim is a retiree with four children and 14 grandchildren, and
he says the organization’s goal is to give children a “return
to normalcy.”
“When children are removed from their homes, they can be
placed in a variety of different living conditions,” says Jim. “It’s
important as Guardian ad Litem and SCFAC volunteers that
we provide a voice for each child. My best memories are of two
cases that ended with adoption. Both families, the children, and I
still talk occasionally. It’s like gaining family members.”
SCFAC also supports children as they age out of the foster-care
system through a program called Bridge to Independence, which
helps former foster teens obtain a driver’s license and raises
money for utility deposits and other accommodations to help
them live on their own.

It’s Up to Us
SCFAC is run entirely by volunteers, which keeps expenses low so
more resources can be allocated directly to the children, and is funded
exclusively via community donations. SCFAC is always eager to
engage new volunteers and donors, and Jim says there’s currently a
need for volunteer IT support and a social-media manager.
The organization also hosts a fundraising breakfast and barbecue
and bingo event every year.

To learn more about Seminole County Friends of Abused Children or find out how you can get involved,
visit FriendsOfAbusedChildren.com or email Jim directly at Jim@FriendsOfAbusedChildren.com.
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Workin’

e
v
i
F
y
Nine-t
by Hedy Bass

For these older seniors – including one in his 90s! – a workday
is a good day as they find pride and purpose in their jobs
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Ed Bookbinder – Age 80 | Visual Impact Communications, Inc.
Ed Bookbinder is a man of many talents who
forged his own path as a young man. Despite
the fact his dad told him he should be a doctor
or a dentist, neither medicine nor dentistry
was his destiny.

with his business partner and wife of 38
years, Dawn. They met during a game
show that Ed emceed in an Orlando
nightclub, one of his many hosting gigs.
“She became a video person by
marriage,” he smiles.

Ed’s family moved from New York to Florida
when he was just a teen. He attended the
University of Florida and was accepted to
dental school where he studied for a year
and a half. He didn’t finish dental school but
instead transferred to the University of Miami
where he received bachelor’s degrees in
zoology and chemistry.
A self-described people person, Ed didn’t
pursue a field related to science. Instead, he
found a career more suited to his outgoing and
affable personality – real estate. In the early
1970s, he oversaw sales for a new subdivision
in Wekiva, where he boosted sales by holding slide presentations
for prospective buyers.
“Those science courses prepared me for a career in real estate,”
Ed often jokes.
Today, Ed runs Visual Impact Communications in Longwood

During the late ‘70s and early ‘80s, Ed
produced and hosted four telethons for
United Cerebral Palsy. The experience
made him realize how much people
cared about being on camera. Ed’s
entrepreneurial mind soon led him to
another successful endeavor.
“It was in the early 1980s that I started
doing wedding videos,” he says. “In
those days, wedding videos were new.
Once I realized how people reacted to
them, I started doing other things.”
Today, all of Ed’s video work is for attorneys.
Why doesn’t Ed retire?
“I might work less if I still played golf,” he jokes. “You have to
like what you do and feel like you’re accomplishing something
for people. Often, my clients become my friends. That’s me!”
continued on page 52
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Shirley Gray – Age 86 | United Healthcare Agent – Medicare Plans
Shirley Gray’s personality lights up a room. The youngest of six siblings, raised in
St. Louis toward the end of the Great Depression, Shirley says her life experiences
helped shape the dynamic businesswoman she is today. The proud mom of four
sons, 15 grandchildren, and six great-grandchildren, she defies every stereotype of a
woman who came of age in the 1950s.
Though she married and raised a family, Shirley also had ambitions outside of the
home. When her boys went to school, so did she, eventually earning a bachelor’s
degree in religion and a master’s degree in management.
“I worked at AT&T as a senior project manager in the Information Technology
department,“ says Shirley.

In IT, a field dominated by men, Shirley held
her own, garnering the respect of the men
she supervised with her keen knowledge and
business savvy. In 1984, after the breakup of
the Bell System, she was transferred to Winter
Springs, and after 20 years with AT&T, Shirley
opted for early retirement. An avid tennis
player, she could have spent her retirement
years on the courts but instead sought out a
challenging new career.
In 1993, Shirley moved to Lake Mary. Active in
every community in which she lived – a virtue
she learned in Sunday school – she became
well-known in town for her civic involvement.
By 1999, Shirley was licensed to sell health and
life insurance. While building her business,
she made a successful bid in 2006 for a seat
on the Lake Mary City Commission. When
her career selling Medicare health plans grew
exponentially, she resigned her seat to focus
her full attention on the needs of existing and
prospective clients.
What keeps Shirley going when most people
her age opt for retirement?
“I am doing exactly what I want to do,”
she says. “I love where I am in life. I’m my
own boss.”
Shirley is not all work and no play. She still
finds time to enjoy herself with friends by
taking in a round or two of golf. She also
loves attending meetings of the Seminole
County Chamber.
“I learn so much from those around me,” says
Shirley. “When you stop learning, you might as
well turn up your toes and let them throw dirt
in your face,” she laughs. “I’ll never retire as
long as I’m having fun.”
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Nolarae Stein (age 81), Ed Stein (92),
and Bob Glickman (78) | Onstage Orlando
On stage or off, Nolarae Stein exudes the energy of a woman
half her age – or less! For the past seven years, she and
performer Bob Glickman have joined creative forces to bring
their musical and theatrical talents to thousands of Central
Florida seniors.
The duo specializes in songs from the 1920s to the 1970s. They
have a repertoire of 14 themed, one-hour shows that audiences
adore, accentuated by Nolarae’s dynamic performances and
glamorous costumes of her own design.
In her formative years, Nolarae participated in high-school
theater productions. Like many of her contemporaries, she
attended junior college to study secretarial skills.
“I wasn’t a very good secretary,” she admits with a grin. “I’ve
always been more of an artistic person. I love gardening,
working with mixed-media art, and writing poetry.”
When Nolarae moved to Florida more than 40 years ago, she
began acting in Central Florida civic theaters. By the early
1980s, she joined The Fab Follies, a group of performers in
their 50s and beyond known for their Vegas-style reviews
that wowed senior audiences. After 12 years with the troupe,
Nolarae pursued more acting opportunities in community
theater. She played the lead role in Hello, Dolly! and performed

in Miss Saigon at the Helen Stairs
Theatre (now The Ritz Theater at
the Wayne Densch Performing
Arts Center) in Sanford.
For any stage act to be
successful, there needs to be
someone behind-the-scenes
making sure each performance
goes off without a hitch. That person is Nolarae’s husband of 33
years, Ed Stein, the group’s manager and music consultant.
At 92, Ed has an impressive résumé of his own in the military
and in the music world as a professional trombonist and
conductor. As Ed moved up in rank, he conducted U.S. Army
bands all over the world. He served in Vietnam for a year, often
dropped by helicopters into fire bases to entertain soldiers.
After 29 years of serving his country, he retired as a Sergeant
Major. Though retired from the military, Ed continues to run his
successful landscaping business, a company he’s owned for the
past 46 years.
Why do they continue to perform well beyond retirement age?
The answer is simple, according to Nolarae. “We love
entertaining and making people happy.”

continued on page 54
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Ray Prol – Age 89 | Newspaper Carrier Extraordinaire
Ray Prol has been delivering
newspapers for 17 years. Like the sun,
he’s around seven days a week, 365 days
a year. But he begins his day under the
cover of darkness, leaving home at 2:00
a.m. to pick up his papers in Longwood,
where he sorts and loads them into his
2010 Town and Country minivan.
Though most of Ray’s customers never
see him, by sunrise they know he’s been
there thanks to the double-wrapped
newspaper in the driveway or on
the doorstep.
“I’m the only one that double-wraps,”
Ray is proud to point out.
Thursdays and Sundays are Ray’s
busiest. That’s when he delivers local
and national publications including The
New York Times, Barron’s, The Wall Street
Journal, and the Orlando Sentinel, to name a few, to more than 300
customers. His turf covers many Lake Mary subdivisions and
several supermarkets.
As he approaches each home, Ray deftly tosses the carefullywrapped papers with the precision of a Major League pitcher. On
a typical weekday, Ray completes his rounds by 6:00 a.m. (7:30
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on weekends) just in time to go home
to Jennie, his wife of 64 years, with
whom he enjoys a cup of pomegranatemango green tea.
It’s a long night-into-morning, but that
doesn’t bother Ray, who’s no stranger
to hard work. If anything, he thrives
on it. At the age of eight, he tells of
washing dishes in his parents’ resort
on Staten Island, New York, where he
was paid a penny a plate. Later, Ray
went on to serve as an Army medic in
the 102nd Medical Battalion at Fort Dix
and in the National Guard as the motor
pool sergeant.
By his late 20s, Ray managed his
family’s business, which included
the resort, a catering hall that
accommodated 3,000 people, a 200-seat
restaurant, and real-estate holdings.
He first met Jennie at the family restaurant when they were both
eight. It wasn’t until they were 21 that Ray courted and won the
heart of the woman he still describes as “so beautiful.”
They married a few years later and lived for a while in Puerto
Rico where Ray began a successful career in real estate.

It keeps
my brain and
memory sharp.
I drive over 60
miles a day, and
it also helps my
driving skills.”
– Ray Prol
After seven years, they moved to Florida
where they raised their son and daughter.
At 65, Ray went to work at Westgate Resorts
and was among the top five salespeople for
the organization until he left in 2006.
Why is Ray still working?
“It keeps my brain and memory sharp,” he
explains. “I drive over 60 miles a day, and it
also helps my driving skills.”
At 89, Ray’s entrepreneurial spirit is alive
and well. He’s working with his daughter on
a project he hopes will help first responders
and the residents they serve. For now, it’s on
the back burner because, “I’m just too busy
right now,” he says. Make no mistake, Ray is
determined to work as long as he can.
“I’m so happy with my life,” he smiles.
Seven days a week, 365 days a year, Ray
continues to deliver.
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IN THE KNOW

The Danger of Federal Pacific
Electric Circuit Breaker Panels
by David Pruitt

Y

our circuit breaker panel protects
your home from problems caused by
external power surges, circuit overload,
and short circuits. A breaker cuts off the
power to a circuit by tripping when it

detects a circuit overload. If your circuit
breaker panel fails, the electrical wires can
get so hot that they start a fire.
Unfortunately, this breaker failure
happens every year in homes equipped

with Federal Pacific Electric (FPE) Stab-Lok
panels. Despite this information and the
number of electricians and home inspectors
who warn against this equipment, FPE StabLok panels were never officially recalled.
HOW TO TELL IF YOU OWN A FEDERAL
PACIFIC ELECTRIC STAB-LOK PANEL
Millions of homes were built with FPE
Stab-Lok panels between 1950 and 1990.
If your home was constructed during this
time frame, then it may contain one of
these panels.
Usually, Federal Pacific or FPE will be written
on the box’s front cover. Inside the box, look
for a label that says, Stab-Lok. The breakers
will have a red stripe across each switch.
PROBLEMS WITH FEDERAL PACIFIC
ELECTRIC STAB-LOK PANELS
The Consumer Product Safety Commission
(CPSC) began an investigation in the early
1980s and hired electrical experts to test
FPE Stab-Lok breakers installed in homes
from 1960 to 1985, which did not fully
comply with Underwriters Laboratories, Inc.
requirements. Fifty-one percent of the tested
breakers failed to trip.
IS IT SAFE TO OWN AN FPE STAB-LOK PANEL?
The trouble with an FPE Stab-Lok panel
is that it can function perfectly fine – until
suddenly it doesn’t. It only takes one short
circuit or overcurrent.
CPSC recommends getting this type of panel
inspected by a qualified electrician “to look
for any signs of overheating or malfunction
among the circuit breakers.” However,
after testing over 4,000 breakers, Aronstein
states that you can only identify a defective
Stab-Lok breaker by first removing it and
then testing it. This process can be more
expensive than installing a new, less risky
panel, so in many cases, it makes more sense
to replace an FPE Stab-Lok panel.
DAVID PRUITT is the
service manager with All
Electric Services, a Central
Florida five-star electrical
contractor since 1980. For
service, visit AllElectric.com
or call 407-379-1700.
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Six Signs Your
Adolescent May Be In Distress
by Brandy Fedewa, MA, LMHC, MCAP

A

dolescence can be an exciting time of
growth and new experiences; it can also
be a time of challenges, social pressures, and
physical changes that can cause irritability
and moodiness. Certain reactions can be
expected, however for some it may not be “just
a phase” and may be an early warning sign of
mental illness. According to the World Health
Organization, one in seven 10 to 19-year-olds
experience a mental disorder globally. Anxiety,
depression, and behavioral disorders are among
the leading causes of illness and disability in
the adolescent population. Among the most
common mental health diagnoses given to
adolescents are ADHD (attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder), anxiety, depression, and
behavior related issues.
As parents, we want to protect our children and
detect significant things before they become
problematic; however, the signs your adolescent
may be portraying may not look the same as it
would in an adult. The following are six areas in
which your child may be showing you they are
in distress:

Self-harm: Talking about death or
suicide. Cutting behaviors to release
painful feelings, emptiness, or a release
of tension. Engaging in self-harm
behaviors can become compulsive
in nature and are often hidden from
others, which goes against the common
misconception they may be engaging
in these behaviors for attention.
Risky Behaviors: Using alcohol,
marijuana or other drugs to cope
with emotions. Engaging in overly
provocative behaviors for attention
from peers or others. Running away
from home. Picking fights with others
or engaging in behaviors that get
them in trouble at home or within
the community.
You may see a combination of these
signs over time or prominent changes

over a brief period. Most mental
health issues of adulthood have their
beginnings in earlier years. Just as you
would take your child to the doctor
for a physical ailment, it is important
to respond in the same way when
they have symptoms of a mental
illness. Listen to your instincts if you
are worried about your adolescent;
arrange to meet with a well-trained
and trusted professional.
BRANDY FEDEWA has
been providing care
since 2010 and has
extensive experience
working with all ages
and modalities. She
is a practitioner at
CAYA Health at
1355 S. International Parkway Unit 1481,
Lake Mary. Visit CayaHealth.com.

Physical Symptoms: Adolescents may not
be able to express emotional challenges and
may complain of physical symptoms such
as stomachaches and headaches rather than
anxiety or depression. They may often forget
things and have difficulty concentrating.
Emotional Changes: Feelings of sadness
or withdrawal that last for several weeks,
being irritable or frequent anger outbursts.
Developing fears of common things or being
afraid to try new things. They may stop
communicating with you and prefer to be
isolated, as well as isolating from their friends.
Having difficulties coping with everyday
activities and stressors.
Extreme Emotions: Alternating between
euphoria and dejection. Severe recurrent
temper outbursts manifested verbally and
or behaviorally that are out of proportion to
the situation.
Behavior Changes: Losing interest in
things they once enjoyed. Loss of appetite
or overeating. Oversleeping, difficulties
falling asleep and complaints of constant
fatigue. Drastic changes in appearance or
neglecting personal hygiene. Losing interest in
schoolwork and poor performance.
September/October 2022 		
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IN THE KNOW

G.E. Mayer and His
15 Minutes of Fame
by Elizabeth Randall

“T

he past is never dead. It’s
not even past.”
– William Faulkner

In the Museum of Seminole
County History’s file cabinet,
clues of former citizens’
contributions to glory and
service reside. Filed among
the newsworthy relics of
Lake Mary‘s history is a sheet
of paper with a song titled,
“Florida Is All the World to Me.”

Chicago, Illinois. Glen was
a pre-World War II celebrity
in radio and in silent film
theaters. The title was
attributed to G.E. Mayer,
a Lake Mary composer
who wrote the song about the
Southeast, aired by a famous
radio show in the Midwest 84
years ago.

Gustav E. Mayer (he went
by G.E.) was born in 1890 in
Germany. He emigrated to
The words and music were
New Jersey where he boarded
attributed to G.E. Mayer. But
and worked as a ‘Poultry Man,’
who was he? A picture of a
and then to Michigan where
glamorous woman, clearly from he lived until 1935. But G.E.
the 1920s, was displayed on the had Florida in his sights. He
cover. But on closer inspection, bought a house in Lake Mary
a caption identified her as Irma on Wilbur Avenue, across from
Glen, Premier Girl Organist,

the Presbyterian church
for $600.
G.E. did not list any
employment in Florida. He
never married, and there are
no photographs of him or a
family. It was clear, however,
that G.E. harbored a love for
Florida, nature, and beauty.
With only an eighth-grade
education, the innate artist
penned the lyrics and wrote
the music for “Florida Is All the
World to Me” in 1938. It was a
song that transformed the Lake
Mary man’s life into a moment
of greatness.
The song was picked up by
Irma Glen, the famous radio
personality in Chicago, for
her show called the Prayerful
Organist. Irma, a former
vaudevillian and religious
science minister was also
famous for her ‘piano rolls,’ a
mechanical means of playing
music. Many of these still exist,
but sadly, there is no evidence
that G.E.’s work is among
them. However, his music lives
on for all who care to play it.
Today, Gustav E. Mayer rests

in a single plot, in the Historic
Lake Mary Cemetery. He died
in December 1983 exactly one
year after Irma Glen’s demise.
His 15 minutes of fame is
wrapped up in his song and in
his music, once aired nationally,
as he declared his love for his
adopted state.
“Florida Is All the World
To Me”
Oh Beautiful Florida land of
my dream
Oh Florida land of sparkle
and shine
Whose ocean breeze is for
yours and mine
With fond loving hearts and
maidens so fine
Good times and money profuse
is thine.
The beautiful sky and bright
sunny lakes
And orange trees full of
perfume sweet
Where honey and milk flow
freely to take
And you in Florida I will meet.

Anyone who would like to spotlight a past or present
Lake Mary citizen in this column, please contact
Historical Commission member Karen Feldman at
feldmank1836@gmail.com.

Elizabeth Randall is a member of the
Lake Mary Historical Commission.
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Good Oral Hygiene Is a Must
by Ravi Lall, DDS

D

id you know that good oral health
is good for your whole body?

Good dental health keeps you healthy
by reducing the risk of heart disease;
helps keep diabetes under control; and
can even lead to safer pregnancies.
Although it may be unpleasant to think
about, the reality is your mouth is
teeming with bacteria. Most bacteria are
harmless, however, some are diseasecausing and can travel throughout the
body. Without a proper oral hygiene
routine, these bad bacteria can cause
serious issues. Studies have found that
oral problems can lead to a myriad of
illnesses. While the causal link remains
unknown, the results suggest that dental
health is paramount to maintaining
overall health.

Did you know that 9 out of 10 patients
with heart disease also have a gum
disease known as periodontitis?
That sticky yellow plaque on your
teeth is the same sticky plaque on the
walls of your heart. Once entering the
bloodstream through bleeding gums,
these bacteria then masquerade as the
human protein fibrinogen, a bloodclotting factor. Platelets passing by
clump onto these impostors, encasing
the bacteria inside a blood clot,
thereby increasing the risk of antibiotic
resistance. The platelets continue to
attach to other blood clots, causing
blood vessel inflammation that can lead
to blockages in the heart or the brain.
Routine periodontal treatments reduce
the amount of oral bacteria present and
decrease this potential heart risk.

Periodontal disease is considered one of the
major complications of diabetes, which is the
inability to break down sugar in the blood
due to a lack of insulin. Insulin is a crucial
hormone that converts sugar into energy.
As bacteria levels increase, inflammation
occurs, which then decreases effectiveness
of insulin. Having high blood sugar alone
causes an increase of gum disease. It can be a
vicious circle.
Gum disease while expecting, known as
pregnancy gingivitis, is prevalent due to
hormonal changes, however it is easy to
treat. Gingivitis left untreated can lead to
periodontitis that may cause premature birth
and low birthweight babies. An early exam
by your dentist and good hygiene habits will
prepare you for safer pregnancy.
Taking action now will have lasting effects
to improve your long-term health. The
following basic steps are a great start in the
right direction:
1.

Brush twice a day

2.

Floss

3.

Eat a healthy diet

4.

Schedule routine dental exams/cleanings

5.

6.

Alert your dentist to any changes in your
health or medication
Avoid tobacco

Schedule your next dental visit to take care of
yourself and your beautiful smile.
DR. RAVI LALL is a dentist
at Lake Mary Dental.
He enjoys all aspects of
dentistry with a particular
interest in cosmetics,
implants, and restorative
dentistry. For more info, visit
LakeMaryDental.com.
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ORLANDO HEALTH
How to lower your stress level in 10 minutes

W

hether you find yourself facing a
minor fender-bender, a looming
deadline, or a fast-approaching
locomotive, any stressful event can
trigger a series of well-coordinated,
nearly instantaneous reactions in your
body. Often known as the fight-or-flight
response, this process evolved as a
survival mechanism for humans and
other mammals to react quickly to lifethreatening situations, helping them to
fight off danger or escape to safety.
While the stressors may have changed
over time, the body’s response has
not, and the more stress you have, the
more it can affect your health and wellbeing. Sometimes, all we need is a few
minutes to slow down, reevaluate why
we are stressed, and make a conscious
choice to relax, says Diane Robinson,
Ph.D., a neuropsychologist with the
Integrative Medicine Department at
Orlando Health Cancer Institute.

Fortunately, there are some surprisingly
quick and fun ways you can cope with
stress that take 10 minutes or less:

PRACTICE YOUR BREATHING
Slowing down your breathing is one
of the simplest ways to de-stress. One
technique is known as Sama Vritti or
equal breathing. Pay attention to how
you breathe. Inhale and count to four,
hold it briefly, then exhale and count to
four. Slowing your breathing tells your
brain to stop releasing stress chemicals.

AROMATHERAPY
Studies show that specific essential oils
used in aromatherapy can help relieve
stress, relax the body, and promote
better sleep. Essential oils such as
lavender, bergamot, ylang ylang, clary
sage, and jasmine can be diffused into
the air or applied to acupressure points
on your body.

TAKE A WALK
Walking helps your body produce
endorphins – Mother Nature’s feel
good chemical – and releases some of
the physical tension building up in
your muscles. In addition, exposure to
sunshine helps our bodies manufacture
vitamin D, a natural stress buster that
regulates serotonin.

BRING YOUR PUP
Take that walk a step further. Bring
your dog along, says Dr. Benjamin
Kaplan, an internal medicine physician
with Orlando Health Physician
Associates. Walking your dog helps
reduce stress levels and can increase
oxytocin levels, another stress-busting
happy hormone.
– Wendy Bacigalupi-Bednarz
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Help
Seminole County’s
new Paramedicine
program helps
residents with
recurring medical
needs avoid
frequent calls to
911 and costly trips
to the ER

Lieutenant Curtis Halcom
shows off the equipment in
the back of Seminole County’s
Paramedicine van. It’s much of
the same lifesaving gear you’d
find in a traditional ambulance.

L

ory Lyon of Wekiva
Springs was going
through quite a rough
stretch earlier this
summer. About the time
the 71-year-old Lory
needed knee-replacement
surgery, her 85-year-old
husband Derek suffered a
stroke. Then one day, out of the
blue, two Seminole County Fire
Department paramedics knocked on
her door.
“They said, ‘What can we do to help?’”
Lory recalls.
Lory is among the many local residents being helped by a new
Seminole County Fire Department program that connects citizens
who frequent the emergency medical system with paramedics
who personally go to their homes to check on them before another
emergency can occur. It’s called the Paramedicine program, and
the long-term goal is to reduce the need for future 911 calls and
emergency-room trips.
Program participants may be coping with diabetes, respiratory
conditions, mental-health issues, or frequent falls, and the
Paramedicine initiative gives them a direct line of communication
to the Fire Department and its paramedics.
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The Paramedicine crew travels
from home to home in their own
van, further reducing the strain
on traditional emergency medical
personnel and equipment.
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Ahead
of Time
by Mike Berry

Everyone benefits. Citizens who
must frequently call 911 or go to
the ER no longer have to explain
their situation to a dispatcher or
hospital receptionist. Paramedicine
team members can make a personal
connection and understand the
individual’s condition and their needs.
And Seminole County taxpayers save
money as the load is lessened on the
emergency medical system.
Lieutenant Curtis Halcom, who leads the
Paramedicine team, says its members truly bond with
those who need their help.
“It’s like going to see mom or grandmom,” he says. “They are
always welcoming. It’s just a great feeling for both sides.”
The Paramedicine program, initiated by the Seminole County
Commission, is growing rapidly. In the first two months of this
year, the team visited 50 Seminole County residents before the first
participant was enrolled. In June and July, they saw 280 residents,
and Lt. Halcom says more than 70 people are now enrolled.
The program receives federal funding thanks to the American
Rescue Plan Act.
“It’s bridging the gap between emergency medicine and regular
medicine,” says Lt. Halcom. “Some of these people have been lost
in the system.”

With Paramedicine
client Marilyn
Logan of Winter
Springs (second
from right),
paramedics Matt
Helenthal and
Jason Rappa
and Lieutenant
Curtis Halcom
make up Seminole
County’s full-time
Paramedicine team.
Eight other SCFD
paramedics help out
when needed.

Depending on the situation, either one or
two Paramedicine team members may
respond to a call, and they do more than just
handle the immediate problem. One example
Lt. Halcom gives is someone who frequently
calls 911 because of falls in the home. Instead of
just helping the resident back up or taking them
to the ER, the Paramedicine team will try to
figure out why the falls keep happening.
“What are they falling over?” asks Lt. Halcom.
“How can we fix the problem?”

Lory Lyon (center) with Lieutenant
Curtis Halcom and Jason Rappa in
Lory’s Wekiva Springs home

Paramedicine team (Lt. Halcom is the third, and
eight other paramedics help part-time).
The team members helped Jordan find a CNA and
also helped him navigate the Medicare system.
“Without them, I would be in a nursing home,”
says Jordan. “It has given me hope and given me a
drive to keep wanting to live my life.”

To learn about the
Paramedicine program,
visit SeminoleCountyFL.
gov/paramedicine,
email SCFD_CP@
SeminoleCountyFL.gov or
call 407-655-5144.

One final testament to the empathy of the Paramedicine
crew: Jason noticed that the 6-foot-2 Jordan seemed uncomfortable in his bed, so he
showed up one day with a new one more suited to his frame.

“He even put it together,” Jordan says. “I got a good friend out of this.”
Lory and Derek were both prone to falls, and
it was their repeated 911 calls that caught the
attention of Seminole County Fire Station 16.
They were tagged as candidates for the program,
hence the surprise visit from paramedics Jason
Rappa and Matt Helenthal.
After assessing the situation, the paramedics
helped Lory get a walker and wheelchair.
They also hooked her up with a water-cooling
pad for her knee and helped address Derek’s
diabetes needs.
What most impressed Lory was the follow-up
calls and visits.
“Even when things didn’t work out, they took
a very personal interest,” she says. She calls
the Paramedicine program a “godsend” and
feels comfortable calling the Paramedicine
team (instead of dialing 911) whenever she
needs them.
Another citizen who caught the attention of
the program was Oviedo’s Jordan Miglicacci.
Jordan, who is 30, was transported to a
hospital after a fall on a bus this past spring.
He is quadriplegic from a 2019 car accident in
Seminole County and needs constant care from
a Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA). Those are
difficult to find due to a huge nursing shortage
here and across the country.
Jordan also got a visit from Jason and Matt, who
are two of the three full-time paramedics on the
September/October 2022 		
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A pair of local
advocates bring
Dementia-friendly
Dining to Central
Florida, a new initiative
that helps families of
those battling dementia
and Alzheimer’s
enjoy an evening out
in harmony

by Emily Raij

E

ven though Toni Gitles had a
professional background in healthcare
and education, it was not enough for her
to navigate through the daily challenge
of caring for her aging mother. After 14
years of caregiving – including a move
from California to Florida, countless
doctor’s appointments, several major
hospitalizations, and many lessons
learned – Toni knew she wanted to share
the knowledge she gained with others so
that their roads might be smoother.
At the same time, Dennis Dulniak was
learning many of the same lessons
while caring for his wife as she battled
Alzheimer’s disease.
After her mom passed, Toni became a
Certified Caregiving Consultant and
met Dennis while hosting a series of
educational workshops for caregivers.
The two became fast friends with a
mutual goal of helping caregivers
maintain their own quality of life and
that of their loved ones. Then, Dennis
had an idea.
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He read about a program in Alexandria,
Virginia, called Dementia-friendly Dining
that provides a safe, enjoyable way for
caregivers and their family members
living with Alzheimer’s and other forms
of dementia to eat out. He was inspired to
bring it to Central Florida.
“After Dennis read the article, he took his
wife to an Orlando restaurant and thought
it was a great spot and would be a perfect
candidate to introduce Dementia-friendly
Dining to Central Florida,” Toni says. “He
talked to the owners about setting aside a
day and time each month for families to
bring their loved ones with dementia, and
it turns out the owners had dementia in
their family, too.”
In January of 2020, Dementia-friendly
Dining officially began at that restaurant,
The Meatball Stoppe. Only months later,
of course, the entire initiative was put
on hold as COVID made dining out
impossible for the extremely vulnerable
population of seniors with dementia.
More sadly, Dennis’s wife passed away
in January of 2021, and that could easily
have been the end of the entire
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Dementia-friendly Dining concept in
Central Florida.
But Dennis and Toni remained inspired
and teamed up to bring Dementiafriendly Dining back this past May.
Not only that, they’re expanding the
program’s footprint in the region, too.
In addition to The Meatball Stoppe,
Toni and Dennis are working with three
other Central Florida restaurants – The
Town House Restaurant in Oviedo,
Patio Grill in Sanford, and Something
Fishy in Altamonte Springs – to set aside
specific days and times of the week to
accommodate diners with dementia and
train staff to best meet their needs.

Little Things Make
a Big Difference
Besides cordoning off sections of each
restaurant or providing separate, quiet
rooms, Dementia-friendly Dining
restaurants also keep tables clear of extra
items, limit distractions, and agree to be
listed on the Dementia-friendly Dining
website at CentralFloridaDementiaFriendlyDining.com.

Toni Gitles, Dennis Dulniak, and Isabella Moria di Vicari,

Restaurant staff, who wear
co-owner of The Meatball Stoppe, where Dennis and Toni
first introduced the concept of Dementia-friendly Dining
Dementia-friendly Dining buttons
to our area. Toni and Dennis also serve on the Central
during the special shifts, are
Florida Dementia Care and Cure Initiative Task Force.
trained by Toni and Dennis in
subtle ways they can make guests
The benefits for Dementiawith dementia more comfortable. Tips
friendly Dining customers
include making eye contact and smiling,
are big. The program
speaking clearly and slowly, not startling
reduces isolation, creates
guests by approaching from the side
shared memories, allows
or behind, being aware that caregivers
families to engage
may do the ordering, and serving water
in normal activities,
immediately. Reminders are printed on
increases overall wella small card that fits inside a server’s
being and enjoyment, and
order pad. Dennis also created a placemat
To learn more about
provides opportunities
with games and resources printed on it
Dementia-friendly
Dining and see an alwaysfor stimulation,
in light violet (the color for Alzheimer’s
up-to-date
list
of
participating
restaurants, visit
socialization, and
awareness), which restaurants get along
CentralFloridaDementia-FriendlyDining.com.
communication.
with purple crayons for patrons to use.
Most Dementia-friendly
Participating restaurants also receive a
Dining customers are referred to
Dementia-friendly Dining sticker to place
the restaurants by Toni and Dennis, who
on their windows.
JCC and The Jewish Pavilion. She
also serve on the state’s Central Florida
and Dennis are always looking for
“All of these people love their jobs and
Dementia Care and Cure Initiative Task
new ways to spread the word and
say they want to do a better job serving
Force. Toni shares information with local
increase awareness.
customers,” Toni says of the dozens of
assisted-living facilities, is a member of
servers and staff she and Dennis have
“To see the excitement about this and
the Jewish Chamber of Commerce, and
trained to date.
contribute to the community is so great,”
participates in events at The Roth Family
says Toni.
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IN THE KNOW

Diabetes and Your Eyes
by Matthew A. Cunningham, MD

D

id you know that diabetes
affects over 30 million
people in the United States?
That equates to approximately
one out of every seven
Americans. Diabetes is a
chronic problem that can affect
many organs of your body,
including your heart, kidneys,
and even your eyes.
How can diabetes affect
your eyes?
Diabetic retinopathy, which
affects over eight million
Americans, occurs when
diabetes affects the eye(s). The
retina is the layer at the back of
the eye, which is responsible
for interpreting light then
sending a message via the optic
nerve to the brain, where an
image is formed. If you think of
the eyeball like a camera, then

the retina would be the film in
the camera. It plays a vital role
in our visual system. The center
of the retina is called the macula
and is important for central
visual acuity and color vision.
When diabetes affects the
eyes it can range from mild
disease, which can often
be asymptomatic, to severe
disease, which can cause
permanent blindness. When
present, symptoms can vary,
but may include: blurred
vision, increased floaters,
fluctuating vision, and sudden
loss of vision.
Diabetic retinopathy can
be divided into two forms:
non-proliferative (NPDR)
and proliferative diabetic
retinopathy (PDR). Nonproliferative diabetic

retinopathy can be broken into:
mild, moderate, and severe.
The more advanced form of
diabetic retinopathy is known
as PDR, and abnormal blood
vessel growth is the hallmark.
What happens if you are
diagnosed with diabetic
retinopathy?
Vision loss from diabetic
retinopathy can occur in a
multitude of ways. Diabetic
macular edema, which is
swelling of the central retina,
is the leading cause of vision
loss from diabetic retinopathy.
Once a patient develops PDR,
vision loss can occur with
bleeding from the retinal
neovascularization (called
vitreous hemorrhage). Also,
individuals with PDR can
develop scarring over the
retina, leading to a tractional
retinal detachment. Lack of
blood circulation to the macula,
known as macular ischemia,
can also lead to permanent
vision loss.
How can you be treated
if diagnosed?
Treatment is aimed at targeting
the complication that has
occurred as a result of the
retinopathy. While there is no
cure for diabetic retinopathy,
there are effective treatments
that range from laser
photocoagulation, intravitreal
injections, and vitrectomy
surgery. Intraocular injections

have become an effective
treatment option for treating
patients with macular edema.
Vitrectomy surgery is an option
for patients who have vitreous
hemorrhage or tractional
retinal detachments.
Tight systemic control of
diabetes has been shown
to reduce progression of
retinopathy in various
research studies. Almost every
type 1 diabetic will develop
retinopathy, and up to 60
percent of type 2 diabetics will
develop retinopathy by 20
years after diagnosis. However,
maintaining good blood sugar,
blood pressure, and cholesterol
control can be helpful in
preventing progression
of diabetic retinopathy.
Overall, leading a healthy
lifestyle, which includes
exercising, not smoking,
and a healthy diet, are all
beneficial for diabetes and its
secondary complications.
Due to the fact that diabetic
retinopathy can often be
present with minimal
symptoms, it is important
for all diabetics to have a
comprehensive dilated eye
exam annually. Even though
treatment is not needed in
early stages of retinopathy,
regular monitoring can help
catch secondary complications
from the diabetic retinopathy
that may require treatment.

DR. MATTHEW A. CUNNINGHAM serves as the
clinical research director at Florida Retina
Institute and is the prinicipal investigator
for multiple clinical trials. He is available for
patients throughout Central Florida. For more
information, visit FloridaRetinaInstitute.com or
call 877-357-3846.
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Tune In with Intuitive Eating
by Zoe Dillehay

I

have spent the last decade cutting carbs,
eating plant-based, intermittent fasting,
and burning a thousand active calories a day
trying to get lean and regulate my weight.

a small meal every two to three hours,
stopping as soon as you’re satisfied,
until you get back in touch with what
it feels like to be hungry. Then let
hunger determine when you eat.

Have you ever:
Finished a bag of chips tonight because you’re
starting your new regimen tomorrow?

2.

Found you can’t keep ice cream in the house
because it’s gone within a day of buying it?
Eaten all the unhealthy food now so it
doesn’t throw you off track later?
Waited until Friday to order something
with carbs?
Oh, I have been there…
I would find myself giving 110 percent
Monday through Thursday, then I’d blink
and feel like I’d gained 10 pounds by Sunday
night. So, I’d pull out my workout clothes,
prep my lunches, and be ready to give it my
all again.

3.

Don’t let food rules go unquestioned.
Eating meals at specific times,
avoiding food groups, and labeling
foods as ‘for weekends only’ are a few
well-intentioned but detrimental food
rules. Pay attention and write down
all the rules that pop into your head
throughout the day. Then question
whether they really hold true.
Shift your mindset. We tend to binge
on foods that we wouldn’t typically let
ourselves enjoy. The key to intuitive

eating is to get out of the restriction
mindset. Buy your favorite ice cream
and let yourself have a spoonful
whenever you start to think about it
throughout the day.
4.

Heal metabolically. The other part
of cravings is physiological need.
The standard American diet often
leaves us depleted in micronutrients,
while loading us up on endocrine
disruptors, inflammatory foods,
and gut-interrupting ingredients.
And years of low-calorie, low-carb
diets create a sluggish metabolism.
A period of detox and replenishment
is often the last step in maintaining a
restriction-free lifestyle.

ZOE DILLEHAY of Lake Mary Family Care helps women optimize
their hormonal health and heal their relationship with food. Zoe is
a certified health, wellness, and lifestyle coach. Find more info at
msha.ke/zoedillehay or @zoedillehay on Instagram.

No amount of gym time and restrictive clean
eating could outwork the damage I did on
the evenings and weekdays. And sure, I
looked healthy on the outside, but on the
inside I was constantly obsessing over my
thighs, belly, and arms. I had zero control
around unhealthy food.
Then I found intuitive eating – an eating
style where rather than controlling
everything you eat, you tune in to your
body’s wants, needs, and cravings, and trust
yourself to indulge without losing control.
I’m sure this sounds like a great idea that
might work for other people. But what if
you’re one of those people who can’t even
look at a cookie without gaining weight, let
alone eat one whenever you want? I’ve been
there. But you’re likely stuck in the same
cycle I found myself in.
After years of restriction, probably for as
long as you can remember, you’ll have to
help your mind and body rebuild intuition.
Here are four steps to get back in control
with food and help you effortlessly regulate
your weight without dieting:
1.

Tune in to physical hunger. After a life
of dieting and fasting it’s common to
not even know what hunger feels like
anymore. Forget meal times. Start eating
September/October 2022 		

67

FAMILY FARE

Pete the Cat Visits
Kiddie Academy
During a Storytime LIVE! event at its Longwood/Lake Mary campus,
Kiddie Academy recently welcomed parents and kids to meet one of
the most popular characters in children’s literature, Pete the Cat.
The deep-blue cat, known for his go-with-the-flow attitude and ability
to adapt to any challenges that come his way, greeted kids and posed
for pictures after Kiddie Academy teachers read his popular book Pete
the Cat and His Four Groovy Buttons. The book helps emerging readers
improve their counting skills and understand that even when things
don’t go as planned – like when Pete slowly loses all the buttons on his
shirt – there are always reasons to be positive. Kids also enjoyed plenty
of crafts and activities throughout the event.

1

4
1. Pete with Ted Cockram, who co-owns Kiddie Academy schools in

Longwood/Lake Mary and Sanford/Heathrow with his wife, Hilda.

2. Kiddie Academy teacher Ms. Claraisabel walks Cadence Shafer

through the original Pete the Cat story, I Love My White Shoes.

2
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3

3. Little Tyari-Marie Hodge with parents Tynisa and Gary

4. Elizabeth LaRocca with teachers Ms. Kristen and Ms. Sarah

Meet the

NEW ‘NOLE!
by Jeannine Gage

Seminole High welcomes a veteran
administrator to the principal’s office

M

ichael Pfeiffer has been a leader in Central Florida
education circles for many years, but he insists he’s
nobody’s boss.

“I truly believe I work for the teachers and students,” Michael
says, “not the other way around.”
Michael took over as the new principal of Seminole High
School this summer, and he is quickly immersing himself
in the collaborative effort it takes to run one of Seminole
County’s largest and most dynamic schools.
“I truly believe in service leadership,” says Michael. “If I have
a teacher or student who does not succeed, that’s on me.”
Michael, 51, taught English before he became an administrator
25 years ago. He has three simple goals at Seminole High:
improve school safety, improve school culture, and achieve
academic excellence.

School safety doesn’t just mean keeping students physically safe, it
means tending to their mental health, as well. Michael’s experience
leading Seminole County’s Endeavor School (which serves students
with significant emotional and behavioral challenges) gives him
unique insight into the modern stressors students face every day.
Improving school culture, meanwhile, begins with embracing
Seminole High’s beautifully diverse student body and making sure
everyone feels included and heard.
“And of course,” Michael says, “academic excellence is the most
important part. It’s the starting point for everything else.”
Running Seminole High is like leading several schools in one, with
its acclaimed International Baccalaureate program and various
academies – like Aviation, Health, PSI High, and more – and
Michael is up to the task.
“I am ready to be a ‘Nole,” he says.

SWIM LIFE

“S

wim Life’s indoor facility lets you participate in classes
rain or shine, and they are giving our toddler (and mama) the
confidence to be in and around pools!” – Happy Parent Christina Ortiz
Confidence is key to water safety and survival, and that’s
why Kelly Wiggins, owner of Swim Life, designed her indoor
swimming school to help build confident swimmers during
every month of the year.
“In Florida, learning and practicing swimming year-round
is extremely important to prevent drowning,” Kelly says.
“In the age group that has the highest drowning statistics
– age 1 to 4 – children grow at a rapid rate. Skills learned at
the beginning of summer are not going to work as well in
a bigger body several months down the road. Kids have to
keep practicing and refining those skills.”
In addition to Swim Life’s survival lessons, parents and
children also learn multi-tiered keys to bathtub, beach, and
pool safety including:
• Adult supervision: someone must always be within arm’s
reach of a child who is in or around the water.
• Proper alarms and fencing must be in place to prevent a
child from reaching the water unattended.
• Knowing how to swim to the side or roll and float
independently are essential survival skills.
• Learn CPR to be prepared if an emergency happens.
– Shelley Ouellette
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Lake Mary High is welcoming two coaches in
one as they bring on Russel Williams to lead
both the girls’ and boys’ volleyball teams

Boys and Girls...

Let’s Go!

A

fter graduating in 1986 from Lake Mary High School, where
he was a drummer in the marching band, Russel Williams
headed to Seminole State College with no idea what career he
was going to pursue.
Then he took a volleyball class, and the proverbial light bulb
went off in his head.
“I really didn’t know what I wanted to do at that time,” says
Russel, who was recently hired as Lake Mary’s new boys’ and
girls’ volleyball coach. “Then I took this volleyball class and
enjoyed it, and it took off from there. I figured I would get into
coaching, so I needed to get into the education department.”
Russel, now 55, went on to get his degrees from Seminole
State and the University of Central Florida while playing
competitively in a USA Volleyball league. His first coaching
job was as Lake Brantley High School’s freshman girls’ coach
while he was still in college. After graduating from UCF, Russel

by Jill Cousins

was hired as Lyman High School’s boys’
volleyball coach.
During his 18 years at Lyman,
Russel would mold the
Greyhounds into one of the
top-10 high-school boys’
volleyball programs in
Florida, winning two state
championships (in 2004 and
2013) and finishing as state
runner-up in 2014. At one
point, between 2013 and
2014, Lyman would post an
astonishing 61-1 record with
the only loss coming in the 2014
State Championship game. Russel
also coached Lyman’s girls’ team for
three years.
In 2018, Russel stepped down from coaching indoor volleyball to
start Lyman’s girls’ beach volleyball team. When he heard from
Lake Mary girls’ coach Katie Donoghue that Lake Mary boys’
coach Louis Reyes planned to retire after the 2022 season, Russel
became his assistant coach with the hope of succeeding him.
At the same time, Russel’s son Tyler transferred from Lyman to
Lake Mary so he could play volleyball for his dad.
Russel, who still teaches physical education at Lyman, got more
than he bargained for at LMHS. Louis retired in the spring as
planned, and Russel was interviewed and hired to take over the
boys’ team. And then Katie decided to step down as the girls’
coach, so Russel was given that job, too!
At Lake Mary, Russel inherits a boys’ team that finished 27-2 last
year and reached the state semifinals, losing to eventual state
runner-up Freedom High School. The Rams’ only other loss was
to eventual State Champion Winter Park during a tournament
earlier in the season. Half of that team’s 12 players will return for
the 2023 season.
Russel is looking forward to the challenge of coaching both
volleyball teams at his alma mater.
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“The best thing about coaching, for me, is actually the journey
of it,” says Russel, who also coaches with the Orlando Gold
Volleyball Club. “It’s a great feeling to build a program,
especially at a place where you have parent support, good
athletes, and an administration that is going to support you.
That’s what I enjoy. It’s fun!”
September/October 2022
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Longwood is quickly becoming an epicenter
of weightlifting success in Seminole
County, and these local lifters are just
back from an epic trip out west to
compete in the National
Championships

O

ne of Lyman High School weightlifting coach Brandon
Pendle’s favorite sayings is, “If it’s not fun, what’s the
point?” So, when he took five members of his club team to the
USA Weightlifting National Youth and Junior Championships
this summer in Las Vegas, Brandon decided to make the trip
extra special.

Joined by his parents Cindy and Robert Pendle and his younger
sister Breanna (who is also a member of Lyman’s weightlifting
team), Brandon and the students set off on a two-week trip out
west that included stops in Arizona, Nevada, and California. In
addition to the weightlifting competition, the Pendle family and
Brandon’s lifters enjoyed scenic hikes through the Grand Canyon
and Las Vegas as well as a fun bus tour of Los Angeles and stops
at some of California’s popular surfing spots.
And in between, the lifters – members of Brandon’s Longwood
72
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by Jill Cousins

Malaquias Coronado

Sarah Fitzpatrick
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Longwood Weightlifting’s club team includes (back
row) Breanna Pendle, Kendall Dearth, Malaquias
Coronado, Coach Brandon Pendle, Jordyn Dearth,
Sarah Fitzpatrick, and (front row) Rolando Coronado.
Not pictured: Ava Caldwell.

Weightlifting club team – had the awesome experience of
competing in a national event. Malaquias Coronado took third
place in the clean and jerk in the 73-kilogram weight class (161
pounds), lifting a personal record 123 kg (271 pounds) on his
final attempt.

“It was probably the best trip I’ve ever been on, not just from a
vacation standpoint,” Brandon says. “It was great to give them
this opportunity that they might never have had – that was the
most fulfilling part of it. And as a coach, I love seeing all their hard
work pay off.”
Brandon took over Lyman High’s girls’ weightlifting program
two years ago and has transformed it into one of the top teams
in Seminole County. He was an assistant for the boys’ team last
year and will take over as head coach this season. In just one year,
turnout for his girls’ team grew from eight girls to 24.

Last season, nine girls qualified for
the FHSAA State Championships with
Sarah Fitzpatrick (now a freshman
at Florida State University) placing
second in traditional (bench press and
clean-and-jerk total) and Jordyn Dearth
(a freshman at Lindenwood University
in Missouri) placing third in the snatch
(which was new to high-school state
competition) in their weight classes. In
regional team competition, Lyman’s girls
took second place in traditional and snatch.
Jordyn also qualified for Nationals but
was unable to compete because of an ankle
injury. To compete in Nationals, Sarah dropped weight
from 76 to 71 kg (a loss of 11 pounds) in just one month.
“And we also shattered a bunch of school records,
which is really cool,” Brandon says. “We really had a
phenomenal year.”

Rings of Power

Lyman sophomore Ava Caldwell was among four
Longwood Weightlifting team members who medaled
at the Florida Olympic Weightlifting Championships
this past May, taking second place in the Youth division
at 76+ kg. Jordyn was third in the Juniors 67 kg weight class,
Sarah was second in the Juniors 76 class, and Malaquias’s brother
Rolando Coronado was third in the Juniors 89 kg class.
“My mom talked me into signing up for weightlifting,” says Ava,
a former softball player, “and if she told me that I was going to
nationals in my first year of weightlifting, I’d say, ‘Not me!’ But it
ended up being a great experience.”
Malaquias, a linebacker on the Lyman football team, qualified
for regionals in weightlifting as a sophomore but sustained a
concussion from football practice the day before the regional

competition and
was unable to compete.

Taking breaks during his team’s trip out west
for USA Weightlifting Nationals, Coach
Brandon Pendle was joined by family and
team members at such breathtaking sites
as (clockwise from top left) Nevada’s Red
Rock Canyon National Conservation Area,
Seven Magic Mountains, and Grand Canyon
National Park in Arizona.

“That made me think
about it more,” Malaquias says. “I think if I take it more seriously,
I can progress in the sport.”
Brandon sees a bright future for Malaquias, as well as both Lyman
teams, in the upcoming high-school seasons (winter for girls,
spring for boys).
“I think we are going to continue to shatter records,” Brandon
says, “and we can place first or second in the state if everyone
stays healthy and we do what we need to do.”
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Ekansh Rastogi at the Regional Spelling Bee held at Camping
World Stadium in February. Photo by StevenMillerPix.com,
courtesy of Orlando City Soccer.

Un-

BEE

-lievable!
by Jeannine Gage

TWO Seminole County students
make it to the National Spelling Bee

T

he last time Ekansh Rastogi went to the Scripps National
Spelling Bee in 2019, he finished 51st.

“It was pretty cool because it was a whole different level
of spelling,” Ekansh says. “But it was also chaotic and
nerve-wracking.”
This year, as a seasoned 14-year-old, he made it to the
finals of the Washington, D.C., competition, ending up tied
for fifth place.
“We’re extremely proud of Ekansh’s prestigious
accomplishments,” says Serita Beamon,
superintendent of Seminole County
Public Schools. “It’s a testament to his
hard work, passion, and amazing support
system. He truly embodies what all our
families already know, that SCPS is a
world-class, premier school district.”

Lutheran School in Oviedo. He finished in 14th place (tied
with eight other spellers). While this was Ekansh’s last year
of National Spelling Bee eligibility, Aaron has two more years
to compete.
“I was a little nervous,” Aaron says. “But it was fun. I made new
friends, and I liked the competition.”
The reason both boys were able to go to the competition
this year was because the new sponsors of the regional
tournament, Orlando City Soccer Club, decided to send
both the winner (Aaron) and the runnerup (Ekansh) to the national competition
because the tournament had been
canceled for the two previous years due
to the COVID-19 pandemic. For placing
first and second at the regional level,
both boys won prizes from Apple and
other companies. Orlando City covered
all their travel costs to the National
Spelling Bee in the nation’s capital.

It helps you be a better
student and also helps
with social graces and
competitiveness. I believe
it will help me for the rest
of my life.”

The word that took Ekansh out of the
Spelling Bee? Rémoulade – and it wasn’t
because the current Seminole High School
– Aaron
ninth grader didn’t know how to spell it. In
2021, the National Spelling Bee added a twist to the second round
of each spelling competition. Competitors didn’t just have to spell
a given word properly, they had to correctly identify its meaning
from a series of multiple-choice definitions. Ekansh guessed it was
a decorative strip of wood instead of the egg-based sauce it is.
“I just overanalyzed it,” he shrugs.

Brothers in A-R-M-S

Ekansh was joined at the National Spelling Bee by another local
student, Aaron Kuebler, now a seventh grader at St. Luke’s
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Kuebler

Aaron says he plans to make it back to
D.C. for the next two years.
“Spelling is fun,” he says. “I definitely want to keep doing it. My
goal is to make the finals.”
With National Spelling Bee competition behind him, Ekansh will
now be spending more time on his favorite sport, cricket. His
father played on a college team in India, and Ekansh says the
global game is his favorite sport for many reasons.
“It’s unique,” he says, “and it’s a very close-knit community.”
Spelling is a family affair for the Kueblers. Aaron’s older brother,
Owen, is also an accomplished speller, and the family plays lots
of word games together.

Aaron Kuebler and
Ekansh Rastogi at
the National Spelling
Bee. Photos courtesy
of Scripps.

“Anytime one of us is reading, and we come across a word we
don’t know, we stop, look it up, and have Aaron spell it,” says
his mother Kristen.
Aaron, like the rest of his family, is an avid reader. His favorite
books are medieval fantasies and anything with magic in
them. He’s currently devouring the Bartimeaus trilogy by
Jonathan Stroud.
Both Ekansh and Aaron say math is also a favorite subject.

“Math actually comes more naturally to me,” says Ekansh, who
wants to major in data science or something similar in college.
While Aaron has yet to turn his mind toward college, he
believes competing in spelling bees will help him in school
and beyond.
“It helps you be a better student and also helps with social
graces and competitiveness,” he says. “I believe it will help me
for the rest of my life.”

HOUSE CLEANING EXPERTS

T

here are few great pleasures in life. For me, one of those
pleasures is walking into my house after work on a day
the crew from House Cleaning Experts has come to visit. The
house smells so clean, and it feels fresh and new.
Since I started working with House Cleaning Experts four
years ago, the same two wonderful women have been coming
to my house to sprinkle their fairy dust. On the extremely rare
occasion that one of them can’t make a particular day, owner
Paulo Carvalho always lets me know ahead of time about a
new face that will be coming into my home. Paulo’s excellent
communication constantly creates peace of mind and helps me
manage my own busy schedule.
His crew works hard for Paulo because he works hard for
them. When I happen to be home when the ladies come,
they’re delightful to talk to. They always giggle when my
beagle, Chewie, howls at them, bending down to assure him
everything is going to be OK, and soon enough he’s rolling
over for a belly rub.
House Cleaning Experts has been in business since 2005, and
Paulo takes great pride in the consistency he offers his clients.
Even these days, when hard-working people are so difficult to
find, Paulo’s crews have never missed a shift at my house.
Paulo and his team truly care about the families they serve.
My family definitely appreciates what they’ve done for us –
even Chewie.
– Samantha Taylor
September/October 2022 		
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IN THE KNOW

INTRODUCING
BOOK CLUB IN A BAG
New from the Seminole County Public Library!
by Sara White

T

he Seminole County Public Library
is proud to announce the launch
of its brand-new Book Club in a Bag
initiative! It’s a kit specifically designed
for book discussion groups. Each kit
includes 6 to 12 copies of the same
book, discussion questions, author
information, and an inventory sheet
– all packaged together into a sturdy
canvas bag.
To have a look at all the book titles
we currently feature in the Book Club
in a Bag program, you’ll want to visit
SeminoleLibrary.org, scroll down to
“Services,” and select Book Club in a Bag.
To check out a kit, browse our catalog
list. You can click the link on that page

to view all available kits in our online
Library catalog.
As long as you are age 18+ and hold a
Seminole County Public Library card
in good standing, you are eligible to
check out a kit! You can place a hold on
a kit you’d like to use directly via our
online catalog, or you can call your local
library and ask for assistance. You’ll
be notified when your kit is ready for
pickup. The kit can be checked out for
six full weeks to allow plenty of time for
reading and discussion.
The Library currently offers over 100
book titles as Book Club in a Bag kits.
Titles include classics, books that have

been made into popular films and TV series,
true crime, historical fiction, realistic fiction,
New York Times bestsellers, Young Adult fiction,
award winners, and so much more. We are
confident that every local book club can find an
intriguing new title to discuss together as part
of this initiative.
Before launching the program to the public,
the Seminole County Public Library had the
opportunity to try a pilot version with several
local assisted-living facilities. Assisted-living
facilities were the perfect place to test out the
program because the Library already partners
with many of them to ensure residents are able
to check out Library books.
Barbara J. Smith led one of the pilot Book Club
in a Bag meetings at a local senior living facility.
She shared with us that the book club was
“an excellent way to bring together a group of
people of disparate interests to discuss topics
and ideas they would not normally have had
reason to explore” in a safe environment.
Barbara explained that the club encouraged
participants to consider a variety of
perspectives in order to hold a comprehensive
discussion. “I learned a few things myself
along the way,” she said, “and our discussions
sometimes led me to alter my perception of a
previously read novel.”
The Seminole County Library is excited to be
offering this brand-new service, and we hope
to encourage you and your circle of friends to
pick up a new book together!

Visit SeminoleLibrary.org
for information on Library
programs and events!
SARA WHITE is the youth services
senior librarian at the Seminole
County Public Library.
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CONGRATS

Big Wins for Lake Mary Little League
Every year, the Lake Mary Little League (LMLL) program gets stronger
and stronger, and the league’s many all-star teams are piling up trophies
and banners to prove it.
This year was especially successful for the league, which plays its games
at the Lake Mary Sports Complex. No fewer than FOUR all-star teams
made it to the Florida Little League State Championships – three baseball
teams and one softball squad.
The Lake Mary Little League 11U Softball All Stars tore through
their district and sectional contests to reach the State Championship
tournament. The young ladies played well there, too, falling just short of
winning it all. They made it to the State Championship game but finished
as runners-up.

11U Baseball All-Stars celebrate a District and
Sectional Championship.

Meanwhile, no LMLL boys’ team had ever made it to the State
Championship tournament before, but this year, the League sent three!
The 10U, 11U, and 12U All Star teams all finished as District and Sectional
Champions, and all three came tantalizingly close to the coveted State
Championship. 12U baseball climbed highest going 2-1 at the state
tournament, just short of making the Championship game.
So, for this year, the softball side holds the bragging rights having played
in the final game of the season. Will the girls or boys take that last, most
difficult step and bring home a State Championship trophy? We’ll have to
wait for next season to find out. But, for now, all the teams and the entire
program can take pride in the many district and sectional titles they won
as we look forward to more success ahead.

The Lake Mary Little League 11U Softball All Stars won districts
and sectionals and made it all the way to the State Championship
game finishing as state runners-up.

The 12U Baseball All Stars are District and Sectional Champions.

The 10U Baseball All Stars with their Sectional Championship banner
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Lake Mary High
JROTC cadets give a
first-hand account of
life on Parris Island and
the USS Yorktown

From the Front Lines
by Mike Berry

O

n their most recent field trip, cadets
from Lake Mary High School’s
Navy Junior ROTC program were
constantly yelled at, exposed to tear
gas residue, forced to sleep on metal
racks with no room to sit up, do pushups at a moment’s notice, and run an
obstacle course in searing heat... In
short, they had a blast.
The cadets spent four nights and five
days totally immersed in military
life, first at a famous military college,
next on an historic aircraft carrier,
and then at the iconic home of
Marine Corps boot camp.
In all, it was a three-part field trip
to South Carolina that Lieutenant
Colonel Francis “Skip” Barth, who
leads Lake Mary High’s JROTC
program with Chief Petty Officer
Craig Daniels, says was perhaps his
program’s best adventure to date.
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Nearly 40 JROTC cadets kicked
off their tour of duty on July 25
at The Citadel military college in
Charleston, then spent the night
on the USS Yorktown, an aircraft carrier
that played a vital role in World War II. Finally
came three days of basic training at the Marine
Corps Recruit Depot at Parris Island. The students’
lead drill instructor was a woman no taller than
five feet who “could eat you for lunch,” says parent
chaperone and Army Veteran Summer Burton,
whose daughter also served as a chaperone and
whose son attended as a JROTC cadet.
We have written about these kinds of trips in Lake
Mary Life before but decided to mix things up a bit
this time. We wanted to let the cadets describe their
experience in real time. Check out their Cadet’s
Logs, and read on for color commentary from
Summer and the Colonel.
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CADET’S LOG

PARRIS ISLAND PHONE BANK

“I was getting yelled at in my
ear trying to make a phone
call. I was trying to dial, but I
was shaking the whole time.”

Summer and Col.
Barth both agree the
cadets’ most intense sample
of Marine Corps training on
Parris Island came in the base’s
gas chamber where Marine recruits, wearing masks, are
exposed to tear gas for up to 10 minutes to teach them
how to react to such exposure. The JROTC cadets spent
less than a minute in the sealed room, and no active gas
was used, but the residue from a recent training session
was enough to cause uncomfortable symptoms.

At Parris Island, the drill instructors never let up,
even when the cadets were allowed to call home on a
row of phones. No chitchat was permitted. The LMHS
students stuck to a rigid script all while the drill
instructors barked instructions. It’s exactly the same
routine real Marine Corps recruits endure when they
arrive at Parris Island.
Col. Barth describes all the yelling and shouting as a
“swarm of insanity.” The goal is to teach recruits how
to function amidst chaos, like the chaos they might
one day face on the battlefield.

The JROTC field trip wasn’t all yelling and chaos. During the students’ time
at Parris Island and on the Yorktown, military personnel endeavored to
give them a complete picture of life in the armed forces and the career- and
character-building benefits it includes.
Late in the trip, Staff Sergeant Mayra Arambula, the same five feet of fury
who spent the previous days screaming at the high schoolers, removed her
cap and engaged in a relaxed question-and-answer session with the teens.
There was no more yelling.

Perhaps the JROTC cadets’ most visceral exposure
to military life was during a sleepover on the USS
Yorktown, with bare beds stacked in towers of four or
five only 18 inches apart.
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“That experience was interesting because, when
we were sleeping, it was very tight. When I got
up, I almost hit my head. I have a lot of trouble
in tight spaces, especially when we’re sleeping
and chowing. And that was just one night.”
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“Seeing the Yorktown was breath
taking.
This is something you will never
see on a common day.”

Cadet Philip Sherman tackles the ropes course at
Parris Island. It’s the exact same course real Marine
Corps recruits face during basic training.
September/October 2022 		

79

CONGRATS

MacGyver Has Nothing on These Kids!
Odyssey of the Mind (OotM) is one
of the nation’s most iconic academic
and artistic competitions, and a local
team of OotM veterans recently
returned from the Odyssey of the
Mind World Finals with a truckload
of trophies, medals, and plenty of
global bragging rights.

Remember this name:
Noah Grubbs. We’ll be
able to say we knew
him when.

The Odyssey of the Mind Team with cocoaches Amanda Cummings (fourth from
left) and Jessica Lawrence (right)

The team included students from
Rock Lake Middle School, Seminole
High, and a few homeschoolers and is officially known as the Rotary Club
of Oviedo Team. Reaching the OotM World finals requires a lot of funding,
but direct support from the schools was unavailable this year. So, the
Longwood Hills Congregational Church stepped up to make sure these kids
could take on the world.
The team’s OotM project is too complicated to describe, but it involved
more than 1,000 paper clips, Arm & Hammer baking soda, and a complex
system of pulleys and gears that turned a theatrical presentation of an art
gallery from color to black-and-white and back to color again all without
electricity or human involvement.
While the mechanical magic was happening around them, the team acted
out an adorable story about environmental preservation and restoration.
When the judging was finished, the local team placed 10th in the entire world!
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Noah, the son of
Renee and Ephraim
Grubbs, is a freshman
at Lake Mary High
School and the
starting quarterback
on the Rams freshman
football squad (and
backup for the varsity team). He’s also the #1
freshman quarterback in all of Florida, and he’s
ranked #4 in the entire country!
It’s all according to QBHitList.com, which
recently released its rankings of every high-school
quarterback in America. Being at the top of these
lists means Noah will be heavily recruited by the
biggest college football programs in the U.S. (he’s
already received his first scholarship offer) and, even
better, it means the Rams are looking really good for
the next several years.
Way to go, Noah!

SANFORD FOOD TRUCK FIESTA
Sunday, September 11 and
October 9, 5:00 to 9:00 p.m.
Historic Downtown Sanford
Held on the second Sunday of
each month. Featuring over 30
food trucks, plus vendors, live
music, and more.

SANFORD ART & JAZZ NIGHT
Thursday, September 15 and
October 20, 6:00 to 9:00 p.m.
Held on the third Thursday of
each month at different venues
in downtown Sanford. Check
@SanfordArtandJazzNight on
Facebook for details.
LOCAL ARTIST EXHIBIT HOSTED
BY THE LAKE MARY MUSEUM
Through Saturday, September 24
10:00 a.m to 3:00 p.m.
Lake Mary Museum
158 North Country Club Road
LAKE MARY
NATIONAL NIGHT OUT
Tuesday, October 4
5:30 to 8:00 p.m.
Central Park
100 North Country Club Road
SANFORD
NATIONAL NIGHT OUT
Tuesday, October 4
5:00 to 8:00 p.m.
Fort Mellon Park, 600 E. 1st Street

LAKE MARY
THEATER THURSDAY
Thursday, October 13, 6:30 p.m.
Central Park
100 N. Country Club Road
The movie starts at sunset.
WITCHES OF SHAKESPEARE
HOSTED BY THE LAKE MARY
MUSEUM AND SEMINOLE
STATE COLLEGE
Friday, October 21 to Sunday,
October 30, select hours and
reservations required
Lake Mary Museum,
158 N. Country Club Road
GFWC LAKE MARY WOMAN’S
CLUB BEWITCHING BUNCO
Saturday, October 29
Doors open at noon
Lake Mary Community Center,
140 Wilbur Avenue
$25 to play. 50/50 raffle, basket
raffle, and door prizes.
Wear a costume and win
a prize. Light lunch will
be served. For tickets, call
Kathy Sutton 407-592-5672
or Mary Stream
239-634-4531.
Other upcoming
events include Tea
Party (December 4),
Fashion Show
(February 18), and
Bingo (April 29).

LAKE MARY HALLOWEEN SPOOKTACULAR
Saturday, October 29, 4:00 to 8:00 p.m.
Central Park, 100 N. Country Club Road
Trick-or-Treating: 4:00 to 6:45 p.m.
Movie in the Park: 6:45 to 8:00 p.m.

THE ULTIMATE CAR SHOW
COMES TO LONGWOOD
It’s not just a clever name... Historic
Downtown Longwood is getting
ready to host The Ultimate Car Show
on Saturday, September 24, from
10:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. featuring
everything from world-class exotics
and classic cars to everyday autos that make a statement on
the road.
Centered at Reiter Park, the show is free and open to
the public. It will feature five different car pavilions,
gourmet food trucks, a beer garden, live music, awards,
and a 50/50 raffle. All proceeds raised at the event will
support The Sharing Center in Longwood, making
The Ultimate Car Show the ultimate fundraiser, too!
To learn more, contact Candido Arreche at
407-595-4100, email UltimateCarShow@LiquidTech.net,
or visit TheUltimateCarShow.org.
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