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INDUSTRY NEWS

Rural Connections
By SHIRLEY BLOOMFIELD, CEO

NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association

Building the 
broadband workforce

As we greet the new year, it’s natural to 
look ahead to the next 12 months, which 
will again show our members supporting 

rural America by providing critical broadband 
internet service. It has been gratifying to see pro-
viders like yours working so furiously to build out 
broadband to communities still waiting for robust 
service while also serving existing customers. Yet, 
the work is never truly done.

Whether it is installations, upgrades or mainte-
nance, there is certainly more than enough work 
to go around. That is why it is fitting that NTCA is 
stepping up to help broadband workers. Because 
retention and recruitment in rural markets is more 
challenging than urban areas, we are especially 
proud to work with some new partners to support 
the broadband providers we represent in creating 
a 21st century workforce.

We recently joined the White House’s Talent 
Pipeline Challenge, a call to action for employ-
ers, education and training providers, and others 
to support equitable workforce development in 
critical infrastructure sectors like broadband. And 
we have partnered with Northwood Technical 
College, the National Rural Education Association 
and the Communications Workers of America to 
expand training and job opportunities for rural 
America’s broadband workforce.

These efforts seek to prepare for immediate 
growth in the broadband industry because of 
significant funding for network deployment in the 
Infrastructure Investment & Jobs Act, as well as 
future demand for high-tech jobs.

It’s an exciting time to work in broadband, and 
you are fortunate to live somewhere served by a 
committed community-based provider. As connec-
tions grow, so will the number and skills of broad-
band workers. Stay tuned for more information 
soon from your provider about these initiatives.

Happy New Year. 

Partnerships prepare for future growth

Every day, crews working on Texas roadsides bring you 
critical services. Please do your part to keep them safe. 

Follow the state’s MOVE OVER or SLOW DOWN law 
— drivers must yield to police, fire and emergency 
vehicles, as well as roadside workers like the crews 
providing your communications services.

 ➤ Move over a lane or slow to 20 mph below the posted 
speed limit when approaching vehicles using visual 
signals or flashing lights.

 ➤ On roadways with posted speed limits of 25 mph or less, 
drivers must reduce their speed to 5 mph.

WE’RE SAFER TOGETHER.

MOVE OVER

SLOW DOWN

SAVE LIVES



GONE 
PHISHING
Don’t get hooked by 
a ransomware attack

If you lost access to everything on your 
personal or work computer, how much 
would you pay to get it back? It’s a 

question more people are asking them-
selves as ransomware attacks have contin-
ued to grow in number and severity.

About 21% of all cyberattacks in 2021 
were ransomware attacks, according to 
IBM Security, costing individuals and 
businesses an estimated $20 billion. From 
2013 to 2020, the FBI’s Internet Crime 
Complaint Center saw a 243% increase in 
ransomware reports. That growth comes 
thanks to services that offer ransom-
ware-for-hire and the increased popularity 
of cryptocurrency, which make untraceable 
payments to these services easier than ever. 

The FBI does not recommend victims 
of these attacks pay the ransom. Victims 
rarely see their data returned, and payment 
only encourages future attacks. Instead, 
the best protection against ransomware 
is to understand how it works, where it 
comes from and how to protect your data 
from the start.

WHAT IS RANSOMWARE?
Ransomware is a type of malware, or 

malicious software, which locks the victim 

out of data on their computer until they pay 
for access to be restored. Most ransomware 
attacks target individuals, although attacks 
on large organizations with even bigger 
payouts have grown in popularity.

In the past, these situations largely 
involved attackers demanding a ransom to 
unlock the data. Today, most are “double 
extortion” assaults in which attackers 
demand payment for returning the data and 
to prevent it from being stolen again.

WHAT CAUSES IT?
Ransomware can infect your computer 

in many of the same ways as any other 
virus:
• Phishing emails — These emails trick 

users into downloading a malicious 
attachment disguised as a harmless file 
or visiting a website that can download 
the ransomware through their browsers.

• Software vulnerabilities — Hackers 
can find holes in a piece of software’s 
cybersecurity protection or buy infor-
mation on these flaws to download the 
malware onto a device or network.

• Stolen logins — Whether they’re 
obtained through phishing, purchased on 
the dark web or hacked by brute force, 

stolen credentials give cybercriminals 
direct access to download malware onto 
a device.

• Repurposed malware — Some ransom-
ware is actually malware developed for 
other attacks like stealing bank informa-
tion, and it’s reworked to encrypt and 
lock personal data. 

HOW CAN I AVOID IT?
Since paying attackers is not a reliable 

way to deal with ransomware, the best 
defense is to protect yourself and your 
devices before an attack can begin:
• Keep backups of any important data 

to eliminate most of the leverage an 
attacker might have.

• Update your computer’s software and 
operating system regularly to protect 
against the latest threats.

• Update your computer’s cybersecurity 
tools to help response teams detect and 
react to new ransomware attacks faster.

• Always be aware of phishing, social 
engineering and other strategies that can 
lead to a ransomware attack. 

TO LEARN MORE, visit  
www.stopthinkconnect.org.
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On the Cover:

Eastex has partnered 
with Polk County to 
bring fast, reliable and 
future-proof fiber to 
the northern parts of 
the county.  
See story Page 8.

Eastex is proud to offer broadband through 

Eastex Net, and security and automation 

services through ECS Solutions. 
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published by Eastex, ©2023. It is distributed 
without charge to all customers of the 
cooperative.
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Maybe it’s that credit card bill showing holiday purchases, 
some unfinished to-dos, or a pondering on what all you thought 
you would accomplish last year, compared to what was actually 
accomplished. Really, how things went in the previous 12 months 
can inform how you approach 2023 because we rarely start a new 
year completely fresh.

For example, as a business, our past performance informs us about 
our budget, the status of our infrastructure and the well-being of our 
staff. And that’s just a start! 

In 2022, Eastex added approximately 1.4 MILLION feet of fiber 
optic cable to our network, expanding our fiber internet access 
to more than 3,600 additional residential and business locations. 
We also opted to participate in the FCC’s Affordable Connectivity 

Program, allowing qualifying households to receive $30 discounts on their monthly internet 
service, or $75 discounts for our members living on Alabama-Coushatta tribal lands. We 
delivered free internet service to qualifying student households under TEA’s Connect Texas 
program. We applied for, and won, American Rescue Plan Act funding from Polk County, 
allowing us to enter into a partnership to expand our fiber footprint in areas of that county 
that have been underserved for far too long. We also applied for a Reconnect Grant under a 
program administered by USDA, which we hope will produce rewards in 2023. 

Our cooperative has been extremely busy over the past year and more, working hard to 
deliver on our promise to bring essential fiber internet service to our rural members and 
customers, and bridge the digital divide. And while we know our work is not even close to 
being done, we’ve laid the groundwork for a very productive year in 2023, and a future-proof 
network for decades to come.  

What can you expect us to paint on our canvas this year? Well, we will soon be revealing 
a new website with better accessibility and much more functionality, allowing customers to 
identify what internet service is available at their specific address and easily express interest in 
receiving our service. You will see our construction crews and staff working in more areas to 
continue building our fiber network. We will work with regulators to ensure transparency and 
accuracy with national broadband mapping initiatives, and will continue to explore opportuni-
ties to secure more funding for fiber expansion. 

We hope you are as excited as we are about our plans and the groundwork we’ve laid to 
achieve our goals. The best part is that we are taking this journey with you — our members, 
friends and neighbors. You are the WHY in our mission, and we are so very glad to be able to 
serve you.    

Produced for Eastex by:
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technology to the people in the Henderson, 
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936-967-1000 • 800-732-7839

Headquarters:
P.O. Box 150 

3675 U.S. Highway 79 S.
Henderson, TX 75653-0150

903-854-1000 • 800-232-7839 

www.eastex.com

Waskom Branch Office:
P.O. Box 1691
705 Spur 156

Waskom, TX 75692-1691
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Are you ready for the future?

Happy New Year! This is always an exciting time, because in so many ways 
the months ahead seem like a fresh canvas waiting to be filled with plans, 
hopes, dreams, accomplishments and more. But if you’re like many of us, a 

little bit of 2022 may linger.

Embrace 2023 and beyond

Adobe Stock photo by creative soul
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NEED MONEY FOR COLLEGE?

ENJOY A TRIP TO 
WASHINGTON, D.C. ON US 

   Attention, high school seniors! Eastex is accepting applications for its 
2023 scholarship program. Scholarships are available to graduating high 
school seniors who will attend a college or technical school during the 
2023-2024 school year. 
Scholarship requirements
• High school senior 
• Must have an immediate family member who is an active Eastex member, 
meaning they are a subscriber receiving local service or dial tone from 
Eastex Telephone Cooperative Inc.  
Note: This does not include Eastex employees, directors and their 
dependents.  
• Must reside within an Eastex exchange as of Tuesday, Jan. 3, 2023. 
   Students can obtain an application from the Eastex business offices in 
Henderson, Livingston or Waskom beginning Tuesday, Jan. 3. Completed 
applications must be returned to Eastex no later than March 1. 

    Eastex is offering 16- and 17-year-old students a chance to 
attend the 2023 Foundation for Rural Service Youth Tour of the 
nation’s capital. 
   The tour, which brings students together from across rural 
America to visit Washington, D.C., offers participants a chance to 
learn about rural telecommunications and observe the legislative 
and governmental processes. 
   This year’s youth tour is scheduled for May 31-June 4. Registration 
closes March 31. For more information on the tour and how to 
apply, visit frs.org and find Youth Tour under the Programs tab. 

For 10 years, this magazine project has 
told the stories of co-ops like Eastex as 
they bridge the digital divide separat-
ing rural and metropolitan America. 
By working with like-minded co-ops to 
share the costs, we bring you Con-
nection as an affordable, high-quality 
magazine focused on our community. 
Together, we bring the cooperative 
spirit to life. 

A decade of storytelling 

Happy 
New Year!
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TRAVEL

Story by ANNE BRALY

When the days are cold and 
sundown seems to arrive in 
midafternoon, there’s no better 

time to turn daydreams of warm breezes 
and blue water into reality. You might 
even save a little money while you’re at it.

A cruise is a temptation thousands of 
people can’t resist, and planning now can 
make a difference. “All of the major cruise 
lines have returned their fleets to full 
deployment,” says Wes Rowland, presi-
dent of cruiseexperts.com.

As a result, more cruise lovers are going 
to be on the water, and finding a deal for 
the best rooms and views is getting harder. 
There’s so much to decide — dates, itiner-
aries, cruise lines, room types and more.

One of the first considerations is the port 
of origin. Fortunately, there are options 
for Texans with ports in Galveston or New 
Orleans. Galveston is centrally located, 
making it a good option. East Texans 
might opt for the Port of New Orleans and 

arrive a day or two early to laissez les bon 
temps rouler before embarking.

“Cruising is back,” Wes says, advising 
that it’s best to get a trusted travel profes-
sional who can help you with the many 
waterways you must navigate before 
purchasing your passage. “A travel agent 
can help you spend your money where 
it’s important and save it when you can,” 
he says.

The best cruise deals are not only about 
getting the lowest price. Cruise lines are 
now offering some attractive deals, many 
including add-ons that once cost extra. 
Check out some of the top cruise sites 
on the internet, and you’ll find that some 
are now rolling more perks into up-front 
pricing, including beverage packages, 
tips, free specialty dining and Wi-Fi. 
“The end result?” Wes asks. “It’s a better 
value for the guest. Cruise lines took 
advantage of the unplanned downtime 
during the pandemic to retire the oldest 

ships from their fleets, so with new ships 
coming online, consumers have better 
choices of fabulous, amenity-packed 
ships than ever before.”

For example, Norwegian’s 2023 cruise 
schedule includes a six-night Caribbean 
cruise on the Norwegian Prima, leaving 
from Galveston on March 8, in a suite 
with a balcony for $1,485 per person, 
double occupancy. That includes its Free 
at Sea package: free unlimited open bar, 
free specialty dining, free onshore excur-
sions and free Wi-Fi. Carnival also offers 
deals with reduced deposits and more, 
including a four-night Caribbean cruise 
for two on Carnival Valor out of New 
Orleans for $1,234.

CONSIDER ‘SHOULDER SEASON’
Supply and demand determine rates, 

so if your travel dates are flexible take 
advantage of what budget cruisers consider 
the Holy Grail of deals — “shoulder 

Brighten the winter blues
Plan now to cruise this year
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With cruises booking up for spring, planning now 
will help you find the adventure and pricing you 
want. So brighten the winter gloom with dreams 
of the sea.

Brighten the winter blues
Plan now to cruise this year

season.” This window between the peak 
and off-seasons, from late September 
through mid-November, offers the best 
deals and smaller crowds. “Sometimes it’s 
just the perception of when it’s better or 
worse to travel. You need to know what 
your priorities are,” Wes says.  

TIPS FOR BUYING A CRUISE
If you choose to go it alone, do your 

homework. There’s no guarantee you’ll 
find the lowest rate, but these tips from 
cruiseexpert.com will help you be smarter 
about buying your vacation:

• Final deposits are due three months 
before the cruise. Usually, that’s the 
last date a cruise can be canceled with-
out a penalty. This is when you can 
snag a good deal as cruise lines slash 
rates to try to fill empty cabins.

• Book for fall or spring when most 
families with school-age children 
cannot travel. There’s typically more 

availability and lower pricing during 
these times.

• If you’re willing to risk it, book a 
Caribbean cruise during hurricane sea-
son when prices are much lower. Just 
be sure to invest in travel insurance, 
and make sure your prepaid deposits 
and other expenses are covered.

• Aggregate sites — independent web-
sites offering trips on multiple cruise 
lines — allow you to check out many 
options at once. Some of these include 
cruisecritic.com, gotosea.com,  
cruises.com and cheapcruises.com.

• If you’re new to cruising and want 
to see if it’s the right fit for you, try 
taking a short, two- to three-night 
cruise first. Royal Caribbean’s recently 
refurbished Freedom of the Seas is one 
option. It makes short cruises between 
Miami and the Bahamas. 

As cruise season is back and 
moving full steam ahead, here are 
some of the newest vessels sailing 
the high seas:

 g Royal Caribbean’s Odyssey of the 
Seas embarked on its first cruise 
in 2021 and is the first Quantum 
Ultra-Class Ship in North America 
offering bumper cars, glow-in-
the-dark laser tag and virtual 
reality games. Passengers can 
kick back and relax beside the 
newly designed, resort-style pool. 
This ship is a game-changer for 
the cruise industry.

 g Princess Cruises’ Enchanted 
Princess launched in 2019 and 
offers a touch more sophistica-
tion than ships geared toward 
the teenage set. Dining options 
are excellent on all the cruise 
line’s Medallion Class vessels, 
the category to which the 
Enchanted Princess belongs.

 g MSC Cruises’ Virtuoso set sail in 
2019. There’s a humanoid robot 
bartender in the Starship Club. 
The ship has the longest LED 
dome at sea, and it towers over 
a promenade of retail shops and 
restaurants. There are five pools 
that range from a waterpark for 
the kids to a quieter place to 
relax for adults.

Ready to set sail?



Polk County Judge Sydney Murphy 
laughs when she remembers the 
day commissioners partnered with 

Eastex Telephone Cooperative to build a 
state-of-the-art fiber internet network in 
the northern part of the county. 

For the previous 60 days, the county 
had been under a burn ban due to drought. 
In a twist of fate, the Eastex partnership 
announcement came about the same 
time the ban was lifted. “So, I’m over 
here doing the happy dance and patting 
everybody on the back for changing the 
trajectory of our lives, our children’s lives, 
economic development and job opportuni-

ties,” Murphy says. “But most people were 
just happy they could burn their brush.”

Murphy likes to joke about the mem-
ory, but she’s dead serious when it comes 
to the need for reliable internet. “The 
driving impetus for this partnership was 
that the north end of Polk still had black 
holes in terms of internet service, and 
even cell service,” she says. “To give you 
one example, our school districts up there 
had trouble communicating with their 
own school buses.”

 
CHARGING UP NORTHERN POLK

The Eastex partnership will change all 

that. The $10 million contract will bring 
reliable, gig-speed fiber internet service 
to an area of the county that’s gone with-
out it for too long. While Eastex already 
serves most residents of Southern Polk 
County, the cooperative will soon serve 
about 1,300 more locations. 

“We believe that this partnership and 
future-proof broadband infrastructure 
will not only improve the lives of resi-
dents of northern Polk County but will 
also increase the economic development 
in the region, advance the delivery of 
government services, education, health 
care, public safety and smart agriculture 

Story by JEN CALHOUN

Game Changer
Eastex to provide future-proof fiber to Northern Polk County

Members of the Polk County Commissioners Court and Eastex Telephone staff celebrate 
their fiber internet partnership. From left to right: Anthony Hendrix, Guylene Robertson,  
Wes Robinson, C.T. “Tommy” Overstreet, Rusty Dorman, Judge Sydney Murphy, Ronnie 
Vincent and Milt Purvis.

Jessica Hutchins is the Polk County grant and 
contract coordinator. 
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practices,” says Eastex General Manager 
Rusty Dorman.

Eastex is already well into extensive 
planning and engineering, and fiber-to-
the-premises connections could be ready 
as soon as the early part of 2024. What’s 
more, Eastex trucks and work crews are 
rolling. Locations include the areas along 
Highway 59 between the Polk County line 
and Livingston, Highway 287 between the 
Polk County borders, and FM 350 North 
between Highway 59 and FM 3152. 

MISSING LINKS
For several years, a national, for-profit 

telecommunications corporation supplied 
some internet service to the northern part 
of the county, but they often cherry picked 
where they put it. 

“They wouldn’t go in and provide 
internet service across the board,” Murphy 
says. “They claimed they did, but just 
because you have a wire slung down by 
the side of the road doesn’t mean you’re 
serving people that live along that road. 
But sure, they’d come in and lay wires and 
provide service to the state of Texas, just 
not to the residents of the state of Texas.”

The problems peaked during the COVID-

19 pandemic when people couldn’t get 
online for school or work. “All of a sudden, 
we’ve got an entire school district with 
children who had no access to do remote 
learning,” Murphy says. 

A dispute between the for-profit corpora-
tion and one of its contractors caused even 
more problems, says Jessica Hutchins, Polk 
County’s grant and contract coordinator. At 
one point, the dispute resulted in a govern-
ment office losing its internet service — 
through no fault of the county. 

That hasn’t been the case with Eastex. 
“It’s been a pleasure to work with them,” 
Hutchins says. “They’ve gone above 
and beyond to meet the county’s needs. 
Anytime we’ve ever needed anything, 
they’ve been on it. Nothing’s ever a 
hassle with them.” 

Murphy agrees. “We’ve had great 
experiences on every level with Eastex,” 
she says. “There are the local representa-
tives, who have a vested interest in their 
communities, but people on the regional 
level have also listened to us, acknowl-
edged what the needs were and agreed to 
stretch a little bit.” 

With Eastex signing on to provide 
service, the northern end of the county 
can grow and improve. “It’s a very rural 
area, but Houston is heading our way,” 
Murphy says. “We want to make sure 
we’re strategic about our growth and 
where it goes. We don’t want to lose  
our green space, but at the same time we 
want to increase the tax base and pro-
vide a better quality of life to the people 
who live here.”  

Keeping  
East Texas 
connected
Eastex’s northern Polk County 
project is part of a larger, 
ongoing fiber construction 
plan that includes dozens 
of fiber projects across the 
cooperative’s 2,314 miles  
of service territory.

Game Changer

Polk County Judge Sydney Murphy 
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Story by DREW WOOLLEY

apps for 
every pet 
owner8

Puppr — Every new dog 
owner could use some help 
with training. With Puppr, 
you have access to training 
videos, over 100 lessons, 

live chats with trainers, progress tracking 
and more. Celebrity dog trainer Sara Carson 
leads the programs, and your pup will be 
able to keep up with her “super collies” in 
no time.

Cat Training Tips — If 
you’re looking to establish 
ground rules with a new 
feline friend, the more 
streamlined Cat Training 

Tips app is a good reference for practical 
tips on common issues like litter box train-
ing and scratching.

Pet First Aid — Every 
pet owner worries about 
what to do in an emergency 
situation. The Pet First Aid 
app from the American Red 

Cross has you covered. It offers step-by-
step instructions for situations like your pet 
being attacked by another animal or eating 
something toxic. You can even learn how to 
give your pet CPR, check for warning signs 
and look up the closest veterinary hospital.

11pets — Keeping up with 
your pet’s medical needs 
on top of your own can be 
a challenge, which is why 
it helps to have an app like 

11pets to keep everything covered. Store 
your furry friend’s medical history, medica-
tion and vet schedules, or track their weight 
and nutrition to make sure they’re on the 
healthy path.

Cat Fishing 2 — Humans 
aren’t the only ones who 
enjoy a good mobile game. 
Cat Fishing 2 from Friskies 
is designed specifically for 

cats, and you can download it to your phone 
or tablet. Start it up, place your device on 
the floor and let your cat kill time swiping 
at colorful fish on the screen.

BarkHappy — If 
you’re looking for 
dog-friendly people 
and places in your area, 
BarkHappy is the app for 

you. Use the interactive map to find hotels, 
restaurants, bars and more where your dog 
will be welcome. You can also send out the 
call if your pup goes missing or find nearby 
dogs with whom to set up a play date.

Rover — Rover is the top 
pet sitting app with over 
200,000 caretakers in the 
U.S. and Canada. Rover’s 
team handles the vetting, 

and over 95% of reviewed services on the 
app have earned a five-star rating. Despite 
the name, Rover offers services for all 
kinds of pets, not just dogs. The app is also 
great for pet lovers looking for new job 
opportunities.

Whistle — You probably 
know an adventurous dog 
who likes to explore every 
chance it gets. With the 
Whistle app and accompa-

nying GPS tracker, it’s never been easier to 
keep track of your pet. The app 
sends you notifications when 
your pet gets out so you can 
make sure it doesn't get too 
much of a head start. In addi-

tion to finding your wan-
dering pet with pinpoint 

accuracy, the app tracks 
activity and wellness 
indicators like scratch-
ing, licking, eating and 
drinking. 

New pets are always popular gifts around the holidays. But the new year is when the responsibility for all that feeding, walking 
and those never-ending bathroom breaks can really set in. Fortunately, technology is here to help you stay on top of all of 
your new best friend’s needs, from training and wellness to games and socialization. Check out these apps to see how they 

can make pet care simpler, whether you’re a new pet owner or an amateur zookeeper.

8
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Your furry friends 
might fetch the 
remote for these 
programs

With more TV shows streaming 
every day, there is more enter-
tainment than anyone can keep 

up with. But did you know your pet might 
enjoy a good binge as much as you? 

Programming for pets is on the rise but 
it’s not a new idea. In 2012, the dog food 
brand Bakers began running a 60-second 
commercial targeted right at their canine 
consumers, complete with barking dogs to 
get their attention and high-pitched sounds 
human viewers couldn’t hear.

If you’re worried that your pets might 
get bored while you’re away at work, or 
you just can’t give them your full attention 
24/7, consider some of this programming 
that can help stimulate, relax and even 
train your pet throughout the day.

DOGTV
When it comes to man’s best friend, 

there’s a dedicated streaming service 
to keep your dog happy and occupied. 
Available on major streaming devices like 
Roku, Chromecast and Apple TV, DOGTV 
offers a variety of programming.

Some programs offer playful sequences 
to prevent boredom and provide mental 
stimulation, while others offer calming 
scenes to keep pooches relaxed. Training 
programs help dogs get used to common 

noises like doorbells and car sounds. 
There are even a few shows available for 
their humans.

SQUIRREL!
Think your furry friends might be 

getting bored while you’re away from 
home? Many cats and dogs respond to 
videos of birds, squirrels and fish. Cats, 
in particular, are visual animals, making 
them more likely to be entertained and 
mentally enriched by watching the quick 
movements of prey across a screen.

Because dogs rely more on their sense 
of smell, breeds with better eyesight are 
more likely to show interest in the TV. 
They tend to respond to images of other 
dogs running or socializing and might try 
to interact as they would in real life by 
barking or sniffing. Fortunately, no matter 
what grabs your pets’ attention, there are 
plenty of videos available on sites like 
YouTube designed to keep them occupied 
for hours while you’re out.

FOR THE BIRDS
Birds can be extremely smart and 

emotionally sensitive animals, making it 
especially challenging to keep them occu-
pied. Many birds have a natural interest in 
new sounds and colors, making the TV a 

good way to keep them engaged through-
out the day.

If you’re trying to expand your feath-
ered friend’s vocabulary, some program-
ming might even help to train them while 
you’re out. Repetition is key for helping 
any bird pick up a new word or phrase, 
and there are numerous videos available 
that will repeat common phrases for hours 
on end. Hit play and run, keeping your 
bird mentally engaged while you’re away.

FUN AND GAMES
If your cat likes to curl up next to you 

during a gaming session, consider adding 
“Stray” to your list. When BlueTwelve 
Studio released its cat-themed adventure 
game last year, it was an instant hit with 
cat owners. But it turns out the game was 
just as interesting to their feline friends.

Videos and photos of players’ cats 
being entranced by the digital kitty on 
screen became so popular that PlayStation 
even put out the call for submissions 
for a charity event with the hashtag 
#StrayReactions. The best ones went 
into a digital photo book presented to the 
American Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals along with a $25,000 
donation. That’s a win for everyone. 

SIT, STAY, 
BINGE



Story by JEN CALHOUN

After 30 years working in and 
around the fitness industry, Jody 
Morse noticed a few changes 

in the clients she sees. “After COVID-
19 and the lockdown, I think people are 
craving community and connection,” 
says Morse, coordinator of group fitness 
at Livingston Fitness Center. “A gym is a 
fantastic place for that.”

Gyms have the power to bring people 
together, whether it’s a spin class or 
meet-up to lift weights, she says. “I 
think, as a nation, we’re coming out of 
the obesity epidemic,” she says. “People 
need somewhere to go to motivate 
themselves.”

Statistics back it up, too. In 2022, more 
than 64 million Americans belonged 
to a gym or health club, according to 
an article from Zippia, a job site that 
offers research on various careers and 
industries. But those memberships aren’t 
just for show. Nearly 50% of Americans 
go to the gym at least twice a week. In 
addition, Zippia’s research projects that 
between now and 2028, the industry will 
grow into a $434 billion market — more 
than a 171% increase from today. 

COMMUNITY MATTERS
Polk County offers four locally owned, 

24-hour fitness centers, as well as other 

workout and group fitness facilities. 
That’s impressive when you consider 
the county’s population is a little over 
50,000. Besides Livingston Fitness 
Center, Polk County’s other locally 
owned, 24-hour, private gyms include 
The Sweat Shop Gym, Extreme Fitness 
Center and Fitness Station. 

Jacques Delahoussaye, who co-owns 
Livingston Fitness Center with Grady 
Riley, says their goal was to create a 
great experience for gym-goers. But they 
also wanted to help improve the com-
munity. “We started it about seven years 
ago,” Delahoussaye says. “We bought the 
old library museum, which was in disar-
ray at the time, and we converted it. The 
city had owned it, and it was vacant.” 

Delahoussaye, who works in interven-
tional radiology by day, likes to refurbish 
homes in his spare time. Renovating 
the old library into a gym appealed to 
him. He and Riley, along with a third 
partner who recently sold his share of 
the gym to them, wanted to give back 
to the community by investing in one of 
its vacant buildings. “I like improving 

Body, Mind  

   and Spirit
Local gyms find new devotees
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Livingston Fitness Center opened about 
seven years ago in the old library/
museum building.
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the community,” Delahoussaye says. “It 
sounds corny, but I really do enjoy that. 
It was neat to see the transformation of 
the building itself.” 

GROWING NEED
Livingston Fitness Center maintains 

a membership of around 1,200 people, 
with more joining every month. The 
growth prompted the gym to double its 
size by adding an adjacent two-story 
structure. “In this past year, we gained 
— at minimum — 50 new members a 
month,” Morse says. “In May, we had 
103 new members.” 

She attributes some of the surge to the 
increased interest in fitness and an overall 
need for change. “People are learning that 
it’s so much cheaper to pay a gym mem-
bership and eat healthy food than it is to 
pay for all those medical bills,” she says. 

But Morse doesn’t discount the pro-
gramming at the gym, either. The cen-
ter offers cardio equipment, including 

treadmills and stair climbers, plus a full 
range of weightlifting machines and free 
weights. Their kid’s club lets parents drop 
off children for supervised play while the 
adults work out. They also hold about 30 
fitness classes each week for everything 
from yoga and pilates to full-body hard-
core workouts and boot camps. 

“Our classes are as diverse as the popu-
lation of the gym,” Morse says. “They’re 
also constantly evolving every month. We 
might add a class or tweak one to improve 
them. We listen to our members on that.” 

Morse says she’s seen diversity in the 
gym grow along with its membership, 
giving it a community atmosphere that 
continues to surprise her. She sees every-
one from elite athlete types to groups of 
men over 70 meeting up a few days a 
week to walk and talk. For all of them, 
it’s become a place of camaraderie, hope 
and health. “I really think fitness and 
gyms are becoming the fountain of youth 
in this era,” she says.  

Weight benches, free weights, exercise machines and more at Livingston Fitness Center.

Find your place in Polk
Below are several local gyms 
throughout Polk County

Dunbar Gym 
1103 Dunbar St., Livingston 
936-327-8932 
 
Extreme Fitness Center 
14366 U.S. Highway 190, Onalaska 
936-646-3353 
 
Fitness Station 
119 Southpoint Drive, Ste. 200, Livingston 
936-327-9799 
 
Livingston Fitness Center 
601 W. Church St., Livingston 
936-327-2348 
 
Sweat Shop Gym 
141 Pan American Drive, Livingston 
936-328-4643
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Air fryers have crisped their way into America’s 
heart. Ranging from models with one knob and 
a basket to others with lots of bells and whistles, 

they’ve become as common in the American kitchen as 
toasters and coffeepots.

So how do you know which air fryer is the best fit 
for you?

You’ll become a champion of the air fryer with the 
Ninja. Priced around $150, it has a large basket and 
multiple settings that allow for dehydrating, reheating, 
baking and, oh yes, air frying. If you plan to do a good 
bit of cooking in your air fryer, this may be the model 
for you.

But if you’re cooking for one, or just want to see if 
an air fryer is right for you, then a less-expensive option 
like Dash’s air fryer — $49.95 at online retailers — 
might be better. With just one setting and a compact size, 
it’s perfect for one baked potato, a handful of French 
fries or a chicken thigh or two. It comes in multiple col-
ors to add a little pizzazz to your kitchen counter.

It goes without saying that air frying is a healthier 
alternative to deep frying. Think of an air fryer as multi-
ple appliances in one. It cooks quickly like a microwave, 
toasts like a toaster oven and fries like a deep fryer.

These kitchen wonders work magic on vegetables, 
proteins and baked goods because they’re basically small 
convection ovens. They have a fan-and-exhaust system 
that blows hot air across your food for even cooking and 
browning. It works just as well whether you’re making 
breaded onion rings from the freezer, roasting fresh broc-
coli or frying up some wings. Baking powder in the rub 
helps make air fryer wings crispy.

The savior of simple dishes and leftover pizza

 12  chicken wings, whole
 1  tablespoon olive oil
 1  teaspoon garlic powder
 1  teaspoon baking powder
 1/2  teaspoon salt
 1/4  teaspoon cayenne pepper 
  (optional)
 1/2  teaspoon ground black 
  pepper
 1  cup Buffalo hot sauce

Cut the wings into pieces so 
you have 24 wings. Preheat the 
air fryer to 380 F. Spray the fryer 
basket after preheating. Place 
the wings in a large bowl and add 
olive oil, garlic powder, baking 
powder, salt, cayenne pepper and 

black pepper. Toss wings until 
fully covered. Place the wings in 
a single layer — as many as will fit 
without overlapping — on the air 
fryer basket.

Air fry the wings at 380 F 
for 20 minutes, flipping them 
every 5 minutes. Increase the 
temperature to 400 F and cook 
an additional 2 minutes for extra 
crispy skin. Use a digital meat 
thermometer to ensure the 
internal temperature is 165 F.

Carefully remove the wings 
from the air fryer, cover with 
Buffalo sauce and serve with your 
favorite sides.

AIR FRYER CHICKEN WINGS

AIR FRYERS 
can solve dinnertime dilemmas

Photography by MARK GILLILAND | Food Styling by RHONDA GILLILAND



January/February 2023 | 15 

AIR FRYER EGG ROLLS

 1  tablespoon sesame oil
 1/2   pound ground pork or ground 
  chicken
 4  cups coleslaw mix
 1/2  cup matchstick-cut carrots
 1/4  teaspoon ground ginger
 2  garlic cloves, minced
 3  green onions, sliced
 2  teaspoons soy sauce
 2  teaspoons rice or white vinegar
 1/2  teaspoon ground black pepper
 1/4  teaspoon kosher salt
 1/8  teaspoon Chinese 5-spice 
  seasoning
 12  egg roll wrappers
  Nonstick cooking spray
 1  tablespoon olive oil
  Sweet chili sauce, duck sauce or 
  hot mustard sauce, for dipping 

Heat sesame oil in a large skillet over 
medium heat. Add the pork and cook 
until crumbled and cooked through, 
about 4 minutes. Add the coleslaw mix, 
carrots, ginger and garlic. Cook 2-3 
minutes or until the cabbage has wilted. 

Remove from the heat; stir in the green 
onions, soy sauce, vinegar, pepper, salt 
and 5-spice seasoning. Transfer to a plate 
and let cool slightly.

Place 1 egg roll wrapper flat on a work 
surface with the points of the wrapper 
facing up and down (like a diamond). 
Place about 1/3 cup of the pork/chicken 
mixture in the middle of the wrapper. 
Dip your fingers in water and dampen 
the edges of the wrapper. Fold the left 
and then right points of the wrapper in 
toward the center. Fold the bottom point 
over the center just like you would a 
burrito, rolling the wrapper toward the 
remaining point to form a tight cylinder. 
Press edges to seal. Place on a plate 
and cover with a dry towel. Repeat the 
process with remaining wrappers and 
pork/chicken mixture.

Preheat the air fryer to 375 F and spray 
the air fryer basket with cooking spray. 
Brush the tops of the egg rolls with olive 
oil. Working in batches, place the egg rolls 
in the basket and cook 7 minutes. Flip the 
egg rolls over and brush with more oil. 
Cook for an additional 2 minutes. Serve 
with your favorite dipping sauce. 

CRISPY AIR FRYER POTATOES

 1  pound small Yukon Gold potatoes, 
  halved
 2  tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
 1  teaspoon garlic powder
 1  teaspoon Italian seasoning
 1  teaspoon Cajun seasoning 
  (optional)
  Kosher salt
  Freshly ground black pepper
  Lemon wedge, for serving 
  Freshly chopped parsley, for garnish

In a large bowl, toss potatoes with 
oil, garlic powder, Italian seasoning and 
Cajun seasoning, if using. Season with 
salt and pepper.

Place potatoes in basket of air fryer 
and cook at 400 F for 10 minutes. Shake 
basket and stir potatoes, and then cook 
until potatoes are golden and tender, 8 
to 10 minutes more. Squeeze lemon juice 
over cooked potatoes and garnish with 
parsley before serving. 
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