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Eye Doctor Helps
Legally Blind To See

High Technology For Low Vision Patients Allows Many To Drive Again

F
or many patients with 
 macular degeneration 
and other vision-related 
 conditions, the loss of  central 
visual detail also  signals 

the end to one of the last bastion of 
 independence:  driving. A Mascoutah 
 optometrist, Dr. Marianne McDaniel, 
is using  miniaturized telescopes that 
are mounted in glasses to help people 
who have lost vision from  macular 
 degeneration and other eye conditions.
 “Some of my patients consider me 
the last stop for people who have vision 
loss,” said Dr. McDaniel, one of only a 
few doctors in the world who  specialize 
in fi tting bioptic telescopes to help those 
who have lost vision due to  macular 
degeneration, diabetic  retinopathy, and 
other debilitating eye diseases.
 Imagine a pair of glasses that can 
improve your vision enough to change 
your life. If you’re a low vision patient, 
you’ve probably not only imagined 
them, but have been searching for 

them. Bioptic telescopes may be the 
breakthrough in optical technology that 
will give you the independence you’ve 
been looking for. Patients with vision 
in the 20/200 range can many times be 
improved to 20/50 or better.
 Macular degeneration is the 
 leading cause of blindness and vision 
loss in people over 50. Despite this, 
most adults are not familiar with the 

 condition. As many as 25% of those 
over the age of 50 have some degree of 
macular degeneration. The macula is 
only one small part of the retina; how-
ever, it is the most sensitive and gives 
us sharp central vision. When it degen-
erates, macular  degeneration leaves a 
blind spot right in the  center of vision, 
making it diffi  cult or  impossible to rec-
ognize faces, read a book, or pass the 
driver’s vision test.

 Nine out of 10 people who have 
macular degeneration have the dry 
form. New research suggests vitamins 
can help. The British medical jour-
nal BMC Ophthalmology recently 
reported that 56% of patients treated 
with a high-dose combination of vita-
mins experienced improved vision 
after six months.
 While age is the most signifi cant 
risk factor for developing the disease, 
heredity, smoking, cardiovascular 
 disease, and high blood pressure have 
also been identifi ed as risk factors.
 Macular degeneration accounts 
for 90% of new legal blindness in the 
U.S. While there is currently no cure, 
 promising research is being done on 
many fronts. “My job is to fi gure out 
everything and anything possible to 
keep a person functioning, especially 
driving,” says Dr. McDaniel.
 “Bioptic telescopes can cost 
over $2,000,” said Dr. McDaniel, 
 “especially if we build them with an 
automatic sunglass.”
 “The major benefi t of the bioptic 
telescope is that the lens  automatically 
focuses on whatever you’re  looking 

at,” said Dr. McDaniel. “It’s like a 
self- focusing camera, but much more 
precise.”
 To learn more about  bioptic 
 telescopes or to schedule a 
 consul tation, give Dr. McDaniel a call. 
You can also visit our websites.

www.mascoutaheyecare.com

1-618-566-8899
Offi  ce located in Mascoutah, Illinois

Marianne McDaniel, O.D.

Illinois

A scene as it might be viewed by a person 
with age-related macular degeneration.
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Beat holiday stress
Tips for a calmer season

I T  M AY  B E  T H E  most wonderful time of the year, 
but the holiday season carries a high degree of 
stress for many. December oft en includes added 
pressures that may aff ect well-being, relation-
ships, fi nances and other factors that contribute 
to anything but a merry and bright time. 

Although it sounds obvious, 
the best way to manage stressors is 
to remove or avoid them as much 
as possible, which is easier said 
than done. An overbooked holiday 
schedule is not the only thing that 
can cause discontent, however. 

As daylight hours become shorter, 
the rates of depression increase. Th is 
is called seasonal aff ective disorder, 
or SAD for short. If you are diag-
nosed with SAD, follow your doctor’s 
advice. Options include light therapy, 
counseling and medication. Other 
factors can also aff ect mental health 
during the holidays. 

Unrealistic expectations 
Th ese anxiety-producing 

thoughts and feelings can either 
come from external sources or 

ruminate in our minds. Outside expectations 
from family members, children, bosses, friends 
and others can leave you feeling like you are 
not enough or that you are spread way too thin. 
Internal expectations can push you to do more 
than is healthy or reasonable. 

By reframing your thoughts and reevaluating 
your expectations, you can make your holiday 

season easier. Know your limits for work hours, 
budgets or patience with specifi c people or situ-
ations. Practice polite refusals that you can use 
with others who pile on the pressure. Also, rec-
ognize that it is okay to have negative thoughts 
and feelings. Th at’s normal.

Financial diffi  culties and debt
Financial stress is oft en paired with unrealistic 

expectations, and some go into debt for holiday 
gift  buying and other expenses. Before allowing 
the holidays to become a fi nancial burden, set 
a limit before shopping begins, track expenses, 
use cash instead of credit, and set aside money 
throughout the year as a holiday fund.

Loneliness and family issues
Memories of pleasant holidays or compari-

sons between your life and others enjoying the 
season can exacerbate loneliness. With so much 
focus on sharing time with others, people with-
out positive familial or social connections can 
experience more sadness during the holiday sea-
son than during other times of the year. 

If you are feeling lonely, create new tradi-
tions with friends, volunteer with an organiza-
tion that helps others — such as serving food on 
Christmas Day — and get help if you need it by 
seeking counseling.

Th e holiday season may come with more 
stressors than at other times of the year, but self-
care, tempering expectations, reaching out to posi-
tive people and sticking to both fi nancial and time 
budgets will help you avoid a blue Christmas and 
instead focus on the warmth of the season. 

As Executive Director at Safe 

Electricity, Erin Hollinshead
has a profound passion for 

saving lives through education. 

She holds a master’s degree in 

public administration from the 

University of Illinois and a grad 

certifi cate in management of 

nonprofi t organizations. 
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You don’t need a telescope to find intelligent life . . . it’s closer than you think. A WaterFurnace 

geothermal comfort system taps into the clean, renewable energy found in your own backyard to 

provide savings of up to 70% on heating, cooling and hot water. Contact your local WaterFurnace 

dealer today, and show your neighbors that intelligent life is right next door. 

YOUR LOCAL WATERFURNACE DEALERS

visit us at waterfurnace.com
WaterFurnace is a registered trademark of WaterFurnace 
International, Inc. ©2022 WaterFurnace International, Inc.

*30% through 2032, 26% through 2033 and 22% through 2034 

WATERFURNACE UNITS QUALIFY FOR A 30% FEDERAL TAX CREDIT THROUGH 2032*

Bloomington/Normal
Design Air
(217)423-4713
Hinrichsen Htg & A/C
(309)965-2604

Brighton
Den-Son Clg & Htg
(618) 207-3847

Carbondale
D&C Htg & Clg
(618)997-6577 

Damiansville
Toennies Service Co.
(618) 248-5130

Decatur
Design Air
(217) 423-4713

Fairbury
Popejoy Pbg, Htg & Elct.
(815) 496-5181

Gifford
Duden & Silver
(217) 568-7954

Goodfield
Hinrichsen Htg & A/C
(309) 965-2604

Harrisburg
D&C Htg & Clg
(618)997-6577

Macomb
Arnold Bros. Htg & Clg
(309) 833-2852

Marion
D & C Htg & Clg
(618) 997-6577

Parker Htg & Clg
(618) 357-8951

Murphysboro
Heartland Htg, Air & Pbg 
(618) 202-4609

Paxton/Gibson City
Houston Plmb, 
Htg & A/C
(217) 379-2329

Springfield/Petersburg
Collins Plmb, Htg & Clg
(217) 793-8031

Thomasboro
Hoveln Htg & Clg
(217) 643-2125

Virden
Snell Pbg & Htg
(217) 965-3911



Sometimes gifts we give aren’t wrapped in paper 
and bows. Because of help from Illinois Touchstone 
Energy cooperative line personnel, co-op members in 
 Georgia, Kentucky and North Carolina have received light 
and hope in the aftermath of  Hurricane Helene. 

This holiday season, give thanks for the things we take for 
granted – family, friends and those who keep the lights on.

The gifts we take for granted
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DECEMBER
C H E C K L I S T

Holiday travel safety tips 

Inspect 
your 
car. 
Ensure tires are inflated and 

carry jumper cables, as cold 

weather can drain batteries.

Pack an emergency kit. 
Include a car phone charger, 

blankets, food 

and water, coats 

and a flashlight 

with batteries.

Check the 
weather. 
Be aware of 

the weather 

before 

and during your trip to 

avoid winter storms. 

Buckle up and slow 
down. Increase your following 

distance to safely navigate 

slick roads and allow extra 

time to get to your 

destination.  

USDA recognizes Illinois’ electric co-ops
More than $11 million invested into rural Illinois
Electric cooperatives across the nation 
support the communities they serve. 
In October, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) honored Illinois’ elec-
tric co-ops for their successes with the 
USDA’s Rural Economic Development 
Loan and Grant (REDLG) program. 
 Over the past four years, Illinois’ electric 
and communications co-ops have utilized 
more than $11 million in REDLG funding 
for projects that benefit businesses, healthcare 
facilities, fire departments and more. 
 The event highlighted how a cooperative 
approach enables rural communities to thrive, 
from supporting local businesses to fund-
ing public safety projects. Attendees included 
co-op leaders and local business owners who 
have benefitted from REDLG funding.
 Mary Warren, business programs director 
for USDA Rural Development, emphasized 
the cooperative nature of the REDLG pro-
gram, which unites electric and communica-
tions cooperatives, local governments and 
lenders to support local business development. 
 “We have a successful program, especially 
here in Illinois,” said Warren. She added that 
Illinois consistently ranks in the top five states 
for REDLG’s effective utilization.

 Betsy Dirksen Londrigan, administra-
tor for the USDA’s Rural Business and 
Cooperative Service, praised the Illinois 
Rural Development team for their work. 
Londrigan, who has witnessed the pro-
gram’s impact at both state and national lev-
els, expressed admiration for the way Illinois 
co-ops have utilized REDLG resources.
 “Illinois is near the top in almost every 
program,” said Londrigan, adding that 
Illinois stands out for how it partners with 
cooperatives, banks and communities. 
“There are so many groups that are not tak-
ing advantage of the programs that Rural 
Development has to offer.”
 Attendees like Tamara Phillips, manager 
of Norris Electric Cooperative, shared stories 
illustrating the impact of REDLG. Phillips 
recounted how her cooperative received a $2 
million loan through the program, enabling 
them to build a new office while ensur-
ing responsible use of co-op funds and not 
imposing a financial burden on its members.
 “This program really helped us … and 
we’ve been very thankful to be able to help 
several of our members [through the pro-
gram],” Phillips said. “It’s great to see the 

U.S. Department of Agriculture officials, Illinois cooperative leadership and recipients of REDLG funding gather at Wabash 
Communications CO-OP in Louisville to recognize cooperative efforts to support and grow rural Illinois.

Continued on page 8
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way everybody pays back and gives 
through the community.”
 Craig Sondgeroth, president/CEO 
of the Association of Illinois Electric 
Cooperatives, applauded the program’s 
role in financing community projects 
and helping rural Illinois prosper. “As 
president of the statewide association, I 
try to encourage other co-ops to utilize 
this program.”
 Both Warren and Londrigan expressed 
optimism about the future. “It takes 
everybody doing their part to make 
this program a success,” Warren said. 
Londrigan added that she hopes to show-
case Illinois’ approach to REDLG as an 
example for co-ops nationwide. 

Griffin named CEO of 
EnerStar Electric

After a nationwide 
search, the EnerStar 
Electric Cooperative 
board of directors 
appointed Angela 
Griffin as the co-op’s 
new chief executive 
officer, effective Nov. 

1. She succeeds Dave Clinton, who offi-
cially retires at the end of the year. Clinton 
joined the co-op in 2018 as chief financial 
officer and served as CEO since 2022.

Griffin has more than 35 years 
of experience in the co-op sector. 
Throughout her career, she has served 
on numerous local nonprofit boards. 
She currently serves on the board 
of directors for the Paris Economic 
Development Corporation.

A graduate of Indiana State University, 
Griffin has held various positions at the 
co-op, particularly in member services and 
communications. In 2016, she completed 
the National Rural Electric Cooperative’s 
Management Internship Program and has 
since participated in ongoing co-op train-
ing at the state and national level. 

“I take great pride in our local co-op 
roots, our dedication to the communi-
ties we serve, and the co-op member-
owners,” Griffin said, adding that most of 
the co-op employees live in communities 
that the co-op serves. 

Griffin explained that the electric util-
ity is rapidly evolving. Alongside this 
transformation, the co-op has experi-
enced several changes, including many 
employee retirements. She credited 
the strong management team under 
Clinton’s leadership for leading the coop-
erative through this period by focusing 
on developing a long-term strategic plan. 

Griffin emphasized that the co-op’s 
members can rely on its core values. 
“Safety, stability and member service will 
always be our top priorities,” she said. 

EnerStar Electric Cooperative

Co-ops care
Thousands of socks donated 
to those in need
Coles-Moultrie Electric Cooperative 
employees and members collected more 
than 3,200 pairs of new socks during 
October as part of National Cooperative 
Month. One Stop Community Christmas is 
a collaborative effort by local organizations 
to help families in need during the holiday 
season. The program serves residents of 
Coles, Clark, Cumberland, Douglas, Edgar, 
Moultrie and Shelby counties. 

CURRENTS

Sudoku
by Myles Mellor and Susan Flanagan
To solve the puzzle, each row, column and 
box must contain each of the numbers 1 to 9. 
Level: Medium

Some favorite 

Christmas movies 

are set in the state 

of, you guessed 

it, Illinois — and 

the different films 

appeal to a variety 

of tastes. Chuckle 

at Kevin’s antics 

in “Home Alone” 

(PG) and sip some 

eggnog along with 

Clark, Uncle Eddie 

and the rest of the Griswold family in “National 

Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation” (PG-13).

 For a racier holiday, laugh along with the ladies 

of “A Bad Moms Christmas” (R), or keep it traditional 

with “The Christmas Chronicles” (PG), starring Kurt 

Russell and Goldie Hawn as Santa and Mrs. Claus. 

Other fun watches on the list include “Christmas 

with the Kranks” (PG), featuring Tim Allen, Jamie 

Lee Curtis and Dan Aykroyd, and “Fred Claus” (PG), in 

which Vince Vaughn portrays St. Nick’s troublemak-

ing brother. For binge watchers, there’s also “Office 

Christmas Party” (R), “The Princess Switch” (PG) and 

“Surviving Christmas” (PG-13). 

Solution on page 33.

IL ENTERTAINMENT CORNER

“USDA” continued from page 7

 8 ILLINOIS COUNTRY LIVING • WWW.ICL.COOP 



217.324.8147
VisitLitchfi eld.com

ROUTE 66 LIVES ON IN LITCHFIELD!
ORIGINAL RESTAURANTS & DRIVE-IN | MUSEUM | PHOTO OPS

PLAN
YOUR

CENTER FOR RURAL HEALTH &
SOCIAL SERVICE DEVELOPMENT

CALL OR TEXT

1-833-FARMSOS
(833-327-6767) 

EMAIL 
FarmFamilyResourceHelpline@mhsil.com

VISIT 
siumed.org/farm

Feeling alone? You’re not. 
Talk to us.
NO COST | CONFIDENTIAL | 24/7

SOMEONE YOU 
CAN TALK TO

SCAN CODE TO 
SEND US A TEXT

There is no charge to participate thanks to the generous financial support provided by the 

Illinois Department of Human Services, the Division of Mental Health.



Where is it?
The winners of the October hidden 

object contest were Julie Brenemar 

of Norris Electric Cooperative and 

Beth Gebhardt of Western Illinois 

Electrical Coop. Congratulations! Your 

ICL campfi re mugs have been sent.

 November’s deviled egg was hidden 

amid sprinkles on page 29. Winners’ 

names will be drawn, and they will be 

notifi ed. Visit Illinois Country Living on 

Facebook after each month’s deadline 

for a closeup of the object’s location 

and winners’ names.

 It’s time for a new hidden object 

search. In honor of Christmas, be 

on the lookout for Santa’s famous 

red hat. The symbol can vary in size 

and will never be on this page, a 

lettered page or in an ad.

 Entries must include your name, 

address, name of your electric co-op 

(nonmembers are also eligible), 

and the page number and location 

of the symbol. Visit icl.coop/

hiddenobject and fi ll out the entry 

form (also found under Contact Us 

on the website) or mail a postcard 

or letter to Illinois Country Living, 

Hidden Objects, 6460 S. 6th St. 

Frontage Road East, Springfi eld, IL 

62712. We will NOT accept entries via 

phone call or email. 

 All entries for that month must be 

received by the 15th. Only one entry is 

allowed per household every month. 

If multiple entries per household 

are submitted, only the fi rst will be 

considered. Winners’ names and the 

symbol’s location will be published 

in each month’s issue of Illinois 

Country Living. 

Congress poised to take 
 action on key co-op issues

While most of the att ention in D.C. is focused 
on President-elect Donald Trump and the new 
Congress taking power in January, the current 
Congress has time to act on crucial legislation 
aff ecting electric co-ops in its fi nal “lame duck” 
session until Christmas.

“Th ere’s still a lot on the table before the 
new administration and new Congress take 
offi  ce — including the Farm Bill, disaster 
relief and funding the government at the very 
least,” said Hill Th omas, NRECA’s vice presi-
dent of legislative aff airs. “It’s still to be deter-
mined what exactly the appetite will be for 
taking action. A lot will be dictated by what the 
president-elect wants and what happens in the 
congressional leadership elections — both for 
caucus leaders and committ ee chairmen.”

Key co-op issues that the 118th Congress 
could take up in its fi nal weeks

Farm Bill: Th is fi ve-year bill — set to expire 
at the end of 2024 — is full of programs that 
are essential to co-ops, including funding for 
broadband, electric infrastructure and rural eco-
nomic development. Th e House and Senate have 
struggled to reach  a consensus on a bill, but it’s 
still possible for something to happen in the fi nal 
weeks of Congress, even if it’s just extending cur-
rent funding levels for another year.

Disaster relief: Aft er the devastation caused 
by  hurricanes Helene and Milton through-
out the Southeast, an emergency relief bill 
is expected to be lawmakers’ top priority. 
Congress is looking at the possibility of pro-
viding billions more in aid to the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency, which reim-
burses electric co-ops for the cost of rebuild-
ing their systems, and the Small Business 
Administration, which provides disaster loans.

Federal government funding: With govern-
ment funding set to expire Dec. 21, lawmakers 
have several options: pass individual appropria-
tions bills, agree on one big spending bill, or 
extend current funding levels into next year and 
let the new Congress deal with the budget. At 
stake are dozens of important co-op priorities, 
including funding for the Rural Utilities Service 
Electric Program to modernize infrastructure 
and the ReConnect program to bring high-
speed internet service to rural communities.

National Defense Authorization Act: Th is 
sweeping defense bill could help the more than 
125 electric co-ops that serve military bases and 
installations by making them eligible for the 
fi rst time to receive funding from the Defense 
Department’s Defense Critical Infrastructure 
Program, which would help co-ops make 
their systems more resilient. Th e bill, which is 
viewed by both Democrats and Republicans 
as must-pass legislation, could also serve as an 
important legislative vehicle to add on other 
co-op priorities, Th omas said.

Permitting reform: NRECA and its members 
have been urging Congress to pass a permitt ing 
reform bill that would make it faster and cheaper 
for co-ops to get federal approval to modern-
ize their systems or simply manage vegetation 
around power lines. It also could limit legal chal-
lenges that further delay the permitt ing process. 
Th omas said NRECA will be watching closely 
to ensure that any permitt ing reform bill eases 
bureaucratic burdens on co-ops without impos-
ing new government mandates on them. He said 
NRECA would oppose any proposals to give 
government agencies — such as the Federal 
Energy Regulatory Commission — more 
authority over co-ops.

Looking ahead to the new Congress, 
Th omas said that NRECA is well-positioned 
because the association has long maintained 
good relationships with lawmakers of both 
parties. “Any new Congress and new adminis-
tration create new opportunities and new chal-
lenges,” he said. “Some doors close , and some 
doors open. We need to be well-placed to walk 
through the open doors and barge through the 
closed ones if we need to.” 
Erin Kelly, NRECA
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Across
 1 It’s  usually at the top of the 

Christmas tree

 3 Christmas lights in cases

 9 Direction indicator

10 Tree adornments

12 Number of pipers piping in 
the Christmas song

14 “All over the world” singers, 
for short

15 Sweet bakery buy

16 Event locale

17 Gardening tool

19 “In the ____ midwinter, 
frosty wind made moan”

21 Include in a recipe

22 Alongside

23 Come to shore

25 ____ fi re

26 E-address ending

27 Couples

29 Drops white fl akes

31 December celebration of 
African American culture

33 Savings account, abbr.

34 Corn serving

35 Scrooge was one

36 Meat oft en served 
at Christmas

Down
 1 Christmas song, 2 words

 2 Cherub, e.g.

 3 Dieters’ units, abbr.

 4 Christmas carol

 5 Night before Christmas

 6 Black bird

 7 Compass point, abbr.

 8 One who ships 
a present, say

11 What stars do

13 Cherished

17 Jewish festival

18 Strange

20 Sweet Christmas drinks

22 One of Santa’s reindeer

24 Promotional piece

27 Sacred hymn

28 Neck warmer on a cold 
Christmas night

30 Round Table title

32 Airline, briefl y

 Solution on page 33.

2025

ORDER AT ICL.COOP/CALENDAR
While supplies last

CALENDAR
ORDER
ILLINOIS COUNTRY
LIVING’S 2025
CALENDAR
Featuring photos by readers submitted
to our SnapShots page!

$10, plus tax
Free shipping
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Old Capitol Holiday Walks
DECEMBER

4-21
Explore the downtown area of Illinois’ capital city on 
Wednesdays and Saturdays through Dec. 21. The annual event 
combines festive cheer with Illinois history. Visitors can enjoy 

an ice rink, performances on the Old State Capitol Plaza and a meet-and-
greet with Santa Claus. Many downtown businesses will be open for 
holiday shopping. 

Dec. 4, 7, 11, 14, 18 and 21, 2024: hours vary 

Downtown Springfi eld 

Admission: free 

downtownspringfi eld.org/holiday-walks

Galesburg Community Chorus Holiday Concert
DECEMBER

8
The Galesburg Community Chorus performs Karl Jenkins’ 
“Stella Natalis.” The composition celebrates different 
aspects of Christmastide in 12 movements, conveying the 

Christmas message of peace, goodwill and compassion.

Dec. 8, 2024: 3-4:30 p.m.

First Presbyterian Church, 101 N. Prairie St., Galesburg

Admission: $15 for seniors 65-plus, $20 for adults and free for students

309-299-4090  or galesburgcommunitychorus.org

A Night in Bethlehem
Hosted by Flora Church of the Nazarene, visitors are 
invited to take a stroll through Bethlehem when Christ 
was born. Meet Mary, Joseph and baby Jesus, Roman 

guards and shop owners and hear their stories. Following the 
tour are optional craft activities for children and treat bags.  

Dec. 7-8, 2024: 6 -8 p.m.  

Flora Church of the Nazarene, 12 Parsons Lane, Flora 

Admission: free 

618-662-2337 or fl oranazarene.org

D E C E MB E R

7-8  

LET’S GO!

1
Gym Bob’s 
Jamboree 

Christmas Show
BIBLE GROVE

Get into the holiday 
spirit with an afternoon 

of Christmas hits

5-8, 12-15, 
19-23

Christkindlmarkt
BELLE VILLE

Enjoy reindeer, a petting 
zoo, handcrafted items, 

food and beverages, 
and entertainment 

on the square

7-8
Lunch with Santa 

on the Train
MONTICELLO

Experience a train ride, 
a visit with Santa and a 
kid-friendly sack lunch

For more 
information, a 

complete listing 
of events or to 

submit an event, 
visit icl.coop/

datebook.

Country Christmas
DECEMBER

14
Get into the holiday spirit at Shenandoah Riding Center 
with crafts for kids and wagon rides. Santa and Mrs. 
Claus will hand out gifts and read heartwarming stories. 

Warm up after a wagon ride at the hot chocolate bar. Lead lines on 
horses and ponies can be reserved for  an additional fee on a limited 
basis, so book ahead. 

Dec. 14, 2024: 10 a.m. to noon

Shenandoah Riding Center, 2000 Territory Drive, Galena

Admission: $5 per child, adults free  

Lead lines $20 per child; reservations required

815-777-9550 or shenandoahridingcenter.com
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THE BEST STEAKS
OF YOUR LIFE OR

YOUR MONEY BACK

Savings shown over aggregated single item base price. 8 free 4 oz. burgers will be sent to each shipping 
address that includes SKU 77205. Limit 2 on select items at these exclusive prices. While supplies last. Items 
may be substituted due to inventory limitations. Standard shipping rates will be applied and are subject to 
change. Minimum purchase and other restrictions may apply. Some products may not be available for sale in 
your area. Sales are subject to OmahaSteaks.com/terms-of-useOSI. Expires 02/28/25.  |  SRC0715

OmahaSteaks.com/IdealGift7324

Scan Now

– MAKES A –
GREAT GIFT

 PERFECTLY AGED, TENDER STEAKS

ACHIEVE GIFTING
 GREATNESS

OmahaSteaks.com/IdealGift7324  |  1.888.477.3068Order 
Now!

The Ideal Gift
2  Bacon-Wrapped Filet Mignons (5 oz.)
2  Butcher’s Cut Top Sirloins (5 oz.)
4  Air-Chilled Chicken Breasts (4 oz.) 
4  Gourmet Jumbo Franks (3 oz.)
4  Individual Scalloped Potatoes (3.8 oz.)
4  Caramel Apple Tartlets (4 oz.)
8  8  FREEFREE Omaha Steaks Burgers (4 oz.)
77205WNH   separately $201.95
SPECIAL INTRODUCTORY PRICE     

$8999
$23 value!

8 FREE
Limited Time

BURGERS



Derrill Holly writes on consumer 

and cooperative affairs for 

the National Rural Electric 

Cooperative Association, the 

national trade association 

representing more than 900 local 

electric cooperatives.

Plug into presents
Gifts that pay off with year-round safety 

D U R I N G  T H E  H O L I DAYS ,  M A N Y  turn 
their att ention to gift  giving, and 
while the shiny, trendy and pricey 
gift s may make a big splash, practi-
cal gift s can leave lasting impres-
sions. What’s more, they can 
really make a diff erence 
by enhancing safety and 
improving security.

While these gift  ideas 
may not be the most excit-
ing, here are a few practical 
presents that can make 
a real diff erence in help-
ing to reduce safety risks 
year-round. What is a 
bett er gift  than ensuring 
the safety of loved ones? 

Smoke detectors
Most of us have at 

least one smoke detec-
tor in our homes, but 
experts say that’s not 
enough. Th e National Fire 
Protection Association (NFPA) 
recommends a working smoke 
detector be installed in every bed-
room, on every level of a home, 
and in hallways outside of sleeping 
areas. And, if smoke detectors are 
more than 10 years old, they should 
be replaced. 

Carbon monoxide alarms
Carbon monoxide (CO) is a 

colorless, odorless gas created by 
incomplete consumption of fuels 
like gasoline, wood, natural gas, 
propane, oil, coal or methane. 
Th e gas is highly toxic, so having 
CO detectors outside of sleeping 
areas and on every level of a home 
improves overall safety. 

Local fi re departments in the 
U.S. respond to 80,000 CO inci-
dents each year. Th e NFPA also rec-
ommends that fuel-burning heating 
equipment and cooking appliances 

be professionally inspected annually 
to reduce the risks of malfunction 
and detect structural problems early. 

Extension cords
Th ey are not all created equal. 

Extension cords are subject to 
wear and tear and are never recom-
mended for permanent use. Britt le 
and cracked plastic can indicate 
heat damage, and exposed wires or 
frayed connections increase risks of 
shocks, shorts or fi res. 

According to the Consumer 
Product Safety Commission, an 
extension cord that’s hot to the 
touch is a good indication that it’s 
not designed to safely do the job. 
Consider giving an assortment of 
extension cords designed for indoor 
or outdoor use, and before you 
buy, look for the label of a nation-
ally recognized testing laboratory 
like Underwriters Laboratories 
(UL), CSA-International (CSA) or 
Intertek (ETL). 

Arc fault circuit interrupters
Arcing and sparking are among 

indications that a home’s electrical 
wiring needs service. Arc fault cir-
cuit interrupters (AFCIs) can help 
address electrical fi re hazards before 
they occur. Properly installed by 
a licensed electrician, AFCIs can 
oft en replace circuit breakers in 
an existing electrical panel box. 
Th e Consumer Product Safety 
Commission recommends that the 
work be completed by a qualifi ed 
electrician, because the installa-

tion involves working inside 
the electrical panel box, 

which carries current 
even when main circuit 
breakers are turned off . 

Ground fault circuit 
interrupters

GFCIs, for short, are 
designed to help prevent 

shocks. Older homes 
may have just one, typically 

in an area where electric outlets are 
relatively close to a water source. But 
over the years, the National Electric 
Code has been amended to require 
their use for outdoor outlets, in 
att ics, bathrooms, garages, kitchens, 
crawlspaces, and near laundry or 
utility sinks. 

GFCI outlets should be tested 
monthly. Although they can last 15 
to 25 years, some will malfunction 
in fi ve years or less. While they can 
continue to carry current, once they 
lose their ability to mitigate shocks 
by immediately closing off  current, 
they should be replaced. A licensed 
electrician can do the job quickly 
and professionally. 

Any of these gift  ideas will off er 
peace of mind for the giver and 
the receiver, and they’ll reduce 
risks throughout the holidays and 
improve safety for years to come. 
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1DETAILS OF OFFER: Offer expires 1/31/2025. Not valid with other offers or prior purchases. Get 20% off your entire purchase and 12 months no money down, no monthly payments, no interest when you purchase four (4) 
or more windows or entry/patio doors between 12/1/2024 and 1/31/2025. Additional $100 off your purchase, minimum purchase of four (4), taken after initial discount(s), when you purchase by 1/31/2025. Subject to 
credit approval. 12-month Promo Period: while no payments are due, interest accrues but is waived if the loan is paid in full before the Promo Period expires. Any unpaid balance owed after the Promo Period, plus accrued 
interest, will be paid in installments based on the terms disclosed in the customer’s loan agreement. Financing provided by various equal opportunity lenders. Savings comparison based on purchase of a single unit at list 
price. Available at participating locations and offer applies throughout the service area. See your local Renewal by Andersen location for details. License numbers available at renewalbyandersen.com/license. Some Renewal 
by Andersen locations are independently owned and operated. 2Values are based on comparison of Renewal by Andersen® double-hung window U-Factor to the U-Factor for clear dual-pane glass nonmetal frame default 
values from the 2006, 2009, 2012, 2015, and 2018 International Energy Conservation Code “Glazed Fenestration” Default Tables. 3Based on testing of 10 double-hung units per ASTM E2068 20 years after installation. †It 
is the only warranty among top selling window companies that meets all of the following requirements: easy to understand terms, unrestricted transferability, installation coverage, labor coverage, geographically unrestricted, 
coverage for exterior color, insect screens and hardware, and no maintenance requirement. Visit renewalbyandersen.com/nationsbest for details. ‡Review aggregator survey of 5-star reviews among leading full service 
window replacement companies. December 2022 Reputation. ”Renewal by Andersen” and all other marks where denoted are trademarks of their respective owners. © 2025 Andersen Corporation. All rights reserved. 
RBA13747                   *Using U.S. and imported parts.

KEEP THE HEAT IN AND THE COLD AIR OUT!
Solving your window problems and having a comfortable home 

is easy and enjoyable when you choose Renewal by Andersen. 

Take advantage of this great offer to save money on your window 

project – and help save on high energy bills for years to come!

49%
MORE EFFICIENT2

Keep the 
heat in and 
the cold out.

“My overall experience was great. I love the window, 

and from sales to scheduling, the experience 

was very good. The installers are highly skilled 

professionals and I would recommend Renewal by 

Andersen to all my contacts.”

LYNN F. | RENEWAL BY ANDERSEN CUSTOMER

Nation's Best 
Warranty†

Offer Ends January 31
Call for your FREE consultation.

FINDYOURWINDOW.COM
844-449-2564

TESTED, TRUSTED, AND TOTALLY PROVEN.3

AND NO Money Down |NO Monthly Payments |NO Interest for 12 months1

Minimum purchase of 4 – interest accrues from the date of purchase, but is waived if paid in full within 12 months

All Windows and Doors!1

20%
OFF

FOR A LIMITED TIME, GET

Minimum purchase of 4

AND

TAKE AN EXTRA

OFF Your
Entire Purchase1

Minimum purchase of 4

$100



Be a star
Check the label when buying new appliances

I T ’ S  T H E  H O L I DAY  S E AS O N ,  and the 
days are growing colder. You may 
be considering ways to stay cozy 
while also managing home energy 
use. One of the best ways to make 
your home more energy efficient 
is by choosing products with the 
ENERGY STAR label. But what 
exactly does that label mean, and 
how can it benefit you?

How products earn the label
ENERGY STAR is a program 

created by the U.S. Department 
of Energy and the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) to help 
consumers identify energy-efficient 
products that save money and 
reduce environmental impact. 

Products that earn the ENERGY 
STAR label must meet strict guide-
lines for energy efficiency, perfor-
mance and cost effectiveness. Here’s 
how the process works:

1. The product must be more 
energy efficient than typical 
models. This helps you save on 
energy bills by using less electric-
ity while still providing the same 
performance.

2. The product must be tested in 
EPA-recognized labs, following 

standardized procedures. These 
tests ensure the product meets 
all energy efficiency and perfor-
mance requirements.

3. Once tested, the product’s data 
is reviewed by a third-party cer-
tification body to verify it meets 
the set standards. This ensures 
that only the best products receive 
the ENERGY STAR label.

Even after a product is certi-
fied, the EPA conducts “off-the-
shelf” testing on random samples of 
ENERGY STAR products to ensure 
they continue to meet the required 
standards. If a product fails to meet 
the performance requirements dur-
ing verification testing, it can be dis-
qualified from the ENERGY STAR 
program. The EPA has clear proce-
dures for handling such disqualifi-
cations to maintain the integrity of 
the label.

Speaking of labels
Whether you’re upgrading your 

refrigerator, replacing light bulbs 
or purchasing new electronics, the 
blue ENERGY STAR label is your 
assurance that the product has 
passed all energy-efficiency tests. It’s 
easy to spot and can be found on 

products ranging from small elec-
tronics to major appliances. 

Many large appliances, such as 
washing machines and clothes dry-
ers, include a yellow Energy Guide 
label that provides estimated energy 
use. Comparing these labels can help 
you determine how much you’ll save 
with an ENERGY STAR appliance 
compared to a standard model.

While ENERGY STAR products 
can cost more upfront, the energy 
saved over time will often cover the 
difference. They help reduce your 
household energy consumption, 
which could lower utility bills.

Why it matters
As a member of an electric co-op, 

choosing energy-efficient products 
benefits not only you but also your 
entire community. When co-op mem-
bers use less energy, it lowers overall 
electricity demand, helping to stabilize 
rates and reduce costs for everyone.

As you shop for appliances, elec-
tronics or other home equipment 
this holiday season, look for the 
ENERGY STAR label. These prod-
ucts are a simple and effective way 
to save money and lower energy 
use. To browse products that have 
earned the ENERGY STAR label, 
visit energystar.gov. 

Jennah Denney writes on 

consumer and cooperative 

affairs for the National 

Rural Electric Cooperative 

Association, the national 

trade association 

representing more than 900 

local electric cooperatives.
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OVER 2000 EXCLUSIVE DESIGNS AVAILABLE! CALL 1-800-323-8104 OR VISIT WWW.BRADFORDEXCHANGECHECKS.COM

Classic Peanuts - 

00708  Leather Cover 

and Labels - 00708

A Walk on the Beach - 

01020  Leather Cover and Labels- 01020

Lena Liu’s Morning

Serenade - 00029  Leather 

Cover and Labels - 00029

Spirit of the 

Wilderness - 00024  

Leather Cover and Labels - 00024

Sunfl owers - 00334

Leather Cover and 

Labels - 00334

God Bless America - 00006

Leather Cover and Labels - 00006

Chicago Cubs™ MLB®

-00828  Leather Cover and Labels - 00145
All 30 teams available!

St. Louis Cardinals™ MLB® - 

00149  Leather Cover and Labels - 00149
All 30 teams available!

America’s National Parks - 

00055  Leather Cover and Labels - 00055

EZShield Check Fraud Protection Program®: Advances up to $25,000 in the event of 3 
major types of check fraud. EZShield Identity Restoration®: Helps restore your identity to 
pre-theft status. To learn more, visit www.bradford.ezshield.com.

• Trackable to you  
• Guaranteed delivery
• All check packs ship together...SECURELY 
• It’s FASTER

Feel Secure with

Includes FREE IN-PLANT RUSH

3 EASY WAYS TO ORDER
1. PHONE 1-800-323-8104
 Phone Hours: Mon-Fri 7:00 am to 10:00 pm (CT)
 Sat/Sun 7:00 am to 8:00 pm (CT)

Mention offer code to receive this special offer. 2-pack minimum and 
processing fee apply. 

Se habla Español. Call for Signature Required Delivery option.

2. INTERNET —SAFE SECURE SITE
 www.BradfordExchangeChecks.com

3. MAIL—Send completed Order Form
Also Include

1. Payment check or money order (no cash please)
 2. Voided Check with changes noted OR Reorder Form
 3. Deposit Slip from same account Mail to address at the top of coupon 

Scan here to 
shop our site

Best Choice for Quality, 
Security and Artistry

GET ONE FREE!*

OF SINGLE TOP 
TEAR CHECKS…BUY ONE PACK

$3.99
as low as FREE

Standard Shipping
FREE

2nd & 4th Pack 

Messenger From Heaven -1310

WInter Blessings - 01526

Log Cabins - 00818

Polar Bears - 00896

Only Available 

in 25-Pack
per pack*

Side Tear, Top Stub & Desk Sets Now Available. Order by phone or web today!

Blue Safety - 00027
One image. Leather 
Cover and Labels 
- 00027

Refl ections - 00125
Leather Cover and 

Labels - 00125 

Parchment - 00612
Burgundy Leather 
Cover - 00030-004  

Labels - 00032-008 

Wall Street - 00167
Leather Cover and 
Labels - 00167

5th Avenue - 00155
One image. Leather 
Cover and Labels - 

00155 

Imperial - 00165  One Image. 
Leather Cover and Labels - 00165

†See BradfordExchangeChecks.com

©2024 NFL Properties LLC.  Visit www.NFL.com   Major League Baseball trademarks and copyrights are used  with 
permission of Major League Baseball Properties, Inc.  Visit the offi cial website MLB.com  ©2024 Greg Alexander  ©C.A. Redlin; 
Redlin FLP, Wild Wings  ©Larry K. Martin  ©Lena Liu  ©House in the Country  ©Daniel Smith  ©Larry Zach, Represented by JQ 
Licensing  ©Jennifer Pugh  ©Chuck DeHaan  ©LoriLynn Simms  ©Al Agnew 2024. Al Agnew® is a registered trademark of the 
Al Agnew Collection Trust  ©2024 CNH America LLC  ©Challis & Roos   ©Connie Haley  ©2024 Thomas Kinkade, The Thomas 
Kinkade Company, Morgan Hill, CA.  ©Georgia Janisse  ©Olika Licensing Inc./Lori Siebert  ©Rodney Lough Jr.  ©2024, Billy 
Jacobs - License granted by Penny Lane Publishing Inc.®  ©Peanuts Worldwide LLC. www.peanuts.com  ©Tim Cox  Each 
check features 4 different images.  *Offer valid on Top Tear checks only.  Prices and offers subject to change.  ©2024 Bradford 
Exchange Checks  18-00035-001-BI148ILR

*Limited time offer for new customers when you buy 2 or 4 packs of single top tear checks.    

*Limited time offer for new customers only. Offer valid on Single Top Tear Checks only.

❏ IN-PLANT RUSH (checks only)    Saves 1-3 Days (070)    $2.99 total

❏ Untrackable delivery:  Allow 2-3 weeks for delivery.  All items shipped 
separately.   Delivery to Alaska and Hawaii may take longer. 

Checks Only

$

 (4-9 bus. days) 
Check packs 

shipped together. 
(045)Includes FREE IN-PLANT RUSH

SINGLE TOP TEAR CHECKS DUPLICATE TOP TEAR CHECKS

Enter Check price from chart above

FREE❏                          ❏                       ❏                    ❏
Distinctive Lettering

ScriptCORDIAL GRAND
$2.50 each

Matching Cover Code No. __________add $19.99

$

$

$

REQUIRED SERVICE/HANDLING† $2.95 x # of Packs/Items=

$

  LIMITED-TIME 
OFFER FOR 

NEW CUSTOMERS
Please respond promptly!

$     

$     

$2.75 x # of Packs = 

Matching Labels Code No. ____________
Add $6.99 for DESIGNER  Labels
Add $7.99 for CHOICE  & MASTER  Labels

(If name and address 
other than checks, 
please enclose sepa-

rate paper)

FREE

Add $9.95 total

*

NAME

PHONE                                    

E-MAIL ADDRESS

(         )

Add your sales tax‡ 

✔ Check the items you wish to order and enter the price in the spaces provided. 
Only ONE check design per order.

If no check start number is specifi ed, 
1001 will be used.  CHECK DESIGN #

START CHECKS AT #

TOTAL: $

OFFER CODE # 22778XOV $SUBTOTAL

$

.
18NEM4R2

(Must also purchase EZShield Check Fraud Protection above)  Add $10.00 total

1 Pack $7.99

2 Packs $13.98 $7.99

3 Packs $27.96 $15.98
  4th pack FREE

1 Pack $9.49

2 Packs $16.98 $9.49

3 Packs $33.96 $15.98
4th pack FREE

CHECK FRAUD PROTECTION
PROGRAM®

PRO®

$

9305 N.  Mi lwaukee  Ave .  N i les ,  IL  60714

Required

Add $2.00 for each pack of  DESIGNER Checks

18_00035_001_BI148ILR.indd   1 10/23/2024   5:11:02 PM



Let’s get smart
Insights on buying smart appliances

S A N TA  I S N ’ T  T H E  O N LY  one who 
makes an appearance as the year 
nears its end. Retailers start trum-
peting deep discounts on home 

appliances. That’s great if you’ve 
considered replacing some of your 
home’s tired appliances with one 
of today’s “smart” models. Before 
deciding to buy a smart appliance, 
take time to get smarter about what 
they offer and what you need.

Begin with an honest look at 
how you live and consider the role 
your current appliances play in your 
daily routine. Would the capabili-
ties of a smart appliance make your 
life easier? For example, if you fre-
quently forget to start the laundry 
or your dishwasher, Wi-Fi enabled 
appliances with remote start capa-
bilities may save you time and 
trouble. But if you’re thinking about 
stepping up to a smart appliance 
because it has a cool feature you 

might use once a year, ask yourself 
if it’s worth the extra cost.

Next, think about any smart 
devices you already use in your 

home. Make sure 
they’re compatible 
with the smart appli-
ance’s operating sys-
tem, so you can get 
all the benefits you 
expect. For exam-
ple, many of these 
appliances are engi-
neered to work with 
voice assistants like 
Amazon Alexa, Google 
Assistant or Apple’s 
Siri. Incompatible sys-
tems might limit your 
ability to use the fea-
tures that are impor-
tant to you.

Is your home’s 
infrastructure ready to 
handle the demands 
of a smart appliance? 
Depending upon the 
model you choose, 
it might require any-

thing from a basic internet connec-
tion to a home Wi-Fi network to 
provide the operation you expect. 
Some smart appliances may require 
Bluetooth, Zigbee, Z-Wave or other 
systems for connectivity. Others 
have the ability to receive software 
updates via Wi-Fi. Having access to 
the right technology ensures your 
system will function correctly and 
be able to handle updates as they 
become available.

Repairs to smart appliances can 
be expensive, so be sure to consider 
the warranty. Generous manufac-
turer warranties demonstrate the 
company’s confidence in the quality 
of its products. 

Finally, because most smart 
appliances are connected to the 

internet, make sure you think about 
privacy and security. Research the 
manufacturer’s privacy policies and 
security features to ensure that data 
— like your voice commands and 
shopping habits — don’t fall into 
the wrong hands. Making sure the 
manufacturer takes your privacy 
and online safety as seriously as you 
do is a smart strategy.

For most, the biggest downside 
to smart appliances is a higher price 
tag than their not-so-smart coun-
terparts. However, price is just one 
factor in the cost of any appliance. 
When you consider the long-term 
value smart appliances deliver — 
whether in energy savings, helpful 
conveniences or improved reliabil-
ity — most will save you money 
over their service life. In addition, 
smart appliances may be eligible for 
rebates and tax incentives, so ask 
your retailer what’s available.

What’s ahead for smart appli-
ances in the foreseeable future? The 
marketplace is starting to see the 
integration of basic artificial intel-
ligence (AI) capabilities that can 
make smart appliances provide 
better service, greater reliability 
and lower energy needs. As these 
AI-fueled systems become more 
common, your refrigerator might 
know your habits so well that it can 
generate a shopping list for you. 
Your dishwasher could adjust its 
operating cycle to better clean your 
family’s uniquely dirty dishes. 

There was a time when appli-
ances changed little from decade to 
decade. Today, products advance 
more quickly than ever before, 
and we can expect to see more big 
changes ahead. Fortunately, today’s 
smart appliances give you a way to 
start using the technology that will 
make you the envy of your neigh-
bors as it makes your life easier. 

Business writer Scott Flood has 

worked with electric co-ops 

for more than four decades 

to build knowledge of energy-

related issues. He writes on a 

variety of energy-related topics 

for the National Rural Electric 

Cooperative Association.

When searching for smart 
home technologies, focus 
on the features you’ll use 
most, rather than the flashy 
bells and whistles that aren’t 
specific to your needs. 

PHOTO COURTESY OF KINDEL MEDIA, PEXELS
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SHOW SUPPORT

Small business owners can request to be featured in the Support 
Local section of Illinois Country Living magazine by submitting the 
form at icl.coop/local. 

Edgewood Farm
325 N. 1475 East, Atwood

Admission is $2; children 12 and 
under are free.

HOURS

Dec. 6, 2024: 5-9 p.m.

Dec. 7, 2024: 10 a.m.-8 p.m.

Dec. 8, 2024: 2 p.m.-8 p.m.

A very merry Weihnachtsmarkt
Edgewood Farm hosts German Christmas Market 
By Lisa Cherry

F O R  F I V E  Y E A R S ,  T H E  Morfey family — Chad, Kristin and 
their six children — called the small town of Kaschenbach, 
Germany, home. It was their last duty station before Chad 
retired from the U.S. Air Force. When the family returned to 
the U.S., eldest daughter Mikayla embraced a mission of her 
own — to bring a festive German tradition they experienced 
to their new community in rural Illinois.

Before leaving Germany, Chad and Kristin purchased an 
old bed and breakfast  on Eastern Illini Electric Cooperative 
lines, sight unseen, in Atwood. “It took about three months 
to get all of our things, so we [slept] in sleeping bags on the 
fl oor,” says Kristin. It was then, she adds, that Mikayla fi rst 
shared her idea of hosting a German Christmas Market .

German Christmas  markets date back to the Middle Ages. 
Known as a “Weihnachtsmarkt” in the German language, 
these open-air winter street markets typically feature enter-
tainment, food and a myriad of handmade items for sale. 

Kristin and Chad,  then occupied with the never-ending 
to-do list that comes with owning a large, dated home, were 
initially against it. Mikayla, however, was not deterred. “She’s 
been begging us for years,” Kristin laughs. In fact, it wasn’t 
until the family witnessed a “sign” that her wish came true.

Previous neighbors had put up a large fence, “an eyesore,” 
according to Kristin, and the new owners agreed. “My daugh-
ter [said], ‘Th at’s it. If that fence comes down … we’re going to 

build a Christmas market.’ We’re like, ‘No, no, no, no,’”  Kristin 
says. “Two weeks later, a storm came through, and the entire 
fence had fallen. So, my daughter got her dream, and she spent 
a year just planning, organizing [and] gett ing vendors.”

Th e Morfeys planned for 500 guests the fi rst year, so they 
had to scramble when 3,000 people showed up. Mikayla, 
detail-oriented and high energy, says they didn’t let the chal-
lenges get in the way. “My mindset the entire weekend [was] 
‘make it happen,’” she adds. 

Th is year’s multifaceted market boasts more than 30 ven-
dors, selling everything from craft s to gourmet food and 
skincare products, toys, decor, clothing and jewelry. Local 
musicians will perform, with special guest Olivia Minogue, a 
former contestant on “Th e Voice.” Other elements of the mar-
ket include a live nativity scene, kids’ activities and visits with 
Santa and Mrs. Claus. Food trucks will also be onsite.

Mikayla, a case worker for Cunningham Children’s Home, 
jokes that the market is her other full-time job. “Everyone 
really enjoyed it … that meant the world to me. It made it 
worth all the hard work and stress,” she says, adding, “We 
couldn’t have done it without the community, without our 
sponsors, without people volunteering.” 

As for the future of the market, she says her mission 
remains intact. “[I’m] hoping to do this until someone tells me 
I can’t,” she laughs. “I’m young and spry — let’s keep going.” 
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SWEET
DREAMS
Nonprofi t provides beds 
to children in need
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Aft er the speech, he pressed the 
speaker for more information. Th e 
presenter, the volunteer head of a 
chapter of Sleep in Heavenly Peace 
(SHP), a national not-for-profi t 
organization, told him he was cer-
tain that there were kids without 
beds in the Watseka area. 

Lehmann did his own research 
and discovered an estimated 3% 
of youth nationwide do not have 
beds. In talking to school offi  cials in 
Iroquois and Vermillion counties, 
he learned the need might even be 
greater. “I talked to some schools, 
and they told me there are as many 
as 25% of their students who need a 
bed,” he says.

In response, Lehmann and other 
volunteers started their own chapter 
of Sleep in Heavenly Peace about 
three years ago to address the need. 
“Our objective is to discover the 
kids ages 3 to 17 who are without 
a bed and then fulfi ll that need,” he 
explains. “We build beds and sup-
ply not only the frame, but also the 
matt ress, the blankets, the pillows, 
the whole thing. Th at way they go 
from the fl oor to the bed.”

True to what Lehmann fi rst 
heard, there has been a need. “It 
might be surprising that in about 
three years, we have put out more 
than 200 beds,” Lehmann says. “It 
surprises a lot of people.”

Nationally, Sleep in Heavenly 
Peace started in 2012 and now has 
more than 350 volunteer chapters, 

including more than a dozen groups 
in Illinois.

It’s all about meeting basic 
needs, explains Diana Higgins 
of the La Harpe chapter, which 
serves about a 50-mile radius of 
the Hancock County community. 
“What we do is provide beds for 
kids — twin-size, bunk beds or 
whatever the family needs, and they 
get it all free of charge, delivered 
to their home, assembled and set 

up, ready to go,” she said. “Th e goal 
is to get kids off  of the fl oor, off  of 
pallets on the fl oor, out of sleeping 
in car seats or with mom and dad, 
on the couch, whatever. We want 
to give them a good night’s sleep 
so they can be more productive in 
their day.”

Higgins says she has been taken 
aback by the need. “We talked with 
some people in the K-12 school sys-
tem who told us, ‘You guys have no 

idea. We have so many kids falling 
asleep in school because they don’t 
have their own bed.’”

Since gett ing their chapter roll-
ing in 2021, Higgins and other vol-
unteers have delivered 317 beds, 
with other youth in the region still 
waiting. She says the circumstances 
vary as to why children or teens do 
not have beds of their own. “We’ve 
delivered some to foster care situa-
tions, we’ve delivered to grandmas 
who have taken the kids in, we’ve 
delivered to women who have left  
domestic violence situations and 
took nothing with them. Plus, there 
are people who are just down on 
their luck.”

According to Sleep in Heavenly 
Peace, more than 5,200 kids across 
the country are waiting for beds. 
Since its launch, the organization has 
delivered more than 200,000. “It is 
humbling to think of the thousands 
of volunteers, donors and sponsors 
who have made this accomplish-
ment possible. I still remember the 
smile on the face of the litt le girl 
who received the fi rst SHP bed — 
a smile that has been duplicated 
200,000 times,” Jordan Allen, execu-
tive director of Sleep in Heavenly 
Peace, shared in a press release. 
“Th ough we have a long way to go 
to end child bedlessness, this accom-
plishment tells me it is possible.”

To fulfi ll needs, chapters coordi-
nate everything from applications and 
bed-building events to fundraising, 

Above: Tri-County Electric Cooperative employees and family members help the Salem chapter of SHP build beds for children in the area.

Left: A young child receives a new bed from the Watseka chapter of Sleep in Heavenly Peace.
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inventory and delivery. Applications 
for beds are received through the 
organization’s website and distributed 
to local chapters, where volunteers 
work to meet the need.

“Being a nonprofit, we’re solely 
reliant on donations, whether that 
is people giving us pillows, money 
so we can buy mattresses or spon-
soring a build so we can get lum-
ber,” Higgins explains. “The average 
cost of a bed is $200.”

The beds — both twin beds and 
bunk beds — are wood, designed 
to be both easy to build and long-
lasting. Each bed is branded with 
“SHP,” and all are treated with a 
vinegar-based solution that gives 
the wood some color and helps to 
repel insects. Mattresses are pur-
chased by local chapters from the 
national organization through a 
partnership agreement with a mat-
tress manufacturer. 

Higgins says companies and 
organizations often sponsor large 
events where several beds are built 
at once. “We need volunteers, 
because when we have a bed build, 

we’ll build 30 beds,” Lehmann 
explains. “We need about 40 volun-
teers to do that. We also need vol-
unteers to deliver and assemble the 
beds in kids’ homes.”

Often, civic organizations or 
work groups get involved in the 
bed-building events. Such was 
the case for a team member from 
Tri-County Electric Cooperative 
a year ago. “We were looking for 
something to do for National 
Co-op Month last October, and 
we found Sleep in Heavenly Peace 
to be a great way to serve our 
area,” explains Director of Member 
Services Lynn Hutchison. 

She says a number of employees 
participated in a build for the Salem 
chapter, which covers Clinton, 
Jefferson and Marion counties. “We 
built 30 beds, and it was such a cool 
process,” she says. “They make it so 
easy. They show up with all of the 
materials, all of the tools, and you 
just work in an assembly line.”

The employees enjoyed par-
ticipating in the build, and several 
even brought their own children 

to help. “I think any opportunity 
you can start off kids serving oth-
ers early is good,” she says. “We all 
had a great time doing it; it was fun 
work and an opportunity to help 
other people. I feel like what we do 
every day is helping people, but this 
was different. It created a sense of 
community, and it was heartwarm-
ing to know that we were working 
together, and that there was going 
to be a child sleeping in this bed.”

In fact, Hutchison still has a 
scrap piece of lumber in her office 
from the build, branded with the 
SHP logo. “I look at it and remem-
ber that it was a great thing for our 
team … that we made a difference 
in the community,” she says.

“I love this mission,” Higgins 
says. “We are there for the kids. 
[We’re] providing them something 
that maybe they have never had and 
are giving them a chance to get a 
good night’s sleep so that they can 
do better in school.

“This is a way to help the com-
munity and show God’s love, to 
show that somebody else cares for 

PHOTO COURTESY OF SLEEP IN HEAVENLY PEACE
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these kids. We want to provide for 
them, and we’re not looking for 
anything, not even a thank you,” 
she adds.

Yet, the words of appreciation 
come, sometimes with tears. Higgins 
recalls delivering a bed to a teenager. 
“One of the most memorable deliv-
eries I had was with a 16-year-old 
girl. Can you imagine being 16 and 
never having a bed before? She was 
very excited and so thankful, [and] I 
think she hugged me.”

Lehman says he has had the same 
experience. “We get a lot of grati-
tude. A lot of times, the kids want 
to get on the bed right away and 
start jumping up and down on [it] 
because they’re happy. We get hugs, 
handshakes and thank-you notes. It’s 
the things that we take for granted 
that delight these kids.” He adds that 
he has a growing collection of art-
work from grateful children. “They 

draw out things, and they put ‘Thank 
you, SHP,’ on it or things like that. 
They won’t win any art contest, but 
they’ll win a heart contest.

“The other part that is very 
heartwarming is that we’ve been 
blessed in many ways by the com-
munity, who learns about this and 
wants to help — people who give 
us money, sheets, pillowcase sets 
and blankets. I don’t think I’ve ever 
bought a blanket yet because of 
the churches. Often, we hear from 
sewing groups who are more than 
happy to help. It’s just all over the 
place, and it’s great,” he adds.

He says through volunteers and 
donors, work will continue to ful-
fill the organization’s mission. “It’s 
in our slogan: ‘No kid sleeps on the 
floor in our town,’” he says.

To apply for a bed, donate or 
find a chapter in your area, visit 
shpbeds.org. 

Far left: Every bed made is branded with the Sleep in Heavenly 
Peace logo.

Left: Volunteers with the La Harpe chapter of SHP work together 
to build beds for children in need.

Below: Happy recipients of new beds from the La Harpe chapter 
of SHP.
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By Kayla Adkins

T H E  C O U N T D OW N  TO  C H R I S T M AS  has begun, and with it, the tradition of 

opening  the daily gift s  found in advent calendars.  Th ese days, people can 

choose from a wide array of  calendars,  with gift s ranging from various can-

dies  to toys, cheese, chocolate, wine, beauty products, even dog treats. Th is 

year, however, consider a twist on tradition with a reverse advent calendar. 

A reverse advent calendar is a charitable alternative to  the traditional 

 version. Instead of receiving a small gift  every day, participants place items 

in a box Dec. 1 through Christmas Eve to be donated to a local charity, 

food pantry or family in need. 

Lake Williamson Christian Center in Carlinville — an M.J.M. Electric 

 Cooperative member — participated in  its fi rst reverse advent calendar 

project in 2020 to help bring a litt le holiday cheer to local families. 

The

COUNTDOWN 

BEGINS
Make a difference with a reverse advent 

calendar this holiday season
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Marketing Manager Ashley Haschemeyer shared the 
idea with her team. “Once I explained the concept and 
asked if anyone wanted to participate, everyone jumped 
at the opportunity, so much so that we ended up with 
way more than 24 items in our donation box,” she says. 

One team member met a stranger in the canned veg-
etable aisle at the grocery store who was so moved by 
the idea that she grabbed some canned corn off  the shelf 
and asked for it to be donated on her behalf. 

Haschemeyer says that this project proved to be a teach-
ing moment for her team. “Th e holiday season is portrayed 
as a time of love and giving, but sometimes people just 
aren’t aware of the outlets they can give to,” she explains. 
“Creating this opportunity at our workplace allowed sev-
eral people to give quite generously who may not have nor-
mally, simply because they weren’t sure how to.”

According to Feeding America, one in eight people in 
Illinois face hunger. When choosing to address this need, 
there are a few important things to consider. Nonperishable 
food is best, because refrigerated items and fresh  produce 
might not make it to the table before going bad. 

Make sure to look at the expiration dates on foods, as 
most places will not accept expired goods. For canned 
items,  those with pop-top lids  are best, because not 
everyone has a can opener. Also, make sure labels are 
intact, so people know what’s inside. 

Refrain from food packaged in glass jars that can be 
broken during transport. And, although plenty of “junk 
food” items seem easier to purchase , nutritious food 
should be at the top of the list. Focus on whole grains, low 
sodium and plenty of protein. Th e best scenario is food 
that will provide sustenance to those receiving it. 

Th e Central Illinois Foodbank lists its most needed 
food items as pasta, pasta sauce, canned vegetables, 
canned soup, peanut butt er, canned fruit, canned meat 
and whole -grain cereal. Most needed nonfood items are 
laundry  detergent , bath soap, shampoo, toilet paper, tooth-
paste and diapers. If you know where you plan to donate, 
reach out and ask what items they need most, since every 
area ’s  needs are diff erent.

Keep in mind, however, that there are no strict rules 
for reverse advent calendars. Just as regular advent calen-
dars have themes, reverse advent  gift s can be specifi c to the 
charity or the community’s needs. For example, they can 
consist solely of food, toiletries, clothing or toys. Know a 
family with a new bundle of joy? Consider a box of baby 
items. If there’s a local animal shelter,  donate a box of pet 
supplies. Th e only limit is your imagination.

Th is is a great project for families, coworkers, church 
groups or even individuals. Just make sure that list is 
handy, so you know what to add each day. While tem-
plates of reverse advent calendars can be found online, 
here are a few examples to help with inspiration. Let the 
countdown begin. 

REVERSE ADVENT CALENDAR
IDEAS

FOOD 
 Add nonperishable food items to the box, with a 
diff erent type of food each day. Items can include 
canned soups, pasta, peanut butt er, canned fruit 
and vegetables, and whole-grain cereal. Th en, 
donate the collection to a local food bank.

HYGIENE ESSENTIALS 
Each day, add items like toothpaste, 
toothbrushes, shampoo, soap, sanitary 
products  and deodorant. Th ese are oft en 
in high demand at shelters.

WARM CLOTHING 
Collect winter accessories such as gloves, 
hats, scarves, socks and coats. Once complete, 
donate these items to a clothing drive or local 
homeless shelter.

BABY ITEMS 
Gather necessities for new parents and babies 
— diapers, wipes, baby shampoo, pacifi ers 
and onesies. Many shelters and charities help 
young families.

PET SUPPLIES 
Fill a box with  pet supplies like dog 
and cat food, treats, toys, blankets and 
cleaning supplies. Local animal shelters 
oft en have holiday donation programs 
and a list of needed items.

TOYS 
Each day, add a new or gently used toy, book, 
puzzle or board game to your collection. 
At the end of advent, donate them to 
organizations that distribute holiday gift s to 
children in need.

SCHOOL SUPPLIES 
Gather school supplies such as notebooks, pens, 
pencils, crayons and glue sticks to help children 
with their education. Local schools or youth 
organizations would likely welcome the donation.
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(Continued on next page)

Doctor urges seniors to carry medical alert device
Seniors snap up new medical alert 
device that comes with no monthly bills

The phone lines are 
ringing off the hook.

That’s because for 
seniors born before 1961, 
it’s a deal too good to 
pass up. 

Starting at precisely 
8:30am this morning 
the Pre-Store Release 
begins for the sleek new 
medical alert device that 
comes with the exclusive 
FastHelp™ One-Touch E 
911 Button that instantly 
connects you to unlim-
ited nationwide help 
everywhere cell service 
is available with no con-
tracts, no deposits and no 
monthly bills ever.

“It’s not like old style 
monitored help buttons 
that make you talk to a 
call center and only work 
when you’re at home and 
come with hefty bills 
every month. FastHelp 
comes with state-of-the-
art cellular embedded 
technology. That means 
it works at home or any-

ADVERTISEMENT

 FLYING OUT THE DOOR: Trucks are being loaded with the new medical alert devices called FastHelp. They are now 
being delivered to lucky seniors who call the National Rebate Center Hotline at 1-800-330-4294 DEPT. HELP8387 today. 
Everyone is calling to get FastHelp, the sleek new medical alert device because it instantly connects you to unlimited nation-
wide help everywhere cell service is available with no contracts, no deposits and no monthly bills ever.

It’s just what seniors have been waiting for; a sleek new medical alert device with no contracts, no 
deposits and no monthly bills that instantly connects you to free unlimited nationwide help with 
just the push of a button for a one-time $149 price tag that’s a real steal after today’s instant rebate

Seniors born before 1961 get new medical 
alert device with no monthly bills ever

NO MONTHLY BILLS: “My wife had an old style help button that 
came with hefty bills every month and she was embarrassed to wear 
it because it made her look old,” said Frank McDonald, Canton, Ohio. 
“Now, we both have FastHelp™, the sleek new medical alert device 
that our grandkids say makes us look ‘cool’ not old,” he said. With 
FastHelp, seniors never have to worry about being alone and the best 
part is there are no monthly bills ever.

People don’t always do what their 
doctor says, but when seasoned vet-
eran emergency room physician, 
Dr. Philip B. Howren, says every 
senior should have a medical alert 
device, you better listen up.

“Seniors are just one fall away 
from being put in a nursing home,” 
Dr. Howren said. “With a medi-
cal alert device, seniors are never 
alone. So it keeps them living inde-
pendently in their own home. 
That’s why seniors and their fam-
ily members are snapping up a 
sleek new medical alert device 
that comes with no monthly bills 
ever,” he said.

Many seniors refuse to wear 
old style help buttons because they 
make them look old. But even worse, 
those medical alert systems come 

with monthly bills.
To solve these problems 

Universal Physicians, a U.S. 
company went to work to devel-
op a new, modern, state-of-the-
art medical alert device. It’s called 
“FastHelp™” and it instantly con-
nects you to free unlimited nation-
wide help everywhere cell service 
is available with no contracts, no 
deposits and no monthly bills ever.

“This slick new little device is de-
signed to look like the pagers doctors 
wear every day. Seniors love them 
because it actually makes them look 
important, not old,” Dr. Howren said.

FastHelp is expected to hit 
store shelves later this year. But 
special newspaper promotional 
giveaways are slated for seniors 
in select areas. 



(Continued from previous page)

ADVERTISEMENT

where, anytime cell ser-
vice is available whether 
you’re out watering the 
garden, driving in a car, 
at church or even hundreds 
of miles away on a tour or 
at a casino. You are never 
alone. With just a single 
push of the One-Touch E 
Button you instantly get 
connected to free unlim-
ited help nationwide with 
no monthly bills ever,” said 
Jack Lawrence, Executive 
Director of Product Devel-
opment for U.S. based 
Universal Physicians. 

“We’ve never seen any-
thing like it. Consumers 
absolutely love the sleek 
new modern design and 
most of all, the instant 
rebate that practically pays 
for it and no monthly bills 
ever,” Lawrence said.

FastHelp is the sleek 
new medical alert device 
with the best of combina-
tions: a quality, high-tech 
engineered device that’s 
also an extremely great 
value because there are 
no monthly bills ever. 

Better still, it comes with 
no contracts, no deposits 
and no monthly bills ever 
– which makes FastHelp 
a great choice for seniors, 
students and professionals 
because it connects to one 
of the largest nationwide 
networks everywhere cell 
service is available for free.

And here’s the best part. 
All those who already have 
an old style monitored med-
ical alert button can imme-
diately eliminate those 
monthly bills, which is 
why Universal Physicians 
is widely advertising this 
announcement nationwide.

“So if you’ve ever felt 
a medical alert device 
was too complicated or 
expensive, you’ll want to 
get FastHelp, the sleek 
new medical alert device 
with no monthly bills,” 
said Lawrence.

The medical alert device 
slugfest was dominated by 
two main combatants who 
both offer old style mon-
itored help buttons that 
come with a hefty bill every 
month. But now Universal 
Physicians, the U.S. based 
heavyweight, just delivered 
a knockout blow sending 
the top rated contenders to 
the mat with the unveiling 
of FastHelp. It’s the sleek 
new cellular embedded 
medical alert device that 

cuts out the middleman by 
instantly connecting you 
directly to highly trained 911 
operators all across the U.S. 
There’s absolutely nothing 
to hook-up or install. You 
don’t need a land line and 
you don’t need a cell phone. 
Everything is done for you.

“FastHelp is a state of 
the art medical alert device 
designed to make you look 
important, not old. Old style 
monitored help buttons you 

wear around your neck, or 
require expensive base sta-
tion equipment or a landline 
are the equivalent of a horse 
and buggy,” Lawrence says. 
“It’s just outdated.”

Millions of seniors fall 
every year and spend hours 
lying on the floor helpless 
and all alone with no help. 

But seniors who fall and 
get immediate help are 
much more likely to avoid 
getting sent to a nursing 

home and get to STAY 
living in their own home 
independently. 

Yet millions of seniors 
are still risking their safety 
by not having a medical 
alert device. That’s because 
seniors just can’t afford to 
pay the monthly bills that 
come with old style medi-
cal alert devices.

That’s why seniors born 
before 1961 are rushing to 
cash in the whopping $150 

instant rebate before the 21 
day deadline ends. 

So there’s no need to 
wait for FastHelp to hit 
store shelves later this 
year because seniors 
born before 1961 can get 
it now just by using the 
$150 instant rebate coupon 
printed in today’s newspa-
per before the 21 day dead-
line ends. If lines are busy 
keep trying, all calls will 
be answered. 

 IF BORN AFTER 1961: You cannot use the rebate coupon below and must
 pay $299 Call: 1-800-330-9423 DEPT. HELP8387

HOW TO GET IT:

P7366 OF23673R-1

THE BOTTOM LINE: You don’t need 
to shop around. We’ve done all the leg 
work, this deal is too good to pass up. 
FastHelp with the instant rebate is a real 
steal at just $149 and shipping and there 
are no monthly bills ever.

PROS: It’s the sleek new medical alert 
device that comes with the exclusive 
FastHelp One-Touch E 911 Button that 
instantly connects you to free unlimited 
nationwide help everywhere cell service 
is available with no contracts or depos-
its. It connects you to the vast available 
network of cellular towers for free and 
saves seniors a ton of money because 
there are no monthly bills ever making 
this deal irresistible. Plus it’s the only 
medical alert device that makes seniors 
look important, not old.

CONS: Consumers can’t get FastHelp 
in stores until later this year. That’s why 
it’s so important for seniors born before 
1961 to call the National Rebate Cen-
ter Hotline within the next 21 days. For 
those who miss that deadline, the sleek 
little medical alert device will set you 
back over $300 bucks.

 IF BORN BEFORE 1961: Use the rebate coupon below and call this
Toll-Free Hotline: 1-800-330-4294 DEPT. HELP8387

R
E

B
A

T
E

 C
O

U
P

O
N

FASTHELP IS COVERED BY A 30-DAY MONEY BACK GUARANTEE LESS SHIPPING AND A 1 YEAR LIMITED WARRANTY. FASTHELP IS A 4G CELLULAR DEVICE. 
FASTHELP WILL NOT BE ABLE TO MAKE 911 CALLS WHEN CELLULAR SERVICE IS NOT AVAILABLE SUCH AS IN REMOTE OR HIGH DENSITY AREAS. WE SUG-
GEST TESTING CELLULAR CONNECTION BEFORE USE. SEE OWNERS MANUAL. FASTHELP USES GPS TRIANGULATIONS TO APPROXIMATE YOUR LOCA-
TION WHEN YOUR DEVICE IS TURNED ON. DR. HOWREN IS A COMPENSATED MEDICAL ADVISOR AND FRANK MCDONALD IS AN ACTUAL USER AND COM-
PENSATED FOR HIS PARTICIPATION. OH RESIDENTS ADD 6.5% SALES TAX. UNIVERSAL PHYSICIANS 7747 SUPREME AVE, NORTH CANTON, OH 44720.

EXPIRES 21 Days from Today’s Publication Date
After Coupon Expires: The FastHelp is $299.00 plus shipping & handling

USE THIS COUPON: To ge t $15 0 o f f  Fas tHe lp you mus t be 
born before 1961 and call the Nat ional Rebate Center Hot l ine at
1-800-330-4294 DEPT. HELP8387 before the 21 day rebate deadline ends.

FastHelp, the new medical alert device that instantly connects you to free 
unlimited nationwide help everywhere cell service is available with no con-
tracts, no deposits and no monthly bills ever.

$150 Off
FastHelp™

H E L P 8 3 8 7

One-touch help. Anytime. Anywhere.
With no monthly bills ever.



Top: Bacon cheeseburger and pasta salad
Above: Melissa  “Shorty” Gamer  with her homemade pies

AONE-WOMANSHOW
Serving up a passion for cooking 
at Shorty’s Kitchen
By Colten Bradford

“ I  W I L L  B E  BAC K  as fast as my short legs can take me,” Melissa Gamer says 
as she breezes out the door, strings from her apron fl utt ering behind her 
and a bulging bag of take-out containers in each hand.

Gamer, bett er know n as “Shorty” to almost everyone around her, is a 
one-woman show at her South Beloit restaurant, Shorty’s Kitchen.  Th e 
Rock Energy Cooperative member is the chef, baker, server, cashier, janitor 
and social media manager   —  and that’s not a complete list of her respon-
sibilities. With her dedication to sourcing local, fresh ingredients, Gamer 
brings both comfort food and community connection to her restaurant.

“I don’t know my real name anymore,” Gamer jokes. Originating 
from her bartending and waitressing days at the local American Legion, 
the patrons there dubbed her “Shorty,” and the name stuck. In her home 
state of Wisconsin, she’s known as “Litt le Cookie.” She has embraced her 
nicknames, but she does have one request. “Just don’t call me late for 
dinner,” she laughs.
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LET’S EAT!
Shorty’s Kitchen
14471 De La Tour Drive, South Beloit

815-957-0540

Shorty’s Kitchen on Facebook

HOURS

Mon-Fri: 11 a.m.-7 p.m.

Sat: 10:30 a.m.-1 p.m.

Running her restaurant solo, Gamer’s day starts early. Each morning, 
she decides on the day’s specials, preps social media ads, gathers her gro-
cery list, shops and begins preparing for the day. Her restaurant is open 
Monday through Friday, with Saturday reserved for lunch service and cook-
ing classes. She even works Sundays, but only to tackle equipment cleaning 
and paperwork.

“I sleep really well at night,” Gamer says. “I’m usually sleeping before my 
head hits the pillow. … I actually have a notepad and pen next to my bed, 
because that’s where I seem to get my best ideas. That’s where I dream up stuff.”

She sources her ingredients locally whenever possible, buying meats from 
local butcher Prairie Hill Meats and produce from local farmers. She also has 
her own small garden and cans ingredients for her soups. 

Shorty’s menu reflects her passion for homemade, farm-to-table-style 
food. From homemade stroganoff to her popular jalapeno bacon cheese-
burger, Gamer’s dishes bring regulars back week after week. Her special-
ties include bacon-wrapped barbecue meatloaf, chicken and dumplings on 
Tuesday nights and her Friday fish fry. 

She’s known for her unique “Fried Stuffed Football Potatoes,” which 
she serves during football season — baked, deep-fried potatoes stuffed 
with a variety of fillings, like pot roast, sloppy joe, bacon-egg-cheese or buf-
falo chicken. She has 50 gourmet hamburgers that she rotates on special. 
Desserts are also close to her heart. She specializes in pies and cheesecakes, 
often taking custom orders as a “personal chef” for her customers.

Gamer credits her parents for her love of cooking and serving others. As 
a child, she helped her mother in the kitchen, while her father taught her 
about business. By age 16, she was creating menus, with dreams of owning 
her own place one day.

When she moved to Illinois over a decade ago, she brought that knowl-
edge with her. From working multiple roles at restaurants to her job as a 
cook at the American Legion, Gamer’s journey led her to where she is today. 
Despite challenges, including opening her business shortly before a global 
pandemic, she has persevered.

In addition to everything else, Gamer decided to launch Saturday cook-
ing classes. She came up with the idea after a customer asked, “Can you 
teach me [how] to cook this?” “I’m like, ding, ding, ding, I will give it a try. 
So, I started doing cooking classes,” Gamer explains. 

These classes became her creative outlet and a way to engage with the 
community in a more personal setting. From making comfort food favorites 
to organizing Christmas cookie sessions, she found that these classes weren’t 
just a source of income — they were a social activity where people could 
bond with each other.

With the holiday season in full swing, she has two special cookie-making 
classes planned for Dec. 7 and 14. These sessions promise to be both festive and 
family-friendly, allowing people to create seasonal treats while learning some-
thing new. Call the restaurant if you would like to register for an upcoming class.

During the holidays, Gamer also offers “take and bake” catering options 
for Thanksgiving and Christmas. From mashed potatoes to green bean cas-
seroles, she prepares traditional holiday sides that customers can take home 
and heat up at their convenience. While she doesn’t have the capacity for 
large meat dishes, her trays of cheese balls, party dips and deli salads have 
become holiday staples for many families. 

“This doesn’t feel like work. I think that’s where I get the energy [to 
do this]. I’m passionate about cooking, and I love what I do,” Gamer says. 
“When you walk in the store, you’re my family.” 
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WE NEED RECIPES! 

Spicy dishes

Stone fruit

Cake

Corn

Please email recipe submissions or 
questions to finestcooking@icl.coop 
or mail them to Finest Cooking c/o 
Illinois Country Living, 6460 S. 6th St. 
Frontage Road East, Springfield, IL 62712. 
Please include your name, address, 
phone number (for questions), and 
the name of your electric cooperative. 
Additional recipes can be found on our 
website at finestcooking.com.

Comfort and joy
I T ’ S  T H E  H O L I DAY  S E AS O N .  For 
many, this means an increased 
level of stress, busy schedules and 
endless to-do lists. While I’m not 
saying that you should look to food 
for comfort when stressed, I am 
saying enjoying a favorite comfort 
food can’t hurt anything, right? 
Familiar, soul-warming dishes can 
bring a sense of calm during the 
holiday rush and recapture the 
simple pleasures of the season. 

Recipes are prepared, tasted and 

photographed by Colten Bradford, 

Illinois Country Living editor. 

Best Ever Comfort Stew
Submitted by Jan Elise Dial, Corn Belt Energy Corporation
Servings: 8
 2-3 potatoes

 1 pound ground beef

 1 packet dry onion soup mix

  Black pepper, to taste

 1/4 cup flour

 1 15-ounce can beef broth

 1 15-ounce can stewed and diced tomatoes

 1 15-ounce can mixed vegetables, drained

 2 cups tomato juice

Clean and dice potatoes and place in a microwave-safe dish. Microwave on high for 3-5 minutes to partially cook 

the potatoes. In a Dutch oven or large pot over medium heat, brown ground beef seasoned with dry onion soup mix 

and black pepper. After the meat is browned, add flour to hamburger to absorb grease. Add the beef broth and stir 

meat mixture to incorporate flour. Add in tomatoes, mixed vegetables, potatoes and tomato juice. Bring to a boil 

and simmer until all vegetables are tender. Add more liquid to thin, if needed. Serve with yeast rolls or biscuits.  

Corn Casserole
Submitted by Carolyn Myers, Norris Electric Cooperative
Servings: 4-6
 1 15-ounce can corn, not drained

 1 15-ounce can creamed corn

 1/2 cup butter, melted

 1 cup sour cream

 1 cup Velveeta cheese, cubed

 1 cup macaroni, uncooked

 1 tablespoon onion, finely chopped

  Salt and pepper, to taste

Mix all ingredients and pour into a slow cooker. Cook on low for 3 to 4 hours, or until macaroni is tender. 
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Cheeseburger Soup
Submitted by Shaelyn Steidinger, Eastern Illini Electric Cooperative
Servings: 6
 3/4 cup onion, chopped

 3/4 cup carrots, shredded

 3/4 cup celery, diced

 1 teaspoon dried basil

 1 teaspoon dried parsley

 4 tablespoons butter, 
divided

 1/2 pound ground beef, 
cooked and drained

 3 cups chicken broth

 4 cups potatoes, diced

 1/4 cup flour

 4 ounces Velveeta cheese

 1-1/2 cups milk

 3/4 teaspoon salt

 1/2 teaspoon pepper

 1/4 cup sour cream

In 3-quart saucepan, saute onion, carrots, celery, basil and parsley 

in 1 tablespoon of butter. Add beef, broth and potatoes and bring to 

a boil. Reduce heat, cover and simmer 10 to 12 minutes. Meanwhile, 

in small pan, melt remaining butter and stir in flour. Add to soup 

and return to a boil. Cook and stir for 2 minutes. Reduce heat to 

low. Add cheese, milk, salt and pepper; cook and stir until cheese 

melts. Remove from heat and blend in sour cream. Serve.

Donna’s Company Meatloaf
Submitted by Donna Nadig, JCE Co-op
Servings: 4-6
 1 pound ground beef

 1/3 cup ketchup

 1/4 cup chicken broth

 1/2 teaspoon salt

 1/4 teaspoon pepper

 1/8 teaspoon crushed red 
pepper flakes

 1/2 cup breadcrumbs

 1/4 cup onion, minced

 2 teaspoons mustard

Topping:  

 1/2 cup ketchup

 1 teaspoon mustard

 4 tablespoons brown sugar  

  Dried oregano leaves

Preheat oven to 350 F. Mix all meatloaf ingredients and place in a 

foil-lined loaf pan. Mix topping ingredients except for oregano. Pour 

topping mixture over meat and sprinkle desired amount of oregano 

leaves over the top. Bake 1 to 1-1/2 hours, or until the internal tempera-

ture reaches 160 F. Let the meatloaf rest 10-15 minutes before serving.

Apple Crisp
Submitted by Denise Smith, Rural Electric Convenience Cooperative
Servings: 6-8
 6-8 apples, peeled and sliced

 2 teaspoons water 

 1 teaspoon vanilla extract

 1 teaspoon ground 
cinnamon

 2 cups sugar, divided

 1 cup flour

 1 teaspoon baking powder

 1 egg

 1/2 cup butter, melted

Preheat oven to 350 F. Place sliced apples in a greased 7x10-inch 

baking dish. Mix water and vanilla together and sprinkle over apples. 

Combine cinnamon with 1/2 cup sugar and pour over apples. Mix 

flour, baking powder, 1-1/2 cups sugar and egg together until crumbly. 

Cover apples with the mixture and add a dash of cinnamon on 

top. Pour melted butter over the top. Bake for 50 minutes, or until 

browned to your liking. Serve warm with or without ice cream.
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Chris Enroth is a horticulture 

educator with the University 

of Illinois Extension, serving 

Henderson, Knox, McDonough  

and Warren counties. This 

column also appears in the  

“Good Growing” blog at  

go.illinois.edu/GoodGrowing.

Back to our holiday roots
Embracing the tradition of fresh Christmas trees

L AS T  H O L I DAY  S E AS O N ,  M Y  fam-
ily set out on a cold December day 
to visit a local Christmas tree farm. 
After years of decorating a fake tree, 
we decided to use a fresh-cut tree 

for Christmas. While this was a first 
for my family, I grew up with cut 
trees for the holidays. My father and 
I would travel to a tree farm and 
tag a tree in November. As the holi-
day drew near, we would return, cut 
down the tree and bring it home. 

Arriving at the farm with my 
own family, we traversed fields 
looking for the perfect tree. Finally, 
a tree was selected. Our hands were 
already numb as I handed the saw 
to my eldest and he set to work. 
Everyone took turns with the saw 
to say they played a part, but my 
eldest finished the job. He even 

broke a sweat on that 20-degree 
day as the tree tumbled over, but 
claimed, “That was easy.”

I had never paid much atten-
tion to the types of Christmas trees 

growing on farms. As 
a kid, a tree is a tree. 
However, there are 
significant differences 
in the species of ever-
greens we can choose 
for our holiday decor. 
Some are more suited 
than others to being 
cut, decorated and 
placed in a home for a 
few weeks. While there 
are more species than 
can be mentioned in 
this article, the follow-
ing are some common 
ones you may encoun-
ter at a tree farm. 

A fresh pine scent
Pines are popular, 

with Scotch pine top-
ping the list. Pines are 
known for having a 
pleasant scent, excel-
lent needle retention 
and branches stiff 
enough to hold heavy 

ornaments. Scotch pines are dense 
trees with dark green needles, 1 to 3 
inches in length. 

White pine is another common 
option, especially for those look-
ing for a larger tree. The branches of 
white pine are more flexible, mean-
ing heavy ornaments may fall off, 
and the needle retention is not quite 
as strong as Scotch pine. It is also 
less aromatic, making it an option 
for those who suffer from allergies.

Home “fir” the holidays
Fir trees are known for having 

excellent needle retention for the 

entire holiday season. These trees 
have stiff branches that will hold 
most ornaments. Balsam fir is a 
preferred species due to its strong 
scent, and it is commonly used for 
wreaths, garlands and swags. 

Other fir options include the 
Fraser fir, which has better needle 
retention than the Balsam. Because 
Fraser fir ships well, it can be com-
mon in tree lots. Green is often 
the Christmas tree color of choice; 
however, the white fir provides an 
alternative blue color and a citrus-
like scent.

Spruce up the place
Spruces are not as popular as 

Christmas trees primarily due to 
their relatively poor needle reten-
tion; however, the Colorado blue 
spruce is a common choice due to 
its bright blue color. With sharp 
needles, this tree often leaves my 
fingernail cuticles bloodied when 
hanging ornaments. Once the nee-
dles begin to fall, they can find their 
way into socks and slippers. If you 
decide to go with the blue spruce, 
wait until after Dec. 1 to set it up 
to make sure the tree will last the 
entire season. 

Finding a fresh tree
When shopping at a tree lot 

with pre-cut trees, it is important 
to choose the freshest tree. Check 
with the local tree lot to determine 
recent shipments. Additionally, 
check freshness by bouncing the 
tree on the ground or gently tug-
ging the end of the branch with the 
thumb and forefinger; in both tests, 
no needles should fall off. Keep in 
mind, the freshest tree is one you 
cut yourself. When doing so, be 
sure to bring a sharp saw and eager 
helpers to make quick work of the 
job, especially if it’s on a cold day. 
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Robert Halleran
Timber Buyer all Species

Logging
Timber Consulting

I buy Storm damaged timber
618-528-8088 DeSoto, Illinois

Insulation. 4x8 sheets, foil-
backed foam. All  factory 
 seconds. www.nichols5.com.
Contact Ken Nichols, 
800-424-1256. 

DIMENSION BUILDINGS
Best Buildings at the Best Price
For a Complete 30x50

Deluxe Pole Barn Package
CALL (618) 997-9568

www.dimensionbldgs.com
All Sizes Available        Marion, IL

$3,650only
not building pictured

8 6 5 2 9 4 7 3 1
3 7 2 1 6 8 4 5 9
9 1 4 3 7 5 8 6 2
1 3 7 9 4 6 2 8 5
5 4 9 7 8 2 3 1 6
6 2 8 5 1 3 9 4 7
2 8 3 6 5 7 1 9 4
7 5 1 4 3 9 6 2 8
4 9 6 8 2 1 5 7 3

HODGSONHODGSON
LUMBER & LAND IMPROVEMENT

Buyers of Standing Timber and Cut Logs

Gary
217-801-7975

Todd
217-473-1009

Cole
217-801-3088

21046 CR 800 N. • Kilbourne, IL 62655



At random

1. ANNA DOWLING
Shelby Electric Cooperative

2. BOB ESBENSEN
JCE Co-op

3. SHARON BARTOSIK
Monroe County Electric 
Cooperative

4. TERRY FLEMING
Norris Electric Cooperative

5. SANDY COOPER
Coles-Moultrie Electric 
Cooperative

6. RILEY BARKER
Egyptian Electric Cooperative 
Association

UPCOMING THEMES
February — Farm animals
March — Fences/gates
April — Reflections
May — Serenity

6

1

2 3

54SUBMIT A PHOTO

Online: icl.coop/snapshots 

Email: cbradford@aiec.coop 

Rules: Include high-quality digital 
files. When submitting, include details 
about the photo, artist’s name and the 
co-op name.

Deadlines: Submissions are due 30 
days before the publication month.

Terms of use: By submitting any 
photos to Snapshots, whether online 
or email, you agree to grant Illinois 
Country Living and icl.coop royalty-
free, perpetual and nonexclusive rights 
to use, display, edit, publish or archive 
it in whole or in part online or in print. 
You further warrant that you have 
all legal, moral and other rights that 
may be necessary to grant the license 
specified above.

Visit icl.coop/snapshots for full 
terms and conditions.
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            “I switched to MDHearing aids 
      and so should you. These are

  better than my expensive
 clinic hearing aids, and 
  no one can even 
 see them.”

Joe Namath’s Choice For 
Superior Hearing Aids

Joe Namath 
Superbowl III MVP

 MDHearing Aid User

™

OVER 
1.9 MILLION

SOLD!

Rechargeable
In-Your-Ear
Hearing Aid

MDHearing Is Now Available Through 

Top Medicare Advantage Plans!

REG $999.98

for a pair

AS LOW AS

$297 NEW LOW
PRICE

70OFF
%

Can you 
 spot the NEO XS 
    hearing aid?

Enter offer code TL42 to receive FREE Shipping!

1 (800) 798- 9144     www.JoeLovesMD.com

Actual size

In-The-Ear Nearly Invisible Profi le

Rechargeable

Enhanced Feedback Cancellation

Multiple Environment Settings

Licensed Hearing Professionals

100% Money Back Guarantee

Price per Pair

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
42
Yes

FEATURES

$297 

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

$1,499+

“I sold hearing aids 
at Costco for over 
7 years, and I tell 

everyone MDHearing 
offers incredible value, 
quality and service for 
a fraction of the price.” 

– Dr. Susan Phillips, 
MDHearing Audiologist

45-Day Risk-Free Trial!
If you are not completely 

satisfi ed with your 
hearing aids, return them 

within 45 days for 
a FULL REFUND!

Compare MDHearing to Costco*

NEO XS

NEO

COSTCO

$397

$297

as low as

*MDHearing provides OTC hearing aids; Costco 

  provides prescription, customized hearing aids.



Sarah Bush Lincoln Orthopedics 
was recognized by Women’s Choice 
Awards Best 100 Hospitals. The 
award is based on its 
   • clinical performance
   • patient experience scores
   • advanced technology

Sarah Bush Lincoln has the largest 
orthopedic group in downstate 
Illinois and performs nearly 1,450 
total knee and hip replacements 
annually.

Top 1% Nationally

www.sarahbush.org

EFFINGHAM
SBL Bonutti Clinic
1303 W. Evergreen Ave., Suite 200
Effingham

217-342-3400

MATTOON
SBL Orthopedics & Sports Medicine
Prairie Pavillion 2
1004 Health Center Dr., Suite 100

217-238-3435
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