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Rodney Bennett, University of South-
ern Mississippi president, has donated a
recent raise he received to a scholarship
fund at the university.

The Mississippi Institutions of Higher

Learning gave Bennett a
$72,630 raise, increasing
his salary to $464,500 a
year. But in a July 6 email
to the campus community,
Bennett said he wouldn’t
keep that hike.

“I am sensitive this in-
crease comes at a time when so many em-
ployees have not received pay increases,
have had positions eliminated or have
had positions in their units unfilled,” he
wrote. “As such, I have decided to use this
salary increase to endow a second schol-

arship through the USM Foundation.”
Southern Miss cut personnel in May

after receiving $7.96 million less in fund-
ing since fiscal year 2017. Three employ-
ees lost their jobs. Another 33 vacant po-
sitions were eliminated. 

“The scholarship will assist students
in attending and completing their educa-
tion at USM, something for which I feel a
strong conviction,” Bennett said.

Bennett said the IHL board increased
his base salary so it would be consistent
with those of other presidents at research
universities in the system. Bennett’s con-

tract was also extended two years
through June 30, 2021.

William Bynum, who was named 
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A wary Mississippi widow has
thwarted efforts by a crook whom she
believes got information from an obitu-
ary, then attempted to use it to rip her
off with the “grandparent” scam. 

This story proves that scammers are
not above taking advantage of people
going through some of life’s greatest
trials, but also how quick thinking and a
healthy dose of skepticism can help you
avoid becoming a victim. 

victim that he had been in a “bad, bad
wreck,” describing a situation in which
a friend named “Sam” had asked for
transportation to the doctor’s office. On
the way, they had been in a car acci-
dent. “Sam,” the story went, was taken
away in an ambulance, and “Brad” was
charged with reckless driving. “Sam’s
lawyer says if I can get the bail money
he can get me out of jail,” he continued.
“So, I thought maybe you could send
me some money.”

But the wary widow wasn’t having
any of it, and told the caller that all her
money was tied up. “Why haven’t you
called your dad?” she asked, then the
caller hung up abruptly. She knew that, 

portedly from her grandson Brad in
Omaha, Nebraska, she immediately
sensed that something wasn’t right.

“It’s bad when they start using the
obituaries,” she told me. “I can see
where people in a bereaved state could
be taken in by this scam.” 

Her internal alarm bells began to
ring immediately as she got the call,
allegedly from Brad (but in a different
voice than usual) who said simply,
“This is Brad. The reason I’m talking
like this, my nose is broken.” But that
set off an immediate red flag, since
Brad would never just start talking to
her without addressing her as “Mom-
maw.” But she went with it anyway, to
see where the story would lead. 

“Brad” went on to tell the potential

You may recall that I recently wrote
about this pernicious scam, in which
the scammer calls an elderly person
pretending to be a grandchild or other
relative who’s in trouble and needs
money fast. But they met their match
when they called this 81-year-old Flo-
wood widow one morning a couple of
weeks ago. She didn’t want to share her
name but wanted to tell her story to
help others who may be at risk. “If I
could save just one person from being
taken in, it would be worth the trouble,”
she told me.

Our potential victim, who lost her
husband of 63 years in March, believes
the crook used information gleaned
from an online obituary for her hus-
band. When she got a call recently pur-

‘Grandparent’ scammer fails to hook wary widow
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POPLARVILLE — Just about everyone at
CrossFit 534 in Poplarville, including the own-
ers, athletes and many members, all say the
gym has changed their lives.

Roughly four years ago, CrossFit 534 own-
ers Evan and Lauren Steil, who are Level 1, 2
and CrossFit Kids certified, decided to open
their own gym. The couple has a passion for
the fitness regimen due to its benefits in
weight loss.

“I tried it all, but the one thing that actually
helped me get the results I wanted, and fast,
was CrossFit,” Lauren Steil said. “Not only
that, but CrossFit was fun and something I al-
ways looked forward to. Thanks to our friends
at Yune CrossFit, I haven’t looked back.”

She then convinced her husband to help es-
tablish a place in Poplarville where people of
all fitness levels could work with one another
to achieve their weight loss goals.

It took four years for the Steils to find the
perfect location for their gym, relocating
from three previous locations until finally

finding what Evan Steil said is “the perfect
place that provides everything you need to
Crossfit.”

The 3,500-square-foot gym they currently
operate out of was named after an inspiration-
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About four years ago, CrossFit 534 owners Evan and Lauren Steil, who are Level 1, 2 and CrossFit Kids certified, decided to open their own gym in Poplarville. 

LET’S GET PHYSICAL
CrossFit 534 gym’s
owners see lives change
one session at a time
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Gym owner Evan Steil instructs the beginning stages of a morning training session at CrossFit 534. “Here,
you have a whole group encouraging each other to get better,” said Steil.

Details
Gym rates range from $50 for high school students
to $100 for individuals. For more information call
the Steils at 601-347-5655.
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