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Vet to Vet ME Volunteer Spotl ight 
A Literary Friendship: Celebrating 400+ Visits 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Vernon Huestis, left, and Eric Mihan, right, receive certificates of appreciation from Vet to Vet Maine 
executive director Susan Gold recognizing their 400th visit through the Vet to Vet Maine program. 
The celebration took place at the Maine Veterans’ Home, Scarborough, where Huestis is a 
resident.  Photo credit: Judie O’Malley 
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In late December 2013, Eric Mihan saw an article in the daily newspaper about a fledging 
organization whose purpose would be to match military veterans with peer companions. The 
volunteers would also be veterans. Who better to understand the burdens and bonds from their 
time in the service? 
 
As part of the first V2VME team of peer companions, Eric was matched with Vernon Huestis in 
June 2014. “We hit it off at once,” said Eric. He refers to Susan Dudley Gold, executive director of 
Vet to Vet Maine, as the ultimate matchmaker. At the time, Vernon was the primary caregiver for 
his wife, Theresa, and had little opportunity to get out of the house and socialize with friends. Eric 
filled that need by visiting Vernon at his Biddeford home several times a month. 
 
Since then, Eric and Vernon have gotten together more than 400 times—and hold the record for 
the longest relationship and the most visits between Vet to Vet veterans. Their relationship has 
outlasted many marriages. 
 
Eric, 83, and Vernon, 94, served in the same military unit, the Army 2nd Infantry Division, albeit 
many years apart. Vernon, drafted when he was 18, served from 1945 to 1946, at the tail end of 
WWII. Eric, also a draftee, served from 1961 to 1963. He recalls the rising tensions of the Cold 
War, which led to the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961. 
 
Eric believes that the service expanded his horizons. “We should have the draft again for all young 
Americans, male and female,” he said. “You get to experience the world and meet people you 
probably never would have met otherwise.”  
 
The military also gave Vernon opportunities he might not have had otherwise. Thanks to the GI Bill, 
Vernon completed a degree in mechanical engineering. He proudly notes that he was instrumental 
in designing the interior layout of machinery and equipment at Corning’s building in Kennebunk, 
built in 1965. In his leisure time, Vernon converted not one but two school buses into campers and 
traveled the country with his family. 
 
Eric and Vernon spend little time reflecting on their military service. Instead, they share their 
appreciation of books. Both love histories, but they read and recommend a variety of genres. 
Vernon favors Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of Sherlock Holmes, and Eric loves reading Dickens. 
 
Covid put a serious dent in the friends’ face-to-face visits. While separated physically, the two 
veterans talked on the phone three times a week, and Eric sent books to Vernon, who had moved 
to a healthcare facility in Saco. They have since resumed in-person meetings, but Covid outbreaks 
continue to interrupt their get-togethers. Vernon’s memory is beginning to fade. Eric said, “I think 
getting books to him and keeping his mind active is the best thing I can do for him.” Vernon’s 
daughter gratefully agrees. She reports that her father often mentions the books and the 
discussions he and Eric share during their visits. 
 
Their normal routine these days is for Eric to arrive at the Maine Veterans’ Home in Scarborough, 
where Vernon now resides, by 9 a.m. every Tuesday and Friday. They often take a walk or discuss 
what they have been reading. 
 
 “Thank God that Sue and her cohort came along,” Eric said. “Somebody should come up with [a 
similar program] in other states. I told my nephew to look into something for my brother in Georgia, 
who is also a veteran.”  
 
 



With willing volunteers and veterans looking for companionship, Vet to Vet programs nationwide 
just might be the spark that brings them together! 
 
— Mary Cerullo 
  

Vet to Vet Maine Volunteer Receives Pat Til lman 
Award for Service During ESPYS Broadcast 

  

 
 
Gretchen Evans, a retired Army command sergeant major who does fundraising for Vet to 
Vet Maine, received the Pat Tillman Award for Service during the 2022 ESPYS, broadcast 
July 20, 2022 on ABC. The award, named for NFL player Pat Tillman who died while serving 
with the 75th Ranger Regiment in Afghanistan, was created to honor his legacy. ESPY 
(Excellence in Sports Performance Yearly) awards are televised annually to recognize 
individual and team sports-related achievements. View the touching and inspirational video 
about Gretchen and her acceptance speech on our website (www.vet2vetmaine.org) 



or https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vowgsLMQtSg (for Gretchen’s interview) and 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3d3PgYLyJis (to hear Gretchen’s moving acceptance 
speech). 
  
Evans, one of the most highly decorated women to serve in the Army, had her military career 
end after a mortar round blast in Afghanistan resulted in a traumatic brain injury, complete 
hearing loss, and other injuries. As a veteran, she was a founding member of Team 
UNBROKEN, an adaptive racing team that competed in the World’s Toughest Race: Eco-
challenge Fiji and is training for the next challenge. 
  
In addition to her volunteer work at V2VME, she contributes to many veteran causes and is 
now a nationally known motivational speaker, has been inducted into the U.S. Army Women’s 
Hall of Fame and the U.S. Veterans Hall of Fame, and is a trustee of Excelsior College. 
 

 

Altrusa International Honors V2VME Volunteer 

 
Anita Chandler, left, president of Altrusa International Foundation of Portland, presents Vet to Vet Maine 
board member Robert Sam Kelley with Altrusa’s 2022 Volunteer of the Year award during ceremonies May 
18 at the Clarion Hotel in Portland. Sam’s wife, Jean, is on right. Photo credit: Susan Gold 
 



Altrusa International Foundation of Portland honored Vet to Vet Maine Board member and peer 
companion Robert Sam Kelley as the 2022 Volunteer of the Year at a special ceremony May 
18 for his work with V2VME. Altrusa president Anita Chandler presented Sam with a plaque 
commemorating his achievement as winner of Altrusa’s 18th Volunteer of the Year award. 
Altrusa also donated $250 to Vet to Vet Maine. 
 
Sam has served as a V2VME peer companion since 2017 and has visited three veterans 
during that time. In addition to providing companionship to the veterans he visits, he has been 
instrumental in securing much needed services for them, from home health aides to medical 
care and equipment. He currently visits a 95-year-old World War II veteran, who has benefited 
from Sam’s advocacy in securing ear drums, a new set of teeth, and a testing kit for a medical 
condition. All have improved not only the veteran’s health but his quality of life and ability to 
socialize and reconnect with family and friends. 
 
Sam has served on the V2VME board since 2019 and has played a leading role in raising 
money for the organization. Executive director Susan Gold nominated him for the award. Sam 
says his involvement in Vet to Vet Maine and the opportunity to aid a fellow veteran is “literally 
one of the best things I have ever done for my fellow man in my life.” 
 
Sam served in Vietnam in 1969-1970, first with the 82nd Airborne and then with the 199th Light 
Infantry Brigade. He finds that working with V2VME vets helps him cope with his own Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder. “But that is not the purpose. It gives me a chance to talk with other 
veterans. Only about 10 to 15 percent have seen combat.” Sam’s PTSD never goes away. “But 
I’m not haunted by it. It’s just there all the time.” 
 
Recently he reunited with his fellow combat soldiers, and they wrote about their time in 
Vietnam. Their collective memories resulted in a 220-page book. “It’s only for us, but it is very 
powerful.” 
 
Sam’s latest volunteer venture for V2VME is producing and hosting a TV show on Portland 
Media Center’s public access channel called The Vet to Vet Maine Show, addressing issues of 
interest to veterans. The first show featured V2VME leaders discussing the work of the 
organization. For the second show, Sam hopes to focus on a topic, one that he has experience 
with himself: PTSD. 
 
Altrusa is an international nonprofit dedicated to making local communities better through 
leadership, partnership, and service. The organization was founded by a group of 
businesswomen in 1917 in Tennessee. The Portland club undertakes a variety of literacy, food 
security, fundraising, and international projects each year.  
 
— Mary Cerullo 
 
 



 
 

 

Caregivers Support Network Benefits Famil ies  
  
V2VME Caregiver Sally Nason Honored  

 
 
Participants in the honors ceremony included from left, Kathleen Candage of In-Home Senior 
Services, Jack Nason, Sally Nason, V2VME’s Caregivers Support Network coordinator Kathy 
Lavigne, and V2VME executive director Susan Gold. Photo credit: Judie O’Malley 
 
Sally Nason, caregiver for her husband, V2VME veteran Jack Nason, received a certificate 
from the Department of Health and Human Services at a Vet to Vet Maine celebration July 7 



marking her completion of a course that qualifies her as a professional caregiver. The VA-
sponsored program enables family members who earn certification as caregivers to receive 
payment for up to 16 hours a week for caring for loved ones who are veterans. 
 
Sally was the first in the Vet to Vet Maine program to complete the course. A second Vet to Vet 
Maine caregiver, Laurie Miles, a registered nurse, has also been accepted in the program 
based on her RN training.  
 
Kathy Lavigne, coordinator of V2VME’s Caregiver Support Network, did extensive research on 
the VA program, made V2VME’s caregivers aware of its benefits, and encouraged Sally and 
others to participate. She organized the celebration, held at the Gorham offices of In-Home 
Senior Services, a home care agency where Sally will be an employee. 
 
In her role as V2VME caregiver advocate, Kathy arranged for a collaboration with In-Home 
Senior Services, whose co-owner, Kathleen Candage, agreed to hire Sally once she was 
certified. The VA will reimburse the home care agency for Sally’s wages. 
 
THANK YOU, DONORS! 
 
Vet to Vet Maine is grateful for the financial support from other organizations. These generous 
donors contributed to V2VME during June and July: 
 
ALTRUSA INTERNATIONAL FOUNDATION OF PORTLAND  
Altrusa Club $250, accompanying its award to Sam Kelley as 2022 Altrusa Volunteer of the 
Year 
 
AMAZON SMILE  
Amazon Smile, to support V2VME while you shop, please 
visit https://smile.amazon.com/charity/smile/about? 
 
ROTARY CLUB OF SOUTH PORTLAND AND CAPE ELIZABETH  
The Rotary Club of South Portland and Cape Elizabeth donated $1,000 to "adopt" a pair of Vet 
to Vet Maine veterans for a year. These funds will help pay the costs to support, problem-
solve, and find resources for one peer companion and the veteran he visits for one year.  
 
100+ WOMEN WHO CARE IN SOUTHERN MAINE  
100+ Women Who Care continues to donate to V2VME—this time another $850! The 
organization's members have contributed more than $12,000 to Vet to Vet Maine since hearing 
its story at the February 2022 meeting. 
 
INDIVIDUAL DONORS 
Many thanks to monthly contributor Paul Watkins, frequent donors Valerie and Steven Hansen, 
Susan Fisher, and Network for Good (donors who contribute through Facebook). 
 
THANK YOU, ALL! 



We Have A Winner! 

 
 
The winner of our June raffle is Tom Foley! Congratulations, Tom, and thank you for all you do 
for V2VME. All V2VME volunteers who post their time qualify for the raffle. Winners receive a 
$10 gift card generously donated to Vet to Vet Maine by our friends at Aroma Joe’s. Keep 
those time reports coming! 
 
Vet2Vet Maine Calendar 
 
August 3: Peer Companions Case Review 
4:30pm via Zoom 
  
August 11: V2VME Caregiver Support Network Club luncheon is scheduled out-of-doors 
11:30 am–1:30 pm at Dunstan Tap & Table, 6 Stewart Drive, Dunstan Crossing, Scarborough, 
ME. RSVP to Kathy Lavigne at kathylav1949@gmail.com or (207) 809-3401. 
 
September 7: Peer Companions Case Review 
4:30pm via Zoom 
 
September 13: V2VME Board of Directors Meeting 
6pm via Zoom  
(No July/August Meeting) 
 
 
October 13: Caregivers Support Network Quarterly Meeting 
6:30 pm via Zoom 
Coastal Transitions of Maine’s Jennifer Given will speak about finding assisted living in Maine. 
 



 
 
 

 

Contact Info: 
 

Judie O’Malley, Program Director 
director@vet2vetmaine.org, 207-579-4024 

On duty: Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday from 9am to 2pm 
Melissa Laverdiere, Volunteer Coordinator 

volunteer@vet2vetmaine.org, 207-579-4017 
On duty: Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday from 9am to 2pm; addit ional t imes available 

Susan Gold, Executive Director 
sgold@vet2vetmaine.org, 207-579-9204 

On duty: Monday, Tuesday, Thursday from 9:30am to 4:30pm 
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Vets Visit National Parks for free  
 
Gold Star Families and US military veterans are eligible to receive free lifetime access to 
more than 2,000 federal recreation areas, including national parks, wildlife refuges, and 
forests. The free Military Pass is a way to thank America’s veterans, Gold Star Families, and 
current military and their dependents for their support of our country and to encourage them 
to explore recreational opportunities on their public lands and waters. 
Congress recently passed legislation authorizing a free lifetime pass to national parks and 
other federal recreation areas for eligible U.S. military veterans and Gold Star families. In 
recent years, they were able to receive annual passes. The new lifetime passes will be 
available to distribute later in 2022. Until then, Gold Star families and veterans may continue 
to use the Interagency Annual Military Pass with proof of eligibility, such as: 

• Department of Defense Identification Card (non-expired CAC Card) 
• Veteran Health Identification Card (VHIC) 
• Veteran ID Card 
• Veterans designation on a state-issued US driver’s license or identification card 

For more details, go to 
Free Entrance to National Parks for Veterans and Gold Star Families (U.S. National Park 
Service) (nps.gov) 
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