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By Mark E. Vogler 
MethuenLife Writer

The satisfaction of feeling needed by the 
person he works for matters more than the 
money to Francis R. Gardner Jr.

That's why the 56-year-old Methuen 
resident has been a personal care assistant 
(PCA) for 17 years, taking care of the same 
woman who has been confined to a wheel-
chair most of her life because of the cerebral 
palsy that's left her body motionless.

It's a challenging and physically de-
manding job that is defined by long hours, 
low pay and no financial benefits.

Gardner only gets paid for 75 hours 
a week while working many more in his 
home, tending to the everyday needs of 
Linda Riley, 55, his live-in "boss." There 
are no vacations unless he takes Riley with 
him.

But, he calls it "the most rewarding job 
I've ever had."

"It's a job that makes you feel good every 
day. When I go to bed at night, I feel like I 
have done something important," Gardner 
told MethuenLife in a recent interview.

'When I was raising kids, it was great 
because they needed me. It's the same thing 
with this job. It makes me feel needed. I'm 
at the point in my life where I just want to 
be needed. I love doing things that are nice. 
I just like helping people," he said.

Gardner was honored as a "PCA of the 
Year" during a special ceremony at the 
Statehouse last month. He was one of five 
PCAs from across Massachusetts who re-
ceived the sixth annual Paul Kahn Award 
for PCA Service. The award, named for the 
late disability rights advocate Paul Kahn of 
Newton, recognizes PCAs for their dedica-

Gardner is shown with his live-in "boss," Linda Riley, in their Methuen home. Riley's parrot, 
Sandy, acts as her protector but it’s Gardner who prepares meals, handles her medical 
care, makes their home handicap-accessible and plans his life around Riley’s needs. 
           Photo by Mark E. Vogler

"He means everything to me." 
~ Linda Riley, who has cerebral palsy and relies on

her caregiver Francis Gardner to get through each day.

His life is devoted to caring for her
State honors PCA 
whose live-in client 
counts on him 24/7

Linda Riley and her 17-year personal-care assistant Francis Gardner celebrate his PCA of 
the Year award at the Statehouse last month. Courtesy photo

tion and outstanding performance. PCAs 
support elders and individuals of all ages 
who have disabilities by assisting them with 
activities of daily living that they are unable 
to do themselves. These include ordinary 
tasks that most people take for granted like 
bathing, dressing, meal preparation and 
shopping.

Gardner also got commendations from 
the state Senate and the House of Repre-
sentatives which cited his "hard work and 
dedication as a home care worker."

'A remarkable person'
Gardner was the unanimous choice of a 

panel that considered his application among 
many candidates nominated for the award. 

"Francis Gardner is a remarkable person 
and an incomparable PCA, well-deserving 
of the Paul Kahn Award," said Elenore 
M. Parker, president of Rewarding Work 
Resources. 

Parker's group created and manages the 
PCA Workforce Council's innovative, on-
line service (www.masspcadirectory.org) 
for finding and hiring PCAs. Rewarding 
Work Resources also sponsored the award 
ceremony along with the Massachusetts 

PCA Quality Home Care Workforce Coun-
cil and 1199SEIU Health Care Workers 
East.

Award recipients were chosen from five 
regions of the state, with Gardner represent-
ing the northeast.

"We were impressed with how long he 
has been doing this and how he's gone far 
beyond the call of duty to be a good PCA," 
said Parker, who sat on the committee that 
reviewed the nomination letters and chose 
Gardner as the best candidate in the north-
east region.

Parker credited Riley's nomination letter 
and Gardner's "proactive approach to PCA 
work" for his receiving the award.

"To be there that long with the same 
person is truly remarkable. He had a lot of 
experience in other jobs before he took this 
on and when he took this on, he wanted to 
basically do it forever," she said.

Riley made a compelling argument in 
her letter that Gardner "always plans his 
life around her care and needs," according 
to Parker. 

"When he had to be hospitalized, he had 
his two sons take over for him. He trained 

See GARDNER, Page 27
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Bands battle it out — marching style
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By Steve Whipple
MethuenLife Writer

Who would have guessed playing a 
video game would be so worldly.

And lucrative. 
But that’s the case for Methuen’s 

19-year-old Nick Verolla whose gaming 
skills took him to Korea where his third- 
and then first-place finishes in recent inter-
national tournaments have earned his three-
man team and manager $37,500.

The 2015 Methuen High grad says that 
Korea is the home of esports (gaming), 
which includes three-man teams competing 
in Vainglory. The fast-paced video game is 
streamed on tablets and phones, not com-
puters.

This past June Verolla, his mom Jen 
and his teammates -- Gabe from San Diego 
and Hamza from Toronto -- were invited 
to Seoul to participate against other mostly 
Korean teams in the Vainglory World Invi-
tational.

When the digital dust had settled, Team 
Verolla had seized third place. In addition 
to the complimentary airline tickets and 
accommodations, each of the young men 
pocketed $800.

“It was a really sweet deal,” says Verolla 
on a rare night off from practice on his iPad. 
“There’s no way to say no to that. Doing 
something I love, making money off it and 
meeting other people who like to play was 
great.”

Playing Vainglory is easier than explain-
ing it.

“It’s kind of war-type stuff, but not mod-
ern,” says Verolla. “It’s like an arena with 
three guys on each team. It’s cool because 
it doesn’t really have a time period. They’re 
like Barbarians and warriors but with mod-
ern technology and machines.”

Got that?
Using a series of offensive and de-

fensive maneuvers, the combatants must 
destroy their opponents’ vain crystal. There 
are a whole lot of weapons and obstacles 
involved and the opponents are also being 
controlled by three humans with headsets 
and mikes determined to keep their crystal 
intact.

“It’s defending and attacking; it’s a pret-
ty tactical game,” notes Verolla.

In each game, Verolla is a different 
character with its own strengths and weak-
nesses. A character who has a run-in with 
an axe or a weapon discharge is out. Sort 
of. He can return to battle but as the game 
progresses, the rebound time takes longer.

Verolla discovered Vainglory at the 
Apple Store while looking for games for his 
iPad. Games last about 20 minutes.

Verolla is not in college and plays five 
to six hours a day alone or with his two 
teammates. Recent success is bittersweet 
for his mom Jen.

“He plays way more than the average 
teen,” says his mom. “His gaming has been 
an issue for a long time. It's something I 
have been fighting for years wanting him 
to put more of a focus on school. I never 
took the gaming seriously. Always wished 
he would find that one thing that made him 
feel like he was good at ... that one thing 
that gave him a direction. He is very smart 
... (though) still not the academic type. An 
introvert.”

“So when the esports opportunity hap-
pened I first said, 'No way.' There was no 
way I was going to support him. No way I 
was going to let him go to Korea. But then 
he asked me to speak to people from the 
software company. First the marketing di-
rector. Then one of the developers. I started 
to worry that the gaming was that 'one thing' 
and I didn't want to deny him the opportuni-
ty to explore it. I hope that someday, when 
he is ready and on his own terms, he will go 
to college. But for now he's proving he can 
make something of the gaming. And there 
are career paths -- players, commentators, 
managers, etc. very much like professional 
sports.” 

Verolla and crew’s third-place finish got 
them invited back Aug. 10 for the Vainglory 
International Premier League. While their 
first visit was just five days, this tournament 
lasted 40 days during which Verolla’s team 
shared an apartment with a three-man team 
from Europe.

They played one best-of-three series a 
week for six weeks. This time, their strat-
egies earned them first place and $8,000 
apiece.

What does it take to take the champi-
onship at an international gaming tourna-
ment? 

“Composure. Not folding under pres-
sure,” explains Verolla. “Not giving in to 
the cameras and audience and commenta-
tors. You have to play like you always play 
and not get affected by what’s going on 

On his first esports tournament in Korea 
this summer, Nick Verolla was joined by his 
mom Jen for the five-day event. Nick’s team 
took third place, good for $800 each and a 
bouquet of flowers that he presented to his 
mom. Courtesy photo

Gamer, 19, is an international champ
Split $37,500 in Korean competition

around you.”
He says that despite the 20-hour trip, he 

loves Seoul for its cultural diversity, food 
and passion for gaming. Which is good 
since he expects his team to be invited back 

again next month for another tournament.
“This (past) tournament made me want 

to stay with it,” says Verolla. “It made me 
realize I could make it a career.”

After winning the Vainglory International Premier League tournament in Seoul, South 
Korea, recently, (from left) Nick Verolla of Methuen is all smiles with his teammates Gabe 
from Toronto and Hamza of Toronto. The check is the equivalent of $34,000 to be split be-
tween the three gamers and their manager. Courtesy photo

CALENDAR
• Romance Book Club: Nov. 3, 7 pm 
at Nevins Library’s Trustee Room. Ro-
mance novels may have any tone or 
style, be set in any location and time 
with varying levels of sensuality - not 
just boy meets girl anymore. Novem-
ber's title is the historical romance, 
“Luckiest Lady in London” by Sherry 
Thomas. Dec. 1 topic is Holiday Ro-
mance with the book, “An Affair Be-
fore Christmas” by Eloisa James. Info: 
Pat Graham, (978) 686-4080 ext. 16. 
• Methuen Garden Club’s Nov. 10 
meeting is a joint program with the North 
Andover Garden Club on Holiday Dec-
orating with Sue Kaplan. It will be held 
at 7 pm at 196 Main St., North Andover. 
Two Thanksgiving arrangements to be 
raffled. www.methuengardenclub.org. 
• Parkinson's Disease Caucus: Nov. 
4, 10 am at the Massachusetts State-
house’s Members Lounge, hosted by 
state Rep. Diana DiZoglio, D-Methuen. 
Learn more about Parkinson's and con-
sider legislative steps to address the 
neurological disease, which affects be-
tween 500,000 and 1.5 million Americans 
and is the 14th leading cause of death 
in the United States. (617) 722-2060. 
• Teen Babysitting Course: Nov. 21, 9 

am to 4 pm at Nevins Library. Open to 
youth aged 11 to 15 and run by When 
Seconds Count, training teaches basic 
care, supervising and playing with chil-
dren, accident prevention, emergen-
cy response, basic fire aid and more. 
$80. Students will receive certification 
in infant and child CPR and Babysit-
ter's Course completion certificate. 
Contact: Amy, (978) 686-4080 ext. 35. 
• Author Elin Hilderbrand visiting: 
Dec. 2, 6:30 to 8 pm at Nevins Library. 
She will talk about and sign her new 
book, “Winter Stroll,” the sequel to last 
year's fan favorite “Winter Street.” Re-
serve your seat now at nevinslibrary.org 
as there is sure to be a crowd. 

ONGOING
• Al-Anon: “Serenity First” open discus-
sion for those bothered by someone’s 
drinking. Meets first Tuesday of the 
month, 7:30 p.m. at First Church Con-
gregational, 26 Pleasant St., Methuen. 
• Alzheimer’s Support Group: Third 
Thursday of the month, 6 pm at 
Methuen Village, 4 Gleason St. Share 
your concerns and personal experi-
ences with others who know what you 
are going through. (978) 685-2220. 
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By Christine McLaughlin Howell 
MethuenLife Writer

Children challenged by emotional is-
sues, autism and physical disabilities now 
have a new school setting where the ulti-
mate goal is to meet their needs and bring 
success to their school day.

The expansion of the Collaborative for 
Regional Educational Services and Training 
(CREST) to Branch Street, near the rotary 
in the West End, is a boon to the city and 
surrounding communities. The space at 
9 Branch St., which was unoccupied for 
several years, now houses a state-of-the-art 
school for almost 90 pre-kindergarten to 
eighth-grade students with disabilities and 
serves 36 school districts in northeast Mas-
sachusetts and southern New Hampshire. 
The original campus on Broadway serves 
about 90 older students as well as an adult 
vocational program called VISIONS.

"We are excited about our new PK-8 fa-
cility and the opportunity it provides for our 
families, districts and the Methuen commu-
nity," said Executive Director Kim Oliveira. 
Enrollment at CREST doubled since 2012, 
which created the need for additional space. 
With the planned rotary reconfiguration 
providing easy access to Interstate 93, a 
playground with occupational and physical 
therapy equipment in the works, and a huge 
parking lot, CREST's new location "lends 
itself to more community events," she said.

The school was designed with special 
needs in mind, and includes equipment for 
the medically fragile population and ac-
commodations such as alternative seating, 
collaboration stations and sensory areas.

CREST, previously known as the Great-
er Lawrence Educational Collaborative, of-

fers services for students with social and 
emotional challenges, autism, multi-hand-
icapped needs and developmentally de-
layed disabilities, among others. Students 
receive specialized learning in a caring 
environment with low student-to-teacher 
ratios. Classrooms look very typical, but 
are outfitted with accommodations such as 
sensory areas, standing desks with moving 
components, shared collaborative spaces 
and beanbag chairs.

Now at Branch Street are the following 
CREST programs:

Lifeways provides an educational set-
ting for students with educational, behav-
ioral, and social-pragmatic challenges. Stu-
dents also learn skills they will need in 
their daily lives. There are no more than 10 
students in each classroom.

EPIC serves students with moderate to 

intensive special needs including cognitive 
impairments and medically fragile students. 
Some classes have assistive-technology de-
vices so that students can participate in 
daily routines

Essex Academy Lower School is a 
therapeutic school for students who have 
a documented history of psychiatric needs. 
Counseling and an open therapeutic envi-
ronment, as well as educational goals, help 
students stay on track for graduation.

CREST, as a facility for specialized 
learning and reintegration, begins with a 
school district referral. Once referrals, full 
team evaluations and educational plans are 
completed, students are placed in a peer 
group. Because so many districts are includ-
ed in the consortium, students are grouped 
with other students facing the same chal-
lenges, which is not only beneficial to the 

child, but cost-effective for the commu-
nities by sharing resources, according to 
CREST.

Director of Programs Bill Bryant of 
Methuen stressed the importance of peer 
relationships.

"Students need to have a peer group," he 
said. "A lot of times, kids come in without a 
skill set to access the curriculum."

CREST teaches them how to accli-
mate to a classroom setting, but perhaps 
with small accommodations such as rocking 
chairs or quick "time-outs" to re-focus.

"We work to reintegrate them into public 
school with their peers, with their neighbor-
hoods. That's our goal," he said.

For some students, however, reintegrat-
ing is not always possible.

"When districts and families are faced 
with this challenge, CREST provides com-
prehensive high-quality day school pro-
grams specially designed for students with 
moderate-to-intensive needs," noted Olivei-
ra. "We want to mirror the experience they 
would have in a public school, but in a 
smaller setting." 

CREST is funded under Chapter 70, 
which is a state-run program that ensures 
education resources for all students. The 
collaborative is governed by a board of 
directors comprised of school committee 
members and superintendents from partici-
pating school districts.

The CREST staff is a team-oriented, 
dedicated group with a passion for helping 
their students with every resource they 
have.

"CREST's strength over the past few 
years is our immediate response to the dis-
tricts’ needs and our ability to collaborate 
with the cities and towns that utilize The 
CREST Collaborative Programs,” said Bry-
ant. “We are working alongside our districts 
as well creating programming that meets 
the needs of the students that attend CREST 
Collaborative.”

CREST expands to Branch Street
Enrollment doubles at 
school focused on 
emotional, physical needs 

CREST, a school for children with physical, emotional and behavioral issues, has expanded 
its Broadway location to now include a facility on Branch Street. Peer connections are an 
important part of the CREST school day. Courtesy photos
 

CREST welcomes parents at the first open house at Branch Street.
An Essex Lower student smiles happily with 
his new noise-canceling headphones and 
vibrating sensory turtle.

Methuen’s Bill Bryant is director of pro-
grams.
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Remember 
to vote!

Methuen’s municipal election is Nov. 
3. Polls will be open from 7 am to 7 pm. 
Contested races involve City Council and 
School Committee candidates. Also on the 
ballot, but uncontested, are the positions of 
mayor, Greater Lawrence Technical School 
Committee, Methuen Housing Authority 
and Nevins Memorial Library Trustees. 

To find out where you go to vote, contact 
the City Clerk’s Office at (978) 983-8515.

Fire Dept.
promotions

Congrats to the following Methuen Fire 
Department staffers who were sworn in 
last month at Merrimack Golf Course. Tim 
Sheehy was sworn in as chief, replacing 
Steve Buote who retired. Also taking the 
oath to serve and protect were Assistant 
Chief William Barry, Deputy Chief Daniel 
Donahue, Lt. Michael Hennessey and Lt. 
Robert Scarelli.

 

Book of Golden 
Deeds to Giordano

Larry Giordano is known across Methuen 
for his dedication to foster children, his 
commitment to teaching karate through his 
martial arts school, and his love of service 
through his previous work as a state public 
safety official, Methuen police officer and 
city councilor, and state representative.

The Methuen Exchange Club will pres-
ent its top civilian award - the Book of 
Golden Deeds - to Giordano at its 21st 
annual Awards Night on Nov. 18 at Merri-
mack Valley Golf Course on Howe Street. 
Previous winners include Methuen Schools 
Superintendent Judy Scannell, community 
activists including Denis and Paul Web-
ster-Greene and the late Colleen Carney, 
and Mann Orchards owner Bill Fitzgerald 
among others. 

Other awards presented that night will 
include Police Officer of the Year, Fire-
fighter of the Year, and the Proudly We Hail 
honors for an individual and a business that 
proudly display the U.S. flag.

Cocktails will be served at 5:30 pm 
followed by dinner at 6:45 pm. Tickets are 
$35 and can be purchased by calling Jack 
McLeod at (978) 314-5081. 

 

Missing someone 
at the holidays?

Celebrating the holidays, after the loss 
of a loved one, can be very difficult.

Kenneth H. Pollard Funeral Home has 
created a Holiday Memorial Program for 
families they have served during this year. 
The funeral home is providing compli-
mentary evergreen seedlings and invites 
you to join them Nov. 8 at 2 pm as they 
illuminate and dedicate their memorial tree 
in memory of your loved one. In addition, a 
special service will be held to share a mes-
sage of comfort and hope. Following the 

service, there will be refreshments. If you 
plan to attend, call (978) 687-7300.

Merrimack Valley Hospice is offering 
a special program for children ages 6 to 
14 and their families who have experi-
enced a loss. Coping with Special Days and 
Holidays is day-long program where kids 
can learn creative ways to remember and 
acknowledge the special person they have 
lost. They also interact with other children 
who are grieving and learn that it is normal 
to be sad during the holidays. The program 
is facilitated by bereavement counselors 
and expressive therapists who have special 
training in the grief needs of children. It 
will be Dec. 5, 9:30 am to 2:30 pm at Mer-
rimack Valley Hospice, 360 Merrimack St., 
Building 9, Lawrence. Register at (978) 
552-4537.

 

Time to take a 
Taste of Autumn

Fall means St. Monica School’s Taste of 
Autumn fund-raiser!

This year’s event is Nov. 4, 6 to 8:30 pm 
at the Relief’s In in Lawrence. 

Enjoy delicious samplings from area 
restaurants including main dishes, desserts 
and appetizers. Food, fun and great raffle 
prizes await you! Tickets are $25 per person 
and are available beginning Oct. 5 by call-
ing St Monica School at (978) 686-1801. 

 

Grey Court 
Poets on the T

If you’re riding the T’s Red Line around 
Boston this season, look for posters on the 
trains promoting poetry. On them, you’ll 
notice that the Methuen-based Gray Court 
Poets among the sponsors.

A contemporary poem is featured on the 
posters, as a way to spread a bit of poetic 
energy to the T’s 1 million daily riders. The 
program is sponsored by MassPoetry.org.
The posters will be up for the rest of 2015. 

 

Holiday decor 
is just rosey

The New England Rose Society will 
host the lecture/demonstration, "Holiday 
Flower Arrangements Featuring Roses" on 
Nov. 21 at 10 am at the Methuen Senior 
Center, 77 Lowell St. Designer Lee Macneil 
will discuss and demonstrate composition 
principles, container choices and plant ma-
terial available in your own yard which can 
be used in seasonal arrangements.  

Macneil is a consulting rosarian and past 
president of the New England Rose Society. 
She is an American Rose Society horticul-
ture judge and owner/designer of Good Day 
Flowers and Gifts in North Reading. Ar-
rangements will be raffled at the conclusion 
of the meeting.

 This meeting is free and open to the 

public. Visit www.rosepetals.org to learn 
more about the New England Rose Society 
which is celebrating its 75th anniversary.

 
Celebrating 

MHS’ Krusell
A retirement party for longtime Methuen 

High English teacher and department chair-
woman Ann Marie Krusell is Nov. 10, 5 to 
9 pm at DiBurro’s in Haverhill. Krusell, 
an MHS grad and a beloved educator who 
worked 38 years in city schools, retired 
at the end of the last school year. Tickets 
are $40 each. Send checks, payable to 
Methuen High Social Fund, to 1 Ranger 
Road, Methuen, MA 01844. For more info, 
call Ellen Sicard at (978) 722-6040 ext. 
2371.

 

Martin’s offers 
holiday classes

Looking to combine your love of flow-
ers with holiday craftiness? Check out these 
upcoming classes being offered by Martin’s 
Flower Mart on Jackson Street.

Nov. 23: Thanksgiving Centerpiece.
Nov. 30: Boxwood Tree Design. 
Dec. 9: Holiday Table Wreath. 
Dec. 16: Holiday Centerpiece.
Classes cost between $40 and $50 and 

will be held at 500 Jackson St., Methuen 
from 6 to 8 pm. To register, call the shop at 
(978) 689-8104 or go to martinsflowermart.
com.

 

Books, DVDs, etc. 
from MA catalog

As of Nov. 2, Nevins Library will begin 
participating in the Statewide Common-

wealth Catalog System. In addition to the 
current Merrimack Valley Library Consor-
tium Catalog, patrons will be able to search 

for books throughout the state of Massa-
chusetts. Readers can find all kinds of ma-
terials from books to audiobooks to DVDs 
and more. This new interface is easy to use 

and only requires a valid Massachusetts 
library card. The new Commonwealth Cat-
alog is meant to replace the Virtual catalog, 
so those who have used VC in the past are 
encouraged to switch to the new system to 
access materials not available in the local 
library consortia. For more information, 
contact the Reference Department (978) 

686-4080 ext.13. 
 

Healing from 
suicide loss

Have you lost a loved one to suicide and 
still struggle with pain and emptiness?

The 17th annual International Survivors 
of Suicide Loss Day Healing Conference 
is Nov. 21 at Family Services of the Mer-
rimack Valley, 430 N. Canal St., Lawrence.

This free program is open to all who 
have lost someone to suicide. The program 

around Methuen around Methuen around Methuen

FOSTER KIDS 
GROUP TURNS 10

Continued on Page 52

Foster Kids of the Merrimack Valley recently celebrated its 10th anniversary of service to 
the foster children of Greater Lawrence/Greater Haverhill at a gala. Hero Awards were pre-
sented to TJX Companies, Price Waterhouse Coopers, Adamson Industries and Juliann Grant 
for their ongoing and outstanding support of FKMV and the foster children of our region. 
Here, the evening's keynote speaker Senate President Stan Rosenberg (left) is shown with 
FKMV President Larry Giordano and Giordano’s daughter and board member Marie Jean 
Earnshaw. The event was held at DiBurro’s in Haverhill. Courtesy photo


















