
When the judge asked them to pledge their love and fidelity “in
sickness and in health,” the bride felt her pulse quicken. She knew
just what that meant.

And she didn’t hesitate. She lowered herself beside Yuriy’s wheel-
chair, slid the ring he was holding onto her own finger and said, “I do.”

Asked whether he’d take Aimee as his wife, Yuriy nodded emphati-
cally. 

Then they shared a short, sweet kiss in front of the gathered wit-
nesses — two of their friends and Aimee’s parents. 

“It so wasn’t the wedding I always imagined . . . ” Aimee says, then
trails off, lost in thought for a moment.

“I knew this was the man I wanted to be with forever, even though
he’s in a wheelchair. Even though he can’t talk and can’t see. 

“We didn’t know if we would have a chance to get married. He almost
died once, twice, no, three times. Jesus . . . people said I could just leave
him. But I can’t. I love him. And I want to be with him forever.”

She knew that almost from the start. They were engaged just three
months after a friend fixed them up, and two weeks before Yuriy
shipped off to war zones in Afghanistan and Iraq.

The time they spent apart during Yuriy’s deployment was sup-
posed to be the greatest test of their love. 

As things turned out, it wasn’t.

Love happens

They met on a warm autumn afternoon, Oct. 6, 2004. Yuriy was
home in Lake Zurich on leave after a tour of duty in Afghanistan. He
was all tall and skinny, in tight jeans and a Doors T-shirt.

“I liked his eyes,” says Aimee. “They’re green but change colors . . .
sometimes, they’re blue. He’s very handsome.”

Aimee — short, thin and wavy-haired — was just 18. She’d recently
split from her high school boyfriend and wasn’t looking for love. It
happened anyway. They talked for hours and kissed. 

The next day, Yuriy called. “He said, ‘I don’t know what’s going on,
but I really like you,’ ” Aimee says. “He asked if I wanted to hang out.”

So she drove the 50 miles from her parents’ house in Oak Lawn to
Yuriy’s mother’s place in Lake Zurich, and they spent the next 10 days
getting to know each other before Yuriy was due back on base to de-
ploy to Iraq, and a war zone.

Yuriy showed off at the skate park. They went bowling. They cud-
dled and kissed and talked about . . . everything.

He left Oct. 14.
Then, on Jan. 23, 2005, two days after Aimee turned 19, Yuriy was

back home on leave. He told
Aimee he wanted to be with her
forever and handed her a ring
box. 

“It was empty,” she says. “I
was like, ‘What are you doing?
Are you trying to trick me?’ He
said, ‘No, it doesn’t belong in a
box. It belongs on your hand.’ ”

He gave her the ring and she
said yes. It was all happening so
quickly. But Yuriy was headed
back overseas, and it felt right.

“He left for Iraq, and it felt like
someone took some part of me
away. I was so scared. We had
just met. I was like, ‘Oh, God,
please let him come home safe.’ ”

‘Hey baby love’

While Yuriy was half a world
away, living in abandoned build-
ings in Al Asad, Iraq, Aimee was
taking general-education classes
at Moraine Valley Community
College and working part time at
a day-care center in Hickory
Hills. She dreamed of one day
being a radiologist.

In Iraq, Yuriy was his unit’s go-
to guy for fixing busted-up
Humvees. Sometimes, he trav-
eled into battle zones to tow
blown-up vehicles back to base.
The danger was always there. His
unit would take small-arms fire at
times, and one of his buddies was
killed in a roadside explosion.

But all of that melted away in
the e-mails and letters through
which Yuriy and Aimee made
their daily declarations of love.
Yuriy would write “the cutest”
run-on sentences, substituting
periods and commas with “baby”
and “honey.”

“Hey baby I was just looking at
our pictures from when we first
met baby I miss those good mem-
ories honey This place sucks
honey,” Yuriy wrote in April
2005. “I always think how nice it

would be to be able to sleep right
there next to you baby It’s going
to be wonderful baby It’s going to
be great honey.”

There was never a word of
how scared he was, how he wor-
ried he wouldn’t make it home.
He never wrote of the guy who
died in the roadside bombing. In-
stead, he just wrote how much
he loved her. How lucky he was
to have her.

In turn, Aimee says, “He would
get me to talk more about things
than I normally would. I was
more private than him. I opened
up in those letters, and he
showed me that he genuinely
cared about me. For some people,
that distance doesn’t work. But I
fell even more in love with him.”

She has all of Yuriy’s letters in
a box she marked “memories.”

But these days, she says, “I
kinda can’t look at them any-
more. He can’t write them any-
more. And remembering that . . .
it’s just hard.”

‘My heart was crushed’

On Aug. 7, 2005, Aimee
watched the buses filled with
Marines — and her Marine —
roll into the base in Cherry
Point, N.C.

“They were all in uniform and
freshly shaved, and I’m looking
at their faces and saying, ‘He’s
got to be here. He has to.’ 

“I ran all the way to the last
bus. He had to be on the last bus.
And there he was. I jumped over
some backpacks and jumped on
him, practically knocked him
over.”

They were together this time
for a little over a week before she
had to return to school. 

“Our life together consisted of
counting down days,” Aimee says.

A few weeks before Aimee was
scheduled to visit the base again,

Yuriy complained of pain in his
abdomen. Then, on Jan. 9, 2006, a
friend found Yuriy in the bath-
room, in tears, doubled over in
pain. At the base hospital, Yuriy
was told his appendix had rup-
tured. He needed emergency sur-
gery. 

Yuriy called Aimee to reassure
her. The surgery was routine, he
told her. And he asked her not to
tell his mother, so she wouldn’t
worry. 

“He said, ‘I love you,’ ” Aimee
says, “and promised to call me
when he woke up.”

But she would never hear
Yuriy’s voice again.

When her cell phone did finally
ring — at 5 the next morning —
Aimee was surprised to hear the
voice of Yuriy’s pal, Cpl. Matt
Housen. The news wasn’t good:
Yuriy’s throat had swollen shut af-
ter the surgery. No one knew why.
He couldn’t breathe for a long time.

Housen told Aimee to call
Yuriy’s mother and get to the
base as soon as possible.

When she did, Yuriy was
hooked up to machines in a hos-
pital bed.

“My heart was crushed,” she
says. “It was like someone
punched me in the stomach and
everywhere else.”

Later, she’d learn of a problem
after the surgery, that Yuriy’s
breathing tube had been re-
moved without a doctor present,
his throat had closed, and he suf-
fered a lack of oxygen to the
brain.

Aimee quit school so she could
be with Yuriy. She’d sit with him
every day. The doctors told her:
In all likelihood, Yuriy was going
to die. It was just a matter of time.

Tears, and hope

For nearly three months,
Yuriy remained in a coma. He
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LOVE — They met in October 2004,
and 3 months later he gave her a ring

Aimee and Yuriy were married in an understated ceremony at the
Bridgeview courthouse on Dec. 20, 2006.

“He left for Iraq,
and it felt like
someone took
some part of me
away. I was so
scared.We had
just met. I was
like,‘Oh, God,
please let him
come home safe.’ ”
AIMEE ZMYSLY
on Yuriy’s deployment

a love story
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