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fered complications from high
blood pressure and a racing
heart rate.

One day, Aimee says, “I was
sitting next to him. He reached
over to touch my shoulder, and
then his head went backwards.
He had a stroke right there. They
had to shock him twice to get a
normal heart rate. That did even
more damage to his brain.”

Aimee and Yuriy's mother de-
cided to bring Yuriy back home to
Chicago to make sure he got the
best care. But after weeks at
RML Specialty Hospital in Hins-
dale, the doctors told them it was
likely that Yuriy would remain in
a vegetative state. His hands —
stuck to his chest — would re-
main that way. It was most likely,
given his condition, that he'd die.
If not, he would remain bedrid-
den in a nursing home for the rest
of his life, the doctors told them.

Aimee cried over Yuriy in his
hospital bed at the news.

“I was in his ear saying, ‘You
have to wake up. You promised
you would marry me. You can’t
leave me now.””

And right then, she says, her
love started to cry with her. His
tears gave Aimee hope.

Later, a nurse flicked on the
lights, and Yuriy’s whole body
flinched.

“I said, ‘Did you see it? Did you
see it?” I made her do it again.
Yuriy, the poor guy, flinched, like,
50 times,” Aimee says. “He was-
n’t awake, but he was showing
signs of awareness.”

Days after that, the Eric Clap-
ton song “My Father’s Eyes”
came on the radio, and tears
streamed down Yuriy’s cheeks.

In March 2006, he came out of
the coma.

Yuriy’s mother had him trans-
ferred to the Rehabilitation Insti-
tute of Chicago, hoping that more-
intensive treatment would help.

With therapy, Yuriy soon could
breathe on his own and eat
pureed food. Doctors injected his
arms with Botox and forced his
frozen ankles to flex for the first
time in months. Soon, Yuriy
could move his arms and feet.
Braces on his hands and feet help
prevent his muscles and joints
from locking up again. One of
Yuriy’s doctors, Dr. Stacy Me-
Carty, called Yuriy’s improve-
ment “above and beyond” what’s
expected from patients with
anoxic brain injury.

For each tiny accomplishment,
Aimee was at his side. To re-
member, she keeps her collection
of hospital visitor passes — in-
side the same box of memories
that hold the letters from Yuriy
she can no longer bear to read.

A LOVE STORY

Mickey shares a pillow with Yuriy, who was in a coma. In 2006, Mickey was struck and killed by a car.

“He wanted to die, too. It was like a country song: How can
you lose everything in one year? Your independence is gone.
Your brain is severely injured. You can’t talk. You can’t see. And
all this. Unbelievable. The worst year ever.”

AIMEE ZMYSLY on her husband in 2006, the year Yuriy was injured, his father and dog died, and his mother killed herself

‘Get him out of there’

All the progress Yuriy had
made took a big hit when word
came from Washington that he
had been declared “medically re-
tired” from the military. That
meant the government wouldn’t
continue to pick up the tab for
his treatment at the Rehabilita-
tion Institute.

Yuriy was transferred to Hines
Veterans Hospital in Maywood,
where doctors said Yuriy had re-
covered as much as he ever would
and decided there was no longer
any need to give him the type of
intensive therapy he’d received at
the Rehabilitation Institute.

Aimee says she “wasn’t going
to let him rot in a hospital bed.
We had to get him out of there.”

So, by then 20 years old, she
moved her severely brain-in-
jured, medically retired Marine
fiance into her parents’ living
room and set about taking care
of him. With her mother’s help,
Aimee made sure Yuriy took his
medication and moved him
enough to prevent bedsores. She
showered him in a lawn chair,
emptied his bed pans and tried to
mimic the type of physical ther-
apy that the nurses at the Reha-
bilitation Institute had provided.

Every time Yuriy had a med-
ical appointment, Aimee would
muscle his wheelchair out the

side door of her parents’ house to
take him.

Meanwhile, she dodged calls
from bill collectors who were try-
ing to repossess Yuriy’s special
wheelchair and scoured the In-
ternet for therapies that might
help him — and for charities that
might help pay for them.

All of her focus was on Yuriy.

“I didn’t do my hair,” she says.
“I didn’t get dressed. I didn’t eat
right. I was so consumed with
getting him better . . . that was
the only thing that mattered.”
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Aimee sank into depression, as

‘The worst year ever’

Then, in late 2006, Yuriy’s fam-
ily began to disintegrate.

In August, his father, Vasil
Zmysly, died in a car wreck in
Russia where he was living.

Weeks later, Yuriy’s dog,
Mickey, escaped from the yard,
got hit by a car and died.

And in October that year,
Yuriy’s mother, Tamara, took her
own life. She'd suffered from se-
vere depression. She didn’t leave
anote.

Her death had a profound ef-
fect on Yuriy. He wouldn’t eat or
drink. He refused to get out of
bed or go to therapy.

“He wanted to die, too,” Aimee
says. “It was like a country song:
How can you lose everything in
one year? Your independence is

well.

“I was grieving our old life. I'd
see flashbacks of what could have
been and what was. Our life was
good. We were happy with each
other. .. and all this happened. I
was angry. I was angry at the hos-
pital. I was angry at the doctors.
He survived two war zones and
comes home and gets hurt. I was
grieving all these losses at once,
and it was hard to get out of bed.”

After several months, though,
she willed herself out of her funk.
They couldn’t afford another set-
back. She wouldn’t let Yuriy give
up.
“I told him, ‘You are still alive.
You are still here. You have to
start doing something. You have
to try to recover the best you can
because I know you can do it." ”

She talked with him about get-
ting married. That seemed to
make Yuriy happy.

“He knew I would not leave
him,” she says, “and getting mar-
ried set that in stone.”

For the first time in five
months, Yuriy got out of bed. He
went to therapy. He started to
eat solid food. Finally, he, too, had
something to look forward to.

‘Should have a fair shake’

Over the next two years, Yuriy
was sick a lot. Money was tight.
Aimee reached out to veterans
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Aimee wheels Yuriy up to their new house, which is being made
handicap-accessible. | scOTT STEWART~SUN-TIMES




