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charities, but many groups
could provide only limited sup-
port because Yuriy wasn’t dis-
abled in combat. It was just like
with Yuriy’s VA pension, which
is less than it would be if he’d
been hurt on a battlefield.

At home, their life in that con-
verted living room — crowded
with two beds, a padded table
and exercise equipment — be-
came suffocating.

Aimee’s biggest fear: that she
would die first.

She says that’s why they filed
a medical malpractice lawsuit
over the care Yuriy had re-
ceived at the Marine base hos-
pital. But the case was soon dis-
missed. The judge cited a
doctrine that prohibits military
personnel from suing the gov-
ernment for medical malprac-
tice that occurs while they were
on active duty.

An appeals court refused to
reconsider. On March 15, their
lawyer filed a brief with the
U.S. Supreme Court in hopes
the high court might hear the
case and change the law. Aimee
knows it’s a long shot.

U.S. Rep. Dan Lipinski says
he’s monitoring the progress of
a bill before Congress that calls
for allowing military personnel
to make medical malpractice
claims against the government,
especially in cases like Yuriy’s.
U.S. Sen. Dick Durbin cited
Yuriy’s situation while making
his case last year for a bill that
calls for providing additional
training and pay for family
caregivers of wounded soldiers.
A spokesman says he’s keeping
tabs on whether the Supreme
Court takes up the case.

“People like Yuriy Zmysly,
who put their lives on the line
for their country, should have
their day in court and a fair
shake against the government
that they risk their lives for,”
Durbin spokesman Joe Shoe-
maker says. “The government
shouldn’t be liable for every
hangnail someone gets on a
base, but that is not the case
here.. . . If they hit a dead end
[with the Supreme Court], we’ll
go back to the drawing board to
try another way with legisla-
tion.”

All of that is beyond Aimee
and Yuriy’s control. So Aimee
says she focuses on Yuriy and
how she can help further his re-
covery. So far, Yuriy has grown
strong enough to squat against
a wall, ride an exercise bike and
walk — practically running in a
herky-jerky motion — with the
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Aimee tends to Yuriy in the living room of their house. When renovations are done, they’ll be able to live independently. | ScOTT STEWART~SUN-TIMES

help of a therapist. Speech
therapy helped him learn how
to smile again and to communi-
cate in a very basic way, grunt-
ing, “Uh-huh,” and saying his
wife’s name — “Ah-mee.”

His sight has returned a bit
— enough to see lights and color
and to make out movement.

“If 'm really close to him, I'll
close my eyes, and he’ll close his
eyes,” Aimee says. “I get him to
mimic me, so I know he sees me.
Walking is a definite goal.”

They communicate through
an all-day game of “20 ques-
tions.” Yuriy responds to
Aimee’s queries with blinks,
grunts and nods. Sometimes,
she says, it’s like she can read
his mind.

Through it all, she says, they
still love each other, even when
they get on each other’s nerves.

“He doesn’t have any pa-
tience,” Aimee says. “I get mad
at him sometimes, like when
I'm exhausted and my head fi-
nally hits the pillow and right
then he wants pudding. We
fight about little things like

that. Really dumb stuff, like
everybody else.”

More than anything, not be-
ing able to talk to each other
puts the greatest strain on their
relationship.

“I would give anything to
hear him talk,” Aimee says. “If
he could just say, ‘Hey, you're
pissing me off’ Or: ‘I love you.
Or something.”

‘Don’t feel bad for us’

People who hear about
Aimee and Yuriy often tell her
how badly they feel for them.

“I want to tell them not to
feel bad for us,” Aimee says.
“We're not a charity case.”

Still, even though they didn’t
ask for it, the charity they re-
ally did need ended up finding
them when they least expected
it — at a fund-raiser for an-
other disabled soldier.

That wounded Marine’s fa-
ther pointed them out in the
crowd to Mary Beth Beiersdorf,
president of Salute Inc., a
Palatine-based charity that

helps disabled veterans.

“Yuriy was all slumped over.
Aimee was behind him,
slumped over, too,” Beiersdorf
says. “The father said, “That
couple over there is under the
radar. They don’t ask for help,
but they need it. Go help them’
So we did.”

At first, that came in the
form of exercise equipment
that Salute bought for Yuriy,
and help with paying bills and
getting Yuriy additional ther-
apy.

About a year ago, Beiersdorf
asked Aimee: What would
make your life better?

Aimee, who has always lived
with her parents, answered
right away: to live with her hus-
band independently.

Salute launched a fund-rais-
ing campaign to help them buy
a house — and make it handi-
cap-accessible.

In January, Aimee and Yuriy
picked out a brick ranch on a
corner lot a few miles from her
parents’ place in Oak Lawn.

Salute lined up a group of con-

tractors who volunteered to give
the place a makeover, complete
with a wheelchair-accessible
shower, ramps and an elevator.
Beiersdorf’s group got Ashley
Furniture to donate a decorat-
ing consultant and furniture for
every room in the house.

It’s as close to a happy end-
ing as Aimee and Yuriy
dreamed of.

Salute also contacted other
charities, including the Semper
Fi Fund, which donated money
to pay for the elevator and even
bought the Zmyslys a handi-
cap-accessible van.

Aimee and Yuriy’s new house
should be move-in ready this
summer. One day, they hope to
raise a family there.

“Yuriy always wanted to have
a house and a wife and kids.
This is like a dream is coming
true,” Aimee says, “even though
he’s not in the position he
thought he would be. It makes
us happy that these people care
enough to help us. Yuriy can
feel like the hero that he is.”
Comment at suntimes.com.




