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One lawyer wanted $50,000
Jjust to start work,

Facing n bleak future,
Martha's hushand Walter is
beside himself with worry. He's
72, and his hands are searred
and stained from years work-
ing with ssphalt and concrete.

If Iie could go back to work,
he would. But he has trouble
getting around, and his wife
needs a lot of help, So instead
he's left to add up the numbers
and wonder and worry, He
hates the idea of sclling thelr
old, familiar house and moving
to a new place, because Martha
would have such a hard time
learning new surroundings.

They've even been turned
down for Supplemental Social
Sceurity, offered to people with
disabilities, because their
income is too high. The
Vetowichs reccive standard
Social Security benefits of
$1,200 monthly,

As medical costs mount,
their options are dwindling.

“Where does that leave me
and my wife?” Walter asks of
their untenable situation. *I'm
ready to lose my home, I could
lose everything I got.”

DECISION 70 SUE

The irany for daughter
Karen Kramb of Highland is
that it took her mother seven
months after blindness struck
to accept the idea of filing a
malpractice lawsuit.

“I thought about it right
away;” Kramb said. “She said
no. She truly believed from the
bottom of her heast she would
see ngain, And I wanted to
belicve that with her”

As time passed, Martha
struggled to cope with the grief
and frustration at being sud-
denly blind. A long-time scam-
stress, she stitched clothing for
her five children from the time
they were small and even made
# good income with her handi-

work.

She had Jittle help adjusting
1o her new condition, while
medications san upward of
$100 per prescription.

"My mom's not into lawsuits,
You accept what's happencd in
your life. But after seven :
‘months, it was starting to take
atol],” Kramb said. °I said

‘Mom, we're going to an attor-
ney! And she zaid yes”

Kramb realized something
was wrong when she got the
call that her mother was in the
emergency room and couldn’t
see, Martha had been treated
for what she thought was a
sinus infection, but Kramb
said the symptoms — an
aching jaw and pain in the top
of the head — weren't typical
of that.

Medicare referred the
Vetowichs to the Farmington
Hills physician in November
2000. Medical records show
Martha was treated several
times before she was hospital-
ized on Dec, 28 of that year,

*I remember onc day picking
her up and shc said the top of
her head and jaw really hurt,”
Kramb recalled. *I know her
pain tolerance is high, but I
didn't think anything of it

Murtha had called her physi-
cian for pain relicf not long
before she lost her cycsight. It
was literally an overnight expe-
rience.

“Maybe a month goes by and
shcdjust woke up blind,” Kramb
said.

A SIMPLE BLOOD TEST

The family tater learned one
medical test would likely have
caught Martha’s medical con-
dition — giant ccli arteritis —
before it robbed her of her
sight.

According to Healthlink,
information provided by the
Medical Cotlege of Wisconsin,

information, once blindness

occurs, itisy to pre-
vent that from | i

requires treatment with high
doses of prednisone.

A physician contacted by the
Vetowichs' first attorney, Bruce
Jerris of Southfield, was pre-
pared to testify to a disheart-
cning revelation: A blood test
that the sedi

tion rate of red bload cells
could have caught the illness in
time to save Martha’s sight.
But having that testimony
wasn't enough. Every attormey
contacted by the family cven-
tually turned them down.

y:

In June of this year, Shalina
Kumar of Sommers, Schwartz,
Silver & Schwartz in Southficld
sent n lctter typical of others
the family received:

“While I would have been
glad to have accepted your
case, the facts and circum-
stances surrounding it make it
impossible for our firm to han-
dle. As you werce informed by
your previous attorneys, the
defendant doctor has filed
bankruptcy and he has no
medical malpractice insurance
to cover your mother’s claim.”

In o letter to Jerris, the doe-
tor’s former malpractice insur-
er indieated because he was no
longer covered, the company
was not liable for any clnims.
Additionally, the doctor’s attor-
ney informed Jerris that the
doctor had filed bankruptcy in
Janunry 2001, only weeks after
Murtha went blind,

Attorney Kevin Cathoun told

Jerris any debt ina office, decl the type of

Ipractice clnim would have  insurance the practice carrics,
been disct 1. He cited a Doctors who practice without
1998 circuit court ruling, coverage are required by law to
which provides thatany claim  post that notice; practically
agoinst the debtor in a bank- speaking, the Velowichs have
ruptcy case that could have discovered there's little differ-
been discharged will still be ence with limited lability
discharged, whether ornot the  medical insurance.
creditor received notice of the *The consumer is not even
p di aware this could happen,”

In other words, the Vetowich ~ Kramb said.

family lost their ability to sue She'd also like to see the two-
the doctor and/or his malprac-  year statutc of limitations
tice carrier ns soon os he left extended for medical malprac-
private practice and filed bank-  tice lawsuits, because it can
ruptcy — and everything he take time to first accept the
did was perfectly legal. idea and then undertake the

‘That's the most frustrating
part for the family. Kramb has
gone so far as to consider con-
tacting someone like Erin
Brokovich, whose persistence
blew the lid off'a class-action
lawsuit against a company
necused of poisoning the

search for an attorney.

Over the past almost two
years, Martha has adjusted
somewhnt to the reality of
being blind, She can do laun-
dry, but little else around the
house, Over time, she has

the crowd. He didn't recognize
her, but she'll never forget him.

Still, she believes a greater
force has been at work, thwart-
ing her family's cfforts to seek
help for their mother.

“The state made the law
without thinking of the con~
sumer,” Kramb said. "Thesc are
the people in my heart 1 hold
respanaible”

Life's little ironies still make
Martha smile. Once employed
by the Sisters of Mercy in
Farmington Hills, she used to
sew clothing for the nuns and
take care of those who had
gone blind and were at the end
of their lives.

“Sister called me up and
said, ‘Did you get your cyesight
back? I need some outfits, *

Martha said. *I said, ‘No,
You have to pray harder!”

That's what the family’s

groundwater and causing can-
cer and other illnesscs in resi-
dents living near one of its
plants,

She doesn’t understand why
the state allows doctors to
carry a type of insurinee that
won't cover them for incidents
that occurred while they were
insured,

“This isn't just the doctor,”
Kramb said, frustration evi-
dent in her voice, “This is the
insurance. [ ean't buy car
insurance this way”

CONSUMER AWARENESS

She'd like to sce every physi-
cian post a notice in his or her

ined her ability t het,
creating tight, even stitches
completely from memory.

“Thank God I remember,”
Martha said. *1'd go nuts if I
had nothing to do. I hold onto
what I can remember”

In the midst of her conversa-
tion, a soft seratching noise
intersupted from across the
room, “That's my dogs. I miss
bathing them.”

Once in a while, Kramb takes
hier mother to the casino, where
she puts money in o machine
and Martha simply presses a
button or pulls a handle.

One of her worst moments
in all this happened at the casi-
no they visit regulacly. Kramb
spotted Martha's old doctor in

ing on right now, Kramb
said — new medical technolo-
gy and prayer. Marthas kind of
getting used to her condition,
but Walter stilf has trouble
accepting the hand they've
been dealt. He's been frusteat-
ed by the lack of interest in
taking their story to a larger
audicnce, to get help and to
make sure someone docs
something to keep this from
happening again.

“I only hupe something
comes out of this that nobody
clse has to go through this,” he
said. “Why should a doctor
walk away and my wife and 1
have to go through this?”
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giant ecll or temporal arteritis
is an inflammintion of the tem-
poral artery, which runs over
the temple beside the eye. The
accumulation of large cells and
granular material in the lining
of the arteries to the head
results in their swelling, which
causes the arteries to narrow
and reduces blood flow.

‘The underlying cause is
believed to be an autoimmune
disease.

‘White women over 50 arc at
greatest risk; women are twice
as likely as men to develop the
condition, which almost exclu-
sively affects people over 50.

Early symptoms may mimic
the flu, As the condition pro-
gresses, they can include
headnches, pain in the temples
and biurred or double vision,
as well as pain in the jaw or
tongue.

According to Healthquest
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NOW THROUGH TUESDAY, DECEMBER 31

CALL 1-500-424-8 183 TO ORDER ANYTIME.
Ther. theu Sat. 10-9. FOR INFORMATION call
the o
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MasterCord, Visa,
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