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Jury finds girl party responsible for her own death

MALPRACTICE, from Page 1

—thelargest jury awardinKansasfor
medical malpracticeinthreeyears.

Thejury ruled Lake and Christina
were 40 percent responsible for the
death, and recommended the judge
order GoldenWest anditsparent com-
pany, Res-Care of KansasInc., to pay
$2.5millioninpunitivedamages. U.S.
Magistrate Judge John Reidisstill de-
ciding how much Golden West and
Res-Carewill haveto pay.

Meripat Bowman, executive direc-
tor of Golden West, who was Chris-
tina scasemanager, saidthejury found
Christinapartially responsiblefor her
own death because she refused to eat,
drink or take her medication.

“1 think she was very sad and very
homesick,” Bowman said, noting that
the staff tried to cheer Christinaup by
buying her special foods and bever-
ages. " Thestaff cared very much about
her, andwassad and shocked whenshe
died.”

Bowman said employeesat Golden
West, which annually pays out $1.5
million in salaries here, have always
treated clients with kindness and re-
spect. She says they did not cause
Christina'sdeath.

If the center’s staff had been found
toblamefor killingtheyoungwoman,
shesaid, thestatewould haverevoked
thefacility’slicense.

“1t’'scommon sensethat if wetreated
our individuals this way,” she said.
“Wewouldn't belicensed by thestate.”

Christinawassick from not eating or
drinking, Bowman said, but the staff
believed her conditionwasimproving.

“We thought we were making pro-
gress,” shesaid. “| was shocked when
| got that Sunday morning call. | don’t
haveagood explanation. It wasamys-
tery then. Itisamystery now.”

L akesaidthenewsof her daughter’s
death turned her life upside down.

An autopsy conducted the day
Christinadied didn’t reveal acause of
death, and Lake, who livesin Denver
with her husband L arry andthreesons,
said she walked around in shock and
denial for more than six months.

“Peopleasked mewhy shedied and
al | could say wasthat shedied,” she
said. “1 wasin such shock.”

That changed about eight months
after Christina’'s death, Lake said,
when aformer GoldenWest employee
called hertosay sheshouldinvestigate
her daughter’s death. She said the ex-
employee told her she had been fired
because of theincident.

Lake said she didn’t know much
about what happened to Christinain
the 13 days she was at Golden West,
because she was 180 miles away in
Denver.

What shedidknow wasthat after her
daughter — who had recently gradu-
ated from high school — entered the
facility, shebecamedightly depressed.

“Information from the home was
that she was fine,” Lake said, “just a
little homesick.”

She said the staff mentioned Chris-

saidthey weretaking careof the prob-
lem. At one point, Lake said, an em-
ployeetold her Christinawasgoingto
seeadoctor at thehospital becauseshe
was dehydrated, but would be back
soon.

She said she considered driving to
Goodland, but the employee told her
Christinawasfine. Later that day, she
said, astaff member said her daughter
was back at the center, but was sleep-
ing. The young woman died in her
deepafew dayslater,onJan. 28, 1996.

After talking withtheex-employee,
Lakesaid, shehiredalawyer andwent
after Christina’ sGoldenWest records,
which shereceivedin February 1997.
Readingthenurses’ anddoctors’ notes,
she said, was a more painful experi-
encethan her daughter dying.

“She was dehydrated,” Lake said,
“holding her stomach, crying out with
no oneto hear her.”

She said she had talked to empl oy-
eesat thecenter many timesbeforeher
daughter’sdeath and she knew Chris-
tinawas alittle homesick, alittle de-
hydrated and was having troubl e eat-
ing and sleeping. Lake said she knew
Christinahad been taken to the hospi-
tal for dehydration, but word fromthe
center was that her daughter’s condi-
tion wasimproving.

The medical records, she claimed,
reveal ed her daughter wasmuchsicker
than the center had | et on.

Whileemployeesat thefacility were
saying Christinawasresting comfort-
ably, Lakesaid, shewasactually at the
hospital pulling intravenous needles
from her arms. She said no one ever
told her that Christinawasbeing admit-
ted to the hospital.

L ake said the drugs doctors were
giving her daughter were causing ad-
verse reactions and the center had
takenaway Christina’ smigrainemedi-
cine, which may have aggravated her
condition. Bowman said thestaff gave
Christina the migraine medicine, but
sherefused totakeit.

“She couldn’t talk or walk,” Lake
said. “ Shewas urinating on herself.”

Shesaid shewasdisappointedinthe
doctorsand nurseswhoallowed Chris-
tinato return to the center, although it
wasapparent sheneeded seriousmedi-
cal attention. Lake said her daughter
was found dead about 8 a.m. Sunday
morning, with blood onher pillow and
markson her wrist.

Thelawsuit Lake' slawyersfiledin
January 1998 blamed Golden West,
Res-Care, Dr. Sue Jennings, and Tom
Hellerud, aregistered nurse practitio-
ner, for Christina’s death. The suit,
which wasin litigation for more than
threeyears, askedfor compensationfor
medical billsand Lake's suffering.

In court, Lake's lawyers, Pistotnik
and Darin Hayes, Russell, claimed
Golden West “chemically loboto-
mized” Christina, used physical re-
straintsto control her and neglected her
for days. They said drug side effects,
dehydrationandabusekilledtheyoung
woman.

One of many pumpkins clients at Golden West Skills Center decorated
this month to celebrate Halloween. The center has been accused of
neglectingand abusing a clientin 1996, butadministrators say they treat
clients with respect and kindness.

GoldenWest'slawyers, Frank Esch-
mann and Timothy Pringle, both of
Topeka, said Christinacaused her own
death by refusing to eat or drink and
they had experts provide other medi-
cal theoriesasto why shedied.

Thejury sidedwith Lake, requiring
GoldenWest and Res-Caretopay $2.5
million in punitive damages. Dr. Jen-
nings, afamily practitioner, whoisno
longer medical director at Golden
West, was found to be 1 percent re-
sponsiblefor Christina’s death, while
Hellerud wasfound to have no fault.

“It gave me some closure,” Lake
said, her voice cracking. “ Christina's
voicewasfinally heard.”

The hard part, she said, is that she
still doesn’t know why her daughter
died.

“Inreality,” shesaid, “only God and
thepeoplethereknow what killed her.”

But administrators at Golden West
say only God knows.

Bowman said a pathologist in Mc-
Cook, Neb., could not find a cause of
death, and never concludedthat Chris-
tinawasabused or neglected. Shesaid
the Goodland Police Department and
the Kansas Department of Health and
Environment both investigated the
death and didn’t find the center or its
staff at fault.

It'seasiertodistortthetruthinacivil
lawsuit, Bowmansaid, notingthatitis
thecenter’spolicy tonever usechemi-
cal or physical restraints. She said she
wishessheknew what killed Christina.

“Expert witnesses provided theories
astothe cause of death,” shesaid, “but
they wereonly theories. Theautopsy re-
vealed no cause of death.”

Cheryl Cotter, who was program di-
rector and supervisor of staff trainingin
1996, but isnow director of quality as-
surance and case management at the
center, said the staff cared about the
youngwomanandgaveher extraatten-
tion.

“ Peopl e empathized with her home-
sickness,” shesaid. “Therewasadeep
care.”

Cotter and Bowman said peoplehave
died at the center from heart attacks,
cancer or other illnesses, but there has
never been an unexplained death —
before or after Christina. They said no
other lawsuit hasbeenfiled against the
center sincethey startedworkingthere
— Bowman in 1989 and Cotter in
1985.

Thecenter openedin1974, and Res-
Care bought the company in May
1995.

So why did the jury blame the cen-
ter for Christina sdeath?

Cotter and Bowman said Lake's
lawyerspresented Res-Careasalarge,
evil and impersonal corporation, and
that’s how the jury saw Golden West.
Bowman said, however, that the cen-
ter hasarelatively small staff andisrun
by peoplewho care.

“In court thejury saw usasacorpo-
ration,” shesaid, “but we' renot acor-
poration. It's easy to demonize acor-
poration.”

She said the center isnot ademon.

GoldenWest hasmademany positive
changessince 1996, Bowman said, not-
ing that the center used to house 53
peopleinonefacility, butisnow commu-
nity-based. Shesaid40clientslivein 12
homesaround Goodland, spendingtheir
days at the center, where they take
classes, work on computersandreceive
therapy. Golden West has about 75 em-
ployees, shesaid.

Bowmanand Cotter saidthey still are
not surewhat wentwrongwith Christina.

The woman was a unique case for
them, Bowman said, because many of
GoldenWest'sclientshavelivedinin-
stitutional settingsbeforeandareused
tolivingwith strangers. Christinawas
comingfromahomesettingwhich, she
said, shethinkswas unstable.

“We believed thefamily wasin cri-

Governor accepting explanations for layoffs

TOPEKA (AP)— Gov. Bill Graves
is accepting explanations from Sprint
Corp. executives about the company’s
reasons for laying off thousands of
workers.

“1 know these are decisions Sprint
didn’t want to make, but they are pru-
dentatthistime,” Gravessaid Thursday
inastatement issued by hisoffice.

The company plans to eliminate
6,000 jobs and 1,500 contract posi-
tions. It also is dropping a costly
high-speed Internet access experi-
ment.

Half of thelayoffsare expected to
come in the Kansas City metropoli-

tanarea, withupto 700 at Sprint’snew
Overland Park campus.

Sprint’ sannouncement Wednesday
represented bad news for state offi-
cials, who already expected budget
problemsasthe effects of the Sept. 11
terrorist attacks in New York and
Washington rippled through the Kan-
sas economy.

Gravesdidn’t mentionthosebudget
problemsin hisstatement and said the
state standsready to “ help create new
job opportunities.”

Asked whether the governor
planned to proposean economic pack-
age, spokesman Don Brown said:
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$8.00 at the door.

BROADWAY COMES TO COLBY

Faust meets professional baseball in this Broadway classic.
The national touring company of the hit musical comedy,
ees" will appear at the Colby High School
Auditorium on Sunday, October 21 at 3 p.m. CDT.

Light, fast-paced and devilishly clever, DAMN YANKEESisahome

run whose all-American subject matter and irreverent sense of humor
have brought many a sports fan in to the theatre.

Admission by WPAA season tickets or Adults: $15.00, and Students:
This program is presented by the Western Plains Arts Association, in

part with the Kansas Arts Commission, a state agency, and the National
Endowment for the Arts, afederal agency.

“We'll beevaluating the programswe
havecurrently and assessingtheneeds
for possible expansion.”

In an interview, Chief Executive
William Esrey said Sprint’s actions
should strengthen the company in an
increasingly tough telecommunica-
tionsindustry.

Graves indicated in his statement
that he agreed.

“Current economic conditions re-
quirethe leadership at Sprint to make
somevery difficultdecisions,” hesaid.
“l amconfident that Sprint, alongwith
other U.S. businesses, will work
through this challenging time and re-
build their business activity and em-
ployment base.”

Brown said the governor has not
talked with Sprint executives.
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Residential Real Estate
Farm and Ranh

301 Willow

This 4 bedroom 2 bath home has awood burning stove in the basement family room, large
back yard, central heat and air and double car attached garage. Priced very reasonable.
Seller will alow an amount of $1,000 towards buyers closing cost. Must see this -home
situated in the Rosewood Addition of Goodland, Call Joyce at 866-899-0555 toll free, or
785-899-3548 or e-mail us at jbboe@wwwebservice.net

Other finelistings:

EQUAL HOUSING

524 E. Hwy 24 (Com.) Lots-Westmoor Acres 241 Cherry

7005 Cty. Rd. 5 (pending)1528 Colorado 301 Center

502 Center (pending) 1023 Caldwell 1506 Center

403 & 411 Cherry 1323 Caldwell 1104 Cherry

408 W. 11th 118 Arcade (pending) 1501 Caldwell
216 Clark (pending) 222 W. 9th 318 Broadway
528 W. 13th 605 E. 5th 817 Eustis

412 & 412 1/2 Center 1019 Caldwell 301 Willow

217 N Kennedy Lots Toelkes & Broadway 418 W. 14th (sold)
(Sharon Springs)

Call Joyceto look at any of these fine houses.

115 E. 9th » Goodland, Kansas
m www.joneslandco.com ¢ (785) 899-0500
Toll Free « 866-899-0555
Robert Jones/owner/broker  (785) 899-6135
Joyce Boehme/residential agent « (785) 899-3548
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familyincrisis.”

She wouldn’t elaborate, except to
say that thestaff talkedwith Chrigtina's
mother at least 15timesinthe 13 days
shewasat the center.

“That isahigh proportion of calls,”
Cotter said.

Lake said she won’t deny that the
family was having trouble caring for
Christina, but added that it washardly
acrisissituation.

“It'snotlikel calledthemonJan. 13
andsaid, ‘| needyour help,’” shesaid.
“Thiswasathree- or four-month long
processof asking questionsand getting
answers.”

Besides, Lakesaid, thecenter’spur-
pose is to help parents with devel op-
mentally disabled children.

“If everyone could take care of a
developmentally disabled child at
home,” she said, “there would be no
need for these places.”

As for the ex-employee who told
Laketo investigate Christina s death,
Bowman and Cotter didn’t havemuch
to say about that.

“It was an ex-employee,” Bowman
said, “who no longer worked for us.”

policy changessince Christina sdeath,
andif they hadittodoover again, they
probably wouldn't turn the young
woman away.

“Westill servedevelopmentally dis-
abled adults,” Bowman said. “ She
needed help.”

L akesaid onetheory Golden\West's
lawyers presented was that Christing
had arareillnessthat caused her todie
prematurely. She said that’s unlikely
because Christina’ sidentical twinsis-
ter, Michelle,isdoingfineandrecently
turned 29.

Michelleis also developmentally
disabled, Lakesaid, andlivesinapri-
vate homein Denver.

She said Michelle doesn’t know
what killed her sister.

“1 left it that she was sick and
died,” she said, adding that she may
try to explain it some day. She saic
she still has a hard time believing it
herself.

“lIronicisn’'tit?’ Lakewrotein a
letter. “1 sent her to Golden West to
improve her quality of life and in-
stead sheis buried at Golden Cem-
etery west of Denver.”

State law to reduce
amount of award

MONEY, from Page 1

Brad Pistotnik, Lake's lawyer in
Wichita, saidstatelaw requiresjudgesto
make final determinations on punitive
damages, whichmeansthejury’saward
was really only arecommendation. In
somefederal cases, thefederal law tells
thecourttofollow statelaw becauseit’s
often more comprehensive.

He said there was a hearing on
Wednesday, Sept. 26, to discuss the
amount of the punitive damages, and
now both sidesarewaiting onaruling
fromJudgeReid. Pistotnik said hehas
no idea how much the judge will
award.

“It'suptohim,” hesaid, noting that
he also doesn’t know when the judge

will make adecision.

“It could bethismonth, next month,”
Pistotnik said. “ Thecourt doesn’t have
aspecifiedtime.”

After the judge does make a deci-
sion, he said, Golden West's and Res-
Care'slawyerscould appeal it, which
would drag out the case even longer.

How much longer? Pistotnik said
he’s not sure about that either.

“I’ve been working on this case
since 1997, if that tellsyou anything,”
hesaid. “I can’t predict the future, as
muchas!’dliketo.”

But in the end, Lake said, it's not
about the money.

“It wasn’t about the money,” she
said. “Itwasabout someonewhodidn’t
havetodie.”
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