NO ACCIDENT!

December 30, 2013 
We own a very well preserved 1994 Buick Roadmaster station wagon, but are trying to keep it as long as possible. They don't make cars like these any more. So since April, 2010, we have had a second car to use as a daily driver. When our son Richard and his family of six came for our Golden Anniversary celebration, we loaned them our 19-year-old wagon for transportation and our house to sleep in while we slept at a friend's house. Before they arrived, we took our prized Roadmaster Estate Wagon to a garage to have it serviced. The garage always gives cars a "free 22-point inspection" with every service. Our station wagon needed new shocks and brakes including the rotors. The water, brake and fuel lines had rusted so much that these too needed to be replaced. I gave the green light to do the work. We wanted the vehicle to serve our children well without mishap. When detaching a line to the radiator, the fitting broke, resulting in a new radiator. The total bill for service and repairs came to $2,700. The car is worth that investment but we were already pinching pennies to finance a golden anniversary celebration and help our son's family get to America. The wagon served them well and we drove our daily driver, an 18-year-old Buick Century.

After they returned to Austria, I decided to take our daily driver to the garage to have it serviced. The mechanic told us that it needed $2,000 worth of urgent repairs: struts, shocks, brake lines, fuel line, 2 tires etc. etc.! We couldn't afford that, so started shopping around for another daily driver. An elderly lady in our church had a very nice 2003 Mercury Grand Marquis for sale. It was driven mostly in Florida where there is no snow and salt with only 80,000 miles on the odometer. She could have asked $5,000 for it, but offered it to us for only $3,000. We had to pass because we didn't have the funds. We only got $1,200 for our old car.

We really liked the Grand Marquis, however, and I am partial to rear-wheel-drive cars. I found a '95 Marquis for $1,400 on August 13, 2013 and bought it. It too needed some repairs, but it was drivable and the inspection was good until January, 2015.

On December 5, 2013, Verna was on her way to a Christmas dinner of the Country Garden Club when another woman ran a stop sign and red blinking light. Verna couldn't stop and rammed the passenger side of her Pontiac Sunfire, pushing the doors in to about half the car's width. Our Grand Marquis suffered minor front end damage, but two airbags deployed, rendering it unfixable. 

Verna was able to get out of the car, dazed and in shock, but thankfully, with only minor injuries. Others witnessed the crash and stopped. One person called 911 and Verna asked another man to call her husband. 

FIRST RESPONDERS

Within minutes, three police cruisers arrived at the scene and shortly thereafter, I drove up, parked the station wagon and ran to Verna, who was sitting in our wrecked Mercury. I was greatly relieved that she could get out and walk, but a police officer said that she was supposed to stay in the car until an ambulance arrived. We returned to the car just as the ambulance drove up. An EMP worker had her sit in the car while she checked for injuries and cleaned the scratches on her face. She told Verna, "As soon as you get home, throw all your clothes in the washing machine and take a good shower. The stuff in those airbags causes cancer." Verna replied, "Yes, that is what the policeman told me." 

First, the airbag saves your life and then, it kills you! And after explaining the danger to Verna, both the police officer and EMP told her to stay in the car! 

When Verna took her shower as ordered by the policeman and EMP worker, she discovered a nasty gash on her lower left leg. Blood was running down into her sock but neither she not the EMP had noticed.

TOWING

The police called a towing service. We only live about 4-5 miles from the accident scene, so I asked the tow-truck driver to deliver the car to our driveway. He said the police were in charge and ordered them to take our vehicle to a  yard. 

I called a friend who had a car hauler and asked him to pick it up from the yard the following day to avoid more storage charges. I went along to pay the bill and sign release papers. 


Towing fee

$95  


$4 per mile

$48  -to our house would have saved 7 miles


Storage overnight
$30  -airport parking costs $10 per 24 hours


Administration fee
$35  -for writing the bill?


Yard fee

$35  -for opening and closing the gate?


Total:


$243

The tow-truck operator first loaded the SunFire onto his flatbed and then hooked our Mercury onto the back, so he did both jobs in a single haul.

Verna complained of soreness in her neck and back, so I drove her to the Emergency Room of Elmer hospital to get her checked out. The doctor ordered cat scans of her face, neck and head. He found nothing - out of order, that is.  A nurse doctored her face and the wound on her leg. After three and a half hours, she was released. 

INSURANCE

Three x-rays cost the insurance about $1,900 and supplemental insurance paid another $400.

When we bought insurance for our car, we were asked how much insurance we wanted. We are trying to make ends meet on Social Security, so I said, "Just the minimum requirement please." The agent strongly suggested additional coverage, should we be hit by an uninsured motorist. I was baffled by that statement and asked, "Are people allowed to operate a car without insurance?" The answer was of course "NO!" but the agent explained that perhaps 25% of cars on the road in NJ are uninsured. I said, "I have a better idea! I want to be an uninsured motorist and let the other people pay." 

If I understood correctly, they don't have to pay because they are here illegally. And if they are here illegally, they don't have to obey our laws.

Although the other driver was clearly at fault, we were not allowed to make that assumption. So we had to fill out many forms. That took over three hours at home and 2 more hours in the office of our insurance agent. The other driver never bothered to file a claim because she didn't have a fighting chance to get anything out of insurance. The insurance company was given as "Founders" on the temporary police report (The final police report took 15 days to complete). Our insurance agent said that she had never heard of a Founders Insurance Company. I went home and did a computer search. I found two insurance companies by that name, but neither had a client with the name given on the accident report. A week after the accident, we finally learned that Penn National Insurance Company has a subsidiary named "Founders". 

Once we had the right company, we received another pile of papers to fill out! We had to be careful about filling them out, however. How should we know if the driver of the other car was also the owner, or if she got fined? Our car was totaled because airbag replacement would have cost more than the car was worth, but we were not allowed to make that assessment. Verna was at least able to claim that she was driving below the speed limit and had her seatbelt fastened. Although not required by law, her headlights were also on. 

We braced ourselves for a long fight, but were pleasantly surprised. A very nice agent took care of us and we had a cash settlement of $3,734 within a couple of days! The driver of their insured vehicle was clearly in the wrong and even admitted it on the police report. A friend told me that they were anxious to close the case before Verna could make further claims. 

I saw our elderly friend in church the following day and told her, "It was good that we didn't buy your car because the one we bought was just totaled in an accident. She surprised me by saying that her 2003 Mercury was still in the garage. She had not sold it! I asked if she had come down on the price and she said she would sell it for $2,750, a thousand less than insurance paid us!

It was the first day of winter in 2013, shortly before Christmas, when we bought our friend's "Silver Bird". We drove it five years without a complaint. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

PS:

In January 2021, Verna had her physical check-up. She needed bloodwork for that and everything looked good. A couple of weeks later, she received notice that Medicare had refused to pay the doctor’s bill and the Quest bill for lab work. If the primary payer refuses to pay, the subsidary insurer also refuses to pay. Thus began a series of phone calls to Medicare, asking why they had refused to pay.  They told us what they had stated in the paperwork: “According to our records, you have another primary payer.” 
The doctor’s bill for the physical only cost $85, so I paid that bill, but the Quest bill for lab work came to $666 (!). I told Quest that we were not paying.  Medicare never pays the entire amount and I was not about to pay it either. Verna received two more bills, the third one in red ink threatening legal action.  I called Medicare again and they repeated the same line about her having “another primary payer.” I insisted that they tell me the name of the primary payer and they refused, saying that they could not tell me because it was not my account.  That was my cue!

In May, Verna got a tick bite which turned her arm red. She went to our doctor and he gave her antibiotics. Medicare refused to pay the bill of $70 with the same statement as before, so I paid the bill. 

Our daughter, Becky, is our legal representative so I told her everything. She called a friend in California who worked for Medicare. She gave Becky the phone number of someone in the national Medicare office. After lots of questions and discovering that Verna had dementia and was incapable of dealing with the matter, he accessed her account and found that Traveler’s Insurance was the primary payer. I told him that Verna had been in an accident eight years earlier and the woman who ran a red light and struck our vehicle had Traveler’s Insurance.  He was able to change the primary payer back to Medicare. 
Quest wrote another threatening letter which I simply ignored. When they called, I just said that It was not my duty to settle the matter. They could go to court against Medicare or my wife, who had late stage dementia. In 2022, Verna spent six weeks in hospitals and re-hab. Thankfully, Medicare paid the bills! 
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