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Keri Lynn Middleditch: Her cases are emotional, but this lawyer has
learned that staying calm is the best approach for taking control of
tough cases

As Keri Lynn Middleditch trudged back to her office, she replayed the courtroom scene over and over,
thinking, "What else could | have said?" The judge had rejected her arguments and decided the mom was
fit to care for the 10-year-old. When Middleditch reached her desk in the Oakland County Prosecutor's
office, she found a new case: an abused baby just months old.

"l could sit and wallow in the problems of the 10-year-old,"” Middleditch said, "but then | said, There's
nothing | can do about that, but | can help somebody else.™

Middleditch's role is to plunge into some of society's darkest, most intimate troubles, the furies that
families inflict upon themselves. The lesson she has learned is stark and sometimes heartbreaking: There
is no end to the suffering, there always is a new case, and she has to be strong, she has to control her
emotions even when others do not. Although her legal career has been heavily tilted toward the
difficulties of children and families, it is a role she did not choose; it chose her. Fresh from law school, she
started work in the summer of 2001 with the Oakland County Prosecutor's Office. Her first stop was
working on warrants, which she calls "trial by fire.

"It was my first exposure to real crime,” she said. "l was so unfamiliar with the criminal world. It was fairly

shocking." Her family life had been stable, and she was a product of Catholic school. Suddenly, she was
immersed in rape cases, armed robberies, juvenile sexual assaults. That's when the troubles of families
and children chose her. "It's all the prosecutor's fault,” Middleditch said, first laughing, then explaining that
the prosecutor's policy was to have new lawyers work on juvenile cases before taking on felonies.

For her, the assignment made sense. "l like kids," she said, "and | thought they needed protection. The
work really seemed to fit me and my personality.” The work came in two varieties: delinquency cases -
some were serious, but most were "stealing lipsticks from drugstores,” she said - and abuse cases, which
she called "kids with broken bones." The delinquencies were mostly routine, "not emotionally involving,"
she said. The abuse cases were different, "very taxing mentally, but very motivating.” She paused, then
added, "The children need you." Yes, they did, and in her four years in the Juvenile Justice Division,



Middleditch delivered in cases small and large. She prosecuted Thomas "The Hit Man" Hearns for striking
his son; she protected Madison Cooper, a young girl living in a home so filthy, Middleditch called it a
"monstrosity”; and she kept Max and Tyler Unger away from their father, who murdered their mom. At 28-
years-old, she became the division's chief. She was in charge of a 30-person staff, some of whom were
older and more experienced than she. "But | knew my supervisor had faith in me," Middleditch said.

Her supervisor wasn't the only person she impressed. As one part of the tangled Unger case, she faced
Richard S. Victor, a well-known, vastly experienced family-law attorney representing the murderer's
parents, who were seeking visitation rights with the boys. Middleditch won.

Later, when Middleditch was thinking about moving into private practice, a mutual friend connected her
and Victor. In their first interview, Middleditch recalled, they discussed the case in which they had
opposed each other. "To him, | had been just some newbie prosecutor he'd never heard of," she said.

But he remembered their case. "In the interview, he said to me, "You obviously weren't afraid of me." And |
said, 'There are very few people | am afraid of, and you don't happen to be one of them.™

In July of this year, she left the Oakland Prosecutor's Office to become the third attorney in Victor and
Victor, PLLC of Bloomfield Hills. Her specialty is custody and divorce cases. In such cases, Middleditch
said, she employs the same qualities she honed in protecting juveniles: compassion, calm, common
sense. She hears the emotion in the voices of her clients. "They come in and say, 'l didn't want to do this
for my kids.' They are heartbroken.” Middleditch said she does plenty of counseling.

"l have to say, 'Do you really want the house, or are you just being spiteful ?™

Emotion often prods her clients, so she has to push for reason. "It's important for me to be the calming
factor. It isn't me, I'm not the one getting the divorce. Some people are passionate about their beliefs, and
| will say, 'There are negative repercussions if you go that way in court. You can't go in and make those
allegations.™ In her career, Middleditch has faced countless bleak situations, but she said the fact that she
is helping people keeps her looking forward to every day on the job.

"I'm helping someone out of a bad situation,” she said.

Some of the pain sticks with her, such as the case of that 10-year-old the judge decided belonged with his
mother. "We had an enormous file on him," she said. "I kept that one in my office for a year, as a
reminder."

The practice

Are you thinking about your job when you go to bed at night?

Yes, | am generally going over a "To-Do" list for the following day. That may involve continuing on with a
case or completing tasks.

What one judicial ruling in U.S. or Michigan history has had the biggest effect on your practice?

In re KH, a case that defined "legal father" in the state of Michigan.

What is the biggest myth about your profession?

The negative stereotype that lawyers are litigious by nature and only wish to protract litigation. While
there are some bad apples, many lawyers offer great counsel to their clients.

What was the worst TV show about lawyers or the worst movie about lawyers?

"Ally McBeal." Admittedly, it was entertaining.

How do you deal with pain-in-the-neck lawyers?

| extend them the same professional courtesy | would any other lawyer. If that doesn't work, | put
everything in writing.

In general, do you think judges' opinions are written clearly?

Generally, yes.

Do you want to be a judge?



Not today.

Finish this sentence: "By the time | retire, | hope | have ..."

Served my community and my clients well.

Who you are

Name a trait you inherited from one of your parents:

From mom or dad? My parents are two of the hardest working people | know. They have demonstrated
every day of their lives what it means to have a real work ethic.

Name a U.S. president you admire, and identify what one specific trait made him admirable:
Lincoln, the Emancipation Proclamation

Name three Web sites you have bookmarked on your computer:

Westlaw, State Bar of Michigan and Overstock.com

The one thing | have to do, but hate doing, is:

Emptying the dishwasher.

Worst job you ever had:

I have liked every job | have ever had; each job taught me something.

What word or phrase do you use too much?

"Do you know what I'm saying?"

Your mantra, slogan, or words to live by:

"The will to succeed is nothing without the will to prepare.”

For high school or college English courses, you had to read novels. What was the worst one?
"The Scarlet Letter."

What is your greatest strength?

| would say my greatest strength is also my greatest weakness: | have the ability to talk to anyone at any
given time. Sometimes, | have to remind myself that | have two ears and one mouth for a reason.
What tangible possession do you most prize?

If pets are considered a tangible possession, then my golden retriever, Maybin.

Choices

Dog or cat?

Dog.

Golf, tennis or bowling?

Tennis.

Beer or wine?

Wine.

Morning person or night owl?

Neither. If given the choice, | would rather get up early.

CNN, MSNBC or Fox News?

| don't believe in watching just one news station. For whatever reason, they seem to each fall to one side
or the other politically. I think it is beneficial to watch all of them, to obtain different viewpoints.
"The Sopranos” or "Mad Men"?

| have never watched either of these television shows. My favorite show is "Entourage."
Opinions

Global warming: dangerous or overblown?

Real and dangerous.

Who is the world's most talented performer?

Tough question, without defining the word "performer” and defining what a performance actually is, but |
would have to say Andrew Lloyd Webber, as his talent is recognized around the world.

Since 1980, which one losing U.S. presidential candidate should have won?

Al Gore.

Who is the wisest person you know?

Too many to list.

You are in charge. Repeal one law:

| think there is still a law that prohibits swearing in front of women and children. Seems pretty archaic to
me.
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