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PERSONAL JOURNEYS

for what?”
The investigation wasn’t

the only thing the family kept
from Judy. They shielded her
from broadcast news reports
and Internet posts that vilified
her for the accident.

“We were very protective,”
Richard said. “She was very
fragile back then.”

Strong-willed and articu-
late, Shelly agreed to speak
with reporters.

“No,” she said repeatedly,
“we don’t blame anybody.”

As weeks dragged into
months, a feeling of helpless-
ness and depression overtook
Richard. His “crying time” was
in the car, on the way to work.
Judy told her husband that
each time she drove across Bu-
ford Dam, she found herself
wishing she’d just veer off and
die.

Attending church became
a struggle, because each time
they walked in, memories of
Leah’s funeral service rushed
back. But David and Shelly vig-
ilantly attended church and
counseling. They kept busy
with sports, too, regularly
playing tennis.

For Bailey’s sake, David ad-
opted the mantra: “You just
gotta keep living.”

Within a month of Leah’s
death, the family came togeth-
er and packed away her be-
longings: her clothes, the an-
gel figurines and all her be-
loved Teletubbies. It was a
step toward healing.

Outside the family, the im-
pact of Leah’s death was
growing.

Judy’s ex-husband, John
Varnell, was handling grief in
a different way. As a manufac-
turer’s representative, Varnell
had a deep Rolodex of con-
tacts in the home-building in-
dustry, and he had experience
organizing charity golf tourna-
ments near Charlotte.

Vendors, Varnell knew,
would pay mega-bucks for
face-time with buyers on
the golf course. Maybe, he
thought, he could generate in-
terest from celebrities, too. By
fall, Varnell had organized the
first benefit golf tourney in Le-
ah’s name.

One participant was Amer-
ican Valve, a plumbing com-
pany whose owners were
so moved by Leah’s story
they started developing an
anti-scald device for faucets
and shower heads — a first in
the industry. They wanted
to effect change on a nation-
al scale, to protect the thou-
sands of kids who are scalded
each year.

They would call the product
HotStop.

6
The Shriner way

A year after Leah’s death,
Richard donned his first fez.
Colleagues noticed that his
commitment to charitable
work was extraordinary from
the get-go. “Richard’s got a
heart of gold,” said Yaarab
Shrine director, Jim Williams.

At the Yaarab Shrine on
Ponce de Leon Avenue in At-
lanta, there is a Hall of Fame
downstairs with walls lined
with head shots. A young-
er Richard smiles on the bot-
tom row. In the Shrine’s 80-
year history, he was enshrined
quicker than any other mem-
ber. How? By raising $50,000
in only two years, mostly by
shaking buckets in the street.

Richard’s fundraising prow-

ess helped lift him to Gwinnett
Shrine Club president in
2006, but his sights were set
higher. He wanted to land a
seat on Yaarab Shrine’s divan
— the seven-member board of
directors; the campaign would
take incredible commitment.

The Burkes blazed a zigzag-
ging path to 56 Shrine clubs
and units across North Geor-
gia. They hobnobbed at pa-
rades and picnics, glad-hand-
ed at meetings from Rockmart
to Hiawassee. After a yearlong
campaign, Richard won the
bottom-line office of recorder
in 2008. He aimed to ascend
one position on the divan each
year, until reaching the Shri-
ners’ version of a CEO, the po-
tentate. That kind of ambition
takes nonstop volunteerism.

Friendships fell by the way-
side. The Burkes were absent
from Christmas parties and
trips to Nashville with their
circle of friends. They missed
weddings. The grandchildren
played sports without them
watching in the stands.

Through it all, Richard
viewed his commitments not
as sacrifice but as giving back,
clinging to the old Shriners’
motto: “Having fun and help-
ing kids.” After years of coun-
seling, and with a newfound
purpose, Judy felt alive again.

Emotionally, though, the
Shriner route was never easy.
Through their philanthropic
work, the Burkes are asked to
relive the life and death of Le-
ah over and over again.

7
Tragedy begets charity

Each year, the weekend be-
fore Father’s Day, the Burke
family travels to Charlotte,
where they volunteer at the
Shriners Celebrity Golf Clas-
sic. The event has raised more
than $4 million for the Cincin-
nati hospital, where a plaque
bears Leah’s name.

At the tourneys, Leah is
an indelible presence. Her
face adorns placards set be-
fore each gala dinner. A vid-
eo with her story is sometimes
played for the room. Varnell,
the tourney founder and Le-
ah’s grandfather, still has to
slip outside when the video
comes on.

As for the HotStop, it rolled
out in 2006 at Lowe’s stores
nationwide. The protective de-
vice — nicknamed the “Leah
Valve” — shuts off hot water,

beginning at 116 degrees. At its
peak, more than 100,000 Hot-
Stop valves were sold per year,
though sales have recently
nosedived.

“(Parents) will put up gates
at the top of their stairs, install
cabinet locks and cover elec-
trical outlets, but scald pre-
vention is a bridge too far,”
said American Valve owner
Seth Guterman.

Until she became too busy
with Shriner functions, Judy
organized an annual Fun Fest,
a children’s carnival, with all

proceeds going to the Cincin-
nati hospital. To publicize it,
Judy gave interviews and talk-
ed to strangers about Leah.
Each time it hurt, but talk-
ing mended, too. The story
evolved into a means to teach
and caution others. Judy says
the ending, given the reach of
Leah’s legacy, is a happy one.

Still, Richard recently
walked away from an inter-
view about Leah at a Shriner
function, and looked at Judy.
“It doesn’t get any easier, does
it?” he said.

These days, Richard vol-
unteers about 30 hours per
week. He logs up to 15,000
annual “Shrine miles” on his
personal vehicle. No gas sti-
pend. No salary. Just a few free
dinners each year. And a new
fez.

Richard is determined to
push annual fundraising tal-
lies back to the pre-Recession
$1 million mark.

One sweltering Au-
gust morning in downtown
Alpharetta, spectators crowd-
ed the herringbone-brick side-
walks for a parade honor-
ing veterans. Shriners drove
50 vehicles in the parade, in-
cluding a vintage Ford Model
A that split in half and another
one that belched confetti. In
tiny dune buggies, they spun
circles around traffic cops.

Behind the lead car, in a Ca-
dillac Eldorado, Richard —
wearing Maui Jim sunglass-
es and his triple-jewel fez —
nonchalantly waved to the
crowds. As chief rabban, he
is second in line to the poten-
tate. At this point, parades are
second nature.

Former Potentate Gene
Bracewell says he will nomi-
nate Richard to the top posi-
tion of potentate next year,
potentially making him leader
of all North Georgia Shriners
after a group vote.

“Richard is a motivator,”
Bracewell said. “He works by
example.”

❏❏❏

Less than two years after
Leah died, Shelly and David
had another girl. A little boy
followed. Bailey, now 14, has
become one of Georgia’s top
100 tennis players in her age
group.

Shelly isn’t the 60-hour-
week, career-driven accoun-
tant she used to be. She works
from home mostly, as an ac-

count manager for CoZzzy
Comfy, a company that sells
linens to raise money for non-
profits, including 30 Shrine
temples.

She coaches basketball and
softball; David coaches their
boy’s baseball team. They
spend the majority of their
time with the kids, cherishing
every skinned elbow, every
backseat tussle.

“(Tragedy) changes you,”
said Shelly, 39. “It puts life in
perspective.”

Over time, living in their
dream home became enjoy-
able again for Richard and Ju-
dy, now 56 and 60, respective-
ly. But Shrine responsibilities
have kept them too busy to sa-
vor it. They’ve tried to sell it
over the years, gradually drop-
ping the asking price to about
$1.2 million.

For Judy, the home carries
a tarnish that can’t be wiped
away, and each time she walks
into the bathroom, she thinks
of Leah. When talking about
her granddaughter, her voice
still compresses and the tears
still stream.

But the Burkes aren’t ones
to dwell on sorrow. Their al-
truistic urges are too strong.
So they go. They do. They
dance.

One recent Saturday night
in the Yaarab auditorium,
the Shriners were raffling
off a Harley-Davidson, a big
chrome bull near the stage.
This brought a crowd of pony-
tailed bikers and Shriner faith-
ful, all paying $100 for prime
rib dinners and a chance at the
motorcycle. Richard worked
the massive room, dishing out
hugs and handshakes.

Around 10 p.m., the lights
dimmed, and the band played
“Jailhouse Rock,” which
launched Richard into some
semblance of the Twist.
Stitched on his sleeve was the
emblem they call “The Silent
Messenger” — a Shriner hold-
ing a girl in his left arm, her
crutches in his right. When
Judy joined Richard on the
dance floor, they held hands
and laughed, the music puls-
ing around them. She twirled
and twirled and never let go of
his hand.

Richard and Judy hit the dance floor during the Potentate Escort Harley Fundraiser dinner at the Yaarab Shrine Temple in Atlanta last month.
They still live in their lakeside dream house, although Judy says it will always be tarnished by Leah’s death. HYOSUB SHIN / HSHIN@AJC.COM

Richard’s Shrine officer’s jewels
designate him chief rabban,
second in command behind
the potentate. BOB ANDRES /

BANDRES@AJC.COM

ONMYAJC.COM
Seemorephotosat
www.MyAJC.com/personal
journeys.

Here’swhatourreadershaveto
sayabout lastweek’sPersonal
JourneybyJillVejnoska:

Although I have no interest
in doughnuts or chairs, I just
had to email to let you know
how much I enjoy your writing.
(been meaning to do this for a
while). Your sense and use of
humor make your articles capti-
vating . Even if I have no interest
in your subject matter, I read
you just to discover how you will
word your thoughts which I find
entertaining and fascinating.
Keep up the great work.
Phil Kaplan, Atlanta.

Tell usyourPersonalJourneyat
personaljourneys@ajc.com.

Josh Green is a freelance
journalist andfictionwriterwho
lives inAtlantawithhiswife
anddaughter.An
Indiananative,
Green’snewspaper
journalismhas
wontopawards in
theHoosierstate
and inGeorgia,
wherehe relocated
towork forthe
GwinnettDailyPost
in2007.Hisdebutbook,“Dirtyville
Rhapsodies,”a short story
collectionsetmostly inAtlanta,
waspublished inMaytocritical
praise.
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Through their
philanthropic
work, the
Burkes are
asked to relive
the life and
death of Leah
over and over
again.

Richard (center) reacts when his raffle number is drawn during the Potentate Escort Harley Fundraiser,
while Judy (left) and Mark Simmons (right) look on. After raising $50,000 in just two years, Richard was
enshrined more quickly than any other member of Yaarab. HYOSUB SHIN / HSHIN@AJC.COM


