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PERSONAL JOURNEYS

Leah’s lesson

A tragic accident is followed by tremendous generosity. Richard Burke’s
decision to give back to the Shriners changed his life.

Richard (right) greets Leah’s mom, Shelly McCammon (from left), her children Bailey, 14, Wyles, 7, and Kylie, 10, and her husband, David McCammon, after football practice in Buford. The family is deeply immersed in children’s athletics. Shelly coaches basketball and softball, and David coaches baseball. Bailey has become one of Georgia’s top 100 tennis
players in her age group. Every year they go to Charlotte for the annual Shriners Celebrity Gold Glassic. BOB ANDRES / BANDRES@AJC.COM
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and a native of upstate New
York. She was a dental assistant from Tennessee, a devoted mother with a sorghumthick twang. They agreed to
meet for lunch the following
week. They have been inseparable since, married 20 years
next April.
In the late 1990s, Richard
and his partners sold their
business, and he and Judy set
out to build the ideal home.
In Buford, just over the Hall
County line, where rolling
hills and grassy fields meet
Lake Lanier, they found the
perfect lot, wide but not deep,
overlooking open water.
The Burkes built a sprawling brick home with a vaulted
ceiling in the living room and
Palladian windows that frame
a double-slip dock. It was purposefully huge — 6,200 square
feet. With all that space, there
was plenty of room for their
granddaughters — 2-year-old
Bailey and her baby sister, Leah — to play.
In January 2002, the Burkes
finally moved into the home of
their dreams. Two months later, a Grady Memorial Hospital helicopter was making an
emergency landing on a boat
ramp down the street.

The accident
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A few minutes after 9:30
a.m. on March 13, Judy Burke
put Leah in the bathtub.
Above the lip of the tub were
two levers. One cold. One hot.
Judy looked down at her
granddaughter, a brown-eyed
little cherub just learning to
crawl and cutting her first
teeth. The bathtub water was
shallow, a couple of inches
deep, tops. Judy shut the water off. Not a chance on earth
that baby would drown.
She hustled into the living
room to retrieve Leah’s older
sister, 2-year-old Bailey, who
also needed a bath. The house
phone rang. It was Judy’s
youngest daughter, the children’s aunt.
Judy normally would have
ignored a phone call while
baby-sitting; she watched the
girls all week while their parents worked. But her daughter
had just given birth to an underweight boy, and Judy worried that something might be
wrong. She answered.
Her daughter asked a rudimentary question, and Judy
cut her off: “I need to go. Leah’s in the bathtub, and I don’t
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Richard devotes 30 hours a week to Shriners activities and logs up to
15,000 “Shriner miles” a year on his car, all without compensation. His
wife Judy is often by his side, helping out. BOB ANDRES / BANDRES@AJC.COM

want her to drown.” She headed down the hallway, a long
corridor between the living
room and the bathroom.
Judy nearly dropped the
phone when she saw water
gushing full-force into the
tub. Hot water. She rushed in,
turned the water off and felt a
flash of relief: Leah was on her
stomach, head above the water, not making a peep.
But she was red.
Judy pulled the baby from
the tub and wrapped her in a
towel. She bolted to the kitchen, where she placed Leah in
the sink under a cascade of
cold water. She dialed 911.
At first the baby was docile
and alert, staring at her grandmother. Then her eyelids
dropped, the shock setting
in. Judy pleaded with the dispatcher: “You’ve got to hurry.
She’s trying to close her eyes.
You have to get here.”

Heroic efforts
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Medics wrapped Leah in
gauze and life-flighted her
to Grady Hospital. One medic latched hold of the hysterical grandmother and told her
to compose herself because the
other child needed supervision.
Bailey had watched firstresponders tend to her sister
from the corner of the living
room. Later she would wrap
her dolls in toilet paper to
mimic the scene.
The children’s mother,
Shelly McCammon, arrived a
short time later with Richard,
her stepfather, with whom she
worked. Shelly cut through
the swarm of deputies and
firefighters in the garage and
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grabbed her mother.
“This is not your fault,”
Shelly told her mother.
Leah’s parents raced to
Grady, while Richard and Judy stayed behind and packed
clothes for everyone, unsure
where the tragedy might drag
them.
That afternoon, a doctor
gave the family unexpected
advice: Leah’s best chance for
survival would be at Shriners
Hospital for Children in Cincinnati. A flight team was dispatched from Ohio to Atlanta.
Specialists aboard the
medevac plane had grave
news: Leah had third-degree
burns over 80 percent of her
19-pound body. Shelly and her
husband, David, kept the news
to themselves. Richard and Judy were driving north all night
through fog that would not
lift. No sense in telling them
Leah’s life was a coin-flip.
Within 12 hours of the
scalding, Leah and her parents were in an ICU unit in
Cincinnati.
Not long after the Burkes arrived at the hospital, a grief
counselor was assigned to the
family. They were given $50
meal stipends per day and informed that all of Leah’s medications and treatments would
be free. Shelly offered her
insurance card, but it was
turned away.
For the next three days,
the family did not leave the
hospital.
Leah’s condition deteriorated. Her immune system could
not fight off infection.
Two days shy of Leah’s first
birthday, the nurses called
Shelly into the room. They
suggested she hold Leah, be-

cause her organs were shutting down. Around midnight
the room became crowded.
Even the nurses wept. They
were not used to death.
That year, Leah was one of
only three children to die at a
hospital that treats hundreds
of burned kids yearly. For
those who knew Leah, and the
thousands who have come to
know her since, her death was
like a rock tossed into a still
pond — a jolt followed by ripples of change.
It rained the whole drive
home to Georgia. Somewhere
above, a Shriners’ plane
was flying Leah’s body back.
Richard’s mind raced: Having grown up middle class,
he thought service organizations were safety nets for the
poor. The longer Richard had
stayed at the Shriner hospital, the more he felt indebted to the organization. For
the first time, he said, charity entered his heart. But Judy
was a wreck. She couldn’t discuss what had happened. And
though she didn’t know it, she
was under investigation.

Healing takes shape
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Richard was 44 years old
and financially well off at the
time of Leah’s death. He was
transitioning into a new role
as chief information officer of
an Internet newsletter company he helped launch. Before
Leah’s accident, all he knew of
Shriners is that they toddled
around parades in funny hats.
Richard began to ask
around: So how do I become a
Shriner?
Leah’s funeral only
strengthened his interest.
Along with firefighters and
police officers, fez-wearing
men from the Gwinnett Shrine
Club — all strangers — attended
the ceremony. And they didn’t
come empty-handed. They
gave David and Shelly $500 to
help with funeral expenses.
“You’ve got to be kidding
me,” David said, incredulously. “You’ve done enough.”
After the ceremony, Leah’s
family began the hard work of
piecing their lives back together in the void of her absence.
David had read that 80 percent of marriages dissolve
when a child dies, so the family made a pact: They would
not put up walls. Instead they
would become tighter, undergo counseling and lean on
their Christian faith.
And Richard got busy. He
started hanging around Bu-
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ford’s Masonic Lodge #292, inquiring about the process of
becoming a Shriner.
Rules require that new
members know someone in
the lodge for a minimum of
one year before they can begin the process of joining.
New to Buford, Richard hardly knew anyone, but he discovered an acquaintance and by
September had initiated his
requisite “Masonic Journey,”
a crash course in the history
of Masons and, by extension,
Shriners.
The first Shriner fraternity
was established in New York
City in 1872 as a fun-loving answer to the more serious Freemasons. To stand out, Shriners employed Near Eastern
iconography and regalia — the
red fezzes and Arabic symbols
— in the way college fraternities use Greek motifs.
Eventually, though, Shriners sought more substantive causes than fraternal bacchanalia. In 1922, the first
Shriners Hospital for Children opened in Louisiana to
fight polio. Forty years later,
the focus turned to burn care
and research; the four Shriners burn facilities in the United States — part of a 22-hospital network — have emerged as
leaders in that field.
As Richard studied to become a master Mason, Judy
was grappling with oppressive guilt. The family still enjoyed lake outings, but her
dream home had lost its luster. She pined for a new home,
one without dour memories,
without that bathroom, but
the Burkes decided to stay for
a while.
Meanwhile, a team of investigators with the Hall County
Sheriff ’s Department analyzed
every aspect of the incident,
down to the condition of the
home’s water heater.
They found that within 45
seconds, the hot water pouring
into the Burkes’ bathtub was
128 degrees. Bath water typically tops out at 105 degrees.
Studies show 125-degree water
causes third-degree burns on
young children after just one
minute of exposure.
The Burkes told investigators the temperature had been
set before they moved in. Besides, like most people, they
had no idea what constituted
dangerously hot bathwater.
A few weeks after Leah
died, Richard told Judy about
the investigation and that the
death had been ruled accidental. No charges would be filed.
Judy’s response: “Charges
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