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AINUUIAD Hope and Courage

Buddy Marsh, a truck driver for 40 years, steered his gasoline tanker down
the busy road leading to New Zealand’s biggest shopping mall, in South Auckland. The
39-ton truck and trailer held more than 8,700 gallons of gasoline. It was Thursday
evening, August 9, 1990.

As the rig neared the mall, a taxi left the parking lot and pulled out, partially
blocking Marsh’s lane. He swung away, and a glance in his mirrors showed his trailer
just clearing the taxi. Looking ahead again, he gasped in horror. A stopped car lay
directly in his path.

Marsh spun the steering wheel and hit the air brakes. Too late. The truck
slammed into the rear of the car, spinning it around and rupturing its fuel tank. Gasoline
sprayed both vehicles and instantly ignited. The trailer jackknifed and toppled onto the
car.

Marsh radioed his shift mate. “Brian, I've had an accident! I'm on fire. Call
the emergency services!” He jumped from his cab and ran toward the car, which lay
beneath the overturned trailer, flames licking upward. Worse, fuel was spewing out of a
hole in the trailer. The whole rig could blow!

"Let's go mum!” Shirley Young begged her mother, Gaylene. It was Thursday
- the late shopping night at Manukau City Centre mall. For the 12-year-old, this was a
highlight of the week. So her mother grabbed her car keys, and they were on their way.

As they approached the mall, Gaylene pulled over to the curb and dropped
Shirley off. “Wait, Mum,” she said. “My money...” Opening the passenger door, Shirley

leaned in to tell her mother that she had forgotten her purse and would have to go back

119



120

home to get it.

One second Gaylene Young was talking with her daughter; the next, she was
whirling around in a vortex of crumpling metal. Flames poured into the car. Where is
Shirley? Gaylene thought frantically. A sudden, excruciating pain shot up her legs - her
clothes were burning. She tried to open the buckled doors. “No!” she screamed.

"l won't die like this!”

Marsh got to the car just as a bystander, David Petera, hauled Gaylene out
and used his body to smother the flames on her. Above the roar of the fire, Marsh heard
a voice calling, “Mum, Mum!” He searched beneath the toppled trailer and saw a dark-
haired girl trapped in a tiny space between a rear wheel and the chassis.

Marsh took Shirley beneath the arms, but he couldn’t budge her. The wheel
assembly had pinned her lower body to the ground. Petera crawled in alongside.
Through a gap in the chassis Marsh could see a stream of fuel spilling from the trailer
into the gutter. “We’ve got to get her out now!” he shouted to Petera.

Marsh dashed back to the burning cab and twisted the ignition key. The
engine roared to life. He inched the rig forward, but Shirley shrieked in pain. “It's no
good,” Petera called. “She’s still trapped.”

A wall of fire ran the entire length of the tanker, threatening to sweep under
the trailer where Shirley lay. Marsh grabbed an extinguisher from the truck’s cab and
sprayed around the girl, hoping to buy precious seconds.

Then came a thunderous boom as an explosion blew a hole in one of the
trailer’s four fuel compartments. Marsh and Petera, shielded from the full force of the
blast by the trailer's chassis, staggered out into the open. A policeman ordered them
away. Truck, trailer and car were now lost behind flames shooting 100 yards into the air.

"That poor girl.” Marsh said. “She didn’t have a chance.”

Sirens blaring, two fire engines from Manukau Station arrived. The heat was
so intense that one of the first firefighters on the scene, Royd Kennedy, saw his boots,
fireproof trousers and the rubber on his breathing apparatus begin to singe. When he

and his partner, Mike Keys, turned a hose on the fire, the water just turned to steam.
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Uppermost in the firefighters’ minds was the knowledge that tankers can
blow up in a giant fuel and air-vapor conflagration reaching outward for hundreds of
yards. About 20,000 shoppers were packed into the mall that night, just 100 yards from
the burning truck.

More fire crews arrived and concentrated on using the streams of water from
their hoses to try to push the flames away from the tanker. But more explosions from the
trailer forced Kennedy and the others back.

As they prepared for another assault on the fire, a high-pitched wail cut
through the night. One firefighter dismissed it as expanding metal. When the eerie
sound came again, it raised the hair on Kennedy’s neck. /t's coming from the tanker! he
thought. Shielding his eyes, he peered into the wall of flames. For a split second they
parted. Beneath the trailer he saw something waving - a child’s hand.

"Cover me!” Kennedy shouted and ran straight into the inferno.

For ten minutes Shirley had been roasting in a sea of fire, crying for help.
She was giddy with pain and gasoline fumes, and her mind began to drift. She had a
sudden, vivid image of her grandfather, Edward Young, and her great-uncle, Vincent
Bidios. Both had died years before, but she clearly recognized them. They’re guardian
angels now. They’ll watch over me. The thought gave her new strength. Straining to see
through the flames, Shirley glimpsed moving figures. Then, with every ounce of force
she had, she screamed.

As Kennedy neared the blaze, the heat hit him like a physical blow, stinging
his face through his visor. Under the trailer, he found Shirley clutching an overhead
brake cable. Her hips and thighs were under the wheel assembly, and her legs were
twisted up like a grasshopper’s next to her chest.

"I'm scared!” Shirley wailed. “Please don’t leave me!”

"l promise you | won't,” Kennedy said, looking into her trusting eyes. “We're
in this together now, so we have to help each other.” He cradled her body in his arms.
The trailer was still shielding them from the main blaze, but the air was so thick with

gasoline fumes that the two could barely breathe.
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Whoosh! The vapor suddenly ignited, and the air exploded around them.
This is it, Kennedy thought. We're goners. He felt sick with helplessness as flames
washed over the girl. For a moment the fire drew back. Unstrapping his helmet, he said
to Shirley, “Put this on.” He tightened the strap under her chin and flipped down the
visor.

A second wave of fire washed over them. This time the helmet gave Shirley’s
head some protection. But more explosions rocked the trailer. Kennedy looked down at
the girl’s tortured body. | won't leave you. | promise. He wrapped his arms tightly
around her and waited for the final surge of flame that would surely immolate them both.

Instead there came a sudden ice-cold waterfall. “My mates are here!”
Kennedy vyelled.

Four hoses were directed onto Kennedy and Shirley, and 1,200 gallons of
freezing water were now cascading over them each minute. Ironically, the two began to
shiver violently. They were in the first stages of hypothermia.

"We'll get someone to relieve you,” a fireman yelled to Kennedy.

"No,” he said firmly. “I must stay with her. | promised.”

Grant Pennycook, a paramedic from a waiting ambulance crew, donned a
bunker coat and helmet and, biting back his fear, headed into the flames. As he crawled
to where Shirley and Kennedy lay, he saw there was no room to get an I.V. drip going.
Coming back out, he radioed the trauma team assembling at Middlemore Hospital.
“Prepare for a patient with critical burns, fractures and crushing to her lower body.”
Trauma victims need to get to a hospital within an hour of injury - the so-called golden
hour - to have a decent chance of survival. Shirley had been under the tanker for over 30
minutes.

Kennedy kept talking to keep her conscious. “What do you watch on TV?” he
asked. They spoke about her favorite shows. This man’s so brave, Shirley told herself.
He could get out of here any time he wants. She thought again of her guardian angels.
Granddad and Uncle Vincent must have sent him.

Occasionally she would let out stifled moans. “It's okay - yell all you want,”
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Kennedy encouraged. The pain was becoming unbearable. She cried out, pulling hard
on his thick hair in her agony. But she never shed tears.

The flow of water faltered for an instant, and flames rolled in. When the water
came pouring back, Kennedy was horrified to see several layers of skin on Shirley’s
arms slide down around her wrists. She was also growing visibly weaker.

“Do you like horses?” he asked, desperate to keep her talking.

"I've never been on a horse.”

"When we get out of here, | promise you a ride on my daughter’s horses.”

As Kennedy talked, he kept checking Shirley’s pulse. She’d been trapped for
nearly 40 minutes.

Suddenly he felt Shirley’s pulse flutter, and she closed her eyes. “Shirey, talk
to me!” he pleaded. She rallied briefly, lifted her head and looked into his eyes. “If | don't
make it, tell Mum | love her,” she whispered. Her head lolled back in his arms.

"We're losing her!” he yelled. “Throw me an Air Viva!” He put the mask of the
portable resuscitator over her face and forced air into her lungs. She opened her eyes.

"You tell your mum yourself that you love her,” he scolded. “I promise |
wouldn’t leave you. Now don’t you leave me!”

The desperate rescue team had brought in air bags to elevate the trailer.
Made of rubber reinforced with steel, the bags could lift a railroad boxcar two feet -
more than enough to slip the girl out. They slid one under each set of rear wheels and
pumped in air. But the ground was sodden from all the water, and one of the air bags
was sinking into the mud. Praying for the inches they needed, the rescue team shoved a
small hydraulic ram under the chassis. The trailer rose slightly. It would have to be
enough.

Kennedy gently untangled Shirley’s legs from under the wheel. They were
crushed so badly that they were like jelly in his hands. Soon her crumpled body was
loose from its prison.

We're free! As Kennedy carried her to a stretcher, she smiled weakly at him,

and he kissed her on the cheek. “You've done it, Shirley,” he said. Then, overcome by



124

fumes, shock and cold, he pitched forward into the arms of another firefighter.

Firemen were at last pouring foam onto the tanker. Any earlier, and it would
have endangered Kennedy and the girl. The flames were quenched in minutes.

When Kennedy'’s station officer, John Hyland, returned to the scene the next
morning, he saw something that will haunt him for the rest of his life. For 70 yards, the
top layer of asphalt had been melted away in the inferno, in one section down six inches
to bare gravel - except for a patch about as big as a kitchen table, so lightly scorched
by fire that a painted line was still visible. It was where Shirley had been lying. “It was as
if the devil was determined to take that girl,” one firefighter said, “and when she was
snatched away, he just gave up.”

Middlemore orthopedic surgeons set Shirley’s fractures and implanted a pin
in her crushed right leg. Burn specialists saved what they could of the charred flesh on
her legs. But the shock to her young body had been massive. “She may not pull
through,” the family was told.

For two weeks Shirley lay in intensive care, sometimes heavily sedated.
Hooked to a respirator, she couldn’t talk. On the fourth morning, as she drifted in and out
of sleep, she scrawled a note: “I love you Mummy.” The next day they wheeled Gaylene
into Shirley’s ward, and mother and daughter wept with happiness.

Shirley’s calf muscle was so severely damaged that her right leg had to be
amputated below the knee. She took the news bravely.

Despite an unwritten rule that firefighters should never visit victims - to guard
against becoming too emotional on the job - Kennedy visited Shirley often, eating her
chocolates and clowning with her. “This kid is far too noisy,” he scribbled on her chart.

"She’s a miracle child,” Kennedy says. “No one knows how she survived in
there.”

But Shirley knows: “I had a guardian angel watching over me.”
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Rhonda Gill froze as she heard her four-year-old daughter, Desiree, sobbing
quietly in the family room that morning in October 1993. Rhonda tiptoed through the
doorway. The tiny dark-haired child was hugging a photograph of her father, who had
died nine months earlier. Rhonda, 24, watched as Desiree gently ran her fingers around
her father’s face. “Daddy,” she said softly, “why won’t you come back?”

The petite college student felt a surge of despair. It had been hard enough
coping with her husband Ken's death, but her daughter’'s grief was more than she could
bear. If only | could tear the pain out of her, Rhonda thought.

Ken Gill and Rhonda Hill of Yuba City, Calif., had met when Rhonda was 18,
and had married after a whirlwind courtship. Their daughter, Desiree, was born on
January 9, 1989.

Although a muscular six feet, three inches tall, Ken was a gentle man whom
everyone loved. His big passion was his daughter. “She’s a real daddy’s girl,” Rhonda
would often say as Ken's eyes twinkled with pride. Father and daughter went
everywhere together: hiking, dune-buggy riding and fishing for bass and salmon on the
river.

Instead of gradually adjusting to her father's death, Desiree had refused to
accept it. “Daddy will be home soon,” she would tell her mother.

Immediately after Ken’s death, Rhonda moved from her apartment in Yuba
City to her mother's home in nearby Live Oak. Seven weeks after the funeral, Desiree

was still inconsolable. “I just don’t know what to do,” Rhonda told her mother, Trish
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Moore, a 47-year-old medical assistant.

One evening the three of them sat outside, gazing at the stars. “See that one,
Desiree?” Her grandmother pointed at a bright speck near the horizon. “That's your
daddy shining down from heaven.” Several nights later Rhonda woke to find Desiree on
the doorstep in her pajamas, weeping as she sought her daddy’s star. Twice they took
her to a child therapist, but nothing seemed to help.

As a last resort, Trish took Desiree to Ken's grave, hoping that it would help
her come to terms with his death. The child laid her head against his gravestone and
said, “Maybe if | listen hard enough | can hear Daddy talk to me.”

November 8, 1993 would have been Ken's 29th birthday. “How will | send
him a card?” Desiree asked her grandmother.

"How about if we tie a letter to a balloon,” Trish said, “and send it up to
heaven?” Desiree’s eyes immediately lit up.

On their way to the cemetery, the back seat of the car full of flowers for their
planned gravesite visit, the three stopped at a store. “Help Mom pick out a balloon,”
Trish instructed. At a rack where dozens of helium-filled silver balloons bobbed, Desiree
made an instant decision: “That one!” Happy Birthday was emblazoned above a
drawing of the Little Mermaid from the Disney film. Desiree and her father had often
watched the video together.

The child’s eyes shone as they arranged flowers on Ken’s grave. It was a
beautiful day, with a slight breeze rippling the eucalyptus trees. Then Desiree dictated a
letter to her dad. “Tell him ‘Happy Birthday. | love you and miss you,” “ she rattled off. “ ‘I
hope you get this and can write me on my birthday in January.””

Trish wrote the message and their address on a small piece of paper, which
was then wrapped in plastic and tied to the end of the string on the balloon. Finally
Desiree released the balloon.

For almost an hour they watched the shining spot of silver grow ever smaller.
“Okay,” Trish said at last. “Time to go home.” Rhonda and Trish were beginning to walk

slowly from the grave when they heard Desiree shout excitedly, “Did you see that? | saw
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Daddy reach down and take it!” The balloon, visible just moments earlier, had
disappeared. “Now Dad’s going to write me back,” Desiree declared as she walked
past them toward the car.

On a cold, rainy November morning on Prince Edward Island in eastern
Canada, 32-year-old Wade MacKinnon pulled on his waterproof duck-hunting gear.
MacKinnon, a forest ranger, lived with his wife and three children in Mermaid, a rural
community a few miles east of Charlottetown.

But instead of driving to the estuary where he usually hunted, he suddenly
decided to go to Mermaid Lake, two miles away. Leaving his pickup, he hiked past
dripping spruce and pine and soon entered a cranberry bog surrounding the 23-acre
lake. In the bushes on the shoreline, something fluttered and caught his eye. Curious, he
approached to find a silver balloon snagged in the branches of a thigh-high bayberry
bush. Printed on one side was a picture of a mermaid. When he untangled the string, he
found a soggy piece of paper at the end of it, wrapped in plastic.

At home, MacKinnon carefully removed the wet note, allowing it to dry. When
his wife, Donna, came home later, he said, “Look at this,” and showed her the balloon
and note. Intrigued, she read: “November 8, 1993. Happy Birthday, Daddy...” It finished
with a mailing address in Live Oak, Calif.

“It's only November 12,” Wade exclaimed. “This balloon traveled 3000 miles
in four days!”

“And look,” said Donna, turning the balloon over. “This is a Little Mermaid
balloon, and it landed at Mermaid Lake.”

“We have to write to Desiree,” Wade said. “Maybe we were chosen to help
this little girl.” But he could see that his wife didn’t feel the same way. With tears in her
eyes, Donna stepped away from the balloon. “Such a young girl having to deal with
death —it's awful,” she said.

Wade let the matter rest. He placed the note in a drawer and tied the
balloon, still buoyant, to the railing of the balcony overlooking their living room. But the

sight of the balloon made Donna uncomfortable. A few days later, she stuffed it in a
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closet.

As the weeks went by, however, Donna found herself thinking more and
more about the balloon. It had flown over the Rocky Mountains and the Great Lakes.
Just a few more miles and it would have landed in the ocean. Instead it had stopped
there, in Mermaid.

The next morning, Donna said to Wade: “You're right. We have this balloon
for a reason. We have to try to help Desiree.”

In a Charlottetown bookstore Donna MacKinnon bought an adaptation of The
Little Mermaid. A few days later, just after Christmas, Wade brought home a birthday
card that read “For a Dear Daughter, Loving Birthday Wishes.”

Donna sat down one morning to write a letter to Desiree. When she finished,
she tucked it into the birthday card, wrapped it up with the book and mailed the
package on January 3, 1994.

Every day since they'd released the balloon, Desiree had asked Rhonda,
“Do you think Daddy has my balloon yet?”

Late on the afternoon of January 19, the MacKinnons’ package arrived. Trish
looked at the unfamiliar return address and assumed it was a birthday gift for her
granddaughter from someone in Ken’s family. Rhonda and Desiree had moved back to
Yuba City, so Trish decided to deliver it to Rhonda the next day.

As Trish watched television that evening, a thought nagged at her. Why
would someone send a parcel for Desiree to this address? Tearing the package open,
she found the card. “For a Dear Daughter” Her heart raced. Dear God! she thought, and
reached for the telephone. It was after midnight but she had to call Rhonda.

When Trish, eyes red from weeping, pulled into Rhonda’s driveway the next
morning at 6:45, her daughter and granddaughter were already up. Rhonda and Trish
sat Desiree between them on the couch. Trish said, “Desiree, this is for you,” and
handed her the parcel. “It's from your daddy.”

“I know,” said Desiree matter-of-factly. “Here, Grandma, read it to me.”

“Happy birthday from your daddy,” Trish began. “lI guess you must be
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wondering who we are. Well, it all started in November when my husband, Wade, went
duck hunting. Guess what he found? A mermaid balloon that you sent your daddy...”
Trish paused. A single tear began to trickle down Desiree’s cheek. “There are no stores
in heaven, so your daddy wanted someone to do his shopping for him. | think he picked
us because we live in a town called Mermaid.”

Trish continued reading: “I know your daddy would want you to be happy
and not sad. | know he loves you very much and will always be watching over you. Lots
of love, the MacKinnons.”

When Trish finished reading, she looked at Desiree. “I knew Daddy would
find a way not to forget me,” the child said.

Wiping the tears from her eyes, Trish put her arm around Desiree and began
to read The Little Mermaid that the MacKinnons had sent. The story was different from
the one Ken had so often read to the child. In that version, the Little Mermaid lives
happily ever after with the handsome prince. But in the new one, she dies because a
wicked witch has taken her tail. Three angels carry her away.

As Trish finished reading, she worried that the ending would upset her
granddaughter. But Desiree put her hands on her cheeks with delight. “She goes to
heaven!” she cried. “That's why Daddy sent me this book. Because the mermaid goes to
heaven just like him!”

In mid-February the MacKinnons received a letter from Rhonda: “On January
19 my little girl’s dream came true when your parcel arrived.”

During the next few weeks, the MacKinnons and the Gills often telephoned
each other. Then, in March, Rhonda, Trish and Desiree flew to Prince Edward Island to
meet the MacKinnons. As the two families walked through the forest on snowshoes to
see the spot beside the lake where Wade had found the balloon, Rhonda and Desiree
fell silent. It seemed as though Ken was there with them.

Today whenever Desiree wants to talk about her dad, she still calls the
MacKinnons. A few minutes on the telephone soothes her as nothing else can.

“People tell me, ‘What a coincidence that your mermaid balloon landed so
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far away at a place called Mermaid Lake,” ” says Rhonda. “But we know Ken picked the
MacKinnons as a way to send his love to Desiree. She understands now that her father

is with her always.”
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