PART ONE - 1981

1 - A LITTLE BACKGROUND MUSIC, MAESTRO . . .

   In the early sixties I was living what I considered to be a great life. I had a career I loved as a pathology department laboratory supervisor at a large hospital near Cleveland. Having been involved with horses since I was a little kid, on the weekends I now managed the riding stable at the Silver Spur Ranch Club in Ravenna, Ohio. I had a wonderful group of friends at the hospital and also at the Ranch Club, and I dated whenever I felt like it. I was living with my parents after having been on my own through college, and we got along quite well. 

   Some time in those early sixties, though, a glitch occurred in my relatively uncomplicated life. My mother embarked on a low-key campaign to see me married. This was accomplished by just happening to mention that so-and-so was getting married, or that someone else’s happily married daughter was pregnant. The ploy was pretty transparent, but Mom kept it up for several years until I finally took pity on her. I know my parents’ first thoughts were that I would meet a nice, Jewish doctor since I was already immersed in medicine. When that appeared unlikely, their hopes turned to my meeting someone suitable at the Ranch Club. After all, my younger sister, Amy, met her husband, Ben, at the Ranch Club, where at the end of their first meeting they both knew they’d found the person they wanted to spend the rest of their lives with. Theirs was a match truly made in heaven and I was delighted (and still am, fifty years later) to see their happiness. So, I suppose it was no surprise that Mom and Dad wanted the same thing for me. I hated to dash their hopes, but I didn’t see any need to be married to anyone, suitable or otherwise. 

   Then, I hit upon what I thought was the perfect solution! At an appropriate moment over dinner one evening, after hearing about the latest marriage and pregnancy (in that order) event, I smiled and said, “I guess if I ever run into a nice, rich, Jewish cowboy, I might consider getting married.” Their eyes lit up in pleased anticipation. I’d struck the perfect note. And, better yet, the chances of Mr. Rich Jewish Cowboy showing up at the Ranch Club were slim. 

   So, wouldn’t you know? A couple of months later, a guy showed up one weekend at the Ranch Club, drove his 1964 red Pontiac Catalina convertible right up to the barn and announced he and his friend wanted to go riding. A minute later he flipped up the trunk lid of his car and lifted out a well-used Western roughout leather saddle. 

   Tossing aside my good public relations behavior, I glared at him. Who did this guy think he was, a movie star? Okay, he was good-looking, with wavy light brown hair and striking blue eyes, and the car was gorgeous, but c’mon! He parked in a no parking spot and acted like he owned the place! Who the hell was he? To say I didn’t trust this guy to so much as touch one of my horses, would be an understatement. But, he wasn’t soused (no drunk riders allowed) and his money was just as green as anyone else’s, so if he and his pal wanted to ride, I had to let them. To be on the safe side, though, I took a few steps inside the barn, waved my friend, Jim, over, and whispered to him, “There are two guys here to ride and I don’t trust them. Will you ride with them as a trail guide?”

   Jim shrugged, said, “Sure, no problem,” and went off to saddle his horse.

   They signed up for a one-hour trail ride and since I knew that Jim could handle any situation likely to come up, I turned my attention elsewhere.

   The three of them showed up almost four hours later, laughing and joking and acting as if they were lifelong buddies. The horses were fine so there wasn’t much I could say, especially with all three guys grinning at me. 

   Well, that’s how I met my husband. In a barn. Just as my sister met Ben. Just as my brother, Dick, would later meet his wife. It must have something to do with horses . . . maybe the smell of horses is an aphrodisiac, although I’ve never seen a research paper on the subject. 

   Ralph met all the criteria and we married in 1966. I didn’t think I would ever love anyone enough to want to spend the rest of my life with him, but it happened and I was glad it had. There were, however, signs I should have heeded during our engagement that might have triggered warnings that Ralph’s idea of marriage might not be quite the same as mine.  

   I wanted a small intimate wedding (actually, I wanted to get married by a justice of the peace) but everyone else, including Ralph, wanted a “real” wedding with all the trimmings. Both of our families had lots of people they wanted to invite, so we had the wedding everyone else wanted.


   Ralph made plans for us to go on a honeymoon cruise to the Caribbean islands. Going on a cruise was the last thing I wanted to do because I was prone to motion sickness. Despite my objections, we went on the cruise and I was so seasick the ship’s doctor had to knock me out until we reached our first stop in Montego Bay, Jamaica, where we were allowed to disembark. 

   And then there was my dog. I insisted we find an apartment that permitted pets. Oh, no problem, Ralph assured me, but then signed a lease for an apartment one of his father’s friends owned that did not allow pets. My dog went to live at the Ranch Club and shortly thereafter, either ran away or was stolen. 

   And my hospital work? My new husband did not want me to work because it “didn’t look right,” so, because I was in love, I gave up the job I loved.

   Get the picture? The girl who was so determined to do things her way that my entire extended family knew the “stubborn stories” about me beginning when I was two years old, completely caved in. For the next thirteen years the person who had been me disappeared.

   Within two years after the wedding, I became all the stereotypes I never wanted to be: the dutiful, “yes, dear” wife; the compliant daughter-in-law; and finally, several years later, the bedraggled mother with toddlers. Gone was the young woman who kept up with current events, who wrote essays and Op-Ed articles, who participated in medical research projects, who relished reading literary and historical novels.  

   The only part of me remaining intact was my love of horses, and in particular, my horse, Beeamigo. His nickname, Amigo, was apt because he truly was my friend. Amigo was born in 1965 on the Colorado range. In 1970, he was brought in off the range, gelded, trained for two weeks, and along with five other American Quarter Horses was shipped by van to Ohio. We met the day after his arrival. Despite being tired from the long trip and uneasy in his new surroundings, when I entered the pen the horses were in, Amigo came over to me and rested his chin on my shoulder as if he was claiming me, not the other way around.

   I’m pretty sure that by mid-1979 Ralph realized, as I did, that what each of us wanted out of life was not the same and probably never would be the same. We had experienced many happy events in our marriage, including the birth of our two wonderful kids, Cindy and Tom, and we were fortunate in that we could afford many nice things, including our home and horse farm. We had much to be thankful for.

   Yet, the person inside each of us clamored for freedom. And that’s when we both made a big mistake: we never told each other how we really felt about our lives or did anything to try and change what each of us knew would be the probable outcome. We never discussed anything until Ralph finally told me we should get divorced. I was neither shocked nor surprised since he had only said to me what I wanted to say to him. So, we agreed that divorce could be an option, and then did nothing much about it. The only disconcerting aspect of the prospect for me was that I didn’t have the slightest idea of how I could ever move forward in my life when I could barely remember the person I was before the Jewish cowboy came along.

   In the midst of our inner turmoil, though, tragedy struck. During the early morning hours of Saturday, September 6, 1980, the fourteen-year-old daughter of our friends died in a house fire while spending the night with her friend, who also perished, along with her friend’s mother. Following the tragedy, as so often happens, questions about how the fire started, how fast the fire department responded, what equipment they used, negligence if any, and so on, followed this terrible loss.

   I felt those questions deserved honest answers, and I decided to write a book that would provide those answers. Being close to the tragedy and considering my current marriage-falling-apart emotional state, this obviously was not the best time in my life to be undertaking such a project, but somehow this project got underway almost without my conscious effort. I felt driven to make a difference, and writing seemed to be the best way to do that. 

   I couldn’t have chosen a more-highly charged time to start my project than in 1980. Women and minority men were demanding the opportunity to become firefighters. The possibility of women in the firehouse was cause for anger, resentment, and fear that women could not handle the job and that their failings could cost lives. The real, but unspoken fear, was of potential sexual involvements, a fear also shared by firefighters’ wives. The resentment toward minority men was only slightly less. It didn’t matter that women had been firefighters probably since the “domestication” of fire, and that men who were not white, Catholic or Irish comprised the majority of members of most fire departments around the world. The men who were already “in” were determined to keep everyone but a select few “out.”

   My objective was to spend some time (a couple of weeks, maybe) to learn enough about fire department daily operations so I could write a nonfiction book about the fire service. To begin, I visited a dozen or more fire departments and met with each chief. While every chief I met was courteous and liked the idea of my planned book, allowing me into their stations for more than just one or two formal meetings with their members didn’t go over well. 

   Frustrated, but not quite ready to give up, I finally told our friend, Bill Cloonan, about my project. He listened patiently to my recital of departments visited and the limited cooperation I’d received. Bill was a member of the Shaker Heights Fire Department, and I had purposely not contacted his chief because I didn’t want to compromise Bill’s position in his department. When I explained my reason, he assured me—when he stopped laughing—that my concern was unjustified but appreciated. “Talk to Bill Pickford,” he said, and I promised I would, right after the holidays.

   So, now I had an ally, which was nice because I didn’t have any supporters in my home. Ralph never voiced an opinion (that I heard) and the kids were too busy with their own activities to care what I did as long as there was food in the house. 

   As the holidays approached, Ralph caught a cold that developed into pneumonia. He ended up in Mt. Sinai Hospital in Cleveland, about twenty miles northwest from our home in Solon. With the kids home on Christmas break, I visited as I could, and might have been inclined to visit more often if Ralph had not demanded my presence. At times I wondered if he was keeping a score card of how many visits I made compared to other visitors. 

   Three days into 1981 a blizzard arrived and I phoned Ralph to let him know I would not be coming to see him because of the horrible weather. He wasn’t happy. Having worked in a hospital, I knew quite well that when people are ill they tend to focus on themselves, and can become quite demanding, so I dismissed Ralph’s imperious orders. Then, in the late afternoon of January third, one of the boilers at Mt. Sinai Hospital exploded, leaving the facility without heat. Many patients were transferred to other hospitals and all patients who were safe to discharge were sent home, including Ralph, who ordered me to come immediately and get him. It was almost midnight, so his call woke me up. Outside, the snow was swirling so heavily I could barely see the barn.

   Leaving Cindy and Tom at home—they were thirteen and twelve years old, so I wasn’t too concerned about them being home alone—I headed into Cleveland. My 1978 K-5 Blazer had studded snow tires and was well suited to the road conditions, but it still took me over an hour to make the trip because the visibility was poor and the road crews were barely able to keep up with the continuing snowfall.  

   From the moment Ralph got into the Blazer, and for the entire trip home, he complained. The complaining continued for several more days as Ralph made plans to recuperate at his parent’s winter home in California. Finally, with Ralph ensconced in a lounge chair by the pool at his parent’s home, the tension in our house eased. The kids and I passed the next couple of weeks enjoying the beautiful aspects of winter and sure enough, when Ralph returned, physically restored, he also returned in a sunny emotional state. We settled into an uneventful winter and still neither one of us spoke further of what was on our minds and in our hearts.

   My fire department plans had temporarily been set aside but not forgotten, and on a sunny, but still cold afternoon in March, I read through the notes I’d taken on my minimally useful visits to area firehouses. They were not going to help me at all. It was past time for me to follow up on Bill’s suggestion to call his chief. 

APRIL 15, 1981. Chief William Pickford and I played telephone tag for a couple of weeks before we finally met at his office. Shaker Heights Fire Department’s Station One physically adjoins City Hall, both of which were built in 1930. The red brick walls of the buildings and the mature landscaping in front of City Hall, reflect the dignity and stability of this city of 28,000 which has a nationwide reputation for wealth and class. The Fire Department can be entered from City Hall or directly from the visitors’ parking lot. A drive connects a side street, passes in front of the apparatus doors, and provides access onto Lee Road, one of the major streets. It’s a tempting shortcut for the occasional driver who prefers to take his chances with the police rather than sit in traffic at the intersection of Lee Road and Van Aken, a boulevard with a rapid transit line running on the center strip.

   Chief Pickford knew about the tragedy that set me upon my path, and without hesitation, once I’d described my objectives, he permitted me to interview his firefighters. He allowed me, in fact, the freedom of the station for as long as I needed.

   “Of course,” the chief said, flashing me a warm smile, “if you come on Tuesdays, you can get under the rigs.”

   I had no idea of what he meant, but for several minutes until reality set in, I was thrilled to be accepted. Then I realized that thinking about doing research in a firehouse was far different than being granted permission to actually do so. I had committed myself and now I had to follow through. In the ensuing half hour I hovered between elation and terror as the chief gave me a tour of the apparatus floor and introduced me to Assistant Chief Ronald Specht and to Firefighter Gilbert Clark, who was on duty in the watch office. And Bill, returning from a rescue squad run just as I was leaving, chuckled when Chief Pickford informed him that I would be “assigned” to Platoon One, the shift to which Bill was assigned as the officer in charge of the Rescue Squad. My friend was about to become my mentor, and I wasn’t sure how to interpret the mischievous gleam in his eyes. 

