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PROLOGUE

When Lee Newland spied the plane hovering just above his head that afternoon, he was surprised by how low it was flying. He had heard the growling of its propeller growing steadily louder somewhere behind him, then had looked up to see the glint of a cherry red biplane gaining altitude close to Riverdale’s gritty factories. It was Sunday, June 28, 1931, and just as he’d been doing every Sunday and every other day of the week for the past several months, Newland had been driving his truck through the town, as his job entailed.

It was not a day of rest for him, or for anyone else. Working hard, if one had a job, was a matter of course—even on weekends. The country was in the midst of a depression, and though most experts already had a hankering for dating its beginning to the infamous “Black Thursday” and “Black Tuesday,” October 24 and 29, 1929, when the stock market had crashed, people had been feeling the pinch of a slumping economy for several years. It was a challenging time for the nation as a whole: 1931 was the second warmest year in all of Chicago, in all of the Midwest; the heat wave that summer killed nearly eight hundred people, though it was only a prelude of the one to come in 1936, when almost five thousand people succumbed to the hot spell. And President Herbert Hoover’s plans for stabilizing the national economy were proving inefficient. At the time Newland found himself in his truck that Sunday, nearly a quarter of the country’s adult population was unemployed, and many of those who worked did so at a reduced schedule. In many towns the situation was even more dire, with nearly 50 percent of their residents out of work, particularly the unskilled workers.

Newland was one such unskilled worker, and he was painfully aware of his deficiencies. For most of the last decade, he had held a decent job in one of the many brick factories along the banks of the Calumet River, the pay he earned allowing him to own a home, his truck, and some pride. But the company had gone bankrupt, his job had disappeared, his house had been repossessed, and all that remained of his former life was his truck, the payments recurring every month—even though the contraption was virtually run to the ground.

A tall and naturally husky man in his late thirties, Newland had of late been working for the local funeral parlor, locating bodies that had been left abandoned around the city’s streets and collecting the corpses of those who had died alone. The job was as unsavory and disquieting as it sounded and had earned him the unfortunate local nickname “body chaser.” There was no particular method or talent to what he did, only sheer luck. He stepped into his truck and drove along the ugly sprawl of boarded-up buildings and clusters of uninhabited homes, often finding nothing but a stray dog or two hiding under heaving porches or, in the winter, homeless families huddling over charcoal braziers. If that was the case, he ventured farther afield, searching for the bodies of those who might have gone out of their way to make their death a private ordeal.

People died alone all the time. In the past few weeks the heat had reduced the members of the community by several dozen, the thermostat inching up to well over 100 degrees Fahrenheit and rendering the air a soupy mess that clutched at one’s throat. And if the weather didn’t kill somebody, the collapsing economy surely could. Those who were already poor tightened their belts even further as their poverty deepened, though their daily lives didn’t change a great deal. The crash came more as a surprise for the wealthy, those who had gone to bed rich one night and woken up paupers. Hustling for work was not in their nature; nor was pleading for food at the corner of a local store, waiting in long bread lines, or scavenging through refuse bins for the next meal to feed their children. They did not know what to make of their new status, and to many of them, death often seemed a more dignified option than poverty.

That’s when Newland found them. They would wash up along the edge of the Calumet River, where the stench and scum of the waters rose with the heat; or facedown in weed-choked yards where children had once played and women had hung their sheets out to dry; or flat at the bottom of an abandoned brownstone, clutching an old photograph or some other personal item in their cold hands.

—

Newland had been driving for several hours that Sunday when he noticed the plane, just a quick flash in the sky leaving a thin trail of smoke behind it, like the long string from a kite. Powered by a standard OX5 motor, it was a Waco 10 biplane, a bright red and very popular model in the area, neither too difficult to fly nor tremendously advanced in its design. It whirled back and forth, its acrobatics not unlike those in a show Newland had seen once in a barn field near Chicago.

He stopped the truck in the middle of the road and watched the plane. It rose slowly at first, then more swiftly as it reached an altitude he figured was as good as six hundred feet, when suddenly, as it turned left, it seemed to stall in midair.

He saw the nose-dive and first thought it some kind of fancy maneuver by a pilot feeling too secure in his abilities. He then realized that the plane was in some sort of trouble and wondered if the weather was to blame. It had rained for the past four days, strong thunderstorms accompanied by lightning flashes streaking through the sky and breaking the night slumber. Perhaps the airplane had been hit by lightning, but when Newland scanned the horizon for further thunderbolts he might have missed, he saw none.

The plane plummeted and disappeared, crashing somewhere in the acreage nearby. Newland pressed on his truck’s accelerator and sped toward the grounds. He would be making a stop by the funeral parlor later, after all.

—

The plane had landed in a soggy parcel of land belonging to the Whiting Corporation, between 159th Street and Cicero Avenue in the village of Harvey, some twenty miles from Chicago. Newland waded through the underbrush and reached the spot just as another man, Peter Adamaski, who had witnessed the accident from his porch, rushed toward the wreckage. There was a curl of smoke billowing from the plane’s rear, but no flames were visible. It had not exploded, most likely because it had landed with its nose deep into the wet terrain, blunting the impact and embedding itself several feet into the soil. Inside the shambles were wedged two youths: a young woman still buckled into the front seat, and the boy who had been the pilot sitting in the rear open cockpit.

The girl wore goggles and a small leather helmet the likes of which, reports would later detail, Amelia Earhart had worn on her flight across the Atlantic. She was outfitted in a silky ensemble that was now soaked in blood and that to the rescuers did not look appropriate for flying. Both of the boy’s legs were twisted at an unusual angle, his right ankle appearing to have taken the brunt of the collision, shreds of bones protruding grotesquely from the flesh. Yet the boy was still alive, his chest heaving up and down. The girl, on the other hand, who had suffered at the very least a broken leg, judging by the bone poking out, appeared to be dead.

Neither of the rescuers recognized the two victims, which was unusual; most everybody in this general area knew everybody else. The men removed them from the plane and carefully placed them on the wet ground, inspecting them before Adamaski rushed the boy to his Model T and quickly drove him to the nearby Ingalls Memorial Hospital. Newland lifted the girl in his arms and hurried to his truck, where he deposited her in the bed and drove to the funeral home to collect payment.

There the parlor’s director searched through the girl’s clothing, intent on identifying her. Even after the accident, she was still pretty, a girl of average height with shoulder-length chestnut hair and in remarkably excellent shape. She had the faint look of a movie star, though he couldn’t place which one. But as he began to prepare his instruments, he detected something peculiar. He leaned his ear closer to the girl’s lips and realized that she was slowly taking faint breaths in and out. They were tiny gasps indeed, yet—without question—she was still breathing.
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CHAPTER ONE

ON TRACK

Early 1928 had been one of the coldest winters Charles Price could remember. He felt a gust of wind blow against his neck as he stood on the platform waiting for the train, then huddled deeper into his heavy coat. He looked up toward a gray sky heavy with clouds, removed his wire-rimmed glasses, and wiped away the snowflakes that had rested on his lenses. He assumed the wind was coming from the west and, looking up once again, further guessed that the flurries would soon turn into a more substantial snowfall. A science man, he delighted in gathering such details from his surroundings. He was eager to get home, even though a stack of papers on his desk was awaiting him. Correcting his students’ assignments could wait, but he preferred to deal with them right away. He was a disciplined man, never giving precedence to leisure when a task awaited him.

At thirty-seven, Price shared his home with his wife, Ethel, a few years younger than he, and his three children: Jane was now twelve; Raymond, eight; and baby Harry was still in diapers, at barely a year old. Their house, just one stop away from Thornton Township High School in Harvey, Illinois, where he taught biology, was a modest one-story brick structure at the end of a bland, dimly lit lane a few blocks north of Main Street, where the spindly trees wouldn’t reach their maturity for decades to come. He knew the house he had purchased was small, but it nonetheless thrilled him that he owned it, as much as it thrilled him that he owned the latest-model radio he had seen advertised in the local newspaper, The Pointer—a splurge, but one that he had desired since the gadget hit the market. The radio afforded him intervals of respite and entertainment that he could not get anywhere else.

As he tightened his coat, he hovered at the edge of the platform, where he finally heard the whistle of the train as it rattled over the elevated rails. From his vantage point on the platform, Price looked up toward Broadway Avenue, where the main doors of the high school were located. It had become the largest school serving the Riverdale, Harvey, and Dolton areas, as well as the other smaller communities nearby. A history buff, he had learned when he started teaching that the school dated to 1892, when it had been a mere schoolroom located in the basement of the First Methodist Church. Back then, only twenty-two students had crowded the single room, though three years later the number had already grown to seventy-five.

Price liked his job. He was a graduate of the University of Illinois, where he had earned a bachelor of science degree and also pursued his interest in sports. Now he taught biology and was one of the coaches of the boys’ track team. He noticed several of his students crossing the sodden front lawn of the main building and heading toward the train station. He presumed they were continuing their conversations about the snow that had recently fallen, canceling the latest football game, or about the play that would take place in the auditorium two weeks from Sunday. He knew the topics well; they had made up the bulk of the students’ chats in homeroom that morning. Most were not in a hurry, despite the inclement weather, but walked in small groups at the leisurely pace young people always tended to adopt. That is, all but one. A lone girl caught his attention.

Betty Robinson had broken away from the rest and was running to catch the incoming Illinois Central commuter train—the same one for which Price stood waiting on the platform. He turned to his left, from which the train was now fast approaching, and then back toward his student. Quickly calculating the speed at which both were traveling, he knew Betty would never make it; it was a simple matter of time versus speed.

She was one of his biology students and in his homeroom, too; he knew her to be a good pupil and enormously popular with both her teachers and her peers. The previous November he had seen her perform in one of the school plays, a production his family had thoroughly delighted in. Betty’s hazel eyes, which the audience had been able to glimpse even from their seats, had shone from the stage and had captivated his wife, as had her short bobbed hair, an odd shade that was neither bright blond nor the color of hay.

He watched, mesmerized, as Betty filled her lungs with the cold air and lunged toward the station. There was nothing particularly sophisticated about her running; she was obviously untrained. With big long strides, arms aflutter and hair buoyed by the wind, a book bag slung over one shoulder and papers in hand, she appeared as if she were running to catch a runaway dog or a wayward child. But her ungainliness amused him, and he admired her determination. Being a coach, he appreciated her efforts, regardless of their seeming futility. She was still some distance away when the train stopped in front of him and its doors opened; he walked inside, finding a seat near the window.

He removed a newspaper from his pocket and settled in for the short ride home. There was no need to remove his coat or to make himself too comfortable. He was about to deposit his briefcase on the empty spot next to him when a stack of books landed on the seat. He recognized them: they included the required biology text he assigned to his classes. He looked up to see Betty Robinson, shaking snow off herself before sitting down. She unbuttoned the top of her jacket, flashing him a confident grin that would eventually earn her the nickname of “smiling Betty.”

Price was stunned. Having mentally estimated her running speed against the train, he’d never thought it possible that she would reach it on time; he should have removed the stopwatch from his briefcase and timed her.

He asked her if she liked to run. She shrugged her shoulders and said she did, although no more than anything else she enjoyed. She was also a reader; she liked to care for her nephews and enjoyed the company of her cousins. Most especially, though, she enjoyed dancing and performing in school plays, she said, her face brightening as she spoke of those activities.

The train whistled as it slowly made its way to the next stop, snow coming down a little more heavily. But she did like running, Price insisted. Betty casually told him that she liked to run up and down her neighborhood with her friends and across her family’s and neighbors’ backyards during the late afternoons, when the sun slowly dipped behind the clotheslines and the grass was cool against her feet. She ran during the church picnics her parents brought her to, winning almost as many ribbons for those races as she did for her cakes. She also ran at her father’s Masonic meetings, with the same results.

Had she ever been timed? Price asked. Had anyone ever used a stopwatch to see how fast she could run? Betty seemed a little taken aback by this and said no one had ever shown any interest in doing that.

The train slowed as it approached Price’s stop. When it pulled into the station, its doors opened and he got up. Before leaving, he turned back to Betty and made her a proposition that would change the course of her days: Would she mind meeting him tomorrow afternoon in the first-floor corridor of their high school? He wanted to time her, to see how fast she could really run.

—

Betty considered his request; she liked Mr. Price, with his quiet, awkward manners and the thoughtfulness he brought to even the most boring lessons he taught. So she agreed, and the doors closed behind him. She watched him walk over the elevated platform into the waning light, still unsure of what the conversation had been about or why it had mattered so much to him that she’d come for a run tomorrow.


CHAPTER TWO

A NEW ARRIVAL

Elizabeth “Betty” Robinson was born on August 23, 1911, in Riverdale, Illinois, to Harry and Elizabeth Robinson. Harry had arrived in the United States in the late months of 1888 from his native village in Ireland, where he had spent his free hours between dawn and dusk practicing his own athletic interests, including sprinting up and down the country lanes, all the while dreaming of ways to cross the Atlantic. People had watched as the years went by and the exercises strengthened him, so that by the time he had managed to leave his country, the tall young man, who stood over six feet, had distinguished himself by his powerful legs.

After disembarking in the United States, Harry remained in New York for a few short months before making his way to the Midwest, where he met his future wife, Elizabeth Wilson, a young woman born in Goderich, Ontario, Canada. Lizzie and her two sisters, Debora and Fannie, had been born to parents who had also emigrated from Ireland. Just months after Lizzie’s birth, the Wilsons moved to Chicago, where nearly two decades later she married Harry Robinson. Lizzie was a very opinionated woman who’d gone to work in a candy factory and who, unlike her fellow workers, did not know how to bite her tongue or hide her thoughts when in the presence of a man. Perhaps it was this innate straightforwardness that initially appealed to Harry. He had no idea that the willful girl would eventually drive him mad and would, in her later years, develop a peculiar fondness for watching wrestling on television.

Just days after their marriage, the two moved to Nebraska, where in 1899 their first daughter, Jeannette “Jean” Robinson, was born. Not two years after Jean’s birth, the restless feeling Harry had always suffered from reared its head again, prompting him to relocate the family back to Illinois. Chicago and its surrounding towns were providing favorable opportunities for recently arrived immigrants and business-minded men like himself. By 1901, thousands had flocked to the Windy City, but it was one of its suburbs that appealed most to Harry, an up-and-coming community in need of a new infusion of blood: Riverdale.

The Calumet River to the north and 138th Street to the south bordered the town. It was only seventeen miles south of Chicago, a mere extension of it—far enough away to be called a village—yet close enough for residents to be able to find work in the city’s factories or shop in its fine stores. The village worked very hard to develop a separate identity from its larger neighbor, so much so that an article went so far as to state, “There is no desire on the part of Riverdale settlers to be part of Chicago. Indeed, it would cause quite a stir if anything like that should come up.”

By 1878, an abundance of lumberyards had grown along the Calumet, what is now the Indiana River, replenishing the area with additional employment. It wasn’t long before settlers discovered that the clay in the area made for excellent bricks, and soon large brickyards such as Purlington & Company and Pather Brickyards sprang up and dotted the landscape. With that discovery eventually came an influx of Canadian, French, British, and Irish workers who made Riverdale their home, the Robinsons included.

For Harry, this was the place where he wanted his family to settle. He witnessed the industrial efficiency of a small town on the move, with factories planting roots there and bringing with them not only prosperity but also a sense of optimism as everyone rushed headlong into the new century.

By 1901, a second daughter, Evelyn, was born. Though a son had not appeared, as Harry had always wished, he and his wife now believed that her childbearing years were over—until 1911. It was on a steamy August day in 1911 that Betty Robinson made her debut, during one of the hottest spells the town had ever felt. This precocious child with hazel eyes and blond hair (which would eventually darken to a more chestnut hue) quickly became the apple of the family’s eyes.

Harry was a happy man. By the time he had gained employment at the Riverdale Bank, which had opened in 1917, little more than a thousand inhabitants populated Riverdale. During the years spanning the 1850s to the 1890s, railroad construction had provided employment to countless immigrants and was also a vital link between the village and Illinois’s larger communities. In the last half of the nineteenth century, streetcar companies such as the Chicago Surface Lines lengthened their service from Michigan Avenue to Riverdale’s 138th Street and Leydan Avenue. Some six years later, Riverdale was connected to Roseland by the Red Line Company. And in 1918, the Acme Steel Company relocated to Riverdale, purchasing large swaths of land along the river and adding to the fleet of factories and brickyards on its banks. Though the steel plant did not add much physical charm to the landscape, the fact that it employed nearly twelve hundred people made up for its unsightliness.

Right away, Harry became a part of the town’s establishment, ingraining himself so deeply in the bank’s daily operations that by 1928 he had become its president. His employees respected him, though occasionally they regarded him as rigid. They would respect him more only a year or two down the line, when the bank, just like other banks across the country, teetered on the verge of bankruptcy, yet he continued to employ them. But in 1928, he had no vision of a darker future looming ahead, nor could he be bothered to think about it.

As he settled into middle age, his hair, a thick mop into which he smeared a daily dab of pomade, began to sprout gray at the temples. He sported a sweeping black mustache that he kept neatly trimmed and curled at the ends. He had become a prominent member of the town, moving about its streets in double-breasted, dark-tailored suits over pressed white shirts, a sign of success. Another mark of his achievements was buying a large, three-story brownstone for his ever-expanding extended family. It was located at 3 East 138th Street, then a quiet, respectable leafy street inhabited by other families raising young children of their own.

On the first floor lived Evelyn and her family. Prior to World War I, Evelyn had married a local boy, Frank Mills. Frank, who had been drafted, returned from the war with a reminder of his time abroad that didn’t fully disclose itself until 1930, when he died of complications from mustard gas exposure. He never saw his daughters, Betty and Patricia, grow up into young ladies, or his son, Jack, follow his footsteps into the army.

Jean occupied the third floor with her own family. She had married James “Jim” Rochfort, a man of Irish ancestry (a fact that pleased Harry enormously), and from that union a boy was born, James Jr. Jim had also served in World War I, his own memento of the ordeal being a Distinguished Service Cross, of which he never spoke. During his time abroad he had also developed gloomy moods and a certain reticence that set him apart from the rest of the family, and whatever ghosts still plagued him he tried to keep at bay with solitary backyard games of basketball or baseball, which Betty Robinson often watched while leaning against the window of her bedroom on the second floor she shared with her parents.

It was with Jean and Jim that Betty had formed a unique alliance. Her mother and Evelyn were two of a kind, sharing similar characteristics: both were loud, stubborn, always wanting to get their way. Two peas in a pod, relatives said—a pod neither Betty nor Jean could penetrate. It was Jean and her family, happily more than dutifully, who attended most of Betty’s school and afternoon performances, and it was to them she related her adventures, her musical achievements, the small tokens of flowers and candies boys handed to her. It was to Jean and Jim that she took her fretful thoughts when she lost the lead part in a school play and to them that she spoke when a boy she had taken a liking to seemed to prefer her cousin, a much homelier and less charming girl. And in time it would be Jean and Jim—Jim in particular—she would rely on once her running career took flight.

Because Betty’s father worked long hours and was involved in the church activities and his various clubs, he was rarely home, and when he was, he retired to his comfortable chair to read. Whereas Jim, a stoic younger man, was always available and listened intently to Betty regardless of the triviality of her words, even when they involved boys, a subject he knew she could not speak of with her strict Irish Catholic parents. For Jim, religion did not matter as much, particularly after his return from the war. Betty appreciated that, for she had never felt the same religious devotion that the rest of her family did.

Her sisters were already married by the time Betty started elementary school, and her father, a pillar of the community who—unlike others in the area—had money to spare, delighted in splurging on his youngest child. He was also a little more lenient in his parenting skills, a fact Betty soon learned to take full advantage of.

Betty was schooled at the Bowen Grammar School at 137th and State Streets, a one-room schoolhouse where many of the children who attended were related to one another. After her school day ended, she was allowed to join a sewing club, become involved in a children’s theater group, and enroll in ballet lessons, and she was free to partake in whatever other activities she desired. Newspaper photographs of her as a child taken at various recitals show a pretty, smiling young girl in a blush-colored tutu and ballet slippers, a large bejeweled tiara atop her head and her hands folded before her, striking poses for the camera.

She also learned to play the guitar, and a photograph of her in The Pointer features her as part of the 1920 school band, wearing a checkered dress cut high at the waist while draping an arm over her cousin Evelyn Palmer, who played the piano. Theodore Hedtke, her bandmate, the tenor sax player, stands apart, and Theodore Reich is on the drums and xylophone. Her friend Betty Wike strikes a pose while holding a guitar, and Oliver Schwab shows off his hands on the violin.

By 1925, Betty had moved from the printed page and taken over the airwaves. Bowen School pupils were offered the opportunity to give broadcast performances from WLS (the Sears-Roebuck station) in Chicago, and “Miss Robinson,” The Pointer noted, “gave the solo titled ‘Buttercups and Daisies.’ ”

She also played the piano, the natural outcome being regular recitals. During the summer she attended Miss Naomi Grant’s classes at the A.O.U.W. Hall, where each Monday night the pupils displayed their talents to the Riverdale community. Of particular interest was June 29, 1925, when she played two solos. The paper gushed over her with the headlines “A Perfect Little Lady” and “Revel of the Wood Nymphs.”

What The Pointer didn’t tell its readers, or preferred to keep at bay, perhaps thinking it inappropriate for such a gentle little girl, was that Betty, aside from all her singing, dancing, and recitations, also handled a rifle with the ease of a hunter, a skill her father had taught her early on. It was not unusual for Betty, at five or six, to arm herself with a shotgun and aim it masterfully at a target propped up against a stump in the woods behind her home—wearing the same pink tights and fluffy ballet slippers she had donned hours earlier at a dance recital. She always shot at her mark carefully, yet she never displayed a moment of hesitation. In fact, it was a skill she practiced and carried with her throughout her life.

By 1928, sixteen-year-old Betty had grown to be a slight girl of five feet, six inches tall, not quite 120 pounds, with those bewitching hazel eyes and light chestnut hair that she kept bobbed short in the fashion of the latest starlets. Her grades were straight A’s, and her social calendar was full to the brim: Theater Club, sewing classes, Latin Club, Glee Club, and the Girls’ Club of the Oak Hospital Party Committee, of which she was the chair. Those activities alone would have made her a popular student at Thornton Township. That she resembled a Hollywood ingenue also lent her a certain allure. Her bright personality, sociable demeanor, and genuine interest in other people further solidified her stellar reputation.


CHAPTER THREE

A NEW PAIR OF SHOES

Thornton Township High School, a large brick building flanked by oak trees, reveled in the reputation of its boys’ football team, baseball team, and track team, as well as its other various male sporting clubs. Like most high schools in the country, it had few athletic activities for the girls. It did not even have a track team for them, though the young women had been requesting one for years and the coaches had been offering their support.

Betty arrived to meet Coach Price in the first-floor corridor minutes after the last bell of the day sounded. She was punctual as always, a trait her father had instilled in her from a very young age. Right away Price introduced her to Bob Williams, a student whose help he had enlisted to time her.

Robert “Bob” Williams was a senior and a member of the track team. A tall, handsome boy with a haphazard flop of sandy hair falling across his forehead and large dark eyes, he had, according to the 1928 yearbook, fixed his ambition on becoming “the coach’s right hand man.” In following that aspiration, he had quickly assented to Coach Price’s request for help and now, clad in his track uniform, was holding a stopwatch in his hand. Bob was acquainted with Betty from afar and had attended several of her plays. Those were always popular not only in school but also in the community, weepy romances concocted by the theater teacher, which all the girls clamored to take part in, while the boys were often conned into participating to earn extra credit. (Luckily for Bob, his grades were always very good.) He smiled at her as he looked down at her shoes: she was wearing not track shoes but simple scuffed white tennis shoes. He was not surprised; track shoes were ugly, and she struck him as the kind of girl who paid attention to such things.

Betty followed Coach Price toward one end of the corridor, while Bob moved to the other. Prior to Betty’s arrival, Coach Price had measured out 50 yards, nearly the length of the entire corridor, and placed markers at each end. The corridor was otherwise empty, but Betty heard voices just beyond it as the after-school bustle of the afternoon’s activities got under way. She was grateful that today she wasn’t missing any social engagements, though tomorrow she was required to attend Latin Club. She did not know what she would have done if Coach Price had asked her to meet him tomorrow; she never missed her club’s commitments.

Betty had not run in any official races and knew nothing of the rudimentaries of track and field. Feeling apprehensive, she asked Coach Price what to do. For the moment, he told her, she was simply to bend one knee, crouch down, take a deep breath, and at the sound of his whistle run toward Bob as fast as she could. He was interested in her speed more than her form or technique. That would come later.

Betty did as told, crouching, breathing, and setting off—waging war against the watch until she reached Bob, sweat pouring down her forehead, her lungs expanding with the effort. It was extremely hot in the corridor, as humid as it was when she was running by the lakeside during the summer holidays with her family. At the other end, Coach Price held his thumb firmly on the stopwatch.

He then asked Betty to return to her starting position and repeat the run. She walked back toward him, crouched down once again, and awaited the blow of the whistle before racing toward Bob. Catching her breath, she reached him seconds later and wiped her face with a towel he handed her. When she looked back at Coach Price, he was staring down at the stopwatch in disbelief.

Price had clocked her at 6.2 seconds in the 50-yard dash. It was an astonishing time, and he knew it. Betty, ripe with untapped potential, had just run the length of the corridor barely a tenth of a second shy of the US indoor record. Remarkably, she had no sense of what she had just accomplished. Coach Price immediately told her he’d like to coach her, as well as allow her to train with the boys’ team. The two of them could also run together after her classes. She agreed, said she would like that. All she needed now, he told her, was an appropriate pair of track shoes.


CHAPTER FOUR

THE DEBUT

Betty felt impeded by her new shoes, unaccustomed to their tight grip. The pair she’d purchased in Chicago’s Loop district, with Bob’s help, molded snugly around her feet, the tightly drawn strips emphasizing the curves of her toes. She tried to wiggle her toes, but they wouldn’t budge. The black shoes were a far cry from the ballet slippers hanging on a hook behind her bedroom door. They were hard, unyielding, could be heard from afar, whereas the ballet shoes left no echo. There was a rhythm to the track shoes as they beat over the cinder tracks—a rhythm that some likened to heartbeats.

Although she still didn’t know precisely what she was training for, she had started a daily workout regime, Coach Price awaiting her as the last bell of the day rang. When she was not running with the boys, she was back in the corridor, going through a series of drills, runs, and jumps. Coach Price doled out his directions quietly and sparingly, following each set of exercises with a nod of his head that indicated that she should repeat them.

Betty soon realized that running after a nephew and running toward a finish line were two very different things. She also learned that there were many details that most amateur runners never paid attention to until they started working with a coach, and that running on spiked shoes was not the only obstacle. She learned that sprinters use the balls of their feet first, landing on their toes, while keeping their bodies either totally upright when reaching maximum velocity or leaning forward when running against the wind. A runner had to appear relaxed, and even when entirely exhausted and agitated, she had to try to keep her facial muscles calm. Would-be athletes also learned that different race distances made different demands on the body, that the muscles required a certain amount of oxygen to work properly, and that the mind was just as important as the body: the two needed to work in unison to excel in a proper race.

As Coach Price knew, Betty could develop the leg muscles so crucial for a runner only by performing a variety of strength-training exercises that included jogging at various speeds, hopping from leg to leg and atop boxes, and leaping over hurdles of various heights. Acceptable running starts were practiced over and over again, and in the process her posture, angle of the elbows, and position of the trunk in relation to the rest of the body were adjusted. While all of this strengthened her body and improved endurance, it also increased her mental stamina. It was hard work, but the hours went by quickly.

—

Coach Price possessed an innate talent and a reputation for spotting athletic strength, though it seemed odd to those he came in contact with that he was privy to such insights; he did not look the part of a recruiter. Even in his youth, his bland appearance had conveyed nothing extraordinary. That did not change as he aged. In a faculty yearbook photograph taken a year or so before 1928, Coach Price came across as a bespectacled, sallow-eyed educator fighting a receding hairline and the inevitable decline of middle age. In person, that was the case as well. Still, people were drawn to the quietness of his character, to that unidentifiable quality that allowed them to share their secrets without prying into his (which they didn’t believe he had).

And that was how Price wanted it, as there were areas of his life few people knew about and that he fought hard to keep to himself. For example, he did not want people to know about the property he owned, or that he had a lot more money on hand than others did. He also had a weakness for women, a quirk that few were aware of; nor did people need to learn that he had fathered several children while involved in a handful of previous relationships, or that his two oldest children, who lived with him in Harvey, had not been born to his wife (though she had agreed to take them in) but were the products of short-term relationships that had ended badly. Even fewer would understand why he would go on to marry four times and have numerous affairs as an aging man, earning him a complex romantic reputation that would accompany him until his death. Nonetheless, he had an undeniable aptitude for discovering athletic abilities. And he did not coach merely to express the devotion he felt toward his students or to find the next star athlete, or because he was content to stand in the background. He did it (mostly) to satisfy his own unfulfilled youthful desires. He had been a college runner and had coveted an athletic career of his own, a dream that had never materialized.

He had been hired to teach the students not only the technicalities of a race or of becoming an athlete but also the art of it, for although it was completed in a manner of seconds, even the 100 meters was an art form. He also taught them about the lonely intimacy one had to develop with a track, an aspect of racing a runner had to get used to, as he had. There was an affinity between an athlete and a field, he often told his students. It was to the track that an athlete brought his or her disappointments. It was there that a runner learned to work with the elements: with the wind, which could provide refreshing coolness on a hot summer’s day or hinder one’s speed on a blustery afternoon; with the rain, beating down against one’s skin or muddying the track; with the sun, scorching hot in the summer, yet rejuvenating throughout the rest of the year.

Parents in Riverdale, Harvey, and the surrounding towns took their boys to Coach Price for advice on how to fortify their natural talent and succeed as athletes. It was the finish line that interested them most, how quickly they could cross it. But for Coach Price, their talent, if there was any at all, appeared well before they broke through a ribbon. There were things he noticed firsthand: Were there any visible glitches that needed to be adjusted? How were their form and posture? How far forward did an athlete lean? Was his trunk consistently that erect during a run, or did he have to work hard at making it appear so? When did an athlete begin decelerating, how far before the finish line? And, most important, did the athlete have to think about all of this, or did it come naturally?

A true athlete possesses various qualities and characteristics that differentiate him or her from a casual runner, including personal dietary likes and dislikes and their sleeping patterns. Yet, though most coaches believed that real runners were born with a natural instinct, Coach Price knew that there was much that he could teach them. Usually, by the time he was done with an athlete for the season, the techniques had become second nature. It took a lot of effort to make those kids look and act effortlessly.

Girls, on the other hand, were never taken to Coach Price; instead, parents enrolled them in the county’s finest sewing classes, as it seemed irrational to them that their daughters might want to participate in track and field. Those who did want to participate in competitive running were discouraged, as it was considered too masculine. Even the American Physical Education Review, which most teachers like Coach Price read, in 1913 had reported that “for girls there should be little competitive track and field work.” But a well-trained woman, Coach Price knew, could race down a track as well and as fast as a man.

—

In early March 1928, just two weeks after he began training with Betty, Coach Price was paging through The Pointer when he spotted an advertisement for a track meet sponsored by the Institute Banking Society. It was an amateur competition held in one of Chicago’s amphitheaters, and, without Betty knowing it, he added her name to the list of participants and paid her entrance fee.

Although it was premature to register her in a competition, he wanted to see how she compared with other women athletes. From the start, his aim had been to increase her speed quickly and help her participate in as many meets as possible, working until she reached the one he wanted most: the Olympic tryouts in Newark, New Jersey, in July.

This was not the usual tactic a coach used when training an athlete. If a coach was faced with the prospect of working with an athlete who showed promise and had a whole season ahead of him or her, training began slowly, emphasizing a basic workout routine that helped develop good technique and endurance. As the season progressed, so would the



—





—
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