Who was Katie Caples?

Friday morning I had the privilege of dropping Laura off at her day school.  It’s startling how this seemingly mundane task turned quickly into more.  As I pulled up to the drive, the sky overcast, I noticed a number of flashing lights and police cars.  Initially, it looked like there was a gas line break or some other non-emergency preventative measure.  The police were blocking off the road and rerouting traffic.  No one looked panicked, rushed or flustered as you might expect in a serious situation.  They coned off the street just as I slid in.  The scene, of course, piqued my curiosity and as I climbed out of the van I scanned the area in an attempt to make sense of it.  Across the small road, about 20m away, I noticed a motorcycle twisted in the bushes, next to it a spread out white sheet.  There was no question what was under that cloth.  No sirens, no ambulances, no EMT’s frantically working, just a heavy, soupy, dark sense.  Of course, my three year old noticed nothing of it and bounced into school her pony tail bobbing with each boing of her tennis shoes.
On Sunday, my long run took me back to the very spot.  Based on the information the day school gave and what I could decipher from the marks in the asphalt it was apparent the accident had happened in the early hours of darkness as the road turned and the rider didn’t.  Careening into an immovable light pole, death was almost certainly immediate.  A woman on her morning walk was the first to come upon it.
I can’t get the sight of the white sheet out of my mind.  Every year one of your classmates meets a premature end.  We take a moment of pause, visit the families and hear about how delicate life is.  From this we all know our earthly collection of elemental cellular make-ups, electrical synapses, experienced cognitions and assemblage of emotions will have a very distinct end.  It makes an impact for a while.  But eventually days, weeks and months go by and we again begin to take things for granted.
The purity of distance running is a metaphor of our own humanity.  Sometimes the pain of racing and training feels so close to death and the thrill of a stride on cool a grass field and a broken PR is a microcosm of life.  But compared to the things we cherish the most none of it quite ranks.  As Steve Lyons, my Bishop Kenny HS coach, once wrote to us, “a footrace is everything and nothing at all.”  Cherish this ladies; the season, high school, your youth, the rest of this eye blink.  Don’t waste a step.
We ran well Friday night and it was certainly fun to win “Katie Caples”.  The last time a public school won it was 2002.  That year Bishop Kenny was favored and their top four girls went the wrong way.  They added on about 400m and Clay grabbed the narrow victory.  In hindsight I don’t know which sounds more preposterous; Clay having a great team or Kenny not knowing their own course.  Either way, it took an extremely odd set of circumstances to create that outcome.
Our victory was not odd.  Despite our early mistakes we ran well because we believe in who we are.  Your confidence is solid, your legs are strong and your VO2 max is vast.  I harped too much on going out too fast and forgot to notice how we responded.  When things weren’t perfect we adjusted like the great competitors we are and hung tough.  Good teams win when things go their way, great ones win when things don’t.  Nice work.
The JV showed great heart and experience.  Emily Batt ran the race all Bartram Bears aim to.  I was nervous she went out a little too slow, but her senior confidence proved better than her coach’s.  She steadily moved through the pack to place as our 5th runner.  I know it wasn’t her best effort, but for early in the year it was very good.  Emily, Natalie and Stephanie look to forge strength into a good jv unit.
Congratulations on your success.  We have much work to do.

-By the way; Katie Caples was a runner on the BK cross country team when she met her own premature end in 1998.  It was the result of a sudden and tragic traffic accident.
