February 8, 2009 – Back to Back Half Marathons
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Winter in Florida is ideal for racing marathons as the likelihood of cool weather is high and most race courses are flat.   As the gun went off at the inaugural Melbourne Beaches Music Marathon and Half Marathon, most racers had to feel good about the 53 degree temperature.   Skies were clear though and participants in the full marathon would have to face increasing heat in the latter stages of their race.   The half marathon field was loaded with top 40 and over racers from around the country as it had the honor as serving as the United States Masters Championship.   I was completing a marathon that I started a week before.   If that sounds confusing it’s just that I was following up the Tallahassee Half Marathon of a week earlier with an attempt at a back-to-back races of the same distance.
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The race started a block west of the Indian River, which is a mile wide body of water separating the mainland from the barrier island.   We headed northward along the river for a few miles and I ran alongside Terri Rejimbal who had finished a minute ahead of me a month earlier at the Disney Marathon.   A first mile split of 6:09 was the same as a week earlier but I wasn’t comfortable at that pace.   Terri pulled away from me and I found that a pace about ten to fifteen seconds slower felt right today.   As the sun rose over the water I thought back to my amusing parking situation prior to the race.   There were some empty spots at Melbourne City hall so I parked in a spot reserved for the City Council.   As other runners did the same I asked if they were also City Council members.   Everyone laughed and nodded.   Finally the ‘City Attorney’ for a day also showed up!
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About five miles into the race we turned east and climbed the Eau Gallie Causeway Bridge.   I concentrated on quick turnover and with a shortened stride took just under three minutes to climb the hill.   This is about the same as “Heartbreak Hill” in the Boston Marathon and I knew I would face a similar hill about five miles later.   It had been a fun weekend as Race Coordinators Mitch Varnes and Chris Batista had invited me to meet and greet runners at the Race Expo alongside the legendary Bill Rodgers.   Bill and I signed books, gave advice to runners and had a great time for a few hours.
Shortly after recovering on the downhill portion of the bridge we turned south and passed a rock band that was just starting to play their next song.   I recognized the instrumentation and yelled out, “Low Rider,” which generated laughter and acknowledgement from the band.   The race lived up to the word “Music” in its title as there were musicians about every mile along the way including steel drums, a saxophone player, fife and drums, a string duet and a trumpet player.   The mile markers, fluid stations and musicians were spaced out nicely and it seemed that I was constantly passing one of them.   I passed the 10-mile point in 1:04:05 and figured I was on 1:24 or 1:25 pace depending on my strength over the next bridge.   Race designers sure made it challenging with the Melbourne Causeway Bridge just past the 11-mile marker.   As I climbed I noticed I was gaining on Terri, though she returned the favor and pulled away from me on the downhill.
For a few miles I had raced alone and continued like that for the final mile, crossing the finish line in 1:24:17, only two minutes slower than a week earlier but back in the field of competitors in my age group.   Racers from Maine, New York and Massachusetts claimed the first four Grandmaster places as I placed sixth.   The winning time of 1:15 and the winning Male Masters time of 1:09 showed just how strong a field can be expected at a USATF Championship race.
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The music didn’t end as a cover band, “ZZ Not,” entertained us at the post-race festivities with good renditions of songs from the ZZ Top catalogue.   “Cheap Sunglasses,” was especially appropriate as I joined many runners and their supporters by wearing my shades.   The two guitar players even wore realistic fake beards and had fuzzy guitars so they looked as good as they sounded.   Bill Rodgers presented all award winners with their plaques and posed for many pictures.   Greg Meyer, 1983 Boston Marathon Champion, was also on hand and took time to chat with the crowd.
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Back at Melbourne City Hall all the other cars were gone when we returned to get in our vehicle and return home.   This race was a great experience and went very smoothly for a first year event hosting a USATF Championship.   Everything including the Expo exhibitors, packet pickup, entertainment, course design, fluid stations, mile splits, awards and nice medals were great.   I think I may have to return to City Hall next year!    Save a parking spot for me!
