November 2, 2008 - Running the Big Apple
My brother, Doug, hadn’t raced a marathon in five years.   He suffered extensive injuries when a vehicle ran a stop sign in early 2004 while he was biking.   The accident broke his femur in three places, left bone chips and injured his knee.   Unbeknownst to him, his doctor said he would never walk again, but he didn’t know Doug’s toughness and determination.   Months of rehabilitation led to walking, running and racing.   I told Doug if he wanted to run another marathon I would be there with him.   In late 2006 he ran a 1:31 half marathon in Orlando.  He followed this up with a 1:29:40 in Naples, Florida in January, 2008 which gave him a qualifying time for the New York City Marathon.   After a few phones calls it was decided – Doug and I would be “Running the Big Apple.”

This would be my third time and Doug’s second racing the NYC Marathon.   We were joined in 1999 by his high school running teammate Doug Overfelt while I also ran in 2004.   This time we planned to stay with my high school teammate, Drew Viner, and his family in Lordship, Connecticut as I had done four years ago.   “Let me know what seat you have on the plane so we can sit together,” I told Doug.   “There’s a problem with that,” Doug responded, “We’re flying from different cities!”   He is such a stickler for details.
Our flights went smoothly, we navigated trains and subways, picked up our race packets at the Jacob Javits Center, took a train northward and were greeted by Drew.   He was my mentor in high school, running a 4:26 mile as a senior while I managed a respectable 4:47 as a novice sophomore runner.   While noting my 4:21 time of two years later he said, “I taught you too well and you broke all of my records!”   Sorry about that Drew (not!)

A great night’s sleep of ten hours was followed by relaxing while watching football and some excellent pasta cooked by Drew and his wife, Emily.   The next thing we knew it was race day and we were on a bus to the start on Staten Island.   Doug and I were among 40,000 runners who made it through the necessary bag drop-offs, bathroom breaks and finally to our designated starting corrals based on our race numbers.   We wished each other “good luck” and soon heard the National Anthem followed by the starter’s cannon.   We were off and running over the Verrazano Narrows Bridge.
New York’s skyline looked awesome as I ran across the bridge that connected Staten Island to Brooklyn.   These were the first two of five boroughs we would run through on this cool, sunny day in November, 2008.   The Manhattan skyline to my left did look different compared to when I first ran the New York City Marathon in 1999.   The twin towers of the World Trade Center were gone – taken down by terrorists on that terrible day in September, 2001.   I’m surprised that I actually decided to race the New York City Marathon again.   Logistical problems at the start in 1999 left a bad taste in my mouth.   I had a low seeded number and presumed I would be able to get to my starting corral shortly before the start as at the Boston Marathon.   However, officials had already allowed slower runners to move up from their starting corrals and I had no choice but to move up as far as I could and then just wait for the start.   The gun went off, and after standing for what seemed to be an eternity, I walked across the starting line.   Soon I was jogging and then spent several minutes pushing in between slow competitors and darting toward any small openings in the crowd.   Despite my time of 2:45, I was so disappointed in the starting line fiasco eliminating any chance of breaking 2:40 as a Masters runner that I swore it would be my last New York City Marathon.

As I ran along the two mile long bridge, I thought of how my running buddies from Connecticut talked me into coming back to New York in 2004.   They were all planning to run and promised to help me avoid another problem getting to my starting area.   Pete Lesser, Kevin Skehan and Drew Viner all had sent in their entries, so I sent mine in.   Since I had a 2:47 qualifying time, I would have no problem getting a seeded number.   Or so I thought.   I had already made plane reservations when I received word from race officials that my entry had been done online one day late.   I did not get a seeded number.   My name wasn’t even chosen in the general lottery.   I wasn’t in the race.   Over the next two weeks after repeated e-mails pleading my case and noting my six marathon times in the past 18 months between 2:47 and 2:55, my entry was accepted.

As we descended the bridge and entered Brooklyn, spectators were clapping and yelling encouragement.   I enjoyed the crowds which were very large due to the nice weather which was sunny and in the mid-forties.   My first NYC Marathon was a windy day with temperatures in the low 40s and wind chill in the 20s which led to sparse, heavily bundled spectators.   In 2004 I took time to look around more than usual and soak in the city and its people since I was only doing a training run rather than a typically all-out race.   I had problems with my right hip and a compensatory sore tendon behind my left knee that prevented me from increasing my training and doing a marathon buildup.   In fact, my longest run leading up to the 2004 NYC Marathon was only 12 miles.   My goal was actually to finish and to try to run the whole way.   This year I had run two 15-milers, a 16-miler and one 22-mile run so I was much more prepared and hoped to run in the 2:55 – 3:00 range.
I felt good as I ran along at 6:40 pace though I seemed a bit out of my comfort zone.  In 2004 I had experienced soreness in my injured hip early on and just tried to ward off the pain.   Five years before that I was blasting along at 6:00 pace against fierce headwinds and cold.   I was unsure how I would run and decided to just run smoothly.   It was neat running through ethnic neighborhoods and being cheered by Spanish, Jewish, Italian and Asian spectators.   Many held signs for their family members or friends who were running.   I also noted many foreign competitors whose shirts were emblazoned with countries such as Suisse, Italia, and Polska.   
There were many bands playing along the way – hard rock, blues, Scottish Bag pipes, high school ensembles and bongo drums.   It really livened up the day though my pace was slipping toward 7:00 per mile as I passed the 10- mile marker in 1:07:15.   Little did I know that Doug was running similarly a few minutes behind.   We left Brooklyn for the borough of Queens and passed the half marathon point in 1:29:04 and 1:33, respectively.   My hopes of breaking three hours seemed gone.   Around 15 miles we ran over the Queensboro Bridge into Manhattan to loud cheering as we exited the bridge.   My pace had slowed to 7:15-20 per mile as I looked for Drew and another friend, Pete Lesser, who were planning to be around the 18-mile point.

I thought back to 2004 when Drew probably had a “tough day.”   He had to wake up at 4:30 a.m., drive me to the bus and return home to sleep for an hour with his dog on the couch.   He then took the train and had to go to the bathroom, but couldn't find one so he went to a bar and had a Bloody Mary.  Drew then proceeded to the race course to take some great action photos. Unfortunately there were many "ugly" blondes so Drew was distracted.   Four years later I would like to thank Drew for cheering for me and his daughters for updating him on my progress during the race.   This year Drew and Pete were both cheering as Drew handed me a bottle of Gatorade.   Fluid stops were great every mile after mile two but a bottle is easier to drink from than a cup.
In a couple of minutes Randy Chamberlain caught me and we decided to help each other out.   He is another of my Connecticut running buddies.  “If we can hold 7:20s,” I said, “We can finish around 3:05 or a bit faster.”  “Sounds good to me,” was his reply.   We ran silently until passing 20 miles in 2:19:15.   “This is where the race begins,” Randy noted.   “I feel pretty good Randy, but don’t want to pick it up too much,” I said.   However on a downhill stretch I increased the pace and never saw him again during the race.

For over an hour I had dawdled along as soreness and fatigue set in.  I had accepted that I would continue this way.   But now I caught a second wind and began passing lots of runners as we detoured into the Bronx and returned to Manhattan.   Miles 21 through 23 were each faster as I clocked 6:55, 6:41 and 6:26.   I was in shock as I felt so much better as I “raced” rather than “ran.”   I left dozens, if not hundreds, of runners in my wake as I kept the hammer down.  Drew and Pete appeared again in Central Park to cheer for me.  At the 40k point I heard, “Go Gary,” and saw an excited Jon Hughes of Track Shack in Orlando.   I race for his team and was wearing a burgundy Track Shack singlet.   I realized I had an outside shot at breaking three hours and went for it.   But even a 6:25 for mile 26 couldn’t get me under that time as I finished in 3:00:33.
Of my 47 completed marathons I felt as good at the finish as in any of them.   It was like I had done a 20-mile warm up followed by a 10k race.   My mind was ready to focus when my body was tired and the final 10k was exhilarating.   Not long afterward Doug appeared and told me he had finished in 3:12:15 which was only three minutes slower than he ran nine years ago in New York.   We both sported finisher’s medals with a likeness of Norway’s Grete Waitz as it was the 20th anniversary of her record ninth victory at the New York City Marathon.   I felt great and so did Doug.   We raced well.   We raced together again.   We enjoyed “Running the Big Apple.”
