Florida's Finest -- Third Time Around 
by Gary Cohen 

When I found out I was selected as a "Florida's Finest" competitor for the Disney Marathon, I was excited about racing my first Disney Marathon in six years. I ran the first five editions of the Disney Marathon, twice as a "Florida's Finest" competitor, but in recent years opted to race the half marathon three times, while competing in other marathons. 

The fourteen months prior to the Disney Marathon were my busiest ever in terms of the number of long races -- six marathons and three half marathons. My consistent training of 40 - 60 miles per week the last two years kept me in shape. Two long runs per month kept me strong. And weekly speed sessions kept me fast. At age 46, I was pleased to finish four of the marathons in the 2:47 - 2:55 range and my three half marathons all in 1:17 or 1:18. My training had me ready. 

On Friday, my wife, Tina, and my daughters, Monica and Valleri, and I checked into the Animal Kingdom Lodge. We went to the Hospitality Suite to meet Melissa Brennan, the main host of VIPs, including "Florida's Finest" competitors, media, and speakers at the Runners' Exposition. Instead we were greeted by her colleagues, Christina Richardson and Ryan Detering, who got us squared away with all the amenities provided "Florida's Finest" runners. 

Every time we stopped at the Hospitality Suite on Friday and Saturday, Melissa was not there. However, Christina and Ryan were both present each time. They would say, "Melissa just left" or, "Melissa is at the Runners' Expo." 

But when we went to the Expo on Saturday, Melissa was nowhere to be found. I asked Christina and Ryan if they just invented Melissa so they would have someone to blame for anything that went wrong. This got very amusing as Saturday progressed. 

After picking up my race packet, my wife and I returned to the Animal Kingdom Lodge. We checked out the savannah surrounding the lodge and watched animals including giraffes, bongos, Egyptian cattle, and zebras. Wow! What great picture taking opportunities. Afterwards, we relaxed in one of the lodge's hot tubs. 

My daughters returned from the Magic Kingdom and we all headed to the VIP dinner at Motions Restaurant at Disney's Pleasure Island. The food was great and included salads, breads, a variety of pasta dishes and grilled chicken. While we were eating, Christina came to my table and asked me to follow her to meet someone. Surprisingly, she introduced me to Melissa who had heard all about my conjecture that she was an invention of Christina and Ryan. We had a big laugh about it. 

After dinner it was time to make preparations for Sunday's race. Race number, ChampionChip, Powerade, Shorts, sweatsuit, mittens, headband, training shoes, Vaseline, wake-up call for 3:20 A.M. (ooh, that is early), lights out--check. Before I knew it the phone rang to get up. It was race day. 

Shortly thereafter, the four of us made our way to the VIP bus that took us directly to the starting line in the 39 degree cold and darkness. I like cold weather for marathons, but this was a bit too cold. I did my warmup, the national anthem was sung, and Mickey Mouse started the race. The 2004 Disney World Marathon was under way. 

The early stage of a marathon was very enjoyable. The pace was easy. My pace was around 6:20 per mile for the first six miles, right on target. For the next four miles we encountered fairly strong winds which made the cold morning seem even colder. I held 6:25 - 6:30 pace, but probably spent too much energy against the wind. We entered the Magic Kingdom and soon we did one of my favorite things in the race -- we ran through Cinderella's Castle. 

As we exited the Magic Kingdom and headed toward the half marathon point, I was more fatigued than expected. My effort against the wind had been a bit too much. I remember thinking, "If I wasn't a Florida's Finest runner, it would be tempting to only run the half marathon." I was not alone in my thoughts -- I found out later that over 1,000 participants who registered for the marathon opted to only run the half marathon. 

I reached the halfway point in 1:24:40 where Tina, Monica and Valleri shouted encouragement to me and Monica handed me a bottle of Powerade. Between breaths I said, "Under three hours will be tough." As I ran the next several miles at 6:45 - 6:55 pace, I focused on maintaining good running form and staying under 7:00 pace per mile. It was cruel that we ran past the Animal Kingdom Lodge as the thought of relaxing in the hot tub was more inviting than running another eight or nine miles. 

But I ran on and passed 20 miles just under 2:12. With only a couple miles to go, my legs were sore everywhere as expected, but a cramp would force me to stop, stretch, and lose time. I have had this occur in several marathons, though usually it was a hamstring muscle. I again concentrated on running with good form as I entered Epcot for the last mile -- a run around the World Showcase and then to the finish line. My calf didn't cramp and I ran strong through Epcot. 

In the latter part of a marathon, competitors may be racing, running, or just surviving. This time I was pleased to be racing. Nobody passed me after 20 miles and I dug down that last mile to run under 6:40 and finish in 2:54:44. A race volunteer placed a finisher's medal shaped like Mickey Mouse's head around my neck. 

Tina, Monica and Valleri were soon there to congratulate me. I had raced a good effort and placed 23rd overall, second in my age group and was the fifth Florida finisher. It was great racing the 2004 Disney World Marathon. Melissa, Christina and Ryan did a super job of making it a great weekend for my family and me. The race course and organization, lodging, and hospitality were all first class. I hope to be back next year! 
