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ISLAND GOLD: Monroe County athletes roll, ride and rally into state games
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The Monroe County Unified Cheer team huddles before its region performance.
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From long van rides and rainbows over the starting line to gold medals stacked across multiple sports, Monroe County’s Special
Olympics athletes turned a regional trip into something much bigger — a celebration of effort, unity, and opportunity.

At the Special Olympics Florida South Region Summer Games, Monroe County competitors delivered across bocce, cycling,
cheer, and unified basketball, earning a wave of qualifications for the upcoming state meet in May.

Bocce players led the charge, with Key West’s Linnea Edwards and Coral Shores’ Delilah Villa each earning gold medals, while
Marathon’s unified duo of Danial Mercado and Mica Cox also reached the top of the podium. Their performances secured spots

at the Summer State Games and set the tone for a delegation that refused to be outworked.
Cycling brought more hardware — and perhaps the most grueling journey.

The Monroe team logged roughly 400 miles round-trip travel to the mainland, then turned around and competed in multiple
distance events within a tight window. The results reflected both endurance and determination.

Ray Moreno captured gold in the 5K and 2K races, while teammate Michael Neri doubled up with gold medals in the 10K and 2K.
Kai Simcic Swanton earned silver in both the 2K and 1K, Benny added a gold in the 1K and silver in the 2K, and Kenny Ayers
brought home bronze in the 2K and silver in the 1K.
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The numbers told part of the story — a combined 28 kilometers raced — but the atmosphere told the rest, complete with van

rides, tent dance parties and constant cheers for fellow competitors.

“This group just keeps amazing us,” said Monroe County Special Olympics Florida, Manager, Sports Training and Competition

Director Ruth Coleman. “They show up ready to compete, but they also make it fun for everyone around them.”

That spirit carried into other venues.

Coral Shores High School celebrated a milestone as its unified basketball team — formed for the first time through support from
the Ocean Reef Community Foundation — captured gold in regional play. With travel, lodging, and meals covered, the team made

the most of the opportunity and punched its ticket to the state.

On the cheer mat, Monroe athletes again stood atop the podium. Competing against 14 teams from across South Florida, the

squad delivered a gold-medal performance, highlighting a day defined as much by camaraderie as competition.

In total, Monroe County brought 15 bocce players, five cyclists, a cheer team, and a unified basketball team to regionals — and

left with medals, memories, and momentum.

For many involved, the experience extends beyond the scoreboard.

Coaches spoke of the joy in welcoming athletes at hotels, preparing them for competition, and watching them grow through the
program. Moments like a rainbow appearing before a race — remembered as a tribute to a beloved athlete lost the previous year
— underscored the deeper connections built through the games.

Now, with the Summer State Games ahead, Monroe County’s athletes carry more than medals with them. Representing Monroe
County will be Edwards, Villa, and the team of Danial Mercado and Mica Cox in bocce, along with Moreno, Ayers, and Simcic

Swanton in cycling.

They carry a reminder of what sport looks like at its best — inclusive, demanding, and filled with moments worth celebrating.
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