The IRONMAN experience was everything that I had hoped and more.  The energy and excitement of the whole town of Lake Placid was amazing.  It’s not just a one day event it’s a whole “long” weekend affair for athletes, their families, and volunteers alike.  The whole town comes alive - everyone there is living and breathing IRONMAN.  When you leave it’s like you are going back to a different world, one where most people don’t understand the accomplishment of swimming 2.4 miles, biking 112 miles, and running 26.2 miles; that is 140.6 miles all in one day.  One of the shirts I got said “it is not about the destination it’s the journey that it took to get here”.  Signing up for IRONMAN a year in advance is a huge commitment of both time and money (an on-going joke with Chris and I about how much $$ I spent preparing for this race).  Another great saying that I saw was that “it took talent, integrity and strength of purpose to climb the steepest mountain, but it was your belief in the dream that led you to the top”.  That is certainly true for me.  It was a long preparation in getting to race day, but it proves that with drive and determination you can accomplish anything that you put your mind to.  Working full time, being a mom and a wife, all while training for the IRONMAN was not easy, but somehow it all worked out (thanks in huge part to Chris and his understanding of how much this “dream” meant to me).  Finally, doing this race with a purpose was the best thing I could have done.  I did this race for Grace Reddington and each time that I think about her beautiful smile and her angel eyes it brings tears to my own eyes, hoping that the money I raised will bring a cure to Rett Syndrome, so Grace can live a normal life again someday soon.  The bond and friendship that has developed between the McDonough’s and the Reddington’s is one that will last forever, we are truly blessed that our paths have crossed.
Now, the play by play review of our IRONMAN experience.

We left for the Ironman on Thursday anticipating a stop at mom & dad’s house for 1 night before heading up to Lake Placid.  While driving near Springfield on the MA Pike a deer came out of the ditch and hit our car on the drivers side and slide back and took out my back tire of my bike.  When we pulled over I wasn’t sure if I could even ride my bike.  I managed to not get too upset because I realized that if my bike was damaged it wasn’t an ideal situation, but it also wasn’t the end of the world.  In our haste to figure out the best way to get my bike repaired, we forgot to call the police to report the accident.  By the time we called we were over an hour past Springfield, but the guy on the phone said we should drive back to the Westfield barracks.  Chris wanted to just keep going and say that we hit the deer going over Tongue Mountain (near my mom’s house where the deer could easily have run into the woods  and there is no cell coverage so we couldn’t have called the police anyway).  But, me being the anal engineer made Chris drive all the way back to Westfield to fill out the police report so that it read exactly as it happened.   By the time we got off the highway at the toll plaza Chris was fuming.  We went through the toll booth and Chris got so mad at the woman in front of us for not being able to get her toll ticket (she was this short older woman who couldn’t reach the ticket, but she keep trying at least 5 or 6 times before she took her seatbelt off).  He was so mad that when she finally pulled away Chris drove right by the booth forgetting to get his ticket and ended up walking back 10ft to get the ticket.  So 80 extra miles later we were finally headed towards Albany again.  We called mom to see if she could take Patrick for the night so we could go right to Lake Placid.  Mom had dinner waiting for us to eat.  We quickly unpacked Patrick’s stuff and headed up to High Peaks Cyclery, who told me earlier that afternoon they would do whatever it takes to get me back on the road (I’m sure they were hoping they could sell me a brand new $5000 tri bike).  After dropping off the bike, we went to check into our house and our bad luck continued.  Apparently, there were storms in Lake Placid earlier, knocking out the power at our rental house.  In the north country the power doesn’t exactly come right back on either.  So we went back into Lake Placid to get a quick bite to eat (I got my in between size cup of soup….because the waitress couldn’t remember if I said a cup or bowl).  The bike shop determined it was just the wheels and a bent de-railer which they were able to bend back.  Two hours later my bike was fixed, with some very nice new wheels. 

Friday morning I went to meet my coach, and all the people he trained that were doing the race for a swim on the course.  This was our first chance to see and feel the energy of IRONMAN weekend.  We did one loop on the course which was great way to see the course and how long it would take.  Later, I met up with Chris at our house and then went in to the expo to pick up my number and look around at all the booths.  Then we went back and met up with mom and Patrick.  I took my bike out for a short ride to make sure everything was working ok.  I got soaked, but loved my new wheels.  They were certainly faster and lighter than my previous ones!  We made a quick trip to the grocery store for some goodies, had dinner and then I headed off to the race meeting.  They did a tribute to John Blais and the fight against ALS.  They also introduced Ryan, who was awarded the honor of Ford Everyday Hero, and would wear the #179 in honor of John Blais.  Ryan was born with a degenerative eye disease that will eventually leave him blind, possibly making this his last Ironman.  He was also doing the race in honor of his father who was dying of ALS (and wasn’t expected to make it more than another month).   Ryan was certainly an inspiration to all of us that were listening to his story.  He said to remember when you are out on the course and feeling like you can’t go on, remember how many people out there are not as fortunate as you that would take your place in a heartbeat….this is when I thought of Grace and how this race is for her!! 
Saturday morning I just did a short 15 minute run which Chris started with me and then he continued on to Lake Placid (a 12 mile run for him).  The plan was to pick him up in Lake Placid.  Well by the time I got all my bags packed up and my bike ready to bring to the transition area it was 2 hrs later.  We packed up the car and drove to LP.  We found Chris napping under a tree on the golf course.  Poor Chris had to wait a long time for us to come and get him.  We dropped everything off and bought a pizza for lunch.  We met up with Joseph – dad’s nephew who I just met for the first time.   He invited us to his brother-in-law’s house for dinner, so we kindly told him we would try to stop by later.  When we pulled back into the driveway at the house Chris threw a towel over my head and when I opened the door Michelle was standing there….I couldn’t believe it.  The best surprise ever – Chris flew my sister in from San Francisco to see the race.  I was so surprised and excited.  I couldn’t believe that everyone kept that a secret for so long!!  We ate dinner and then went in to visit with Joseph and his family at Camp Karisma – wow what a place….a beautiful “camp” on Lake Placid with several acres of land.  We didn’t get to bed until after 9pm, but I knew I wouldn’t sleep well anyway b/c I was so excited for the next day.  Patrick found it amusing to be in the same room as Chris and I.  He kept throwing his toys onto our bed and kept reaching over to tickle my toes.  Needless to say we didn’t get a lot of sleep the night before.
On Sunday morning we got up at 3:30am to start our very long day.  Dad, Chris and I all drove to the transition area and Tony and Michelle took the shuttle in.  Mom & Amanda stayed back with Patrick.  Thank god for mom, Patrick decided to get up early so they could get into Lake Placid while athletes were still coming out of the water.  Chris found a great spot right up by the tennis courts on Mirror Lake.  A great viewing spot where they could see the swim start, see the bikes go by twice and the runners 4 times.  They all had a very fun day running around viewing and cheering.  Chris kept all the people at home in the loop, by giving constant updates via cell phone.  I dropped off my bike and run special needs bags and went over to transition area to make sure all my bags were set and pumped up my tires.  Then I got body marked and headed up the hill to Mirror Lake.  I found Michelle and hung out with her while putting my wetsuit on.  She came down to the lake with me and then sent me on my way.  I went out to the far right side of the lake and treaded water for 20 minutes to “hold” my spot.  Most of the people out there said they hoped to swim in about an hour, so I figured this would be a good spot.  Most people stayed on shore until the gun went off so they really had to fight the crowds.  The gun went off and in less than 5 seconds I was under the starting flags.  I swam on the outside diagonally towards the buoy at the end of the lake.  Most people swam right near the buoy lines, but it was too crowded for me.  So I probably swam a little more, but at least I could actually swim.  It got a little crowed at the turnaround buoys, but except for a few people who couldn’t swim in a straight line it wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be.  As you got closer to shore you could hear all the people cheering and the announcer calling out people’s names.  I came on shore after the first loop in about 33 minutes and headed back out for the 2nd loop.  There were a lot fewer people all crowded together on the 2nd loops which made it a little faster.  I finished the swim in 1:06:15.   When you exit the water they strip your wetsuit and you run all the way to the Olympic Oval – this was so exciting because the streets are lined with people cheering on both sides.  I picked up my bike bag and headed to the changing tent.  I came out of the tent, made a quick port-a-potty stop and then went to get my bike.  The first loop of the bike was very crowded so you had to be careful not to get a penalty (the motorcycle officials were really hounding).  With all the excitement it was hard to hold yourself back (to not push too hard).  The 4 mile downhill into Keene was scary.  I hit 44mph, but there were people flying by me and weaving in and out.  There were a lot of sections with no spectators, but with so many people biking it wasn’t bad.  I couldn’t believe how fast some people were pushing on the bike – I kept thinking wow how are they going to have anything left for the run.  At the Wilmington fire station there were a ton of volunteers and people cheering, music playing, etc.  This was a good boost to keep you going right before the toughest part of the course.  The last 10 miles of each loop are a gradual climb past Whiteface Mountain, but the scenery is beautiful as you ride with the Ausable River on your right, flowing over rock gorges it is breath-taking.  The last ½ mile on Rt86 and going up Northwood Rd was awesome.  There were so many people cheering that you just rode hard up the hills w/o any effort.  Chris, Patrick and Tony were out here to cheer me on which was an awesome surprise.  They almost didn’t see me b/c the guy next to me nearly took me out so I was busy yelling at him.  When they saw me it was so exciting – they made me feel like I was a hero.   Then I knew that I would see mom, dad, Michelle, Amanda and Aunt Kathy in another 2 miles after grabbing my special needs bag.  How awesome it was to have my family there cheering, knowing that I was making them proud.  I felt great for the whole first loop, managed to ride 19mph and that was holding back a little (I purposely didn’t look at my odometer speed until I finished the loop b/c I wanted to ride by how I felt).  So I thought for sure I could hit 6 hrs for the total ride.  Well there was quite the headwind on the 2nd loop, so I knew it would be slower for sure.  Around 80 miles I started to get tired and my back started to hurt.  Each time I wanted to go from aero position to standing I would have to stretch my back before I could stand and start pedaling.  This got annoying very fast as the course is so hilly I was constantly going from sitting to standing.  A guy (Erik Winn) from Charlestown, RI came up to me on the bike and said aren’t you the one raising $$ for that girl in Narragansett.  We ended up talking for a few miles which was great b/c it took my mind off riding for a little bit.  He had done 22 Ironman’s.  It was a nice motivator though – b/c we kept passing each other for the rest of the race and would cheer for each other.  I was so happy to come up Northwood Rd to see Chris, Patrick and Tony again.  They were screaming loud and it was a great boost to get through those last few miles.  I couldn’t wait to get off the bike.  When I came into the transition area (6:21:24) the volunteers took my bike and I went into the tent again to get ready to run.  I was hurting when I got off the bike.  My back was so sore that I could barely walk – I kept thinking how in the world am I going to run a marathon now.  The volunteers in the tent were amazing, so cheerful and energetic.  They helped me get my sneakers on, put sunscreen on me, asked me which of my gels I wanted, etc.  I stretched out very quickly and then was off and running.   Coming down the hill out of Lake Placid there were so many people cheering, now I know why they put your name on your bib # - so everyone, even strangers cheer for you.  How ironic that the first person I started running with was a girl named Grace.  We ran together for a few miles and I told her all about Grace Reddington.  She knew about Rett Syndrome from a fund raiser that was done in Boston.  The first 5 miles of the run were challenging – it was tough to get going, plus I had a blister already starting on the bottom of my left foot.  I stopped to put some vasoline on to help and then just kept running.  The out and back part of the course was the toughest – it seemed to go on forever.  Coming back into Lake Placid was awesome.  So many people were walking up the hills and I just kept running.  When I saw the whole gang at mile 11 I almost started crying.  It was so emotional thinking that I only had 15 miles to go and the whole thing would be over.  When I came back through town I yelled to everyone “this is for you guys”.  I saw Chris holding up the picture of Grace and that totally motivated me.  I was screaming and just so excited!!  Then it was back out of town again for the last loop.  This time the out and back portion seemed to take forever, but at least it was much cooler (temp wise).  I kept plugging away – walking through the aid stations and then running a blistering 11-12min mile pace in between.  I got to the point where I couldn’t drink Gatorade or eat gels anymore.  So I tried cola and pretzels – no good….then I moved on to chocolate chip cookies and ice water – that worked.  I tried Tony’s sport beans at mile 21 and nearly threw up. Yuck – too much sugar!!  My coach was out on the run course a lot which was very motivating.  He kept telling me how great I was doing and then at mile 20 he said “remember when I said it was ok to walk – I lied – keep running”.  That was enough to keep me going the rest of the way.  I was so happy I had no stomach issues the whole day.  Once I past the horse grounds I knew I was so close – I started looking at my watch to see what time I might finish at.  I had done this throughout the run and kept changing my goal…but thought that under 12:30 was possible.  At this point I knew it was and I kept going.  By this point – everyone was walking the hill back into Lake Placid except me.  I kept running and was so happy to see Chris, Patrick, mom, dad, Tony, Michelle, Amanda, and Aunt Kathy – knowing that I had only 1 ½ miles to go.  I was so emotional by this point that I think I was hyperventilating (was definitely having trouble breathing).  I saw Mr. & Mrs. Tubbs (my elementary school teachers) at the special needs area.  I smiled so much at the turn around knowing it was now just a straight shot back to the Olympic oval for the finish.  I didn’t see everyone at their normal cheering spot so I knew they were waiting for me inside the oval at the finish.  It was so awesome to come into the oval and run halfway around the track to cross the finish (I finished the run in 4:30:34).  My whole family was off to the left side right before the finish.  I don’t think I have ever smiled so much as when I broke the tape and became an IRONMAN, finishing in 12:11:22.  The volunteers put a medal around my neck and gave me an “official finisher” t-shirt.  Then I saw my coach, gave him a hug, then saw Erik (guy from bike ride from RI) – we hugged and said congrats.  Then I hugged everyone in my family. Even my cousin Joseph was there.  Chris came around the back side of the finish with Patrick on his back.  We hugged and cried together with excitement.  I had finally accomplished my dream of becoming an IRONMAN!!   Chris called Tara for me and we also had a tearful conversation.  I told her about the girl named Grace that I ran with and how her little Grace got me through the toughest parts of the day!  I went for a quick massage and walked out of the finish area with everyone.  What an awesome day! 
I have so many people to thank for getting me through this day.  Of course the most thanks of all goes to Chris for putting up with all my grueling training hours, playing dad and Mr. Mom at the same time to keep Patrick busy all those hours I was gone.  To all my family and friends for their unbelievable amount of love, support, and prayers.  To everyone that was there on race day – I know it was a long day, but without you guys I couldn’t have gotten through.  To know that I would see you throughout the day was all I needed to keep me going, especially once I got to the run.  I am getting choked up right now just thinking about seeing you guys as I came up that hill by the beach.  
Three years ago in NH when I finished my first ½ Ironman I said that I could never imagine doing a full Ironman.  Well, obviously that task has now been completed.  So when I told my family on Sunday night  “you’ll all be happy to know that I think “IRONMAN” is out of my system – I am happy with having done this one and don’t think I’ll do another one” – you know they didn’t believe me!!  They were right, because on Monday morning I said that I will do another one someday (probably not for at least 5-10 years though).  My next goal will be to PR at the ½ Ironman distance.  
Driving home on Tuesday…..Add another animal to the roadkill list – we just hit a bird in Worcester, about an hour from home. 
