My First Ironman – Brazil, May 27, 2007
I have many friends who have completed “The Ironman”. I’ve marveled at their dedication and commitment to training, and their seemingly impossible time-management abilities. I’ve wished them luck before their big event, and I’ve congratulated them on their accomplishment afterward. But, I honestly did not have a true understanding of what it was all about……until I did one myself. 
Here’s a story about my journey. It is dedicated to all first-timer Ironman athletes, and to the many people who supported me during my virgin Ironman experience. I hope you enjoy the read.
Why?

To this day, I still can’t rattle off the distances of an Ironman without laughing. As a health professional, I know it’s just not healthy. It’s borderline psychotic! Continuously attempting 3.8km of swimming, 180km of cycling, and 42.2km of running is not normal. So why did I sign up? 
As mentioned above, strangely, I have dozens of friends who have been drawn to this very event, many of them completing several of these races in consecutive years, and even multiple Ironman races in a single year! Occasionally they’d ask when I was going to do one, and I’d chuckle and say, “no thanks”. Then I started to gravitate toward longer events. I did my first marathon in 2004, and what an amazing experience that was. I started to get real “highs” with endurance training – anything over 2 hrs and I felt an extreme sense of euphoria. It was addictive. Still, I had no desire to do an Ironman. 

One day, when kidding around with a couple of these “Ironman people” (Jack & Pat), they put it out on the table. “What’s it going to take for you to do an Ironman?”, they asked. Hmmm - good question, I thought. “Well, for one thing, it’s got to be in an exotic location”, I hastily replied. Everyone knows I like to travel, and I like to have a story to tell. Not long after this seemingly innocent conversation, I hear that Jack & Pat are signed up and paid for Ironman Brazil, with our friend Chris just around the corner. I felt a huge sense of obligation to comply. And that, my friends, is exactly what I did.

The Process

Ask any Ironman athlete, and they will tell you that it is so much more than a day. It’s months and months of planning, training, and decision-making, with a single day and goal in mind at the very end.

My process started off simply – I didn’t think very hard or much about it. Having recently started a new business, I was very busy with work. I did some training here and there, but didn’t have a real plan of attack. I thought I’d just “wing it”. Sometimes I made good choices, and sometimes I didn’t. I seemed almost indifferent about things - as if perhaps, things just hadn’t sunk in. I didn’t have a ruddy clue what I had gotten myself into.

Then, something slowly began to happen. The more time I invested, and the closer I got to “the day”, the more important my Ironman became to me. I realized that I didn’t want to approach something without giving it my all. I began to make it a higher priority. This, I did not find easy. I was learning how to balance a new business, a social life, and more hours of training than I had done since being a varsity athlete. Due to the timing of the race (May), much of the training was done over the winter, some inside, and some outside. Despite the sometimes harsh or monotonous conditions, I began to really like it. In fact, I looked forward to it. It was a challenge. Each workout was taking me closer to my goal, and I was having fun along the way. That was the one rule - the process had to be FUN.
What made it fun? Variety; I mixed it up a lot. Training partners; they were phenomenal. All of us working toward our respective goals, but still helping one another. The support was incredible. I will never forget the day when two of my training partners (Dennis & Jane) met me in very cold winter conditions for an outdoor mountain-bike ride. The conditions worsened considerably as we were out there, to the point where we were caught in an ice storm. We didn’t know whether to laugh or cry (I think we did both during the course of that workout), but we knew we had to make it back to our cars together, and quickly. That workout put hair on our chests, and we were stronger for doing it!

Soon I realized I needed a coach - someone to bounce ideas off of. My good friend (Coach Tom) took me on. Now I had “a plan”. I recorded my daily workouts, and also how I felt things were going, both physically and mentally. All these were sent weekly to my coach, after which point we’d evaluate things together, and decide what needed to be tweaked for the future. We took one week at a time, personalizing my plan as we needed to. It helped me stay motivated and focused on my goal. It also held me accountable – not only to myself and my dream, but also to my coach who believed in me and what I was trying to achieve.

The Ups and Downs

As I mentioned, I’ve learned to really love endurance training. I seem to get a real high from pushing myself for long periods of time. It doesn’t matter to me if it’s hot or cold, raining or windy – if I’m exercising outdoors and being “one” with Mother Nature, I am a happy girl. This is especially the case with my long runs. They give me a sense of clarity that I don’t experience anywhere else…..a connection to something larger…..the feeling that you are meant to be here doing exactly what you are doing at the present time. All is good.

Of course, all workouts can’t be so great. This is especially true when an injury occurs. I have been one who has been rather prone to injury over the years. I’ve crashed on my bike, tripped while running, and been through my share of “swimmer’s shoulder”. It’s made me a better physiotherapist. It’s also made me a better and smarter athlete. But, it’s no picnic when it happens to you.
In March, I attended the Alabama Cycling Camp, hosted by Windsor’s own Aldo Sfalcin & Renee Schroeder. I had a sensational week of training, on beautiful country roads, in 90 degree heat. It was one of the strongest training weeks of my life. At the end of the camp, I accidentally knelt on a steel bolt in my friends van. This small incident later became a larger problem. Here I was, within 10 weeks of my Ironman, during a point in my program when my mileage should have been at its highest, and I was having knee pain turning the pedals on my bike. I couldn’t run. It even hurt to push off the walls in the pool. I was in trouble.
I took a week off – “that’ll cure it”, I desperately thought. During this time, I worried….a lot. Was I losing fitness? Would I be ready to jump back into my program right away? As a physiotherapist, I of course knew the answers to these questions, but when it happens to you – to your own body – it’s very hard to be objective and make the right decisions. 
After my week off, I tried to return to cycling. It still hurt. Oh no! Not me! Not now! I had a little pity party. Thankfully, it didn’t last long. I remembered why I had become a physiotherapist. I had had an injury in university that did not heal so well. I knew that part of the reason why it didn’t heal fully was because I was not mentally healing from my injury. I also knew how much I counted on health professionals to guide me through my experience. This time around, I wanted to fully heal, and heal right. I needed to get some help, and I needed to stay mentally focused on my goal. I wanted a good end to my story. So, that is what I did.
I focused on what I “could” do, instead of what I couldn’t. Instead of cycling and running, I swam and water-ran every day. To keep my head in the game, I read books about Brazil. I listened to Brazilian music. I even brought Brazilian CD’s to the YMCA so the lifeguards would play them while I worked out. While spring was coming, and everyone was running outdoors in the beautiful weather, I was pool running inside. It wasn’t as exciting, but it paid off. I started to heal. I started to feel better. I began to train on the elliptical machine….it felt ok. I tried to bike….that felt ok too. Soon, I was back to running. I felt good! In fact, I felt great! I was over this! I had done it! After 3 weeks off, I was ready to rock and roll. With my body still vulnerable to injury though, I made the tough decision to train alone my last few weeks in order to avoid over-doing it with competitive company. This choice was a good one. Soon, I felt back to my strong self. I was physically ready.
The Lead-Up

Months of training suddenly came to an end. Taper time had started, and before I knew it, it was time to pack up the bike and get on the plane. All life’s stressors evaporated as soon as the doors to the aircraft shut. I was nearing the end of my journey, and I desperately wanted a positive ending. My coach met with me prior to my departure to help me make this happen. 

My coach is someone whom I respect for many reasons, but most of all, I respect his attention to detail, and his fine judgment and decision-making abilities. We learned a lot about one another during this process, and he did a fantastic job leading me toward my goal. Before stepping on that plane, we had discussed what we thought were realistic goals for my race. A “Plan A” if things were going well, and a “Plan B” if something unforeseen or unlucky should happen. We reviewed things such as pace, heart rate, nutrition, perceived exertion, and all the little details that you wouldn’t necessarily think about on your own. It was just what I needed.
I arrived in beautiful Florianopolis, Brazil a week ahead of the race. Since the travel time was so long, and since it was my first Ironman experience, I wanted to have the time to relax, prepare, and take it all in. That’s just what we did. It was easy to kick back in a place like Florianopolis, with its amazing beaches, nice people, and sleepy villages. My experience was made even easier by joining Endurance Sports Travel (EST) – an organization which gives Ironman athletes the complete package they are looking for. Flights, accommodation, food, bike mechanics, massage, shuttle service, and even sight-seeing tours were arranged through this organization for daily flat rates. We quickly learned it was well worth the price. Perhaps best of all were the incredible people we met during our stay – athletes from all over the world who also booked with EST.
Mental Prep

It wasn’t until two days before the race that it fully sunk in. I am in Brazil, and in two days I will be racing for a very long time. The longest time of continuous exercise in my life, BY FAR! In fact, the longest bike I had done to date was 135km. In my Ironman, it would be 180km, followed by a marathon! Due to my injuries, I had not been able to reach the overall bike or run mileage that was suggested, but, it was too late to worry about it now. The training was over. I would prove to myself that I could do this, and it wouldn’t be my physical strength that would get me through it – it would be my mental strength. 

I had been working on my mental game for a long time…..since 2004, to be exact. Watching my mother deteriorate and pass away from breast cancer was by far the very hardest thing I have experienced in my young life. My family learned a lot from it. We grew a lot. I think that was her gift to us. Since that time, when things get tough, I try my best to place them in perspective. Nothing comes close to what my mom, and others with such illnesses, go through. My problems are small. I can and will overcome them. And, I will be a stronger person for it.

Mental training was a big part of my Ironman process. I am convinced that it helped me cross the finish-line faster than I was physically capable of at the time. I read a lot. I wrote things down. The day before the race, I dedicated several hours to my mental game. I planned out my nutritional strategy. I reviewed my gear strategy. I knew my race strategy – Plan A and Plan B. I read over dozens of supportive emails from friends and family. I also came up with my “why I am here and thankful” list. You see, there were many people that supported me in my pursuit of this adult dream. I knew I wanted to think of them during my race. And so, I wrote their names on a piece of athletic tape and attached it to the top-tube of my bike. The list consisted of my family, my coach and his wife, my close friends, my training partners, my staff, my clients, my bike mechanics (Rob from Bicycle World, and Manuel from Brazil), the medical professionals involved in my recovery (Dr Tim, Dr. Millicent, Mary, & Elisa), the people of Brazil, and the Ironman event itself. My list also included the name of a special friend (Claire), whose mom is battling cancer at this very moment. On May 27th, I would ride for her, and join her in her struggle. I would use the positive energy of all the people on my list to my advantage, and I would send positive energy their way too. Whenever I was having a rough time on the bike, I would look down and think of one of them. It would get me through anything.
The Day

My alarm went off at 4:15am. I wasn’t nervous. I had slept great the last few nights. I knew this was good. I was prepared. The smell of strong Brazilian coffee (just the way I like it) led me down to the breakfast room, where I had my pre-planned meal, and wished all my fellow athletes a big good luck. Soon it would be time.

Upstairs, I did my final mental preparation. As a professional triathlete, my brother James has been a wealth of knowledge for me during this process. I came to him with many questions and concerns. Along with my dad, who had come to Brazil with me and was sitting in the next room waiting to see me through my final prep time, James is the closest and dearest person to me. He sent me an email that made me cry - happy and deep tears. It inspired me greatly. I decided it was going to be the last thing I read before my race began. Now, I was ready.

The Course
Earlier that week, I had been over the entire course by bus, bike, and foot. It wasn’t too bad, and was actually a well-suited course for me. I arrived in transition area the morning of the race, having already handed in my “Swim”, “Bike”, “Run”, and “Special Needs” bags the day before. I learned at the Athletes Meeting that all my gear had to be organized in these bags ahead of time, and they would be hanging on a numbered hook in the ladies change tent where a volunteer would bring them to me when the time came. This meant you needed to carefully prepare for anything that could happen - food, fluids, medication, band-aids, warm weather gear, and cool weather gear. Everything’s got to be in the bags the night before, or you’re out of luck. No outside support during the race.

THE SWIM

With my bags already checked in, and my bike also in transition from the night before, I was ready to start heading to the water for the swim start. Music was pumping in the transition area, and people were starting to get excited. I grabbed my wetsuit, and off I headed toward the beach. Helicopters circled overhead, and the closer I got, the greater the hoopla. Hundreds of athletes and spectators were on the beach, and when I glanced down at my watch, I realized that I had less than 25 minutes to go! I found my dad amongst the chaos. He was my “rock”. He’d been there helping me throughout the week, and I hadn’t told him yet, but I was dedicating my first Ironman to him. After all, he is my hero - the most genuine, loving, caring, and self-less father a girl could ever hope for. And here he was, dedicating his day to me. I felt very lucky. I kept my little secret to myself for the time-being, gave him my warm-ups and a big hug, and quickly got in the water for a short warm up swim before the race start.

Imagine 1263 penguins lost on a beach. That’s what we looked like. All of us in black rubber wetsuits. Some overweight, some underweight, many ideal weight. As young as 18, as old as 75, and from 37 countries around the world. We all had our stories. I met a man named Bill who was a two-time cancer survivor. This was his 3rd Ironman….THIS YEAR! What a champion. We waited in our corral, surrounded by tape and volunteers. The water called to us - so cool, calm, and inviting. “Don’t forget about the current Charlotte”, I reminded myself. I had swum here the day before, and felt the strong current to the left. I knew my best bet was to start at the far right end and let the current take me to the first buoy. A lady walked by with a sign….”5 minutes”. It’s almost here! The helicopters kept circling overhead. They were taking aerial photos of the mass start. And….there it was….

1263 athletes entered the water at the very same time. Turbulence. Froth. Arms, legs, and stomachs. My goggles are almost immediately knocked off. “Better get out of here. Let these people go, and swim around them on the other side…..There’s the current. Good, we timed it right - the first buoy…..Ah, a nice draft – let’s see how long I can ride this. Ouch! Quit hitting my head! Guess the draft is over….Wait a second, the current keeps taking us. Guys – the next buoy is over there!....Where am I? Where the heck did that buoy go? Is that a buoy, or a boat? Crap! Am I even on course? Where is everyone?.... Whew, there it is….Finally, sand. I’m half-way now. There’s my dad’s voice. And yes, fresh water. Grab a sip before heading in for the second part.” Plunge. “Remember the current…..crap, the current! Looks like we’ll have to back-track a bit. We’ve all swum slightly off course…. maybe a couple minutes….minor in the grand scheme of things. 59:57. I’m done the swim.”
THE BIKE

This would be the longest bike of my life by nearly 50km. I was convinced that that was simply a mental barrier, which is why I wasn’t overly concerned about “going the full distance” in training. We would see…. 
Before biking, I had to get my wetsuit off. Immediately upon exiting the water, race volunteers motion for me to come over to them. At first they are yelling in Portuguese, and when I look at them puzzled, one of them yells, “lie down, lay down!” I do as I am told, and within 3 seconds my wetsuit is stripped off me by one volunteer at each leg, and I am helped up by a third. I got the impression they’d done this before. I run through a misting station to help clean the salt water and sand off me, and then straight into the ladies change tent. Here, I sit down, and another volunteer gives me my “Bike Bag”, and asks me what my needs are. I ask for sun-lotion, and “aqua” (water). Within seconds, two volunteers are lathering me with lotion, and another already has a cup of water waiting at my feet. I quickly put on all my cycling gear (this is different than a quick triathlon, so I take the time to change into cycling shorts and jersey – I wanted to be comfortable, and I also wanted to carry food in my jersey pockets during the ride).
I grab my bike from the transition area, and head toward the exit. Just before heading out onto the course, I hear the guy on the mic say “Charlotte Victoria Loaring from Canada”, and then, I hear my dad. “HI DAD”! I am smiling from ear to ear. Wow. There are so many people, and the music is incredible. It’s techno-samba. Boom, boom, boom! I am ready.

The bike consisted of two 90km loops. Each loop had four climbs, but none were extremely difficult. In fact, I liked the climbs. They forced me to use different muscles from the ones I’d been using on the flats for so long. 
The weather was cooperating. Some wind, but not too bad. It’s overcast, with a few raindrops here and there, and chillier than expected, so I’ve got arm warmers on. Boy, it’s beautiful here. Lush green. Calm water in the distance. Ah, yes – the first aide station. “Banana, Gatorade, aqua”, yell no less than a dozen volunteers. These aide stations are every 10km. I’ve brought some of my own food and drink, but I supplement with some from the aid stations. Just like my coach said, “Think bike buffet. You’ve got to eat a lot on the bike to sustain you for the marathon ahead, when you won’t feel like eating”. So, I eat. And eat. And eat. 

As predicted, people are passing me like I’m standing still. I was 142nd out of the water, so there are a ton of fast cyclists on my tail. The bike is my weak link. My goal this year was to improve my cycling foundation and skill set. This I think I achieved. I also had the added bonus of really growing to love cycling, especially since the Alabama Cycling Camp. I loved the camaraderie of the campers there, and the riding conditions were top notch. Anyway, back to the race. My goal was to even split my 90km loops. I wanted to bike conservatively and stay focused so that I would have enough in me to run most of my marathon, and hopefully finish strong. This meant I had to ride my own ride, and ignore the many (and I mean many) bikers who rode swiftly by me. I kept eating and drinking, eating and drinking. Soon I had to pee. I saw lots of athletes pulling to the side of the road, and doing their deed, so I followed suit. Ok, much better. Now I was ready to climb. Here was the first hill, and it really wasn’t so bad.
Before I knew it, lap one was done. It was time for my “Special Needs bag”. My dad was holding it in the designated area. I grabbed some new electrolyte bottles, and a few crackers. With a pat on the back from my dad, I was off again. One more lap to go!

On the second lap I focused on my list of people on my top tube. Every 15 minutes or so, I looked down at a name and thought of that person, how important they are to me, and how lucky I am to have them in my life. I actually became a little tearful at times, which I quickly realized wasn’t so good for breathing and bike handling, so I tried to re-focus. Then, I looked down and realized I was now doing my longest bike ever. I was past the 135km mark.

At 150km, my friend Pat caught me. It was so nice to see a familiar face and have someone to chat with. He was looking strong and feeling good. I was too, but by this point my butt was pretty sore! I was anxious to get off the saddle and start my run.

More eating. More drinking. More km’s. Before I knew it, it was 180km. 6hr:34min. I had even split my laps. I was happy.


THE RUN
The closer I got to transition, the louder the roar of the crowd. People from around the world lined the streets, cheering in languages of all kinds. I knew I was close now – there was that techno-samba. “Ok. Rack my bike, and let’s get running. Only a marathon to go! But, don’t think of it that way. Break it up into parts. One long lap, and two short ones. There. Not so bad at all. First things first though, change!”
Into the ladies change tent I went. Again, three volunteers, at my service. Boy, they’ve sure been good to us on the course today. Volunteers everywhere! Wonderful organization! One helps me undress, and another grabs me aqua. I quickly change into my running gear, grab my maple leaf hat, and I’m on my way. “Wait. Don’t get too anxious. Sloooooow down. Keep the heart rate in the zone. Pace yourself. Remember, it’s all about pacing.”
The first loop is a long one, with 4 very steep hills. When I say very steep, I mean it. Cars have difficulty driving up these hills. They are laughable. Perhaps the very elite run up them, but I didn’t see a single soul doing that. In fact, we were cautioned to walk up AND down. No one wants their knees to buckle. I start the run, and before long, I catch my friend Pat. He’s doing well, and is on pace for a personal best. We run together for a bit, and then I press onward. “Hey, there’s Frank from our hotel in front of me. More company - good. It takes my mind off things.” Frank and I end up running almost the entire marathon together.
The run is beautiful. It takes you through small Brazilian villages. The streets are lined with locals – they call out my name because it’s on my race number. “Go Charlot-teee!”, they sing. Aide stations are every 2km with water, Gatorade, pepsi, and gels. I’ve brought my own gels, but I rely on their Gatorade, which are strange and unfamiliar flavours – pineapple and mango. Still, they taste alright.

Here come the hills…..a walk break….up, and down. Four times there, and four times back. There’s Frank in front of me, then behind me, then in front again. We keep each other going. He’s such a pleasant guy. I’m glad I’m running with him. 

There are some unpleasant people you encounter. Some who don’t seem to enjoy the process, or the day. They swear, they whimper, they yell at the volunteers. They embarrass themselves. Thank goodness they are few.

And then there are the others. Every race and colour. Some smiling and shouting encouragements as they run by. Some silent, with eyes glazed over, but a small tap on my arm as they run by lets me know they are running with me. All of us running together. All of us chasing a dream. All of us enjoying the day. The feeling is powerful and overwhelming. This is harder than I imagined, but I have company, and I am having fun!
The Hurdles Along The Way

I’m still on the long lap of the run, and am winding my way through a small village. Locals line the streets, cheering. Out of the corner of my eye I see a small black object moving quickly towards me. It’s a dog. It lets out a single bark, and then….“What the? It just bit me! IT JUST BIT ME! It bit my calf! Am I dreaming? Did that just happen? Ouch! That hurt!” There’s a tooth mark – it pierced my skin. There’s a little blood. “Where is Frank? Did anyone just see that?” The locals stare in disbelief. “Bite you?”, they ask. “Yes, bite me. Bite me!”, I yell. Wow. Ok. Just focus. Don’t be one of the unpleasant few. So you may have rabies? Who cares? You are still gonna finish this Ironman, so get moving! So I did.
Two more short loops. I’m really tired now. This is the low point for me. I can’t believe I still have another ½ marathon to go. “Am I going to finish? Of course I am! Don’t be silly. Just keep pacing. Have a gel. You’ll be fine. Stay focused. Keep taking in the experience. You’ll never have a first one again, so enjoy it.” I do. I start to sing a song in my head. It’s a song I remember seeing during an Olympic highlight video way back. It gives me goosebumps…..
Each day I live, 
I want to be,
A day to give,
The best of me.
I’m only one,
But not alone,
My finest day,
Is yet unknown.
I broke my heart,
For every gain,
To taste the sweet,
I felt the pain.

I rise and fall,
And through it all,
This much remains.
I want one moment in time,
When I’m more than I thought I could be.
When all of my dreams are a heartbeat away,
And the answers are all up to me.
Give me one moment in time,

When I’m racing with destiny.
Then, in that one moment of time,
I will be, I will be, I will be free.

I slowed down a bit, but I got through this section. There was Frank. He was suffering too. Now I was beginning to understand what Ironman truly involved. 

One short loop down, one more to go. It finally sunk in. ONLY 10.5km LEFT! That’s it! Piece of cake! I can do this! I am doing this! Hey – there’s my dad! “HI DAD”!! No, don’t cry Charlotte. Keep your heart rate in the zone. I feel good! I have a second wind! I’m gonna run this thing in! 
And I did. My second wind carried me to the end. I passed many of the cyclists who passed me earlier that day – just like my coach said I would. I had listened to him. I had stayed in my zone. I paced. I was patient. It was paying off. I was following “Plan A”. Wait a second….I was ahead of Plan A! Right on! My journey was almost over, and it was going to have a happy ending!

There was Pat. There was Jack. Hey, there’s Chris, and he’s running strong! There’s Frank. And there’s that Brazilian girl who whispered to me during my low point, “Don’t walk – you can do it. Come with me”. There was Frank. And Al. There was Bill, the two-time cancer survivor. There was Steve from South Africa, and Bevon from Australia, and Brendan from New York, and Stuart from the UK. We were all out there. The crowd was going crazy now. 
I am 1km from the finish line. I hear Deedee, a female pro athlete yell, “Enjoy the finish – you deserve it!”. She knows what its like. The finish. I can see it now.
Nutrition

All in all, I consumed:

12 gels (chocolate and espresso flavour)

10 electrolyte/salt tablets

8 bottles of electrolyte

4 bottles of water

5 Cliff jelly shots

2 powerbars

2 crackers

2 bananas

The Finish

Techno-samba. Dancing. Drums. Roaring crowd. Camera flashes. People shouting in dozens of languages. My run, 4hr:43min. The clock shows my final time….12hr:18min. I’m under my Plan A goal time. A rush like no other. Indescribable. I’m going to cry. I’m mentally and physically drained. I need electrolyte, quickly. A medal. A finisher’s shirt. A blanket. Where is the Gatorade? It’s chaos. People everywhere. The smell of food. I’m crying. I’m happy. Where’s my dad? Where is my “rock”? I just want to hug my dad. 
I did it.

The Aftermath

I tell my dad I dedicated my race to him. He’s proud. I am very sore now. EST, our travel group, has a hospitality house. I walk to it. They have food waiting. I’m really shaky, and feeling a little weak and nauseas. I need calories, quickly. My dad hooks me up. Coke, chicken soup, bread, fruit, pasta. It all goes down. I start to feel much better, except that my legs are sore and feel swollen. I need to sit. Ouch. Sitting down isn’t so easy. “Here’s an Advil” – good idea. Ah, I feel better now. I sit and talk to all the other athletes, listening to their stories, their races. We’re done. Our journey is done.
I sleep for what seems like a thousand years. A heavy, heavy sleep. I wake up, and yes, I am sore. You can tell at breakfast whose done the race the day before. We’re all walking slow and calculated, taking the stairs backward to save our achy quads. We’re also all still glowing. 
“Are you the girl that got bit by the dog?”, someone asks me at the party the next night. Finally, confirmation that I wasn’t hallucinating! “Yes, that was me!” He laughs, “That got me through the marathon young lady – I’ve never seen anything like that!” By now I’m feeling comfortable enough to have heels on. We’re at an authentic Brazilian BBQ dinner. Vegetarians step aside - this is a carnivores dream! Waiters come to our table every five minutes with freshly grilled meat that they shave off a skewer onto our plates. Delicious! Now for some southern Brazilian dancing and music. And, then, onto the bus to the dance club. 

Hundreds of us just exercised for 8-17 hrs straight the day before, and here we are, some of us foolishly in heels, dancing the night away. Caipi-vodka’s are flowing. The music is pumping. Nationalities are mixing. I look down – it’s 3am. I need to get home. My ride leaves at 4am for the airport!

Off to Rio de Janeiro where the vacation begins. Brendan and Sean from New York are coming too. Our travel organization has set several of us up at the same hotel in Copacabana. The hotel is beautiful. We spend our days walking on the beach, taking in the gorgeous views, eating like kings and queens, and samba-ing into the wee hours. 

What luck! The Brazilian national soccer finals are tonight in Maracana Stadium- the biggest stadium in the world. Our hotel helps us secure tickets. This will be the craziest sporting event of my life. We arrive 2 hours before game start, to a sea of people tail-gating on the street. Flags fly everywhere. The sound of drums beat away. Beer flows freely. Grilled “street meat” is for sale. Not sure what it is, but I’m hungry, and it tastes ok. We find out that we are coincidentally wearing the colours of the visiting team. Not good. “You get beat up”, says a local, who proudly displays a jersey of the team from Rio in the finals. He takes the sweaty and beer-soaked shirt off his back, and puts it on me. “AAAYYYYYY”, the crowd of crazy fans yell. We better buy a shirt. Wait, there’s a flag. Even better.
It is the craziest thing I have ever seen. Fireworks and flare-guns go off periodically in the stands. Full beer cans are hurled into the visitors section (glad I’m not sitting there). Double middle-fingers are shared here and there. Thousands of people sing and chant songs in Portuguese. The drums beat continuously. GOOOOOAAALLL! The game ends in a tie. They will fly to the visiting team’s home for a rematch.
My trip ended predictably - I was mugged in Rio. I once read a guide that said, “Just face it, you will get mugged or assaulted in Rio. The sooner you accept that this is going to happen, the sooner you can move on and enjoy your vacation”. I was close to being mugged last time I was in Rio. This time it was unstoppable.
I was walking down Copacabana Beach boardwalk. 2pm in the afternoon. Busy. My dad was with me. The sun was shining. It was a comfortable 80 degrees. I just finished drinking a pina colada out of a coconut. Life didn’t get any better. I saw some kids playing beach volleyball on the sand. There was a beautiful coastal background. A perfect Kodak moment. Out came the digital camera. I snapped some shots. Someone was watching me. I put the camera back in my little plastic bag – the one I purposely carried so as not to look like I had anything of value inside. There was the beautiful sun again, shining down on my face. I closed my eyes, and took in the smell of the ocean. TUG! “NOOOOO!” My arm was forcefully pulled. The plastic handles of the bag around my wrist broke. My bag was gone. Gone! A kid no more than 14 riding his bike, his friend guarding him on a bike right behind. “NOOOOO!!!!”, I screamed. I felt helpless in my stupid flip flops and bikini. Why didn’t I grab stronger? I didn’t expect it. I didn’t know. My dad ran like the wind after them, but it was no use. Two kids on bikes. They disappeared between two buildings, with my camera, and all my photos of my first Ironman. Gone. 
At first I was sad, but then I realized, these kids probably needed my camera more than I did, and my first Ironman memories were in my heart anyway. 
I did it.

The Future

Top two questions:

Q: Will you be getting an Ironman tattoo?

A: No. 

Q: Will you do another?

A: OHHH YAAAA!
