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Introduction




I was fat, forty-four, and in the market for a vasectomy. My mortgage was half gone, but so was my hair. Crabgrass bugged me.

After sixteen years of marriage, my wife and I completed each other’s sentences. Most were about our boys. We had three, though they sounded louder. Because Merrill traveled for her job, and I stayed home for mine, my three sons saw a lot of me. I changed their diapers, cooked their meals, coached their soccer, and harped about their homework. I was around so much that when our three-year-old woke in the middle of the night, he usually screamed for me. Our pubescent twelve-year-old, however, usually screamed at me. The eight-year-old could go either way.

It was a chaotic life, but a fun life, and I knew how to live it—until an emergency phone call rocked my world.

“Dad,” our twelve-year-old said from his Colorado summer camp, “they’re taking me to the hospital.”

Turns out Cass and a bunch of camp buddies were climbing Pikes Peak, elevation 14,115 feet, when he tripped and slashed open his shin to the bone. Now I was the one screaming.

“Dad,” he said, “calm down. I summited. It was amazing. I saw the sunrise from the top of the mountain. I slipped on the way down, but I made it to the top—two-and-a-half miles above sea level.”

“How bad does it hurt?”

“I summited, Dad. I summited.”

With ten surgical staples in his leg, Cass actually let me hug him in front of his friends. He even hugged me back. Then we did something more surprising: We talked.

He told me that mountains over 14,000 feet were called Fourteeners, and that Colorado had a bunch of them. He asked if I knew anything about them.

I did.

Our home state has fifty-four peaks higher than 14,000 feet—more than any other state or province in North America. Every year more than 500,000 people try to climb a Fourteener, but fewer than 1,300 people have ever reported standing atop them all. Colorado’s Fourteeners have been summited by skiers and snowboarders, racers and amputees, dogs, cats, cockatiels, monkeys, and horses, people as young as one and as old as eighty-one. One Texan spent three weeks pushing a peanut to the summit of one peak with his nose. There have been gunfights and cannibalism, avalanches and helicopter crashes. Hundreds have died and thousands have been maimed.

One blond boy even survived America’s most famous Fourteener with a Frankenstein scar on his leg.

Nice one, Dad, he said, but how do you know all this?

Once upon a time, before I was a husband or a father—back in the days when my inseam had more inches than my waistline—I somehow managed to climb a few Fourteeners.

My son was shocked. For a fleeting millisecond, he even looked at me as if I were almost not embarrassing. Teetering on the edge of a truly touching father-and-son moment, I was ready for another hug, but he was overcome by another surge of testosterone.

Dad, how about if we climb a Fourteener together?

Well, when I was climbing mountains—that was a lifetime ago, back when I liked to exercise. These days I like to eat. I’ve packed so much on my hips it would be like climbing with a pony keg of beer in my fanny pack. Imagine lugging all that extra weight up the 1,860 steps of the Empire State Building, four times, and doing it in high-altitude air with about a third less oxygen than Manhattan. All that work would be just one Fourteener.


He looked at me. I looked at him.

My mind was racing: Could I do it? Was it even possible for me to try? Back when I was in shape, those five Fourteener summits were still about the hardest sport I’d ever taken on—harder than two-a-day football practices as a high school punk, harder than weeklong bike tours that sent me, an alleged adult, four hundred miles over and around the mountain ranges of Colorado. Still, the beauty of the Fourteeners was something to remember. Standing on the roof of the Rockies, high above the trees and the clouds and the everyday worries, always made me feel like I was halfway to heaven. Now I’m forty-four, and my life is halfway there too.

Cass kept looking at me. I wondered what he saw. Someone to argue with? Someone to avoid? Someone who once did something cool, but way before he was even born? My face must have betrayed my fear: The older I get, the better I was.

Then he said the magic words: Dad—please.

I couldn’t resist.










Chapter 1

Failure




GRAYS PEAK 14,278'

TORREYS PEAK 14,275'

There’s one thing harder than climbing a Fourteener: waking up a preteener to climb a Fourteener. Because nothing scares me more than lightning, I insist on an alpine start—on the trailhead before dawn to get off the top of the peak by noon to beat Colorado’s regular afternoon thunderstorms. Which all means I must somehow wrestle our twelve-year-old out of bed by 4 a.m.

After nudging, shaking, rocking, bouncing, and rolling, he’s still not moving. I threaten the nuclear option—Kelly Clarkson, shrieking “Since U Been Gone,” through his iPod headphones—but he knows it’s an empty threat. No man can stomach an American Idol two hours before sunrise. So I try another tack and ask him simply, please. Magically, it works. Plus I promise food.

When I stop at 7-Eleven for our breakfast of champions (chocolate doughnuts, Mentos, and Kit Kat bars) I check the backseat and see that he has sprawled back into hibernation. For the one-and-a half-hour drive to the trailhead, I hear only my own thoughts. They are not pleasant visitors.

What made me think I could do this? For the past year or so, my toughest daily exercise was to clean-and-jerk our three-year-old into his car seat. One night a week, after the kids were asleep, I met a bunch of dads in a Catholic school gym to play what we called basketball, but actually was closer to nonprofessional wrestling. My jumping ability was so pathetic that once, after I snared a rebound, a wisecracking opponent stopped our game to marvel that he may have seen a shadow beneath my feet. Though we vowed to run longer in the gym than we drank afterward in a bar, this rule was strictly enforced only during Lent. After we went around the bar table detailing our kitchen sink of health woes—ACL that burned like a waffle iron; lower vertebrae with more shavings than a coffee grinder; prostate the size of a grapefruit—we hardly had time left for the main subject of interest, namely, how good we used to be. The sad truth: The only part of my body with any serious cardio training was my flapping jaw.

At the trailhead, my son snaps awake to a scene of glorious beauty: dawn over the Rockies. Five cars are in the parking lot—one from Washington, one from Wyoming, one from Texas, two from Kansas—but we’re on the trail before them. In just a few steps, Cass goes from groggy to confident. I shine my headlamp in his face and see a big, fat grin. You OK, Dad? I try to answer, but can’t. The trail begins at 11,280 feet, and somebody has filled my lungs with sand. You OK, Dad?

I’m not OK, but I’m not quitting either. My twelve-year-old is smoking me up the trail. Dad, you OK? I open my mouth to talk, but what comes out is a sound described by my son as a goose that swallowed a bugle. He laughs. I do too. Enough father-son communication for now. I waddle another fifty steps and taste something alien in my throat. It’s two chocolate doughnuts and a Kit Kat bar. They tasted better the first time. The bugle has turned into a tuba.

My symphony wins my son’s sympathy. He offers to stop right there and turn around and head all the way back to Denver, but I feel strangely calm. Maybe my problem was jittery nerves. Onward and upward, I proclaim, but my son seeks assurance that I’m talking about my feet, not my breakfast.

At 12,000 feet, the first yellow rays of dawn spill over the trail, and the view reminds me why I’m trying this. It’s spectacular: a massive wall on our left, a talus peak on our right, and a breathtaking rock amphitheater dead ahead. Above it all stand our intended targets—the summits of Grays Peak and Torreys Peak, which stretch about three-quarters of a mile apart, linked by a high saddle that dips 550 feet in the middle. We’re planning to stand atop both before most people back home in Denver are cemented to their work desks for the day. I had summited these two peaks years before I was married. With a well-maintained four-mile trail that requires 3,500 feet of climbing, Grays and Torreys are among the most popular mountain climbs in Colorado. They are often described in guidebooks as two of the state’s easiest Fourteeners. Whatever that means.

Now the trail really goes up. We take twenty steps, rest, and push twenty more. There’s a jackhammer pounding my eardrums, which alarms me at first, until I’m able to cite it as evidence to my son that I truly do have a heart. Just a few years ago he saw me as the hero who was stronger, faster, smarter, and funnier than all the other dads. Lately, though, I’m the guy who says no—no to too much television, video gaming, Web surfing, mess making, junk-food eating, music blaring, yelling, swearing, disrespecting—all the stuff that generally makes a teenager a teenager. Of course, I had inflicted all the same woes (minus the technological “advances”) upon my parents aeons ago, but I had never quite confessed my duplicity to him. Now seems as good a time as any. I stare at my feet and struggle for the right words to start explaining that as a teenager, I had also felt many of the same feelings that he is feeling today, even if, years later, I am totally clueless and possibly the world’s stupidest father.

Unfortunately, when I glance up, I realize he’s in no shape for surprises. On the trail ahead his feet are wobbling like he’s in his fifteenth round with Muhammad Ali. I remember that malady, which comes when you’re dizzy from altitude or worn out from climbing. Either way, it’s not a good sign.

We rest and I try to revive him with the smelling salts of history. Grays and Torreys, I tell him, were named after the two greatest American botanists of the nineteenth century. Asa Gray was the student of John Torrey, but together they wrote the first comprehensive plant catalog of the New World, Flora of North America. Though Gray eventually won the hearts of scientific plant lovers by shepherding construction of one of the world’s great herbariums, at Harvard University, he was best known to Americans for promoting and defending Charles Darwin’s concept of natural selection. Grays Peak is the tallest point on the Continental Divide in North America.

Tallest point? That pegs the testosterone meter for Cass. We trudge higher.

At 13,500 feet, we had scaled the equivalent of one-and-a-half Sears Towers, and the burden shows. He takes five steps, rests, and then wobbles five more. While we sit, four extremely loud hikers pass, and they’re chattering with accents from an easily identifiable state renowned in Colorado for sending us so many vacationing cowboys who are all hat and no cattle. Cass easily guesses the state. I wait for the hikers to move beyond earshot, then prime the boy for a story about Dick Lamm, our former governor, who, like all proud Coloradans, loved few things more than the mountains and a good joke about Texans.

A few years back, I tell him, Lamm opened his speech to a Texas education conference by claiming there had been an awful accident on the slopes earlier that day at Vail. It seemed the biggest oilman in Texas was skiing fast down the slopes when he crashed smack-dab into a pine tree. He was killed instantly. The ski patrol quickly discovered the true size of the oilman: The body was so large that the ski patrol needed three sleds to carry him down the mountain to the resort medical clinic. That’s where things really turned dicey. In all of Colorado, no one could find a coffin big enough to contain the body of the biggest oilman in Texas. So they gave him an enema and sent him home in a shoe box.

If laughter could power legs up a mountain, we’d have summited in minutes.

We progress a few hundred more feet before his boots go goofy again. We sit and he asks for another joke. Problem is, I can’t think of one. Reality is, I can’t think of much of anything. We’re only about 400 feet short of the summit of Torreys Peak, and the altitude has vacuumed every repeatable thought from my head. About one of five flatlanders venturing above 8,000 feet typically suffers some kind of health woe, Colorado health officials say. The higher you go, the colder and drier it gets. There’s less oxygen and more ultraviolet radiation. Lungs and the heart must work harder, even when the body is at rest. If a body is not at rest—and is in fact trying to haul its sorry ass up a mountain—then it’s more likely to succumb to headaches, nausea, dizziness, or, in more serious cases, acute mountain sickness. That requires an immediate retreat to lower elevations.

Luckily, I’m more tired than sick. I’d still like to try something to motivate my son. Then it hits: another Dick Lamm story. When he wasn’t insulting Texans, this governor also liked to climb Fourteeners. On one of his last peaks, he started complaining about the load in his backpack. Don’t worry, his hiking partners told him, just keep moving. The higher Lamm hiked, the heavier the pack felt. He moaned and groaned and wondered aloud whether he had the strength to continue. Maybe he was coming down with a bug. Maybe it just wasn’t his day. No matter, his buddies kept encouraging him to press forward. Finally, after a draining scramble to the summit, Lamm wearily plopped off his backpack, which led one of his buddies to announce: Man, I sure have a taste for watermelon. Two thousand feet above timberline, Lamm could hardly see any live plants, much less any edible fruit. He opened his backpack and found a giant, ripe watermelon, which he nearly cracked over the heads of his friends. Lamm made them pack down all the rinds.*

My son looks at me with an idea: Dad, how about if you carry my backpack? No big deal, I tell him, and stuff his daypack into my larger sack. He stands to take another step and nearly somersaults backward. No more happy feet—just wacky feet.


How close are we? he asks. Doesn’t matter, I tell him. The mountain will always be here. We can try again another day.

I hold his arm and we turn tail in retreat. Cass gains strength with every step down, and we’re soon low enough for him to walk by himself. I tell him how proud I am of him. It takes a lot more maturity to turn around on a peak than to press ahead and put yourself in danger.

Yada, yada, yada, he says, and then yaks it up for the next hour hiking back down. He’s blabbering on about school, friends, summer camp, girls, cell phones—the full cornucopia of preteen stuff—without any encouragement from me. I chalk it up to altitude drunkenness, but I’m not complaining. It’s fun to be buddies again. This time I don’t even need nausea to bring us together.

He falls asleep as soon as his head hits the car backseat, and once again I’m left with my own thoughts. I was so focused on getting him up the mountain that I forgot about my own struggles. Strangely, they weren’t so bad. After a shaky start, I climbed slowly and steadily, like an ox but without the horns. We stopped 400 feet shy of the summit, but I could have made it. At least I think I could have made it. Could I? Would I?









Chapter 2

Religious Experience




MOUNT OF THE HOLY CROSS 14,009'

There’s a bear outside my tent.

It’s 2 a.m., I’m camped alone just below Half Moon Pass, elevation 11,600 feet, and I’m wondering how in the hell I’m going to defend myself. Quick survival check: no gun, no knife, no guts. Entombed in my down mummy sleeping bag, I wear only boxer shorts. Piled somewhere in the tent are my clothes and boots, but on this no-moon night I see nothing.

I can, however, hear something. It’s big, rooting around, and moving closer. Another twig snaps, and I realize that he smells bad too. Maybe it’s the scent of his earlier kill. Or maybe it’s just me. City-boy deodorant is no match for raw mountain fear.

At this point I figure I have two options: curl up in a ball and die, or fight back and die. Not much choice for any man who grew up watching John Wayne at a matinee. So I slowly, quietly, unzip my sleeping bag, grope in the dark for my mountaineer’s headlamp, and suck in a deep breath.

Like a bat out of hell—or maybe just more like Meat Loaf—I blast out of my tent. Arms waving, feet stomping, eyes bulging, I’m screaming, “Bear! Go away, bear! Out of here, bear!”

Only it’s not a bear.

It’s an elk, antlerless and female, but still clearly an elk. Given the time of year, she must be approaching the rut and searching for a mate.

She looks at me and I at her, and the look in her eyes makes me really uncomfortable. Hey, I’m a married man. She turns, blows out the world’s biggest load of crap in my direction, and hightails it into the night.

And there I am, left shivering outside in the dark, in my underwear, flush with testosterone from screaming at a girl.

I retreat to my mummy bag and manage after a few minutes to finally stop shivering. I toss and turn and turn and toss—no easy feat in a feathered sarcophagus—but fail to fall back asleep. I count sheep, then elk, and finally bear. My mind, however, keeps wandering back to one overwhelming question: Why in the hell am I here?

The simple answer, I suppose, is because I was driving everyone nuts at home. Though I was justifiably proud of our son for toughing it up to 13,900 feet on Torreys Peak, I couldn’t shake my focus on the final, but unclimbed, 375 feet. I had surprised myself that day by climbing so high with a body so over the hill. Maybe my once-a-week dads’ basketball game really was enough to prepare me for some of the continent’s highest mountains. Or maybe I, too, was just steps from suffering my son’s same high-altitude crazy feet. This had all been the topic of considerable thought during my subsequent walks to school, shuttles to summer day camps, and drives to the orthodontist, plus conversations during breakfast, lunch, dinner, and sofa-lazing time.

One week of my hand-wringing convinced my wife that I should chase my dream. Or, more accurately, what Merrill said was, “If you go out and do it, will you stop bugging everyone about it?”

My bluff was called. That meant I had to pick a peak.

I wanted something dramatic. Torreys, shmoreys—that was a Denver day hike. Plus I had already summited it years ago. To really test myself, I needed something farther, harder, and more famous. If any peak could fit that bill, then the Mount of the Holy Cross was it.

Two hours from our house by highway, and then another hour by dirt road, the trailhead to Holy Cross was far enough from the parking space of a carpool dad to feel like a real expedition. And the climb itself was no walk in the park—more than a mile of vertical gain (5,625 feet) and twelve miles of hiking over trail and talus, that jumble of oven-size blocks that makes up the higher reaches of so many peaks. In other words, a lot more territory than I had ever covered in dads’ basketball, even when they had started enforcing the three-second rule.

Plus this mountain offered the fame factor. For decades, Holy Cross was one of the best-known mountains in America, thanks to that lovesick nineteenth-century hardman William Henry Jackson.

A Civil War veteran, Jackson returned home to Vermont from the Battle of Gettysburg to find his heart torn by two passions. The first was for a young beauty named Caddie Eastman, whom Jackson called the “Belle of the Town.” Caddie’s stepfather was among the richest men in their small town; Will and Caddie were soon engaged to be married.

Jackson’s second passion was for a fledgling invention called photography. Working as a retouch man for a local portraitist, he picked up some great experience, but got the bug to call more of his own shots. Serendipitously, a better photographer sixty miles away in Burlington offered up a job.

Jackson’s dilemma: stick with the new fiancée in small-town Rutland, or ditch her for a $25-a-week gig in the big city. For several months, he tried to do both, but ran himself ragged. On one Sunday in April, the young lovers started arguing over who had started an argument. “She had spirit, I was bullheaded, and the quarrel grew,” explained Jackson.

She dumped him.

He was distraught. He was humiliated. He was depressed.

So he moved to Omaha, Nebraska.

In the nineteenth century, Omaha actually seemed like a good idea. Urged on by Horace Greeley’s advice to “go West, young man, and grow up with the country,” tens of thousands did. Jackson signed on as a bullwhacker for a wagon train on the Oregon Trail, and checked every fort along the way for a letter of forgiveness from his sweetie. Alas, the Belle of the Town wasn’t ringing. Gradually, though, the magnificent western landscape worked to heal his broken heart.

In the railroad-and-farm boomtown of Omaha, Jackson found a place large enough to start his own portrait photography business. It thrived. Better yet, Omaha was also large enough for Jackson to find a new love, Mollie Greer. They married in May 1869, and honeymooned on a steamboat ride to St. Louis. Jackson couldn’t believe his luck: He had found a woman who understood his wanderlust. She even put up with his occasional hankering to hop a Union Pacific train to take pictures of the interior West.

Jackson’s railroad photographs were fine enough to attract the attention of Dr. Ferdinand V. Hayden, a Civil War surgeon and adventurer trying to put together an expedition. His destination: some faraway western place that, rumor held, was rife with fire and brimstone and waterfalls that spouted not down from a stream but upward to the heavens. When asked to join Hayden’s western survey, Jackson could not resist.

There was one complication: Mollie was pregnant. She agreed to stay home in Omaha to run the photo studio while William went wild exploring the West. By summer’s end, he was to return home to fatherhood and domestication.

He made the most of his time afield. Hauling more than three hundred pounds of gear—three giant cameras, a tent darkroom, gallons of chemicals, and more than four hundred photographic glass plates—Jackson ended up publishing the world’s first pictures of the spectacular geysers, hot springs, and canyons of the region that came to be known as Yellowstone.

Mollie was thrilled with her husband’s success. But after a summer of being pregnant, alone, and running a business in Nebraska, she was ready for her man to be home. Then his boss, Dr. Hayden, placed an emergency demand.

Jackson’s photos of Yellowstone were so breathtaking that naturalists wanted more prints, pronto, to bring to Washington, D.C. There was a new bill calling for Yellowstone to become the world’s first national park, and the hope was that Jackson’s glorious images just might inspire politicians to protect a place that few had ever seen. Jackson left his pregnant wife with his parents in New York, then hustled to Washington to make more prints and lobby Congress. A folio of his photos was placed on the desk of every senator and representative. Few could resist Yellowstone’s charms.

Congress overwhelmingly approved the bill, and on March 1, 1872, President Ulysses S. Grant signed the legislation to make Yellowstone into a national park.

For Jackson, though, political success carried a horrible price. While he was in Washington, Mollie fell into premature labor. She died during childbirth. Their baby daughter died shortly after.

Horror, guilt, grief—name the awful emotion, and Jackson battled it. For a time he tried to work through the tragedy in Washington, but felt an irresistible force pulling him from the city and to the unsettled, to the mountains, to the West. Within four months of Mollie’s death, he had returned to the frontier to heal, or at least strengthen, his broken heart.

With his white mule, Molly, and his bulky 11x14 camera, Jackson set off on years of expeditions that turned him into the premier photographer of the West, capturing iconic images of the Tetons of Wyoming, the gold camps of Denver, the Garden of the Gods along Pikes Peak, the Anasazi cliff dwellings of Mesa Verde—and a mountain that he helped make into one of the world’s most famous. Jackson wrote:


In the Middle Ages there was the legend of the Holy Grail. In Colorado there was the legend of a snowy cross upon a mountain.

No man we talked with had ever seen the Mountain of the Holy Cross. But everyone knew that somewhere in the far reaches of the Western highlands such a wonder might exist. Hadn’t a certain hunter once caught a glimpse of it—only to have it vanish as he approached? Didn’t a wrinkled Indian here and there narrow his eyes and slowly nod his head when questioned? Wasn’t this man’s grandfather, and that man’s uncle, and old so-and-so’s brother the first white man ever to lay eyes on the Holy Cross many, many, many years ago?



The cross was no myth. In August 1873, Jackson and two other survey members stumbled three days along Ute trails, plowed through dark timber, waded hip-deep snowmelt streams, and battled mightily to protect cameras from a soaking thunderstorm. After Jackson scrambled up slopes too jagged and steep for mules, the Rocky Mountain storm clouds finally lifted, and the men saw it: a 1,200-foot cross of snow, carved into the side of the mountain.

To a nation convinced that God had blessed westward expansion as Manifest Destiny, Jackson’s photograph of the 14,009-foot Mount of the Holy Cross became an instant sensation. Men who couldn’t afford portraits of their own families managed to scrape together enough coin for a print of that glorious Colorado mountain. The Mount of the Holy Cross was framed in Christian homes, rectories, and churches everywhere. When the western landscape painter Thomas Moran crafted his own magnificent five-by-six-foot version, embellished with a canyon and waterfall in the foreground, the faithful swooned. Jackson decided to beef up his own print sales by borrowing the painter’s romanticized vision. In the darkroom Jackson retouched his photo to strengthen one arm of the cross and add a creek and waterfall in the valley below.

The great fireside poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was so moved by Jackson’s photograph that he wrote “The Cross of Snow,” which likened the summer ice on the mountain in the Rockies to his continuing love for his deceased wife:


There is a mountain in the distant West

That, sun-defying, in its deep ravines


Displays a cross of snow upon its side.

Such is the cross I wear upon my breast

These eighteen years, through all the changing scenes

And seasons, changeless since the day she died.



Some believers still had to see the great peak for themselves. By the turn of the century, priests were offering Holy Communion atop adjacent Notch Mountain. By the Great Depression, thousands of pilgrims descended upon the peak to pray. Some bathed in the cool waters of Cross Creek. Others dipped a handkerchief in the Bowl of Tears, the mountainside tarn. A few even talked of miracles.

By 1929, pilgrimages had become so popular that President Herbert Hoover turned the Mount of the Holy Cross into a protected national monument. At about that time, however, the cross couloir started to become less and less prominent. Most blamed the deterioration of the cross’s right arm on erosion and rockfall, though there were persistent rumors that some local tourism promoter, eager to extend the pilgrimage season, had made matters worse by attempting to deepen the arm with miner’s dynamite. Either way, the number of visits to the peak had plummeted enough by 1950 to persuade President Harry Truman to rescind the national monument status.

One other explanation for the drop-off in Holy Cross visits: This was a damned difficult hike, even if you weren’t worrying about bear or elk.

At 2:30 a.m., with eyes wide open in a pitch-black tent, I concede that all hope for sleep is lost. It’s time to put that elk-related adrenaline to use. I put on my socks by feel.

I know it’s important to eat breakfast on the day of a big hike, but at this hour the only sustenance my body is trained to accept is cold pizza and beer. Neither would get me up the mountain. I hike on an empty stomach.

Walking alone in the dark on a narrow mountain trail eight miles from the nearest paved road isn’t the greatest way to relax. I’m wearing a headlamp, which helpfully illuminates the boulders I keep tripping on, but also leaves me feeling slightly dizzy. I see nothing beyond the meager power of my four raindrop-size LEDs. The only other time I experienced this kind of tunnel vision was watching Jacques Cousteau scuba diving into a cave on PBS.

And then there are the nighttime noises. Scruffs, grunts, scratches, and rubs—what almost certainly is a refreshing breeze in the daytime becomes the pant of a bloodthirsty mountain lion at night. After a half-mile or so on the trail, though, I’m breathing heavily enough to block out most other ear distractions.

I look up and stifle a gasp: Stars! Billions and billions of them. The Milky Way beams from mountain to mountain while Mars lords above it all as a pale red disk. Even my lousy eyes can pick out nine gleaming stars of the Pleiades. From the eastern horizon rises the great hunter Orion. I do a double take. Orion is a winter constellation, master of the Christmas sky. Can I really be seeing it the first week of August? I search to the west for Scorpius, the scorpion that killed Orion with a sting to the heel. After their fight to the death, Scorpius and Orion were banished by the Greek gods to opposite ends of the heavens, so that one would never appear in the sky with the other. Sure enough, I now see that Scorpius, the summer constellation, is gone. Working a trail at three in the morning miles from the light pollution of a city gives me a sneak peak at the next season’s sky.

At the base of the Half Moon Trail I hear the babbles and swirls of East Cross Creek. In the trees my headlamp beam bounces off the reflective tape of three dome backpacking tents. Those campers are still; I am moving. Sweaty and nervous, but feeling pretty exhilarated, actually. Do I really have a shot at the summit?

A few minutes past the creek crossing and I’m slapped back to reality. Ugh, the taste of lungs for breakfast. The whole first part of my hike this morning had been a 1,000-foot descent from the top of Half Moon Pass. Now I’m dropped all the way down to 10,700 feet, and I must make up all the elevation I lost. My legs doth protest. Suddenly the night sky doesn’t feel so wondrous. It feels lonely.

One wrong turn. Then another. And another. Surely this trail can’t be so hard to find in the daytime. I double back and find a small man-made tower of stacked rocks—a cairn. I’m back on track into a world where one dark step hurts even more than the other. I sit down and take a slug of water, hoping the liquid will push back my heart from my throat. Instead, I find I’m breathing so hard that the water squirts out my nostrils, accompanied by a jellyfish of snot. Call Sigourney Weaver—there’s an alien to battle in my sinus. I’m too tired to care. My jacket now sports a slimy racing stripe. In the throes of exhaustion, the first thing that goes is personal hygiene.

Finally I clear the trees, and my spirits lift. Measurable progress! I don’t know whether to be thrilled that I’ve come this high without suffering a massive coronary, or humbled to realize that I have another 2,000 vertical feet to go. The Milky Way seems to point toward the summit. I take it as a sign, and climb on.

Or, more accurately, I plod on. Five steps, gasp, another five steps, pant. I can’t take it anymore. I sit, but my folded-over gut pinches off my air supply. I hunch and wheeze. My throat churns with bile. What the hell am I doing here? My bet is it would take a lot less time to hike back to my tent than to try a suicide drive to the summit. I know I’m not supposed to do it, but for the first time I look back down the mountain. And I am horrified.

In the distance I see two lights bobbing up the trail. Two hikers, coming my way. They must have started from the trailhead this morning. (To cut down on the day’s climb, I had backpacked one-and-a-half miles and 1,300 vertical feet the day before to camp at the top of Half Moon Pass.) My head start means nothing to these guys. They’re closing on me.

Of course, that’s only if I let them. Nothing kicks in the testosterone like competition. I may scream at randy elk in my boxer shorts, but I’ve got enough personal pride to keep these hikers from passing me on the trail. I think. I hope.

I push myself enough to double my pace—ten steps instead of five before I stop to blow out my lungs with deep breaths. Still, they gain on me. Worse, in this thin mountain air I can hear them. And they’re laughing. What kind of superhuman can spare the oxygen at timberline for a belly laugh? They must be laughing at me and my feeble headlamp.

No more am I a plodder. There’s a Niagara Falls of sweat erupting from my beanie, and a bass drum of heartbeats throbbing in my wrists, but I’m definitely not plodding. I’m climbing.

I stop for another lung blow, and turn downhill to measure the progress of the headlamps. Only the headlamps are gone. In my determination to push up the mountain I’ve ignored the fact that the sun has risen behind my back. Below me is a moonscape of gray-and-blue talus. The trail switchbacks through the sea of stone, but the landscape is so massive there’s no way to pick out two approaching climbers. Plus, the gray skies of dawn have been accompanied by a gentle breeze. No way to hear any talking now, especially with so much sweat pooled in my ears. Still, they must be gaining on me.

The breeze turns into a wind, and I shiver every time I stop to pant. My fingers have swelled to the size of Vienna sausages. At first I assume this is an inevitable hallucination from my ill-advised decision to skip breakfast, but then I realize it’s probably my hands’ retribution for my feet’s decision to venture above 13,000 feet. Is my wedding ring slashing the blood circulation to my fingertip? I’m too damn cold to take off my mitten to check. The wind whistles. My head spins. My feet go…

Not so crazy. I haven’t eaten a thing but mucus this morning, so I stop and tear open an energy bar wrapper with my teeth. In these temperatures, the bar is as solid as chalk, and tastes like it too. I huddle from the wind behind a rock, and fill my mouth with water to turn the energy bar into a slurry that slides down my gullet. Not exactly the breakfast of champions, but I feel a little stronger.

I’ll need all the energy I can get. I top out the north ridge at 13,400 feet, and the hulking mass of Holy Cross stretches above me. There’s no trail to the top, just 600 vertical feet of boulder-hopping. For the first time all day, the sun warms my face. It’s go time.

Right foot, left foot, a hop, a skip, a right hand for balance—I’m a kid on a playground jungle gym. One rock at a time, I move higher and higher. Should I bounce to this chunk or that? It’s problem solving on a massive scale, and for the first time all day I don’t feel tired or cold or slow. I’m just having fun.

And then, just as soon as I settle into my most joyful rhythm, it happens: There’s no more up. I find a small rock shelter around a palm-size brass medallion from the U.S. Geological Survey that proclaims MT HOLY CROSS. 250 DOLLARS FINE FOR DISTURBING THIS MARK. Next to it some lovebird has left behind a rock carved with this inscription: “To Abby. My vow to you in stone. This day 7 3 06.” Abby may have found her true love here—or maybe she didn’t; is that why the engraving was left on the summit?—but right now there is no doubt I’m the happiest one on the mountain.

I want to jump. I want to dance. I want to shout.

Unfortunately, when I stand up quickly, I get dizzy, so I sink to my duff to celebrate.

From the summit I can see from here until tomorrow, even though tomorrow is seventeen hours away. There are jagged peaks and rolling forests and cascading creeks and blue skies and no sign whatsoever of the hikers who trailed me in the dark. In fact, the only sign of man’s handiwork is the trail up Holy Cross’s north ridge. The view is breathtaking—literally. And I want to share it.

Though I packed it to use only in an emergency, I pull out my cell phone and find a signal, which grows even stronger when I rise to my feet. (One bar at 14,009 feet, but three bars at 14,015 feet.) Our home phone rings three times. Our three-year-old answers, and cuts to the chase.

“Dad, did you fall down the mountain?” Wesley asks.

“No, son, I did not. Right now, I’m standing on top of it.”









Chapter 3

The Mission Takes Shape




HURON PEAK 14,010'

QUANDARY PEAK 14,271'

LA PLATA PEAK 14,336'

MOUNT SHERMAN 14,036'

MOUNT YALE 14,200'

MOUNT PRINCETON 14,204'

At home that afternoon I circle the kitchen in a glorious victory lap, and babble to my wife and kids like a brook tumbling from the Continental Divide.

You guys should have seen that mountain! It was so beautiful! I was the first one to climb it this morning! I had the whole summit to myself! I didn’t think I could do it, but then I did!

That’s great, Dad, says our eight-year-old, Max. Now can we get something from the ice cream truck?

Of course we can! Let’s all celebrate!

With the calliope music of the ice cream truck bouncing off the walls of our house, I reach for my wallet and feel something strange. Somebody has inserted a sledgehammer between my shoulder blades. My spine feels like cement; my thighs are Jell-O. My wife hands me a bottle of Advil for dessert, and I Frankenstein my way into bed.

You seem really happy, Merrill tells me.

I am, I say. My eyes shut, and stay that way until morning.


 

It takes one day for me to lose the sledgehammer, two for the Jell-O. The spine remains incommunicado.

The biggest body change, however, is in my eyes. They see things differently. Walking to the park with the kids, I notice for the first time that some homes along the block have bricks that can be climbed like a rock wall. At the playground, instead of chasing my kids up the stairs of the jungle gym, I scramble up the slide. Some kid loses a Frisbee up a Ponderosa pine, and I climb up after it. What’s a ten-foot branch when I’ve stared down an eight-hundred-foot couloir? When our three-year-old cries in his bedroom, I take the stairs two at a time.

Merrill is quick to notice the difference. Sad fact is, I’m not the man she married sixteen years ago. When I gained my first ten pounds, I blamed it on my heavy work schedule. The next ten, after I became the father of two. The ten after that had arrived by the time of our third son, when I was working even more, and the fourth ten were added in the blur that followed. Excavating clothes from the back of the closet was a depressing stumble down memory lane—first the college pants, then the loose-fit jeans, then the baggy shirts.

The last few years I had stopped sucking in my gut at the beach; nobody was looking, anyway, at a guy who grew hair faster on his ears than his scalp. Fortunately for me, the new fashion trend of un-tucked shirts arrived at about the same time as Chipotle’s big burrito restaurants. Coincidence or conspiracy? I wasn’t arguing.

My wife, however, could still tuck in her shirt. Despite a travel job and three pregnancies, she had gained no weight whatsoever since college. Merrill was a runner. Weekdays she woke up at 5 a.m. to do it. Last year she had even won a Top 10 medal for her age class in a 10K race with fifty thousand runners. She was thin, fast, and brimming with the unfathomable willpower that allowed her to walk past a plate of fries without diving in. If I stood in front of her on a sunny day, she would pale under my solar eclipse.


So whenever my wife saw me moving, by choice, and not toward the refrigerator, she was full of encouragement.

Climbing that mountain seemed like something you enjoyed, she told me, and I think you should try another one.

Really?

Really.

The idea was to pick hiking days when she was not traveling for her job. She could hang out with our three kids. No big deal at all.

And so for one day a week the rest of the summer, I became the dad on the block with the weird ritual—putting the kids to bed at night, driving two hours through the dark to sleep in my car at a trailhead, rising before dawn, struggling but ultimately succeeding in summiting a mountain, and returning home by dinnertime.

Every hike, I felt cold and lonely and a little scared. Every hike, I felt like quitting. Every hike, I thought: This is my last one.

Every hike, though, something happened that rejuvenated me enough to keep me keeping on.

On Huron Peak, I missed a turnoff in the dark and hiked a full mile before realizing that my trail was much too gentle and enjoyable to be the correct route up a Fourteener. I retraced my steps after sunrise, found the sign to the right turnoff, smacked my forehead in frustration, and suffered up an endlessly rising and twisting trail that had me keeling over at every switchback. Ah, but the view of the spectacularly jagged Three Apostles was better than any postcard. On my way down, however, I saw something just as breathtaking: a lone hiker, moving swiftly up the same switchbacks and never stopping. Who was this übermensch? As we drew nearer, I noticed something a little odd about him—his gait and his posture seemed a little off. When I finally met him on a switchback, I told him that he was cruising up the same switchbacks that required a pit stop from me. He told me it was his third attempt at this mountain. The first time, he got lost; the second time, he ran from a thunderstorm. Finally I couldn’t resist, and asked him his age. “I’m sixty-eight,” said John Sanborn, a retired schoolteacher from Chapman, Kansas. “I climbed Longs Peak, my first Fourteener, in 1958.” That was three years before I was born. I shook his hand and staggered away. Suddenly I wasn’t tired. I was inadequate.

On Quandary Peak, I popped a heel blister about five hundred feet from the summit. I sat and felt sorry for myself until a yellow Labrador retriever ahead on the talus looked down on me and seemed to urge me on. When I had met this dog for the first time at the trailhead this morning, I had assumed he belonged to another hiker on the mountain. But after we summited together, I learned that this wasn’t just any yellow Lab. This was Horton the Quandary Dog, who lived with his family in a house near the trailhead. His owner, a former National Geographic photographer, told a local radio station that his eight-year-old pooch had summited Quandary nine hundred times, including some days when he climbed the mountain four separate times with different groups of hikers. At night, Horton slept like a dog. After he guided me to the top, I could understand why.

On La Plata Peak, I took the less-visited southwest slopes route to enjoy some solitude. I got my wish, and I soon regretted it. I became lost in the dark again, but this time in a swamp with shin-deep mud and ice water. After that came a steep scree slope that had me taking two steps forward before sliding one step back. Then I was confronted by a talus field so steep that I had to use my hands to help pull myself up. Was this really the route? I concluded that this mountain was dissing me, and I was not going to let it win. When I finally summited, I saw a nasty black cloud barreling my way from the west. To escape the coming lightning storm, I ran down a mountain that I barely had energy to walk. I slipped and tore an eight-inch gash on the rear of my pants, which flapped in the wind as I tried, unsuccessfully, to outrun a hellacious downpour. I returned home with a racing stripe of mud up my boxers.

On Mount Sherman, I was lulled by reports calling this the easiest Fourteener. I slept in, and didn’t arrive at the trailhead until 7 a.m. My reward was a fog-and-wind whiteout, complete with horizontal snow—in August!—along a ridge that, according to maps, had a six-hundred-foot drop. (The pea soup was too thick for me to see the bottom.) The summit of Sherman was long and flat enough to have hosted a successful emergency landing by a four-passenger charter plane four decades ago. With a numb nose, wind-seared eyes, and chattering teeth, I wished that charter were still around for me to hire for the trip back down.

On Mount Yale, I ran off the summit from another approaching thunderstorm. On my race to the car I met Gary Huckabay, fifty-eight, a man of many callings—former air force combat pilot with a doctorate in archaeology who now did classified work for the military in Colorado Springs. One of his other fields of expertise is lightning. On a backcountry survival course, he was a hundred yards away from three buddies when a bolt hit the tree they were hiding under. One friend was killed, two were paralyzed. Not long after that, another friend was hit in the head by another lightning bolt. He survived, but with life-changing problems. And just a few months ago, Huckabay himself had retreated on La Plata when an incoming storm carried enough of an electrical charge to make hikers’ hair stand on edge. So why was I running down the mountain while he was hiking up? He thought it still looked safe. By the time I reached the parking lot, all hell was breaking loose up on the summit, or at least where I thought the summit should be. The sky was black. Lightning bolted. I breathed easier when I saw no stories in the next day’s newspapers about hikers being electrocuted on Mount Yale, but I was still curious. I called Huckabay at home, who told me the lightning remained “pretty far away.” How far away was that? “About three miles,” he said, though to me that meant the lightning was as little as a minute away. I would have wet my pants in fear, but Huckabay said something that made me wonder if he’d been negotiating all those lightning bolts with some inside information. Turned out the man of many callings had one extra one—he was a retired minister.

After each of these peaks, I returned home with a little more pride and skill and stamina, plus the humility to realize that nothing I could do on a mountain would ever be as hard or rewarding as staying home for the past three years with our three kids. Still, I was grateful for the time away. It hurt to admit, but I think the kids were grateful for the break. They seemed to be having a blast without me. My wife too.

Though I felt guilty saying it, I was having fun on my own. On a mountain, nobody told me what to do. I had the freedom to eat, sleep, sweat, piss, moan, swear, belch, fart, sing, laugh, yodel, and nap whenever and wherever I wanted. The views were magnificent. The people on the trail were friendly. The fears were life-affirming. I could not think of any other pursuit that so perfectly tested my physical and emotional limits. At home those years with the kids I had learned to revel in the little victories—the covered sneeze, the unprompted thank-you, the testosterone-fueled argument between brothers that was resolved without a sock in the nose—but I still ended some days wondering if I had lost more ground than I had gained. The mountain, however, offered little ambivalence. I either summited or I didn’t. It was hard work that could be measured. It was straightforward. It was satisfying. I longed to do more.

There was, of course, one hitch: My solo hiking was driving Merrill nuts. Or, more precisely, giving her nightmares, and, on some nights, preventing any sleep whatsoever. At first I responded by telling her about the joys of solitude—the soul-cleansing quiet, the pleasure of proceeding at my own pace, the time to think about something in particular or nothing at all.

She asked: What if something happened—something bad?

Well, these are just hiking routes. No climbing. No real danger.

What about the lightning?

I had no good answer for that one.

What if you twisted an ankle? What if you slipped when you were alone on some mountain—could you die of a sprained ankle?

No good answer for that one either.

Though Merrill was almost always right, I didn’t like to admit it. So I fell back on my argument of last resort:

I can’t hike with anyone, because I don’t have anyone to hike with.


We both knew this claim was true, even if it hurt me to say so. The reality was, I was firmly ensconced in a middle-aged rut. I’d had the same set of friends for years. There were some guys who would drink with me, and some who would fish, or play cards, or watch a ball game with me. A few guys also played golf, but certainly not with me, especially after I’d sliced two houses in a particularly notorious walk around eighteen holes a few years back.

Did I know anyone who would rise before dawn to stagger up a cold mountain on a day off work? Who in their right mind would do that by choice? Friend—or nutcase?

Well, said my wife, what about Gottlieb?

Ah, Gottlieb.

To my wife, Gottlieb—his actual name was Alan Gottlieb, but few of my friends had first names that got much use—was the perfect dinner party guest. He was a Peace Corps veteran and bighearted father, raised as an agnostic Jew, but married to the world’s most elegant and charming Episcopal priest. He was a newspaperman who switched over to a small nonprofit that worked to save inner-city public schools. He wrote thriller novels in his spare time. Like my wife, he ran twenty miles a week.

There was another side to Gottlieb too. The last time I summited a mountain with him was fifty pounds ago, on a backpacking trip two weeks before my wedding day, when we hiked one of the easier Fourteeners (Humboldt Peak), returned to camp to knock off a bottle of gin with a few other buddies, passed out, woke up at 3 a.m., failed to fall back asleep, said what the hell, and scrambled up one of the nastier Fourteeners, Crestone Needle, with a pounding hangover—while a mountain goat kicked down boulders on us. We celebrated in base camp with macho grunts and ibuprofen.

At the time we felt like studs. In hindsight we both figured out that we had been fools.

We went on to embarrass ourselves in other outdoor endeavors. Our employer at the time, the Denver Post, sponsored an annual weeklong bike tour across Colorado called Ride the Rockies. We volunteered to pedal it for the paper mainly because it got us out of covering the rapists, robbers, murderers, and politicians that made up the bulk of our newspaper reporting work.

On the bike tour, Gottlieb and I soon found ourselves on the wrong side of a cultural divide. The vast majority of the tour’s two thousand other bikers—no, excuse me, they preferred to be called cyclists—rode dainty road bikes and dressed like psychedelic praying mantises. We rode mountain bikes with fat knobby tires and wore freebie shirts with permanent half-moons below the underarms. The cyclists shaved grams from their components and hair from their legs; we held a burping contest up Wolf Creek Pass. They nibbled PowerBars; we bogarted burritos. We smelled bad. We spit. We finished last.

On one defining night in the venerable old mining town of Leadville, when all the other cyclists had retired by 10 p.m. to their tents in a community campground, Gottlieb and I started up in a miners’ bar and drank beer and played pool and told lies and drank even more.

Stumbling back to camp without a flashlight, I discovered that my tent, an REI gray dome, was the most popular type in Colorado that year. That night I unzipped and tried to enter three of the wrong tents by accident; the next morning Gottlieb mercifully let me ride behind him with my head hung low, hoping that everyone else on the bike tour had lost interest in trying to kill that stumbling midnight tent intruder who stank like a pool hall.

Of course I should call Gottlieb, I told my wife, who was under the impression that this would be a safe and responsible thing. I wasn’t about to dissuade her.

Though Gottlieb agreed to try Mount Princeton with me, he had an obligation at his wife’s church that prevented him from meeting in the mountains until the dawn of our hike. This left me with a Friday night to kill in the Arkansas River Valley, home to the highest peaks of the Rockies. They won’t stay that way forever. The Fourteeners have had some vast geologic ups and downs.


About 1.7 billion years ago, Colorado was an island floating around the world when it smashed into Wyoming. The collision crinkled the earth up toward the sky, and the result was Colorado’s first mountain range. With no vegetation to protect the rock, however, the relentless forces of erosion won the upper hand. The peaks were ground down enough to make them dip back below the surface of the sea.

My home state stayed flat and wet for millions more years. About 315 million years ago, though, the vast tectonic plates went at it again, butting heads hard enough to push two new ranges up out of the sea. The big mountain islands, near the present-day Front and San Juan ranges, were called the Ancestral Rocky Mountains. They dominated the landscape for 70 million years, and are seen today in the red sedimentary stone at the base of some modern mountains.

Once again, wind, waves, and earthquakes beat down the mountains. Colorado turned flat and warm, and it became the age of dinosaurs. In Colorado paleontologists found the world’s first Tyrannosaurus rex fossil, the world’s first brontosaurus tracks, and the continent’s longest dinosaur trackway.

Eighty million years ago the landscape transformed again. The Pacific Plate smashed beneath western North America and, for some still mysterious reason, crumpled up a vast range of peaks a thousand miles from the coast. These were the Laramide Mountains, which forced the oceans to retreat from Colorado for the last time.

Forty million years later, the Laramides had eroded away too. In their place, though, came an explosion of volcanic activity, with twenty separate calderas spewing out thousands of cubic miles of ash and pumice at speeds up to 100 mph. Vast piles of this volcanic material settled and consolidated to become the San Juan Mountains of southwestern Colorado.

Not long after in geologic time—make that about 26 million years ago—Colorado was wrenched apart by a long rift that dropped down the San Luis and Arkansas River valleys, and thrust up the Sangre de Cristo and Sawatch peaks, where I am today. Geologists still argue whether those mountains are still moving up faster than the forces of erosion are grinding them down.

One other result of this explosion in geologic activity: hot springs. Colorado has ninety-three of them, and the hottest one, flowing from the earth at 185 degrees, is right here at the Mount Princeton Hot Springs Resort. Built in 1879 with the proceeds of a gold mine won in a saloon knife fight, the four-story hotel and its soothing 135-degree hot springs became a turn-of-the-century tourism sensation. But the Great Depression plunged the resort into truly hot water, and the hotel never recovered. In 1950 a businessman stripped the grand structure of 1 million board feet of lumber and used it for the ultimate indignity—building a new subdivision in Texas.

Smaller versions of the resort had boomed and busted in the years since. What always remained were the calming waters along a snowmelt creek at the base of a 14,000-foot mountain. I had climbed Mount Yale earlier that day and was waiting for Gottlieb to arrive the next day for a hike of Mount Princeton. My legs were sore and my skin was sticky.

The hot springs are empty. I jump in. I moan with delight. I float on my back and watch the sun dip behind the Continental Divide. I moan some more.

Over my shoulder I hear giggles, female variety. Instinctively, I suck in my gut, but that just makes me stop floating. Don’t whales ever bask?

I spin around and spot the source of the laughter. It’s a gaggle of girls, four of them, lithe and tan and blond and maybe eighteen years old. I retreat to the opposite corner of the hot springs pool, but the gaggle has come with reinforcements. Soon I am surrounded in the pool by more than a dozen female hardbodies, all in jog bras or bikinis, and I am aghast. I should feel like I’m the star of every man’s beer commercial fantasy—me in the pool with a traveling girls volleyball team—but the more they giggle and splash, the more I feel like Weird Old Uncle Pervy. I try to hide by dropping underwater, then realize they must think I’m checking out their legs.


When I surface, I expect the vice squad to be waiting for me with handcuffs. The reality is even uglier: Nobody has even noticed I’m in the pool. There is nothing more invisible to a group of young women than a lone middle-aged man. I leave unnoticed, lay out my sleeping bag in the back of my car, and read a book until I fall asleep.

 

Gottlieb drives up on time at 6 a.m., having left his house in Denver two-and-a-half hours earlier. He’s drunk enough coffee to look bug-eyed, or maybe he’s just shell-shocked over the swirl of the weather above us. The sky is a solid sheet of clouds. Though the maps say Mount Princeton is somewhere up there, we certainly can’t see it.

I tell Gottlieb about my scary run from summit lightning the day before on Mount Yale. We both know that clouds before 6 a.m. are a poor omen for today, but there’s no way I want him to have driven so far before sunrise without even attempting a hike. We move slowly upward fully expecting that we’ll retreat swiftly downward.

We bounce in my SUV three miles up a surprisingly nonpunishing four-wheel-drive road, and park at 10,800 feet near some radio towers. There’s mist in the air, and the clouds show no sign of breaking. We mutter about our bad luck, fiddle with our pack straps, and set off.

My bones creak. My joints ache. I’m just about ready to whine—how stupid am I, thinking I can do two Fourteeners in two days?—but Gottlieb knows me well enough to change the subject. He decides to show off his new hiking miracle cure, ski poles.

Ski poles? I didn’t even know he skied.

Actually, he says, people call them trekking poles. They’re really light and they collapse into three sections. They keep down the pounding on your body. Since he started using them, he hasn’t even rolled an ankle. And he read somewhere that trekking poles make you burn 40 percent more calories.

Just what I need—something that makes me more tired.

Not that it would make any difference today. The more we hike, the less we see. There’s more chill and more mist. It’s as bad as the gloomiest day in London, but over 11,000 feet. My bet is we’re hiking directly into the clouds. Visibility is less than forty feet.

From the eerie gray behind us we hear footsteps. The fog seems to intensify all sound, so it’s hard to judge the distance, but the steps are steadily drawing closer. Bear? Deer? Another crazed elk in rut? We turn and brace for battle.

Through the mist our assailant emerges: It’s a man, gray-haired and trim, wearing a T-shirt from the Pikes Peak Marathon, a 26-mile race up and down the famed mountain, and running straight at us.

Gottlieb and I are huffing and puffing just to walk. This guy is running without a sweat.

My jaw drops as he breezes by us. Gottlieb, however, has other ideas.

“One other good thing about these poles,” he says, handing me one. “You want to shish-kebob that guy, or should I?”

We both laugh too hard to épée anyone. Besides, there’s no way we can catch him. In the clouds we have seen Superman, without a cape.

At 11,800 feet we leave the jeep road and start hiking up a trail. There’s a steep climb at first, and then something wild happens: The clouds vanish. How did they disappear without a wind to push them? We turn and see a startling truth. We are looking down on the clouds. It’s the first time I’ve risen above the weather without the help of airplane wings, and the thrill of it all seems to turbocharge our feet. We’re nowhere near as fast as the unimpaled runner, but we do manage to blast by scree and talus and lichens as if they were standing still.

Besides, we’ve got so much to talk about that the elevation seems to melt away. I tell Gottlieb about my invisibility with the young women in the hot springs pool; he tells me about the invisibility of his high school daughter, who has spent the better part of the summer trekking through Mongolia. (Could it be possible for an American teenager to find anyplace farther from her parents?) I tell him about my worries for our oldest son in middle school; he tells me about his worries about his daughter for college.


Not long ago his teenager’s friend was returning home from a party with another friend who had been drinking. The closer they got to home, the more they could see the driver was drunk. They tried to take away the driver’s keys. She refused. They tried to beat home their point by demanding to be dropped off immediately on the side of the road. The driver finally agreed, then floored the gas pedal. The result was heard from blocks away. Her car had smashed head-on into a tree. The driver was dead.

Though some people may win a confidence boost from climbing mountains, nothing strips it away faster than a parent returning to a home full of adolescence.

With the talk moving faster than our feet, we make the summit with much less pain than expected. We’re thousands of feet above the clouds, basking in blue sky and sun above, and feeling more alive than ever.

I tell Gottlieb I had enjoyed soloing the other peaks, but nothing made the uphill pass as quickly, or with as much fun, as hiking it with a good hiking partner.
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‘Mount Evans 14,265 Feet Snowmass Mountain 14,099 Feet 38,
Grays Peak 14,278 Feet Sunlight Peak 14,059 Feet 9.

Walscnbig| Handies Peok 14,058 Feet Sunshine Peal 14,001 Feet 43
¥E| Mount Harvard 14,421 Feet Tabeguache Peak 14,162 Feet 2.

Mount of the Holy Cross . Torteys Peak 14,275 Feet 2.

14,009 Feet Uncompahgre Peak 14,321 Feer 45,

Humbolde Peak 14,064 Feer 31 Wetterhorn Peak 14,015 Feet )

Huron Peak 14,010 Feet 19, Mount Wilson 14,246 Feer 54

Kit Carson Peak 14,165 Feet 28, Wilson Peak 14,017 Feet 53

La Phta Peak 14,336 Feet 1s. Windom Peak 14,082 Feet St

Mount Lincoln 14,293 Feet 8. Mount Yale 14,200 Feer 2
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Ty umbering step and gasping breath, Mark Obmascik proves that you

don’t have to scale Everest to conquer nature—or write a great book about the great

outdoors. Halfway to Heaven is an oxygen-deprived romp, a coming-of-middle-age
adventure story that is by turns hilarious, gripping, poignant, and uplifting.”

—Stefan Fatsis, author of 4 Few Seconds of Panic and Word Freak
h st

My Wiite-knuckled—
and Knuckleneaded—

Quest for the Rocky Mountain Hign
LW

MARK OBMASCIK






OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
HALFWAY
o HEAVEN

My White-knuckled—and Knuckleheaded—
Quest for the Rocky Mountain High

Mark Obmascik

ATRIA PAPERBACK

NEW YORK * LONDON * TORONTO * SYDNEY * NEW DELHI





