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  It was the night before the Parkers left for their trip, and Dad was waiting in the on-deck circle at his softball game. In the last inning of the series against the Storm, Dad’s team, the Pilots, were behind 10–9.


  The bases were loaded, and Dad’s teammate Sean was at bat. Sean swung and lifted the ball to deep left field. It looked like the winning hit, and Sean raced toward first base with his arms triumphantly raised into the air…


  The speedy left fielder ran back quickly and caught the ball. All the runners scampered back to their original bases while Sean dejectedly jogged back to the dugout. Now there were two outs, and it was up to Dad to try and bring home a victory.


  Dad stepped up to home plate and dug in.


  “Come on, Robert!” one of Dad’s teammates called out.


  The first pitch arched in and plopped onto the mat.


  “Striiiike!” the umpire yelled.


  The next two pitches were balls. Then Dad fouled one off.


  “Two and two!” the umpire called, announcing the count.


  Dad stepped out of the box and turned to the dugout. He noticed his whole team was standing and watching.


  He took a deep breath and glanced around. His teammates were lined up against the fence in anticipation. Dad also noticed Morgan, James, and Mom sitting in the bleachers.


  “You can do it!” Morgan called out.


  “Let’s go, Dad!” James added.


  Dad stepped back up and focused straight ahead.


  The pitcher lobbed the ball toward home.


  Dad watched the softball approach then swung hard as it crossed the plate. He lined the ball to the left of the shortstop and took off, running toward first.
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  At the same moment, the shortstop dove and knocked the ball down.


  The runners ran full speed toward home, hoping to score the winning runs.


  The shortstop pounced on the loose ball and for a brief second grinned confidently, then wound up for his throw to first.


  Dad sprinted faster.


  “Ahh!” Dad suddenly screamed. He immediately stopped and hopped around before limping the rest of the way to the base. The ball got to first well before Dad.


  “Out!” the umpire yelled.


  The game was over.


  Dad bent over and let out a large sigh. Then his teammates filed somberly onto the field.


  Players on both sides met and shook hands. Dad joined them while trying not to grimace as he walked along.


  Sean put his arm on Dad’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”


  “I don’t know. Something popped in my ankle.”


  Several of Dad’s teammates came over and consoled him. “It’s okay,” one said. “We play them again next week. We’ll beat ’em then.”


  “I won’t be here,” Dad responded. He pointed toward his family in the stands. “Were taking off to Rocky Mountain National Park in the morning.”


  “I certainly would choose that over softball!” Sean remarked.


  Dad said good-bye to his team and hobbled over to his family.


  “We’ll have to put some ice on it at home,” he said. “But I think it’s just a sprain. I bet by the time we’re hiking in the park I’ll be fine.”


  “I don’t know,” Mom said worriedly. “It looked like you were really hurting out there.”


  Then Dad changed the subject. “Are we all packed up?”


  “All ready to go,” Mom replied.
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  Morgan, James, Mom, and Dad drove west along Highway 70. They had flown into Denver the day before, stayed in a hotel, and rented a car. Now, with a large line of prominent snowcapped peaks of the Rockies looming ahead, the Parkers got into the spirit of the scenery.


  Dad cranked up the CD of John Denver and the family sang along:


  And the Colorado Rocky Mountain high


  I’ve seen it rainin’ fire in the sky


  I know he’d be a poorer man if he never saw an eagle fly


  Rocky Mountain high


  Colorado


  After the song, Morgan sifted through the stations on local radio.


  “Another sunny morning,” a radio deejay began before Morgan changed the station.


  “Wait,” Dad called out. “Go back. I want to hear the weather report.”


  Morgan quickly turned the radio back.


  “Typical summer weather for us folks in Colorado,” the reporter continued. “After this beautiful morning, those afternoon thunderstorms should pop up again, especially in the mountains. And look for more of the same tomorrow and the day after…”


  Morgan turned off the radio. “Well, now we know what to expect.”


  The Parkers continued driving west. At Highway 40, Dad turned north toward the town of Granby and the southwest entrance to Rocky Mountain National Park. They passed a large lake and resort area with snowcapped peaks looming ahead. Soon, the family entered the park at the Kawuneeche Visitor Center, just beyond Grand Lake.


  They drove along a valley framed by high mountains. Although the road was wet from a rain shower the night before, the morning was sunny and bright. Only a few small, puffy clouds clung to the high peaks surrounding the valley.


  Soon they approached a parking lot. Dad pulled the car over at the Coyote Valley trailhead. “Let’s take a little walk and stretch our legs,” he suggested.


  “This will also give us a chance to test the altitude and see how our heart rates and breathing respond,” Mom added. “We live at sea level, and we’re way above that here.”


  The family walked onto a flat gravel path. They came to a clearing and gazed at the long, wide valley. Across the way a series of barren peaks pierced the western sky.
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  Dad turned toward James, who had the park map. “What mountains are those?”


  James quickly scanned the map and read to his family. “The first one is Mt. Baker. After that there’s Mt. Stratus, Mt. Nimbus, Mt. Cumulus, Howard Mountain, and Mt. Cirrus.”


  CLOUDY WITH A CHANCE OF...


  


  The Never Summer Mountains are named after these cloud types:


  Cirrus: Thin, wispy clouds high up in the atmosphere. They are made of ice crystals.
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  Cumulus: Puffy clouds that look like floating cotton. They are typical in the mountains on a summer day, indicating fair weather, but they can develop into thunderstorms or vertically growing cumulonimbus clouds, which can bring severe weather, including heavy rain or hail.
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  Nimbus: Dark gray clouds that bring light rain or snow.
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  Stratus: Low-lying clouds that touch the ground. They often bring drizzle and are sometimes called fog.
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  “Really?” Dad responded. “Most of them, then, are named after clouds. I wonder why that is, James.”


  James looked again. “The map says they’re part of the Never Summer Mountain Range. Maybe they’re usually covered in clouds.”


  “Perhaps that’s why the tops are barren,” Mom chimed in. “It’s always so cold up there that few plants can grow.”


  “What’s their elevation?” Dad asked.


  “They’re all over 12,000 feet.”


  “That’s right,” Dad remembered. “Rocky Mountain has more than sixty peaks over 12,000 feet in elevation.”


  Dad gazed at the picturesque mountains. They were mostly cloud-free and basking in sunshine. “They’re not exactly living up to their names at the moment,” Dad said.


  The Parkers continued to stroll along next to a gently meandering stream. Eventually they came to the end of the short path. Mom turned to Dad. “How’s your foot?”


  Dad thought for a second. “Fine, I guess, along this flat trail.” He partially lied, since his ankle had been aching since they left the car. “We’ll have to see how it does later.”


  They turned around and read a few interpretative signs along the trail on the way back. “So this is the start of the Colorado River,” Morgan realized while reading one of them.


  “Yes,” Mom added, “and it goes from here all the way to Baja, California.”


  “How about we try our first serious Rocky Mountain hike next?” Dad asked.


  “Okay by me,” James responded.


  “Me too,” Morgan added.


  The family walked back to the car and drove a short distance to another trailhead, just up the road.


  FROM THE MOUNTAINS TO THE SEA


  


  [image: The Colorado River runs a total of 1,450 miles, from the western part of Rocky Mountain National Park all the way to the Gulf of Mexico. The headwaters of the river begin at the upper part of Kawuneeche Valley.]
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  After parking the car at the trailhead, the family got out and packed for their hike to the Little Yellowstone area. Dad also took his Ace bandage. “Just in case,” he announced.


  The trail was mostly flat, with just a few short climbs. To the west, the Never Summer Mountains poked above the puffy cumulus clouds, still small in the morning sky.


  The Parkers traipsed along, passing through verdant grassy areas splashed with wildflowers. The plants and needles on the pines glistened with raindrops from the night before.


  Morgan took a picture of a purple-petaled flower with a white center.


  Mom came over and looked at the colorful bloom. “I think that’s the Colorado columbine,” Mom said. “It’s Colorado’s state flower.”


  Dad gazed at the meadows. “It seems like everything is in bloom.”


  “It must be because of the short growing season here,” Mom realized. “Nine months of the year it’s under snow.”


  “Because of the elevation!” James exclaimed.


  “I guess this is as good a time as any to check on that,” said Dad, pulling out a small GPS device from his pack. He pressed some buttons, then waited a minute.


  James came over. “What is it?”


  Dad pressed some more buttons, then looked at the screen. “About 9,000 feet,” he announced. He looked at the mountains across the way. “And we’re low compared to the peaks up there.”


  “I’m sure feeling the altitude down here,” Mom said. “I’m a little light-headed.”


  The
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  [image: Aspens, a Colorado icon.]
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  • • •


  In the fifth inning, the family was sitting in the bleachers eating hot dogs and popcorn. The Colorado cleanup hitter was at the plate.


  It was a two ball, two strike count when the powerful slugger connected on a swing. He sent a towering fly ball way up into the bleachers, high over the Parkers’ heads, for a home run.


  The crowd went crazy.


  “I hope that ball doesn’t have altitude issues,” James mentioned.


  “Yeah, it was hit at least a mile above tree line,” Morgan added.


  “It probably ended somewhere up on Longs Peak,” Dad concluded, and then the family all laughed.
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