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"This is crazy." Josh said, exasperated.

He'd just paid the toll for entering Pikes Peak Highway and was already regretting it.

"Don't be a baby. I'm the one who should be worried. I told you. I can handle this." Piper reassuringly stated.

"Your parents are going to kill me." he replied, unconvinced.

She unscrewed the cap of her Dura Flask water bottle and took a small sip.

"For my security, drink more," he added.

Piper slightly shrugged and put it to her lips, swallowing a mouthful. "Remember that when I'm asking to pee at every stop." she retorted. She looked to her right, enjoying the lush greenery of the Douglas fir and ponderosa pine trees.

"I'll be surprised if we make it past the first one. Speaking of which...it should be coming up shortly." Josh commented.

It was. She had been wanting to do this for a long time, ever since her family was here when she was young. A sprained ankle kept her from ascending the well-known mountain. Pregnant or not, this was going to happen. She was eight months along, and it wasn't recommended for a woman in her condition to climb the high elevation. They originally came to Colorado Springs as a pit stop. They were going to Denver to see their Botanic Gardens.

Long before getting knocked up, Piper had a keen interest in horticulture. She had an associate's degree in the field and didn't utilize it as much as she wanted. The romance with Josh greatly affected her decision making when it came to this little story. After she had graduated, she moved back to her hometown in Nebraska. The stresses of living far away from home got to her. She was previously living in Wisconsin, attending Fox Valley Technical College. Since it was a community college, she had to get a job to afford living there. The pressure of working fifty-plus hours and going to school made her rethink what she wanted to do with her life.

She decided to take a year off and obtained a part-time profession as a local landscape designer. During this time, she rekindled her intimacy with Josh. They were in a long-distance relationship, but that fizzled out after her first semester. They were both too occupied with their studies to give the partnership the proper love and attention it needed. It ended on fair terms, feeling they made the mature decision. They got back together shortly before her year-long break. Josh never left the university, and it spurred her to complete her bachelors. They got a place near his school, and she still commuted to her job.

This worked for a time. It changed when she was asked to go full-time with her occupation. They were barely making ends meet, so the extra money would be needed. She was taking classes, though it was just a few. Josh eventually graduated and got the first position he applied for. She dropped everything to move with him. At the time, she made a snap choice. She feared their bond would collapse into the same pitfall if they tried to do the same thing as before. She was ready to resume her education once they got settled. However, that got lost in the dance of moving and getting married. By the time they got situated in their first home, it was the holidays.

She'd planned on enrolling during the winter term, except a passionate night at a resort resulted in the conception of the baby in her belly. Their road trip across the country gave her plenty of time to think about it and influenced her current venture. Piper viewed not finishing school as the "sprained ankle" of her life. She couldn't help the circumstances that prevented her from accomplishing that goal, yet she couldn't get her mind off the unfinished business. She didn't know if it would be possible with the little one coming soon, so the determined woman opted for this instead.

"Oh, there it is!" she excitedly noted, seeing the cascade observation site.

On the map in her lap, it was labeled as Camera Point. With a spike of elation, she suddenly felt a little light-headed. Josh was pulling into the spot, so he thankfully hadn't noticed. She researched pregnant women and elevation in the hotel last night. Several articles stated expectant mothers should keep away from altitudes at or above eighty-five hundred feet. The tollgate had them at 7,750 feet, so she was already pushing the limit. The road to the summit was the better of the options available. The Cog Railway was shut down for renovation.

It wouldn't be feasible anyway, considering it was nonstop transportation. If she got ill from the ascension, it could spell a dicey situation. Other services could get there by a shuttle bus or even a Jeep. Those choices had a similar problem of inconveniencing other people, so they were left with this. It took much persuasion to get Josh on board. He relented after she had presented the information to him. They agreed to take a touch-and-go approach to it, stopping at every point.

Piper got out of the car, Josh promptly saying, "Stretch."

It was a part of the agreement. She was supposed to perform these checks at every stop.

"If you're going to coddle, then get over here and do them with me." she fired back, annoyed.

She adjusted her jean short shorts, her plump stomach stretching the limits of the material. She completed the outfit with a pale yellow tube top, matching the shade of her hair. She had it tied back into a bubble ponytail with a purple Fox Valley hat over it. Josh came around the vehicle, looking like every Caucasian person on vacation. He was wearing tan cargo shorts with an orange polo shirt.

"Let's start with lunges." he stated, getting into position. She put her left leg behind her, placing hands on the lower portion of her right thigh and began the exercise. In between counting, he asked, "How are you feeling?"

"The same answer I gave you ten minutes ago." she replied, getting testy.

He ignored it. "Switch." She put her left lower limb forward, silently counting the repetitions. "I can't believe you wanted to miss the Indigo Girls for this. ...If we leave now, we can still make it."

It was her turn to disregard him. "Bank hostage."

They stood up, reaching their arms towards the sky, feeling her tricep muscles burn. She was trying to be calm, but Josh's incessant prodding was stirring up the hormones in a bad way.

"Let's take a few photos." he aptly suggested.

"That's burning me out. ...Neck stretches." she insisted.

They put their hands on their hips and rotated their necks.

"At the least, let's enjoy the view for a minute." Josh proposed.

"I'm good. It's less than a mile till the next stop. Let's get that done." she refuted, displaying a vocal flection of impatience.

He sighed and said nothing further. They got back in the sedan, Josh blasting the AC. It wasn't necessary. The temperatures were supposed to be in the high seventies, with low humidity. She knew he was being overly cautious, but it was increasingly bothering her. Piper thought of something else, focused on what would be the "danger zone" of this personal goal. The next mile marker would put them at 8,500 feet.

Before they left the first one, she briefly glanced at the distant prairie beyond the Ute Pass. She felt a sting of regret from missing the photographic opportunity. They returned to the highway, and she looked to her left, enjoying the view of Cascade Creek's beautiful valley. The road was now twisting up into a canyon. They got closer to their destination, the thickets of aspen trees on both sides of the winding pavement.

They passed some large stones on the right, the second place of interest within sight. Another wave of dizziness hit her, stronger than before. She took a long drink, stabilizing her for a second. The car pulled into the Crowe Gulch Picnic Area. There was a pavilion with tables, but Piper had her eyes on the restrooms next to it.

"Stretch without me. Nature calls." she urgently put forth, unbuckling her seatbelt.

"If your sanity calls too, make sure you answer it too," he added.

She put her hand on the door handle, and for some reason, couldn't let that go. "What's your problem?" she asked in a serious tone.

"I could ask you the same thing. Come on, honey. We're doing this to relax, not to push your precarious condition. ...What are you trying to prove?" he directly came back with.

His observation touched the rational part of her brain, but the heightened emotions took over. In turn, she felt increasingly woozy. Nonetheless, she tried to push past it, opening the door.

"Whatever. I'm...going...t-to do...thisss..." she slowly vocalized, fainting in her seat.
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Piper awoke about an hour later, lying
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