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What’s the difference between a tool and a drug?
* * * *

That’s an impressive watch you’re wearing. My grandkids would love the buttons. A sat-uplink? Good ol’ Dick Tracy, though I guess he was before your time—mine too, though not by so much that things like that don’t make me think of his ... gads, what did he call it? Two-way something-or-other. The trouble with age is it eats holes in your memory: big blank ones where words used to be. Not that I’m complaining. Much, anyway. “Consider the alternative,” my wife used to say, God rest her soul.

Oh, that was three or four years ago, but thanks. You never really get over it, which is probably why I hang out around here. Though I also like the view.

So, what do you use a watch like that for? Market updates? I can see how a young guy like you might like that. No, forty-five’s still young. When you get to my age, you’ll want nice, safe investments, not things that have to be baby-sat. I’d rather not have to deal with some Euro market crisis at 2:00 A.M. I did enough of that the old-fashioned way.

Can I buy you a drink? Well, okay, but the next one’s on me. I’ll have a pinot noir; it’s still what we do best around here.

I’ve never had a watch that fancy, but I knew it had to be multi-channel the moment I saw it. I may be a geezer, but I still read the mags. Wrist-radio! That’s what Dick Tracy called it. In his time they’d never heard of satellites. No, he wasn’t a real person. He was a comic-book hero, way back. But that thing’s got to be more than just a sat-com. It’s got too many ports, just for up-and-down.

Local telemetry? Ah, so that’s a med screamer. I’ve heard of ‘em, but never seen one. What’s it monitor? Heart rate, EEG, EKG—wow, when I was your age, it took a hospital to do all that. What’s it use for the blood chemistry, a nanoprobe? I don’t think I could get used to having one of those stuck in me, even if you really can’t feel it.

I’m impressed by how small it is. The early weather-watches were clunkier and all they did other than the normal watch things was download the local ‘cast. Even now, I wish the screens were big enough to show a decent map. Professional habit, I guess. I like to see for myself what’s coming at me.

Oh, I was a meteorologist. No, that was about weather, not shooting stars. Kind of a dead profession, I suppose. They used to call us weathermen, back in the day. My name’s Harvey, and I was pretty much the last of ‘em. I miss it sometimes.

Yeah, maybe I should get a screamer, too, but I’m too old to die young. And even without that nanoprobe thing, I don’t want to spend my time wired to some gadget that’s going to baby-sit me, like you baby-sit your stocks. Tell me, do you know the signs of a heart attack? Yeah, falling down and clutching your chest is one of ‘em. That’s the one you don’t want to wait for. Any others? I thought not. That’s the problem with gadgets: they’re worse than age at turning your brain to Swiss cheese.

You think that’s funny?

Let’s grab those window seats over there before someone else gets ‘em. The best view’s on that side because that’s where the weather comes from. Once, I could do as well as the AcuCasts, simply by looking at the sky. See that sunset? Nobody knows what it means anymore, but when it turns red and pretty like that, the rain’s clearing out. Otherwise, the light couldn’t get through. The clear spot should be over us in a few hours, so if you’re into golf, tomorrow should be great. Check it out if you don’t believe me.

No, it’s not just a cute trick! Understanding the weather helped save my life once, and that’s a fact. Let me get us another round, and I’ll tell you about it.

It was late October ... must have been twenty-seven years ago. I’d been working hard all summer, as though trying to see how fast I could work myself out of a job. Actually, I really was in a race: I still get royalties every time you check the ‘cast anywhere within a hundred miles of here. Better investment than anything I ever got from those midnight calls to my brokers, though it did wreck my first marriage.

I worked so hard that for about six months I didn’t even take a weekend off. I’ve always been an outdoors type, so that was a big loss. Then, just when I finally finished, we got this great spell of Indian summer, so I picked a mountain range out in Nevada, loaded a pack, and hit the road.

Most folks think there’s nothing in Nevada except Vegas and Reno. I hope they never learn. Did you know Nevada has more big mountains than any other state? If you know where to look, you can find aspens and wildflowers and glacial lakes. I was heading for the northeast corner, where there’s a whole band of ten-thousand-footers, smack-dab in the middle of nowhere. I’d always wanted to go, but it was too remote, and I’d never found time. That was the year after my first wife left, before Ruth Anne, so I finally had my chance. I went by myself and didn’t even tell anyone, which probably seems silly to you, but was heaven to me. And it wasn’t the going solo that nearly did me in, I might add.

Even driving in, I remember not liking the look of the sky. In the last two hundred miles, I must have stopped three times to check, but the satemetry hadn’t changed. It might have been better if it had. Then I would have known something was wrong, and maybe I’d have started thinking rather than trusting. One of the things that trip did was make me a lot smarter about such things.

On the car computer I had access to the full ‘cast, not just the GPS-coordinated things you get on the watches. There were showers in the mountains—that’s why I kept stopping—but the computer insisted they would dissipate, except way down south in the Monitor Range, where a couple of models thought enough moisture might blow in from the Carson Sink to produce a few more.

Not long before, I’d have loved that mixed report. It’s the type of thing that forces models to evolve, particularly if the minority ‘cast is the one that proves right. But I was officially retired. All I really cared about was that I wasn’t going to the Monitors.

Where I was going, the predictions were consistent. The consensus, based on a reliability-weighted Bayesian assessment of something like thirty-nine models, was that by sunset, 10 P.M. at the latest, the showers would be gone and we’d be back in Indian summer.

It’s odd how the memory-holes eat some things but leave others. Why should I be able to recite something like that when the names of old friends vanish? These days, of course, the ‘casts don’t bother to tell you that type of technical stuff because it’s only geezers like me who have a prayer of knowing what it means. Hell, by now the models have probably evolved so far that nobody knows how they work. Even back then, the Nevada ones must have been self-correcting for years. Inland ‘casts are a lot simpler than those I’d been working on, this close to the coast.

With all those stops, the drive took longer than expected, and when I got to the trailhead I either had to start hiking right away or camp and sit it out overnight. I had a three-day loop planned, and while I was in pretty good shape for a fifty-five-year-old, I really wanted to knock off a few miles that evening. So a few minutes later, there I was, walking up a canyon with the sky growling overhead and raindrops slicking the rock.

I remember thinking that when I was in school, “showers” and “thunderstorms” weren’t the same thing. But there wasn’t much time to fret. At that time of year, it gets dark early. You’ve got to decide what you’re going to do and do it, or you wind up trying to find a camping spot by flashlight, which is no fun. Believe me, I’ve had to do it a few times. This time, the main risk was that I’d wind up stuck in the middle of the washed-out jeep track my hiking guide called a troad.

No, that’s not a real word. It’s an amalgam of “trail” and “road.” A bit too cute for my taste. But whatever you wanted to call it, it was nothing but rocks the size of pie pans. It was hard enough to walk on. Camping would have been miserable.

I had a few bad moments when lightning started stabbing at the ridgelines on both sides of me. For a couple of miles I really did toy with giving up: going home and coming back next year. But I was thousands of feet below the summits, safe from being fried. And you never know, as you get older, when arthritis or bursitis or some other—itis you’ve never heard of might steal the backcountry from you forever. So, although I figured this was going to be a learning experience for the Northern Nevada models as well as those down in the Monitors, I kept walking.

Meanwhile, I was noticing that the canyon didn’t have the junipers, sagebrush, and limber pine you usually find at those elevations. Instead, there were honest-to-goodness spruce and fir. That meant it was unusually wet, so if it was going to rain anywhere, it would be here—though the models should have taken that into consideration.

I suppose I should tell you a bit about modeling. Today’s ‘casts are about 99.99 percent accurate, but when I was in grad school, forecasting was half art, half science. It might surprise you, but the first good models were for long-range ‘casts—in the range between two days and the time chaos theory says no model will ever work. With shorter-range predictions, the human advantage lay in intuition and understanding local conditions. It was something like me telling you tomorrow’s weather, but subtler. The farther out you go, the more data you need, until, with the long-run stuff, you’ve got nothing but the models, so of course the computer’s going to beat you. No problem, most of my colleagues figured. Short-range ‘casts would keep us in business. But I got to thinking and realized it was just a matter of time: the only way to stay employed long enough to earn a pension was to help write the models that put everyone else out of business. Royalties were something I only thought of later.

Luckily, that night in Nevada the rain never amounted to much and about four miles in, just as it was getting seriously dark, I found a nice little campsite, right by a creek.

The downside of October camping is that I was facing thirteen hours in an itsy, one-person tent. I tried to drag out dinner as long as possible, but by seven o’clock, I had to concede the evening to the cold. That was in the days before anyone had made a weather-watch smaller than a deck of cards, so I had a palm unit instead. I tried to check for updates, but my snug little campsite was too deep in the creek’s ravine for the palm-gadget’s low-power GPS unit, and without a GPS fix the palm was worthless—just like today’s watches. I’ve always wished they’d just let you key your own coordinates into those things, but I’ve never seen one that allowed it. Most likely, the lawyers are afraid you’ll push the wrong button and get the ‘cast for Australia or something, then sue ‘cause it ruined your picnic. It’s the same mindset that puts all those safety devices on your car to protect the kids you no longer have, then makes it illegal to turn ‘em off. Still, when I crawled into my tent, I was starting to see stars, so it looked like the ‘cast had been wrong only about the lightning.

That night, there was moonlight on my tent, so it must have been mostly clear. Morning was a different matter, with thin clouds that looked cold. On the oh-oh scale of things you don’t want to see in the mountains, that’s about a seven, because they mean there’s weather around that at least wants to be a storm. So, after a quick breakfast, I took the palm unit and a cup of coffee and wandered around until I finally found a spot where the GPS could get a fix.

The ‘cast hadn’t changed, but even then I don’t think I believed it. The same open spot that allowed the GPS to do its thing allowed me to see the ridgecrest, where the highest summits were playing peek-a-boo with clouds shaped like sideways teardrops. Technically, they’re called lenticular clouds, and if you’re one of the few people who pays attention to this stuff anymore, they raise the oh-oh scale to at least a nine. Worse, they mean wind. Lots of it.

I never did find out what was wrong with the ‘cast. Perhaps I’d just gone so remote that nobody had bothered to tell the model about the spruce and fir and whatever produced enough rain for them to be there. But I’d also forgotten just how local a local ‘cast can be. Thanks to the GPS, I was getting a prediction for “down here” when what I wanted was one for “up there,” and while “here” and “there” were only a couple of miles apart, mountains make their own weather.

At least I wasn’t a total idiot. The moment I saw the clouds, I gave up my planned loop. It involved crossing the ridge, and there was no way I was putting it between me and my way out. But the ‘cast still lulled me into figuring I had time for a day-trip. Just to be on the safe side, though, I decided to lug my whole pack up the hill. My main concern was not to be too far from my survival gear if I twisted an ankle, but it proved to be the first truly smart thing I did on the entire trip.

My destination was a lake, a couple hundred feet below the pass. With the pack, the trail was steep as hell, and as I climbed, the lenticular clouds got denser and lower. The ground was frozen solid, and the sky looked like Minnesota in January. Anything that fell from it was going to be white.

The lake was a tiny tarn, surrounded by firs. A pretty spot if the weather had been appropriate for basking in the sun. More Minnesota, under present conditions. I dropped my pack and sat on it for a few minutes, then, already cold, scooted up to the ridgeline for a quick look at the other side. If there’s a single, irresistible urge for hikers, looking over the top has got to be it.

As I crested the pass, the wind hit with the type of blast that sucks the air out of your lungs. You can tell wind speed by the way you have to stand in it. Thirty miles an hour just feels unpleasant. At fifty, the word you’ll use is “buffeted.” This was the type of thing that makes you lean forward just to stay put. It caught me by surprise and damn near knocked me over backward. I don’t think I even looked at whatever was on the other side. Okay, I thought, that wasn’t worth it. I was just starting to turn back when I heard the voice.

There was a trail junction at the pass. One fork headed on down the other side—the next leg of the loop I’d originally planned. The other stayed high, and the voice was coming from somewhere up there. Not far up, or I’d never have heard it.

I waited a moment for it to repeat, but it didn’t. I wasn’t really sure I’d heard anything at all, but I had to find out.

I was using a walking stick, or I’m not sure I could have stayed on my feet for the first few yards. Then the trail moved away from the crest and I no longer had to lean at such an absurd angle.

I found her within a hundred yards, which is good because I’m not sure how much farther I’d have gone. She was young—maybe twenty-one or twenty-two, though once you get over fifty, they all look like kids—with long, blonde hair curling around her face. She had no pack and was wearing a cotton sweatshirt and sweatpants, with “Cougar” emblazoned across her chest. She was sitting in the lee of a tree, hunched forward, whimpering, and at first I wasn’t even sure she realized I was there. Then she looked at me with these big eyes and I knew there was still at least some intelligence behind them. But she didn’t seem all that with-it, because all she said was something that sounded like “ick,” which seemed like a huge understatement. Though with the wind roaring in the trees, it could have been anything.

Getting her to her feet was difficult, and when she hit that wind she nearly rebelled. But all of my gear was down by the lake and I figured it was better to get her down to it, more or less out of the wind, than to bring it up to her. I gave her my windbreaker, then found that seconds later, I was shivering. She herself was trembling like a leaf—which is a lot better than not shivering at all.

I coaxed, cajoled, yelled, and eventually got her, first, into the wind, then at long last, out of the worst of it and down the trail toward the lake. At the first semi-flat spot, I left her leaning against another tree, ran for my pack and dashed back up—to the extent you can dash at that elevation. Even in that short time, she’d quit shivering.

I don’t think I’ve ever pitched a tent faster: two minutes, tops. I maneuvered her inside, then grabbed my sleeping bag. I was about to stuff her into it when I realized that somehow, possibly from being up in the fog, possibly by panicking and working up a sweat, she’d gotten all of that cotton damp. So I made her strip as far as she’d go—don’t look at me that way: wet cotton is useless, and besides, I couldn’t afford to have her bring all of that moisture into our only sleeping bag.

Then I kind of swaddled her in all the spare clothing I had—she was way past being able to put her arms and legs into the right holes—and zipped her into the bag. All told it took a damn sight longer than pitching the tent. Then I fired up the stove and poured about three cups of warm tea into her and, when she wouldn’t drink any more, filled a couple of water bottles with hot water and slid them into the bag next to her.

I’d never saved anyone’s life before, and you know, it’s only gratifying after the fact. At the time, it’s scary—and frustrating because you want to be two people, especially if you’re trying to get an uncoordinated person into clothes about six sizes too large for her.

Ten or fifteen minutes went by in which the weather got steadily worse and I wondered whether I’d done the right things quickly enough. Then I realized there was something else I could do, so I climbed in the sleeping bag with her. You’d laughed earlier, but my own I’m-not-going-to-be-a-dirty-old-man-phobia nearly deprived her of a source of warmth a lot better than a couple of water bottles.

Meanwhile, I was beginning to wonder how she’d gotten up here, and the answers didn’t look good. There’d been no other cars in the parking lot when I’d started, and there was no way she could have hiked past my camp, afterward, without my hearing. That meant she’d come from the opposite direction, and that was a long way away. And there weren’t many twenty-one-year-old girls who’d backpack alone, even if it wasn’t October.

When she finally went from not shivering back to shivering and then to only intermittent shivering, I slipped out of the sleeping bag and out of the tent. Maybe she’d camped near here and was trying to get back when I found her. Maybe her friends would be there, safe and sound. Unlikely, but I might also find some spare clothing and an extra sleeping bag. But there weren’t many campable spots near the lake, and all were vacant. So much for that idea.

When I got back, I checked the pockets of her sweatpants, but there was nothing but a granola wrapper and a weather-palm much like mine. Too bad she’d not been more skeptical of what she’d read on the palm. Out of curiosity, I powered it up, queried a new ‘cast, and found it was still fixed on partly cloudy, which I suppose was accurate because I could see breaks over the low country, a few miles away. Up here, though, we were definitely in the wrong part.

Back in the tent, I found that she was shivering less, though I wasn’t sure she fully understood where she was. Still, when the draft hit her, her eyes fluttered, then focused on me.

“Ick,” she said again.

I shook my head, trying not to kneel on her as I zipped the tent shut behind me. It really was extremely tiny.

She tried again, and this time I realized it was a name. Mick. Or maybe Nick. At the time, I couldn’t tell. “Ju fine dim?”
It was a struggle to understand her, but eventually, I learned that she and her boyfriend—definitely Mick—had camped at another lake called Emerald. Or maybe it was Topaz, or Ruby. Some jewel. I knew it then, but forget now.

The lake was a couple of miles up the ridge, and they’d tried to hike down here, expecting the clouds to break as the forecast implied. Instead, it had been unbelievably cold, and they’d turned back. Mick was in a hurry, and some of the things he’d said hadn’t made a lot of sense. She’d struggled to keep up—that’s when she got sweaty—then she got colder and slower, and he’d disappeared into the fog. After a while she’d realized she was never going to get back up to their camp and that her only hope was to go down, even though she didn’t know where the trail went. Then she’d gotten so, so tired and cold, and she’d sat down to rest a bit and wasn’t sure how long she’d been there when I came along.

I may be male, but there are times when I’m a traitor to my gender. I don’t know what it is about guys that makes their reasoning so much more vulnerable to hypothermia, but I’d encountered this once before, up in the Washington Cascades when a group of us found a woman abandoned by her husband. She wasn’t in anywhere nearly as bad shape and we had lots of extra clothing, but when we got her to the trailhead, the damn husband had taken the car and gone home. Maybe it’s a body-fat thing. Women get cold easier, but they have that extra layer that may help them last longer. Maybe I should be more sympathetic, but I always hoped that she went home and divorced the jerk.

Still, my job was simple. I’m not brave, but there are times when there are things you must do. Maybe Mick was back in camp, warm and dry. More likely, he was in trouble and I had to find him. If I could.

I took back as much of my clothing as I could, and headed off, up the ridge. I had my pack, but I didn’t have as much in it as I’d have liked because the girl was using the most important items: the tent and sleeping bag.

The wind was worse than ever, and within minutes the visibility had clamped down to almost nothing. What little I could see was damp, gray, and going sideways, fast. According to the map, it was only a mile and a half to the other lake. In good conditions: forty minutes. Now, it must have taken twice that. Every few paces, I’d stop to shout, though it seemed hopeless. If Mick hadn’t gotten back to his tent, he’d probably collapsed. If he’d wandered off the trail, I’d never find him unless he had the energy to answer my calls.

The lake came upon me by surprise. One moment, I was plodding along. The next, I was staring at gray water. Definitely not emerald. Or azure. Or whatever. It wasn’t very big; even in the fog I could see tree-shapes on the far side. Shouting loudly enough that it hurt my throat, I started combing the area for a campsite. A couple of minutes later, I found it—or more precisely, heard it.

The tent was a cheap discount-store model, snagged in a clump of bushes where it snapped in the wind like a flag in a gale. Its poles were smashed and there was nothing inside, but downwind I found a sleeping bag, impaled on a branch, leaking the last of its feathers. The other bag was nowhere to be seen, though I wasted several minutes looking.

Upwind from the tent, I found where it must have been pitched. Some of the stakes were still in place, plus a backpack, stove, and a few other items too heavy to blow away. Only one pack, and rifling through it revealed the wrong type of clothes for Mick. Mostly cotton, mostly damp, mostly useless.

I was colder than I’d ever been in my life, but I forced myself to think. Mick had come back here and picked up his pack. Maybe good, maybe not. If he was as poorly equipped as his girlfriend, there wouldn’t be much of value in it, and he’d left the stove, which actually would have been useful. I forgave him a bit for leaving the girl. His judgment was obviously shot. What he should have done was retrieve what was left of the tent, find a big rock or other windbreak, use the stove fuel to light a fire, and hunker down. Instead, he was trying to walk out.

Opening the map without having the wind rip it away was difficult, but eventually I learned that there were two ways to the trailhead where the girl had told me they’d started. One dropped into a valley that should be reasonably sheltered, but was long and roundabout. The other stayed high most of the way. If it were me, I’d have taken the long way, but most people would probably try the short one.

I wanted nothing more than to turn back, but that wasn’t an option I could live with. I’d brought my own stove, so I left Mick’s where it was and went back to walking, faster than before because I wasn’t bothering to shout since there was now so much wind I’d never hear him unless he was close enough that I’d see him, anyway.

In a half-mile, I found the sleeping bag: a damp mess in a poorly waterproofed stuff sack, dropped, most likely, in an effort to lighten the load. I left it: wet down is worse than wet cotton and takes forever to dry. Thirty minutes later, I found the pack.

Then, it started to snow: tiny, deadly flakes, hard-driven before the wind. I was getting pretty cold and my own judgment wasn’t what it could have been, so I hurried on until suddenly I realized that the snow was starting to pile up. Not deeply, but inexorably.

That’s where my weather knowledge saved me. I didn’t care what the ‘cast said. If there was one thing I was sure of about conditions like this, it was that once it started to snow, it wouldn’t be a mere flurry.

A few hours earlier, I’d saved a life. Now, I gave up on one. It was hard, because I kept hoping to find him around the next bend. But realistically, if I did, there wasn’t much I could do. And the moment the snow piled up deeply enough that I couldn’t follow the trail, we were both dead, whether I found him or not.

As it was, I nearly waited too long. The snow was worse than the fog: a swirling nightmare in white, and the trail, typically Nevadan, was faint at best. Now, it was disappearing with amazing speed.

There’s all kinds of equipment today that would have made that hike more bearable. Some existed back then: thermal boots with pull-tabs that release a slow, chemical heat. Battery-warmed gloves. Etc., etc. A simple web-linked satphone would have been nice. Hell, your screamer would probably have been yelling for help, already.

But I never take phones into the wilderness because you wind up trying to work. Or you spend all your time checking the stock market or your satmail. That’s why I liked the weather-palm. It gave me what I wanted, and spared the rest. Of course, right then, I’d have gladly used all the tech I could get. Though I’m not sure how much good calling for help would have done, because it would have taken a long time for anyone to get there. Maybe that’s another reason not to rely too much on such things.

Instead, I trudged, staggered, and tried not to think of Mick. When I got back to his campsite, I wasn’t in much better shape than he must have been when he left it, because I never even thought of holing up and building a fire or of rifling the girl’s pack for the few useful items it might have contained. I was totally fixated on getting back to my tent, and wishing I’d not left any of my clothing with her. By the end, I was counting paces. Fifty steps, and then I could turn my back to the wind and count to fifty. Fifty/fifty. Probably about my odds of actually making it because the trail really was disappearing and I was in the fog the whole way. Partly cloudy, my ass. That means you’re under the cloud, not in it.

Earlier, I’d helped the girl. This time, it was her turn to help me. Maybe it was a good thing I’d left the clothing with her. She found me about where I’d found her, and while she was too petite to half-carry me the way I’d half-carried her, she could at least take the pack. I later learned that every few minutes she’d hiked up as far as she dared, then gone back to the tent to warm up. It must have taken unbelievable guts, but it sure made my last few minutes easier, because she’d tromped out a nice, easy-to-follow path, even though the snow was starting to fall pretty heavily by then. I suppose that if you die in the wilderness the details hardly matter, but somehow it would have been worse if it was by losing my way that close to shelter. I’d really hate for my last thought to be how ironic.

Back at the tent, we again shared the sleeping bag, this time with the roles reversed. She didn’t say much at first, and neither did I because there wasn’t much to say. I’d tried, and failed. Not the stuff of heroes. I hadn’t decided whether to let her know that if Mick had been just a little wiser, he might have saved himself.

While I’d been gone, she’d folded her wet sweats and tidied up what little I’d left in the tent: make-work, most likely. Now she reached into a ditty bag and pulled out her palm. “Stupid thing,” she said. “Mick loved gadgets.”
I thought of the pull-tab boots I’d wished for, but it obviously wasn’t the time to tell her that gadgets sometimes have their place. It’s a matter of keeping your brain engaged—and I’d nearly failed that one myself. Though if I’d been smarter, I’d be back at my car and she’d be dead. Irony can work both ways.

A couple of minutes later, she spoke again. “Is it wrong?” she asked, and at first I thought she was still thinking about the ‘cast. But she was off somewhere deeper. “I should have been worried about Mick,” she said, “and at first I was. Then, all I could think was that if you didn’t come back, I had no idea how to get out of here.” Then she added, so quietly it was hard to hear over the storm, “Mick and I had only been together a couple of months.” And, even more quietly: “Why did he leave me?”
What do you say to something like that? I was warming up enough that I could find her hand and give it a not-utterly-uncoordinated squeeze. Enough that my half-warmed fingers hurt like hell when she squeezed back, hard. Enough to tell her how hypothermia makes you stupid long before it makes you unable to act on that stupidity. Maybe Mick thought he was going for help. Maybe he’d lost track of whether she was behind or ahead. Most likely he’d just panicked, but my own brain was functioning well enough not to see any percentage in telling her that. Nor did I tell her that if he’d not left her, they might both be up on that ridge somewhere.

As for the is-it-wrong question, I had no answer to that. I thought of her, with nothing but wet cotton and a few borrowed clothes. With a tent and sleeping bag but no way to carry them. Without a map. I’d been so busy, first trying to find Mick, then trying to save myself, that it had never crossed my mind that if I died, she probably would too. It made me feel a bit better about giving up on Mick.

Let me tell you something: two people in a sleeping bag makes for one long night. Especially if someone has to get up every couple hours to knock snow off the tent. Then you’re both cold for a while, afterward. Despite what you think, it’s just not sexy, especially when you’re trying not to worry about what’s going to happen tomorrow. The moment there was enough light to see my hand in front of my face, I was out of there, digging my pack out of the snow and checking the weather: by eye, not by palm, because I’d checked that a dozen times already and it was still saying partly cloudy, though it was now talking about a high temp of 17°.

For once, partly cloudy was right. The lenticulae were gone, leaving in their wake puffs of white against a background that would gradually lighten to a flawless eggshell. It was like being mocked by a perfect Christmas card when you don’t feel anything like Christmas. The snow was shin deep, except in drifts, where it was a lot deeper.

The girl was in as much hurry to get out of the tent as I was, and a moment later, she was standing beside me, arms wrapped across her chest, hands under her armpits. That’s when I realized just how miserable the day was going to be. I only had one set of gloves.

She didn’t say anything, and I didn’t either. Not about gloves. Not about the scenery. Particularly not about Mick. We’d talked quite a bit after some of those knock-the-snow-off-tent sessions, though not again about anything deep: it was too soon for that. Her name was Sanda—no, not Sandra. I don’t know why. Why is anyone named anything? She was a recent college grad, with a major in something fun but economically useless, like history, trying to figure out what to do with the rest of her life. I later learned that Mick was similar, only he’d not had time to learn the answer.

Hiking out was awful. I can’t tell you the number of times I wished I had another pair of gloves. Or a pair of those pull-tab boots, though I’d have pulled the tabs the day before and used up the magic chemicals, so that was a silly wish. Luckily, neither of us frostbit anything, though the first few hours were nip-and-tuck. The good thing was that we were going down and the route was dead simple: follow the creek until you reached the car. Impossible to get lost, if you knew basically where you were going.

What we could do was lose the trail, and we did a lot of that, thrashing through brush, slipping down steep slopes, and stumbling over buried rocks. We also did a lot of just plain getting cold, though nothing as bad as the day before. Before leaving, I built a fire and did my best to dry out her cotton sweats—though I was in a hurry, so “singed” might be a better word. Then I made her wear my rain pants and parka, so she’d not get wet all over again. It wasn’t great, but it kept us both alive.

By mid-afternoon, we were down to my first campsite, by the creek. It was a lot warmer down there, but it was also starting to thaw, so the warmth was a mixed blessing because she got wet again, despite the pants and parka. I had to pitch the tent and put her in the sleeping bag while I found about forty ways not to build a fire in wet snow, but eventually I succeeded by drowning a bunch of twigs in stove fuel. By the time her sweats were dry again, it was getting late, but neither of us wanted another night in the tent, even if the palm and I agreed that there wasn’t much risk of more snow. Besides, the rest of the way was easy because we were back on the troad and there was only six inches of snow. By the time we got to my car, just about dusk, there were only three.

So that’s the story. Mick didn’t make it. A couple years later some hunters found his body about two miles beyond where I’d turned back. I came awfully close to being up there with him. And, in case you’re wondering, there’s nobody to sue if the ‘cast is wrong. It’s one of those weird areas of the law: you can sue for a badly designed watch, but not for an inaccurate forecast. Someone tried that once, and the court pulled out an old rule protecting weathermen like me. It also decided that self-correcting computer models are “autonomous entities” for which nobody is responsible. I’m sure the same rule would apply if your screamer screwed up.

Who says it can’t screw up? What if the battery dies? I don’t care if it uses piezoelectric whatevers to recharge from your arm movements. That just means there’s some mechanism in there that can break. You might at least think about learning the symptoms of a heart attack. Or a stroke.

I can tell you’re not convinced. Sanda’s now an emergency-services planner down in Phoenix, and she complains that half her EMTs don’t bother to learn things like that, either, because they’re sure they can always get them by uplink.

Yes, we’ve kept in touch. I knew you’d ask. That’s the cool part of the story, though not in the way you’re thinking. As soon as we got to the trailhead, I used the car computer to call the cops, then let Sanda call her family. The closest was an aunt, up in Idaho. Turned out her name was Ruth Anne. Not all ironies are bad.

So, think about what I was saying. I don’t usually tell this story to strangers, but maybe this is another of those ironies. Way back, you thought I was joking. But maybe I just saved your life.
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