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Nothing But the Wind
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THE ICY RAIN SWEPT down in shrill, swirling torrents, hissing across the sandy stretches of land, and raised sharp spikes on the nearby sea surface. On higher ground, trees bent sideways under the fierce winds, and a limb broke free, nearly colliding with the gray wolf. She gingerly stepped over the log and glanced upward. The near-hurricane strength storm blew debris into the wolf’s face. She blinked reflexively, struggling to keep her eyes open while surveying the grassy clifftop. Cold and wet from the pelting rain, the wolf shuddered. But she had to keep going. She lifted her head and howled, pausing a moment to listen. Nothing but the wind returned her call. Searching for her companions, she put her snout to the ground and sniffed. She had been following her pack through the forest for miles as they looked for shelter from the storm, but limping, and heavy with pups, she’d fallen behind. Now, she could no longer smell or hear them.    

The wolf was so exhausted she could barely move, and with her time of birthing almost upon her, she needed to conserve what little energy she had left. With a few more mournful howls, she turned aside, still unable to pick up their calls through the roaring of the wind. Raising her head again, her nose quivered. As she sniffed the air, instincts told her she was near fresh water.    

Thirsty and half-blinded, she slowly picked her way down the tumbled rocks in the steep ravine to a small pool of clear water that emptied into the ocean.  

As she lapped up a few mouthfuls of the cool, refreshing liquid, the wind once again gusted, blowing sand into her face. Squinting in pain, she swung her head from side to side, desperately seeking a place to hide. Midway up the cliff, a waterfall cascaded down from a deep jagged crevice forming the pool she drank from.  Just beyond the waterfall, she spotted a narrow hollow in the rocks, and with her last bit of energy, she managed to pull herself back up the steep slope and into the opening of a small cave. Outside, the gale squalled and rain pelted the area, but the wolf had finally found a dry, secure spot to rest. Laying her snout on her outstretched paws, she fell into an exhausted sleep.

A few hours later, she awoke in pain. The wind and rainstorm still howled outside, whipping the shrubs at the cave’s entrance. But the wolf was warm and dry and soon grew busy delivering her first litter: three tiny pups. Soon after licking them clean and dry, she encouraged them to nurse. Two of the furry bundles had her grayish brown coloring. The other one echoed his sire with a fiery red coat.  

As the days and weeks passed, they developed - healthy and strong, and each day while the pups slept, the mother wolf traveled outside foraging for food. When the pups were almost weaned and they needed more sustenance, her instincts led her to regurgitate bits of meat for them, and they grew even stronger. 

As the weeks went by, the young wolves began to explore the great outdoors, never going too far from the opening of the cave. One sunny day while the mother wolf was out hunting, two of the more venturous pups wandered even farther. They romped and played, leaping and rolling around together, eventually making their way down the ravine and onto the sandy beach. They raced past the freshwater pool and wove around and over several sand dunes, oblivious to any danger lurking nearby. By the time they heard the gruff, low grunting and spotted the huge black bear lumbering their way, it was too late. They’d already been seen.

The mother wolf had just returned to the cave when she detected their desperate cries down below. She turned back and skidded down the ravine. With her ears flattened to her skull and fangs bared, she raced around the sand dunes. When she finally reached them, one gray pup lay sprawled out in the sand, crumpled and bleeding. The other one mewled in pain, still clamped in the sharp jaws of the bear. Frantic and snarling with rage, the mother wolf leaped onto the creature’s back and sank her teeth deep into its neck until it let go of her pup. With a mighty heave, the enormous beast shook her loose, flinging her violently to the side. Gathering herself, the wolf again sprang at the towering animal, teeth slashing, filling the air with a guttural rumble. Again the bear shrugged her off, this time swinging a lethal paw and batting her away like a flimsy rag doll, crumpling her on the sand. She struggled to her feet, shaking the dizziness from her head. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her two pups, half-dead, bleeding, and not moving. Staggering from the searing pain of broken ribs, she lurched one more time toward the killer beast. But this time the bear lifted his gigantic paw, and with razor-sharp claws extended, he raked them down the belly of the wolf, ripping her open from breastbone to tail. She let out one short, mournful howl and collapsed to the ground, inches from her dying pups. Gasping for her last breaths, she raised her head one final time and watched as the beast clambered up the hill toward the opening of the cave in search of her other pup.

Suddenly, the earth began to tremble. The bear turned at the sound of small rocks and dirt cascading down and pelting his back.  All around him, the grass and bushes shivered, rocks scraped and shifted. Up at the crest of the cliff, trees swayed as a low rumble came up from the ground. Just as he glanced curiously up the steep side of the cliff, one tree tilted - stones and dirt rained down, and several large rocks came loose and began to descend. One of the massive boulders slammed a crushing blow to his head, shoving his bulk backwards. Enveloped by rocks, dirt, branches and mud, the bear became part of the avalanche. He was dead before crashing onto the sandy beach below.  
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Like Waves on the Ocean

[image: image]

NO ONE EVER EXPECTS a disaster to strike. If you knew it was coming, you’d take precautions and plan ahead. The assumption is that most people who live in California are somewhat inclined to be equipped; perhaps a backup generator in the garage, extra food in the cupboards, or a stash of money hidden away for emergency evacuations.  In Serena Guadalupe’s case, she would’ve been better prepared if she’d only been carrying a book of matches or a lighter in her pocket. 

On this beautiful, warm day in Santa Barbara, Serena was spending the afternoon with her sketchpad and a handful of drawing pencils. While analyzing her work, she tilted her head with a critical eye. She was pleased with the way the wolf had turned out, but she’d spent far too much time agonizing, erasing, and redrawing the snout of the bear.  She rolled her eyes in utter frustration, and with a low groan, muttered under her breath, “Este oso parece una caricatura.”  Somehow, her first language always slipped out whenever she was upset, and she was angry that her bear looked like a cartoon character.

Leaning back on her red sofa, she closed her eyes for a moment, struggling to recall the dream that inspired this sketch in the first place. All she could remember was that a wolf and a bear were involved - real live animals, and certainly not Yogi Bear or Winnie-the-Pooh look-a-likes. After two more tries, she was finally satisfied with her drawing of the black bear.

Serena scratched the top of her head. Her hair was dry from over-highlighting, but she planned to grow the blond out, and hoped to get back to her lustrous, dark brown. She yanked out the fat rubber band, stuffed it into her pocket, and ran her fingers through her liberated locks. It was such a relief; she wasn’t even sure why she ever put it in a ponytail in the first place. 

She’d been savoring the lazy day, but the moment her cell phone started ringing, her sense of solace turned to agitation. The last thing she wanted to do that day was get stuck on the phone. A quick glance at the caller ID confirmed her suspicions, and Serena decided to ignore the call. As much as she enjoyed her teaching job at the middle school, summer break was made for relaxing - and that did not include talking to her mother every-single-day. She let out a relieved sigh when the phone finally stopped ringing, but already felt guilty.

The patio door stood wide-open allowing warm sunshine to pour into her cozy living room. Since she lived only two blocks from the Pacific Ocean, if the wind was right, she could catch the essence of the briny sea floating in. She loved the pleasant scent of kelp, salt, fish, and iodine. However, a quick glance out the window at the limp, droopy flag told her there’d be none of that today. The lack of this fresh aroma prompted her to plan for a walk on the beach as soon as she finished her drawing. It was, after all, one of her favorite things to do. She made a mental note to herself to call her mom back later.

She glanced over to her tuxedo cat who was seated in the exact center of the coffee table, busy grooming herself. As she reached over and scratched the soft, white fur under her chin, Serena said, “Look at you, queen of the world, sitting there as though you own the joint. You’re just lucky I love you, Allie. Pets should not be allowed on furniture.” Basically ignoring her master, the two-toned feline continued licking her black and white paw.

The cat suddenly stopped her endless cleaning session, raised her head, and pricked her ears forward - listening. It seemed something in the air had shifted. The wind chimes on the porch gave a few soft tinkles. Allie, usually mild-mannered and meek, hissed. The black hair on her back bristled. She hissed again and her tail grew to twice its normal size. She bounded from the table, landing with a heavy thud, and raced down the hallway toward the bedroom. 

At the same time, neighborhood dogs started barking hysterically. Serena glanced out the window just as a large flock of birds took off from a tree. She gazed down at her glass of ice water and watched as the liquid started trembling. A moment later, she felt the first vibration through the sofa, and shouted, “Earthquake!”

Flinging her sketchpad to the side, she jumped up, banging her shin on the corner of the coffee table, and yelled, “Ouch!” Pausing a second, she feverishly looked around, determining what to do next. But then nothing happened. The tremor was over as fast as it had begun. As she rubbed her bruised leg, she called, “You can come out now, Allie! It’s all over.”

The moment the words left her mouth, the floor beneath her feet began to roll like waves in the ocean. Holding out her arms for balance, she felt dizzy and nauseous. The wind chimes now jangled and clanged together in angry tones. Car horns blared in the distance. The tremors developed rapidly into a violent shaking, and in the other rooms, things clanked and crashed to the floor. Dishes in the cupboards rattled and smashed into each other. Several crystal vases toppled over in the curio cabinet – one of them slammed into the glass door, shattering it entirely. 

Serena ran for the front porch, hoping to brace herself in the doorframe. On the way there, she noticed her grandfather’s cremation urn dancing and jittering on the top ledge of the teetering bookcase.  She put a hand on the middle shelf, attempting to steady it, but it was too late. The container tilted sideways and then started to roll over the edge. She ducked and lunged for the doorway, screaming, “¡Ay, mierda!”  But the plummeting urn caught her square on the back of her head. 
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Not a Soul Was in Sight
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WHEN SERENA CAME TO, she was lying flat on her back. She started to open her eyes, but the bright sunshine speared her vision, and just as quickly, she pinched them shut and put her hands over her face. Confused and disoriented, her first assumption was that she fell asleep out on her patio again. But then her ringing ears and pounding skull reminded her of the earthquake, and the urn that bashed onto her head.

But sunlight could only mean one thing...her roof was gone! Squinting painfully, she peeked through her fingers to check. When the direct sunlight hit her eyes, she cried, “Damn it! I can’t afford a new roof!” 

Serena realized everything seemed too quiet, and several thoughts flew through her mind: What happened to the barking dogs? If the earthquake was such a disaster, why are there no sirens or panicking neighbors? Where is Allie? She needed to make sure her cat was okay and still hiding under the bed. When she attempted to lift her head, the pain was unbearable. She called her cat’s name, listening for the familiar pitter-pattering kitty footsteps. Instead, she detected the soft gentle shushing of waves washing onto the shore, and then the high-pitched cry of seagulls calling out over the rhythm of the ocean. A sudden flash of wooziness gripped her and her head started throbbing harder. The sound of the surf propelled her mind to reel back and forth with questions and speculations, increasing her dizziness, and in a panic, she imagined the earthquake must have taken half of California away. In a feeble attempt to stay positive, she thought, at least I’m alive, and with an anxious snicker, she mused, “Well, I always wanted beachfront property!” 

Any movement made her pounding head worse. And as she rubbed her temples, she whispered, “Oh, Abuelo, you always had to get the last word in.” She sighed sadly, thinking about the irony of her grandfather’s ashes crashing down on her skull.    

But headache or not, she needed to get up. Serena moved her hands to the floor but, with a jolt, discovered that her carpet was full of sand. She wiggled her fingers, feeling the fine grains of rock and coral sift through them, now even more afraid to open her eyes for fear of seeing how great the devastation actually was. She swallowed the lump in her throat and her ears popped, making all the sounds even louder. Hearing the hypnotic rhythm of the waves lapping on the shore, she thought. I must be imagining this sound; this can’t be real. I’m probably stuck in a hospital bed with a concussion. She took a deep breath and reasoned with herself.  But... this light... the warmth on my skin... this is definitely from the sun! Her heart raced as she lay there with her eyes shut tight, listening, trying to make sense of it all. Either someone dragged her outside, or her whole house was completely gone!

Serena knew she had to gear up for the inevitable and forced her eyes open. Blaring sunshine. When several seagulls flew into view, she thought, I must be hallucinating. She slowly eased her head to the left. Not more than forty feet from where she was lying, the Pacific Ocean came into view in all its glory; deep blue water, endless horizon, and crashing waves. Turning her throbbing head to the right, just past the sandy beach, a jagged cliff shot straight up and kissed the clear blue the sky. It had to be at least fifty feet high. Still dizzy and light-headed, she stared up at the heavens for several more minutes, watching the birds swoop and holler. She was completely baffled.

With a decisive sigh, Serena attempted to sit up. Fearful of the pain in her head increasing and very worried about having a concussion, she took her time and moved slowly. A glance down the shore one way revealed nothing but endless seashore, oversized rock formations, soaring cliff heights and water. Taking a careful turn in the opposite direction showed her more of the same, except for a few sand dunes and a slight curve of the coast that obscured whatever was around the jutting rocks. Not a soul was in sight. 

Standing cautiously, Serena straightened up in slow motion, stood erect, and peered out into the blue ocean. The reflecting sunlight blazed across the water, making her squint. She shielded her eyes from the glare and spotted land far off in the distance. This place didn’t look at all like the beach near her house, but if she was still in the Santa Barbara area, the indistinct gray smudge on the horizon would be Santa Cruz, one of the largest of the Channel Islands, and closest to the coast. She was so woozy; her mind was hazy and confused. She simply couldn’t imagine how she ended up at the ocean. Perhaps it really was a concussion, and she’d wandered aimlessly half in a daze, and then passed out on the sand.

She took in a shaky breath and started to walk in the direction of the endless beach, looking for a place to climb up the cliff. After what felt like miles and finding nothing but more sand and cliffs, Serena turned around and headed back. Returning to the spot where she’d been lying came as a strange comfort to her. But there was no easy place to climb the cliff, and she was getting antsy to get home. All the tramping up and down the shore had made her thirsty, and if all she found right now was fresh water, she swore to herself that she’d be happy.  Maybe there’s something the other way, she thought, and headed towards the bend where many giant boulders jutted out into the sea. 

When Serena spotted the waterfall, her heart leaped with gratitude. About halfway up the cliff, a narrow stream of water gushed out from a deep split in the rocks, tumbling and splashing down to form a small pool at the bottom that then flowed out into the ocean. It wasn’t a wide waterfall, but it seemed to produce enough clean water to quench her thirst. She hurried over to the edge of the sparkling pool, bent down, and tasted the clear liquid. It was pristine and icy cold. Using both hands, she drank and then splashed some on her face, trying to cool herself off.  

The water was quite refreshing and actually seemed to help her headache. Serena stood back up and looked around. A short distance beyond the other side of the freshwater pool, half-hidden behind one of the sand dunes, something caught her eye. She slipped out of her shoes and stepped into the stream of water that emptied into the ocean. It only took about five splashing jumps to reach the other side, and as she rounded the sand dune, she realized this seemingly inert dark heap was huge and furry...and its head was covered in blood.  Her steps were now slow and cautious. She approached in silence, hoping that whatever it might be was already dead, and not in a half-crazed state of pain. Closer inspection confirmed that there was no movement at all; this massive beast was not breathing.

Circling the thing slowly, she took in the shocking and disturbing sight.  Being an animal lover and finding a bear with its head crushed to pulp was bad enough, but just beyond the lifeless creature, she discovered a wolf that had been ripped down the middle, completely torn apart, with half of its guts splattered out, and surrounded by a pool of blood. But worst of all were the two mutilated pups. Choked with emotion, Serena covered her mouth with a hand and let out a muffled cry - partially from sadness but mainly from panic. Quickly scanning the area, she feared there might be more bears or wolves around.  How could she defend herself against these kinds of dangerous animals? With wild, frantic eyes, she continued surveying the area. The sand appeared trampled and covered in animal prints. Rocks, boulders, and branches were scattered all about. The blood was bright red and violently fresh. By the looks of things, these deaths were recent, and she knew that if she touched the creature, it would still be warm.

Still covering her mouth with her hand, she knew she needed to stay quiet. As the panic mounted, she became filled with the urge to run. When Serena turned away from the scene of carnage and the four dead creatures, she noticed a steep ravine that was loaded with scraggly trees and brush. Staring upward, her gaze followed its twisting direction toward the crest of the cliff. With any luck at all, that would be the best place to get to higher ground. At least there would be roots and branches to grab onto during the climb.  

With a trembling shiver, she rushed past the dead animals and rocks, slipped her tennis shoes back on and started making her way towards the ravine. Partway up the steep hill, a subdued noise stopped her in her tracks, but with the pounding waves behind her, it was hard to make out the sound. She climbed farther up, took a few steps closer to the wall of the cliff, and listened, poised to run. The soft sound came again, clearer and louder. After spotting a small opening, Serena pulled the brush to the side, leaned nearer to the crevice, stood still and silent, and listened once more to be sure. From inside the cave, something whimpered.
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Alone in the Shadows
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WITH ANOTHER SHIVER, Serena scrambled away from the sound.  She continued her cautious, slow climb up the ravine, hoping to find civilization. There had to be someone up there to help get her bearings. If nothing else, she’d find a road and it would lead her to something familiar. Nearly falling back several times, she grabbed onto the roots that jutted out from the loose dirt. By the time she finally reached the top of the cliff, her hands were raw and her knees skinned from sharp bits of rock. The entire time she climbed upward, the whimpering continued behind her.    

At the top, she crawled several feet to safety, slowly got to her feet, and took a moment to inspect her wounds and brush off her hands and knees. Wiping the loose wisps of hair from her eyes, she accidentally smeared her forehead with dirt and grit. She took a blurry-eyed gaze around and the sight knocked the breath right out of her. Her pulse quickened, her heart raced, and she gasped for air. 

A cold sweat broke out as Serena slowly turned from right to left. On the right, she could see that the hilly, curving coastline snaked on for miles. More cliffs and beaches. On the left, nothing but dense trees that ended abruptly at the cliff’s edge. Straight ahead, just beyond several feet of brushwood, was an endless sea of forest. No streets. No neighborhoods. No parks. A wilderness like she’d never seen before. 

Serena’s expectations were completely dashed. She’d anticipated people, roads, and ocean-side mansions. The familiar sounds of cars, children playing, dogs barking. This unexpected quietness was unnerving; she felt queasy and had to fight off the sudden urge to scream. The only thing she heard was the wind humming high above in the trees, the distant sound of surf behind her, and the flapping of wings as several birds took flight. And the hammering in her chest as the reality set in; she was lost and alone. 

Heart racing, Serena turned completely around and faced the ocean. The breeze felt wonderful on her sweaty face. She took a moment to catch her breath and attempted to calm down. She unbuttoned her denim shirt, slipped out of it, and wrapped it around her waist, tying it on with the sleeves. Squinting and shading her eyes from the sun, she peered down at the beach below. The carcass of the bear was nothing more than a hazy black mound surrounded by large sand dunes. The other critters seemed to blend in with the sand. She looked out into the water, scanning the area for anything that resembled the human race; cruise ships, cabin cruisers, yachts, sailboats, jet skis. All that was visible was the island far off in the distance. Nothing more. No boats, no people. This lack of civilization only added to her confusion as to how she’d ended up on the beach. And not only that, it was a place she was completely unfamiliar with; not anywhere near the popular beach she usually visited.

She was truly alone. Only this wasn’t the same as being alone at home with the rest of the world going on outside; there were no planes, trains, or automobile noises. No laughing children, no sirens, or distant rumbling hum of lawnmowers. This was the sort of solitary feeling she imagined one would get if the world ended and you happened to be the only living soul left alive. Seriously alone. Except for the dead animals far below... and whatever the hell was in that cave.

Serena’s stomach gave a little growl. The last time she’d eaten was breakfast, and by the angle of the sun, it had to be past suppertime by now. Another shudder thundered through her chest as she imagined being stuck out in the night by herself.  

Just then, the whimpering grew louder – sounding almost painful.  The animal lover in her prompted her next move and, without a second thought, she started back toward the ravine.  Slowly picking her way down, watching her footsteps for loose stones and rocks, she finally made it to the one flat area of the ravine near the opening of the cave. Whatever was inside sounded scared and possibly hurt, and even though it was risky, she couldn’t stand the constant crying a moment longer.  Serena crouched down on her hands and knees and peered inside, but it was too dark to see anything. Licking her lips, she began to whistle as though she were calling a pet home. She even tried doing the silly kissing sounds she always made when hailing her cat.   

“Come on out, I won’t hurt you,” she called softly. “Come here.” And then she whistled again.

Serena pulled the brush back and listened; the whimpering had stopped. She cautiously stuck her head into the opening, continued calling and whispering soft encouraging words, hoping and praying that she wouldn’t get her face mauled by some half-lame or sickly animal.  Being inflicted with rabies or even a quick but painful death by blood loss, out in the middle of nowhere...all alone...did not sound like a fun way to go. A tiny, soft woof echoed. Serena pulled back and flattened herself against the cliff wall.  A wolf? She wondered. Another baby wolf?

Listening intently, she reasoned that maybe the mother wolf had died protecting her pups from the bear. And by the looks of all the loose rocks strewn around the bear, he might have met his demise falling from the cliff as he attempted to make his way up to this pup.  She wondered if the poor baby was hurt and bleeding to death. Without another thought, Serena scrambled on all fours right into the cave and was immediately blinded by the darkness. With eager attention, holding her breath, she listened. A few moments later, she called softly and whistled. Met with a muffled skittery, scratching sound; paws backing up? She figured, Of course, the thing is scared to death!  Who knows if it’s ever even seen a human before?

As Serena crouched there in the pitch-black cave, she developed a sudden case of goose bumps and was feeling chilled to the bone.  Her thin, white tank top and calf-length capri jeans were fine out in the sunshine, but the cave felt more like a dank cellar.  Afraid to make any sudden movements which might scare the pup, she took her time untying the denim shirt and slowly eased it off her mid-section.  She slipped her arms into the sleeves in slow motion, pulled the front closed and buttoned several buttons, all the while blinking, hoping her eyes would adjust to the dark. She inched herself farther into the cave, taking her time; now and then whispering gentle sounds toward the pup. “I wish I could help you. But I can’t even see you...”  All of a sudden, she realized he’d stopped making any noise at all, and a deep sadness crept into Serena’s heart. Oh no! She leaned closer and held her breath. Is he dead? Finally hearing his soft, steady breathing, the darkness didn’t feel as frightful and just knowing he was still alive gave her a touch of relief.    

She rubbed her head, still worried about having a concussion. There was a slight bump, but at least it had stopped aching
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