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            Dogs have a way of finding the people who need them, filling an emptiness we don’t even know we have.

            —Thom Jones
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            destiny

            noun

            des· ti· ny ˈde-stə-nē
            

            1: something to which a person or thing is

            destined : FORTUNE

            Examples of destiny in a sentence
            

            They believed it was their destiny to be together.

            motivated by a sense of destiny

            —Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary
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            fairy
                     dogmother

         
         
            Yep,

            her name is Wombat,

            and nope,

            she’s not a wombat.

             

            True, there’s

            a passing resemblance,

            if you squint just right.

            She’s stout and sturdy,

            stubby-legged,

            with silly ears

            that look like furry cookies,

            but just for the record,

            she is,

            most definitely,

            a dog.
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            If you’re from around these parts,

            you’ve heard of her, most likely.

             

            Over there’s her statue.

            The fancy plaque says:

         

         
            Dedicated to Wombat,

            Who Waited

            ~ Our Fairy Dogmother ~

         


      
   
      
         
            before

         
         
            Wombat wasn’t always Wombat.

             

            Before her name,

            before her bench,

            before the fires,

            everything started with the winds.

             

            Some winds,

            the ones that refuse to be ignored,

            have names.

            Mistral.

            Pali.

            Chinook.

            Many hibernate in mountains

            like great, waiting animals.

            From time to time,

            they rouse themselves.

            They race downslope,

            panting and hungry.

             

            Sometimes the winds are cold.

            Sometimes they are wet.

             

            But not the Santa Anas.

         


      
   
      
      
         
            devil winds

         
         
            The Santa Anas,

            the winds that bully

            Southern California and beyond,

            are hot and dry.

             

            They kidnap caps.

            They baffle gulls.

            They seesaw palms

            and scramble clouds.

             

            The devil winds are back,

            folks say,

            and then they shrug,

            because they know

            the Santa Anas

            won’t go to sleep

            until they’re good and ready.

            There’s no point, after all,

            in arguing with nature.

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            wary

         
         
            Everyone’s wary

            when the winds get mad.

             

            They understand

            the ground is parched.

            The grasses brittle.

            The world like an unlit match.

             

            Above the city sprawl,

            up in the hills,

            people camp sometimes.

            Their flashlights dance

            like fireflies.

            Their red campfires

            flicker.

             

            Campers know to leave nothing behind.

            They know to pour water

            over a dying fire.

            They know to stir the ashes

            and mix in some soil.

            They know to feel the coals

            to be sure the heat is gone.

             

            They know.

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            finding life

         
         
            But a fire can start many ways.

            A spark from a big rig.

            A tossed cigarette.

            A faulty power line.

             

            Sometimes a small fire

            tries to die,

            but the winds just laugh.

             

            Ashes shift.

            A chunk of wood appears.

            Black, crusted,

            maybe hiding a glimmer,

            a cinder.

             

            The winds laugh again.

            That’s how it begins.

            The spark needs air

            like a newborn baby,

            sucks it in,

            finds life.

             

            An ember glows.
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            The late-fall evening it began,

            an angry wind,

            its breath white-hot and ragged,

            bolted down the mountains.

             

            Wombat was dozing

            under dense shrubs

            in a city park.

            Her usual spot.

            Just another

            stray on the streets.

             

            She didn’t have a place

            or a person,

            didn’t even have

            a real name yet.

             

            She awakened, startled,

            from a dream,

            a strange and vivid one.

             

            The air tasted wrong.

            The winds were wild.

             

            Wombat didn’t like her dreams.

            Sometimes there were

            coyotes as big as trucks.

            Sometimes there were

            heavy boots kicking.

            Usually she was running

            from something.

             

            But in the dream she’d just had,

            she wasn’t running away.

             

            She was running toward,
            

            toward someplace

            she was meant to be.

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            belonging

         
         
            Nights at the park,

            nestled on pine needles

            and hidden by brush,

            Wombat sometimes wondered

            where she belonged.

             

            Others seemed to know.

            The crows

            who taunted all

            who invaded their territory.

             

            The coyotes

            who wandered far and wide

            with sneers that said Ours, all ours.

             

            The kids who walked past the park

            to school each day,

            same sidewalk, same backpacks.

            How were they certain

            it was their school,
            

            the place they belonged?

             

            She’d had a mother

            for a few weeks,

            and two siblings,

            all lost to traffic.

             

            Maybe if they’d had

            more time together,

            Wombat would have known

            where she was supposed to be.

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            wrong

         
         
            Wombat didn’t have a place,

            not really.

            But she did have a routine.

            Nights lying hidden in the park.

            Days dodging trouble on the streets.

             

            She’d learned to outrun bikes

            and weave past buses.

            She knew the safe places

            and the not-so-safe places.

             

            After almost a year on the streets,

            a few people had tried to capture her.

            Luring her with chicken strips.

            Chasing her with shouts:

            Here, doggie! C’mere, girl!

             

            Sometimes it was

            Animal Control,

            sometimes not,

            but always those people scared her.

             

            They smelled wrong.

            Sounded wrong.

            Felt wrong.

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            statues and cats

         
         
            How did you find your person?

            Wombat asked a leash-dog

            at the park one day.

            He was tethered to a stroller

            with a smelly mini person inside.

             

            I waited to be found, he said.
            

             

            So it seemed that waiting was the key.

             

            Too bad she’d never been good at waiting.

            She was impatient and quick because

            being impatient and quick

            helped keep her alive.

             

            And anyway, she wasn’t

            one of those couch-potato stray dogs,

            those doze-in-the-sun-all-day dogs.

             

            Sitting still

            was for statues

            and cats.
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            Wombat tried to shake off

            the odd dream she’d just had.

            She wriggled and waggled

            and rolled on her back,

            but traces stuck

            like mud on fur.

             

            Then she heard it.

            A voice, soft and sure.

             

            That way, it said.
            

             

            She jerked her head.

            No one was there.

             

            That way.

             

            She took a cautious step.

            Another.

            Another.

             

            In the hills, sirens howled.

         

          

          

         
      
   
      
      
         
            wolfsong

         
         
            She bit her tail

            to be sure she was awake.

            Yep.

            She dashed down a path

            to outrun the voice.

            Nope.

             

            That way.

             

            It wasn’t exactly a dog voice.

            And definitely not a human voice.

             

            It was like the echo of birdsong,

            after the birds

            are lost to the clouds.

             

            It was like the echo of wolfsong,

            after the wolves

            are snug in their dens.

             

            (Or what she imagined,

             

            as an almost-wolf,

            wolfsong to be.)

             

            It was inside her.

            But so fierce

            she knew the whole world

            must have heard it.
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            Wombat kept running,

            started barking,

            some serious,

            no-nonsense

            RAWRRFF RAWRRFF RAWRRFF

            public speaking.

             

            When she made enough noise,

            the voice vanished.

             

            She reminded herself

            that she was hungry.

            She was always hungry.

            And sometimes when

            your stomach is empty,

            your mind fills the void

            with tricks.

            She found some dry grass

            poking up between two rocks.

            Yanked it, chewed, swallowed.

             

            The grass by the pond

            in the park was better,

            tender and sweet.

             

            No matter.

             

            The voice was finally gone.

         

          

          

         
      
   
      
      
         
            the rat

         
         
            Wombat slipped through a torn wire fence

            at the far end of the park.

            The air smelled bitter and raw.

            She paused, listening for the

             

            That way voice.
            

             

            Nothing. Just the usual.

            Impatient car horns.

            Revving engines.

            Wailing sirens.

            A low-flying helicopter,

            blades battling the wind.

             

            She scrambled up a pathway

            lined with thirsty purple sage

            and spiky agave.

             

            Humans had flattened the hilltop

            to make way for a new building.

            She picked her way past

            piles of bricks,

            stacks of lumber,

            a scowling bulldozer.

             

            A rat skittered close

            and said, Hey.
            

             

            Wombat had always found rats to be

            agreeable sorts.

            They carried an odor,

            but then, so did she.

             

            The rat tilted his head,

            and she followed his gaze.
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