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Happy New year

It’s a beautiful scene, but also a deadly one, as State Parks lifeguards res-
cue two fisherman caught in dangerous surf near Limekiln State Park in Big 
Sur Dec. 26. See page 6A.
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Maybe his name is Buddy, maybe not. Either way, when a resident saw this 
mountain lion outside his window and called out to the big cat, it responded.
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Daring Boxing Day rescue Hospitals ‘critical’ with Covid patients 
By KELLY NIX and MARY SCHLEY

WITH THE surge in coronavirus infections 
that began in October still raging, and with even 
more cases expected following the December holi-
days, Salinas Valley Memorial Hospital reported its 
ICU was full Thursday, and Community Hospital of 
the Monterey Peninsula’s was nearly there.

“The patient load at Salinas Valley Memorial is 
at a critical level,” SVMH President and CEO Pete 
Delgado said, with 65 Covid-related patients, 48 of 
whom are in “enhanced isolation and are classified 
as active Covid cases.” The rest are no longer infec-
tious but are still being treated at the hospital, with 
some on ventilators.

Since the start of the pandemic, SVMH has seen 
764 people hospitalized due to coronavirus infec-
tions, including a half-dozen during a single night 
this week, according to Delgado.

SVMH has no ICU beds available, though 
spokeswoman Karina Rusk said the hospital has 
“the equipment and capability to turn almost any 
hospital room into an ICU environment.” The prob-
lem there, as with many hospitals in the state, is 
finding the nurses to provide the care.

“Our staff has been caring for Covid-19 patients 

for 10 months, and some of our ICU nurses who 
have been at our hospital for 30 years-plus have 
seen more deaths this past year than at any time in 
their careers,” Delgado said. “It is heartbreaking for 
families, for us and for our community.”

He said he fears the impact of even more people 
getting sick after ignoring warnings and choosing 
to gather with friends and family over the holidays. 
“It’s tragic to see more illness and death as we enter 
a new year full of hope, with widespread vaccine 
distribution just months away,” he said.

‘Two beds available’
At CHOMP, spokeswoman Brenda Moore said 

the hospital was caring for 44 Covid-positive pa-
tients as of Thursday morning, a dozen of whom 
were in the ICU.

“We have two beds available in the ICU, but we 
have increased use of the area usually used for pa-
tients during their initial recovery after surgery,” she 
said, with five people receiving ICU-level care in 
that unit. 

She, too, worried about ongoing and increas-
ing surges in infections, including their impacts on 

See HOSPITALS page 21A

If only he’d been wearIng a Santa hat
By MARY SCHLEY

A COUPLE watching a movie in their liv-
ing room received a surprise guest Sunday night 
around 8:30, when a young mountain lion came 
up to their large front window and looked in.

“If I hadn’t gotten video of it, I might not be-
lieve it actually happened,” Bain Smith said the 
next day.

When the mountain lion first appeared outside 
their home on Santa Fe between First and Pico 
near the city limits, Smith initially thought it was 
a dog that wasn’t going away, but soon realized it 
was a large cat pacing back and forth in front of 
the door, like it wanted to come in. The lion then 
looked through the window, and Smith said he felt 
“almost too shocked to have a response.” Never-
theless, he grabbed his camera, “and it just looked 
right at me for two or three seconds.”

In the eight-second video, the cougar can be 
seen lurking outside. Smith calls out, “Hey bud-

See LION page 18A

come into contact with Covid patients in home care.
Brazinsky said those receiving doses of the vaccine 

should be prioritized based on guidelines provided by the 
California Department of Public Health. She said some of 
those who have been vaccinated include information tech-
nology workers and baristas who work in hospitals.

‘Nothing less than disgraceful’
Her mother, Terri Brazinsky, said she’s not happy about 

the delay in vaccinating workers like her daughter.
“This is nothing less than disgraceful,” she said. “Nurs-

es continue to be directed by the county to the front line, 
all the while being exposed, yet they remain downgraded 
by the county to a lower tier for receiving the vaccine.”

Also expressing concern about not getting the vaccine 
was Lindsay Best, an emergency medical services worker 
who frequently interacts with coronavirus patients.

“I am a first responder who works in Monterey, Santa 
Clara and Santa Cruz counties,” Best wrote in an email. 
“I know many of my fellow nurses have received the vac-
cine in all of these counties, but so far EMS workers are 
not on the list. I transport coronavirus-positive patients as 

Nurse sounds alarm about vaccine priority list
By CHRIS COUNTS

A NURSE told The Pine Cone Thursday that she and 
many of her colleagues who are working on the front lines 
in the battle against the coronavirus haven’t been vaccinat-
ed yet, while others facing less risk have been.

According to April Brazinsky, who works for the Cen-
tral Coast Visiting Nurse Association, the Monterey Coun-
ty health department, Community Hospital and Salinas 
Valley Memorial “have denied requests to vaccinate” VNA 
nurses who are directly exposed to patients with the virus, 
while the hospitals, she said, have vaccinated employees 
who don’t come in contact with infected people.

Brazinsky said she and other nurses who haven’t been 
vaccinated are routinely testing people for the virus at sites 
throughout the county, making them vulnerable. She said 
some of her colleagues who haven’t been vaccinated also 

See VACCINE page 20A

Tuck Box owner 
remains defiant
n Faces penalties but claims 
‘right to make a living’ 

By MARY SCHLEY

MONTEREY COUNTY Health officials shut down 
the Tuck Box restaurant this week after owner Jeff LeTowt 
continued serving guests onsite despite the shelter-in-
place order imposed by the county and state in an effort to 
slow the spread of coronavirus. Among other restrictions, 
the order limits restaurants to takeout and delivery only.

“I’m still open anyway,” LeTowt told The Pine Cone 
Wednesday evening. “The lockdown order is arbitrary and 
not data driven. The first one worked really well, right?”

As he has argued throughout the shutdowns, LeTowt 
maintains he has a right to earn a living and the govern-
ment cannot deprive him of that. “I wonder if any of them 
would like to sign their paycheck over to me?” he asked of 
the authorities who have served him notices of violation 

Parents want Scenic 
closed four days a week

By MARY SCHLEY

AN INFORMAL survey of residents found that many 
of them would like to see Scenic Road closed to traffic 
for several hours four days a week so pedestrians and bi-
cyclists could use it without having to compete with cars. 

The road passes through two jurisdictions — the City 
of Carmel-by-the-Sea and Monterey County — and next 
Tuesday, the city council will take up its part of the pro-
posal and decide whether to move forward with the idea, 
which would also have to be OK’d by the California Coast-
al Commission. 

Majority said, ‘Yes’
According to public works director Bob Harary, resi-

dent Josh Madris last fall conducted a survey “primarily of 
parents of local schoolchildren” asking whether they liked 
the idea of shutting down the highly scenic blufftop road 
from Eighth all the way around Carmel Point to Carmel 
River State Beach. 

The majority of the 43 people who responded said they 
did, and 60 percent suggested closing the road to traffic 
Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays from 3 to 7 p.m. and 
Sundays from 8 a.m. to noon.
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