Projects in Need of Resolution 4

I’ve been spending a fair amount of time trying to motivate myself to finish several of the indoor projects that require my attention. Wouldn’t you know, a sudden half foot of snow fall and high winds form horizontal sculptures visible from my living room window. Sage covering drifts are a call to get out and explore the high desert. Animal tracks are nature’s own white pages and it is easy to find the home address of the critters responsible for disturbing the pristine post blizzard solitude.
Of course the hounds have a say during this time of year. They are bored after failing to successfully sort out a season’s worth of dry ground scent. Now they can run visuals, it is not uncommon for each to stick her snout in mountain lion footfalls and plow a steady path toward the horizon.
I once ran a large pack of hounds. Each canine had his or her own specialty not unlike the clubs in a golfer’s bag. Some dogs were drivers while others would be likened to putters. Then of course there were the wedges. These were the hounds that disappeared for days on end—driving a wedge between me and my wife as I searched for them every waking hour of their leave taking. Now I only carry two hounds. I don’t need to order in truckload quantities of feed.
So, I’m in the post office reading my mail. This building is progressive and recycling is encouraged. Ninety percent of my mail is promptly deposited in government issued bins. The counter that I’m standing at is not in the view of the clerk’s station although I’m positioned well to listen in on the gossip of other patrons waiting their turn with the lone employee. 
Above the din of conversation, I hear my youngest hound start howling. She usually is quiet while in my truck. I duck out the rear door to shush her and notice a cat parading back and forth, enjoying her time as the center of attention. A black Mercedes SUV pulls into the parking space next to mine, causing the feline to scamper away. A well dressed lady emerges, leaving the engine running as she makes her way to the front door. I entertain thoughts of driving off with her fancy buggy—I don’t think that she would consider my ten year old Tacoma a fair trade, even if I threw the hounds in on the deal.

Inside the post office, I overhear the Mercedes driver telling the postal clerk that a mountain lion killed one of her goats. It was a large goat she says, hundred-fifty pounder. She called the government trapper who set a snare on her fence line in an effort to ease her worry for the safety of other animals in her care.

After the last customer leaves, I sidle up to the counter and ring the bell. The clerk yells from behind a wall. Coming! When she steps from the back room I ask her if she knows where the lady lives, the one with the lion problem. She does. The victim of the attack lives just west of a local delicatessen. I call the place the Big Belly Deli which really isn’t its name, but should be. The clerk adds, as I prepare to leave, I don’t know why a mountain lion would eat a goat when there’s so many deer to be had. It’s a matter of taste. I say. Personally I prefer cow. The clerk begins to laugh. The only time that I have eaten goat is when my uncle Willie slow roasted one. He’s Croatian and goats were quite the delicacy for his family in the old country.
Thirty years ago, I lived next door to a couple who rescued stray dogs. They raised goats that in turn fed their strays as they couldn’t afford dog food. Animal Services finally stepped in and shut down their operation when it was discovered that they were selling the dogs to a research institution. Since that time, I always figured that goat herders were folks put upon by hard times. Now they are driving Mercedes—go figure.
So, my hounds and I head in the direction of the deli looking for lion tracks. A gravel lane sides the business and I turn onto the road and head through Hoye Canyon. The West Walker River parallels the roadway. When I’m about a mile past the intersection of State Highway 208, I let Cap and Ice out to work the road as I slowly drive. In the meantime, the snow starts in again.

We are about four miles from town when I turn onto a side road that has not been traveled since the start of the latest weather front. I slip the Tacoma into four wheel drive and continue south for a mile. The only tracks that we come across are left by a deer. Cap’s tail goes to wagging and she is all over the track. Ice runs back to me, in effect tattling on Cap. Ice is completely broke off of fast game and Cap is supposed to be, too. Sometimes she becomes distracted. I stop the Toyota, climb out, and admonish Cap. She’s sensitive and easily sulks. I load her into the dog box. As I’m doing this, I notice a Polaris quad pulling up behind me. A fella about my age climbs out and introduces himself as Frank, the government trapper. He is deer hunting with his granddaughter; she has a doe permit for this area.
You out here cat hunting he questions. Not really, I go, just exercising my hounds. Do you ever hunt lions? Sure, but not as much as I once did. I only get serious about lion hunting when there are not too many other folks out and about. You only got the two dogs? Yep, I say, I’ve been busy down-sizing my kennel. Mister, he goes, you won’t catch much in this country with only the two. Hound hunters I know run packs of twenty and more.

I’ve noticed with outdoorsy folk that most are legends in their own minds, me included. Sometimes, two hounds can be two too many. I’ve met several outdoorsmen; they refer to themselves as boot hunters, who have harvested lions just by being in the right place at the right time. I let the government fellow impart his wisdom and when we run short of boasts, he climbs into his vehicle, turns around, and continues looking for deer sign. He never noticed that we were standing on a fresh deer track as we swapped lies with one another.
I am a morning person, often I am up at 5:00 am. My intent is to get the hounds out at the crack of dawn and put a big hurt on the lion population of Smith Valley. Problem: the temperature is seventeen degrees. Since the onset of lumbago ( surprising how this malady can suddenly appear.) the jolt of exposing myself to cold—including the shoveling of snow, forces me to work myself slowly into the new day. The best way that I know is to prop myself in bed and maybe, just maybe, after the second pot of coffee and the sun having melted the ice from my windshield, I’ll be ready. BRING IT ON!
So, a nine o’clock start isn’t completely out of the question— give the critters time to straggle home after a night of pillaging by the light of a silvery moon. Once again I’m heading through Hoye Canyon with the hounds cruising in front of my rig (that’s what savvy sportsmen call their vehicles). I notice that both of my dogs are sticking their noses onto the ground at rather constant intervals but tracks are not visible, only rutted patches of hard pack snow and ice. Suddenly, both Cap and Ice veer off to the right and stop at a gated drive that bears a no trespassing sign. Fresh lion tracks are visible on the field of snow beyond the fence line. 
Smart dogs, they don’t move past the gate. I wish that I could take credit for teaching them to read but I don’t have the patience. A local doctor owns this ground and I don’t have her telephone number to get permission to enter. Besides, there is no cell service out here in the boonies. I load the dogs and head back the way that I came. The doctor’s office is on the east side of Smith Valley and only about a fifteen minute drive away.

A person from the clinic staff informs me that the doctor is busy with patients. I explain that I’m seeking consent to enter her property in hopes of bringing a lion to justice. (I’m feeling like Marshall Dillon at this juncture.) After a closed door meeting among office personnel I get permission after promising to harvest any lion that my hounds catch. (Notice that not one word is said about killing—we are all so politically correct.)
During the run-up to the 2010 general election this doctor tendered a candidacy for the seat that Harry Reid holds in the US Senate. None of us valley residents are too enamored with ol’ Harry. Most of the ranchers and hay producers believe that he has designs on the water flowing through the Smith and adjoining Mason Valley. Many are convinced that he has authored a scheme to pipe agricultural water south to thirsty Las Vegas. 
The only time that I have run for office is when I make quick and sporadic excursions to Office Max to trade in printer cartridges. Like any good narcissist, my words are the reflection of who I am and if they are not staring back at me courtesy of my HP Laser Jet, I go to pieces. I guess you could say that words are a reflection of my soul—but enough about me.
We retrace our path to the doctor’s land and I fuss with getting my equipment ready. Like many of the ranchers, I have a firearm stashed in my vehicle. But the ammunition that I locate is of the wrong caliber. Truthfully, the only shots that I have taken at big game animals in the last twenty years have been with a camera. But, I’m on the trail of a stock killer and I should have at least one bullet to prove to the world that I am serious about the expedition that I have mounted. 
I’m forced to drive twenty miles to my residence to hopefully locate the right bullets. I find a cache of the proper ammunition, call the Nevada Wildlife Hotline to make sure that the lion quota hasn’t been met, and fill a couple of water jugs. When the hounds and I return to the posted land, nearly five hours has elapsed since we first discovered the fresh track. This time, the dogs charge right in, the private property issue having been resolved, and I follow. We are prepared to spend the remainder of the day trying to jump the lion.
Cap and Ice get themselves out of pocket. They are far ahead of me but I continue to follow their footprints. The ground that we are traversing has been used for many years by sheep herders, first the Basque and more recently Peruvians. I notice an outcropping of stone and what appears to be a cave. Like my hound, Cap, I too can get distracted from the task at hand. I ignore the tracks in the snow and head toward the opening in the rocks.
It turns out that there is no cave, just a shelving of granite covering dry earth which creates a shelter of sorts. The area that I have crawled into is a space of about four feet in height, eight feet deep and twenty feet long. There is evidence of smoke residue on the underside of the overhead granite.
Of course I search the area in quest of artifacts. My thinking is that this spot has been a time honored place of refuge for either Native Americans or sheep herders. I’m feeling fortunate that I discovered this out of the way sanctuary when my knee bumps into a mound of disturbed earth beneath which I find discarded paint ball ammunition. Further examination shows multihued splatters covering nearly all of the vertical granite surfaces.

I have been totally oblivious to my hounds, lion tracks, and the weather. A full scale blizzard is raging. I’m forced to stay in this most public of shelters for several hours. When the snow lets up, I assemble my radio telemetry outfit to get a fix on the where about of Cap and Ice who are both outfitted with transmitting collars. Depending on conditions these units are not always reliable. This time I am in luck. I pick up a faint signal and it appears that the dogs have entered into California. You would think that hounds who are smart enough not to trespass would think twice about crossing the state line. More than once I have had to chase them down and leash them back into Nevada. 
Mountain lions are a protected species in California. It seems as though the one that we are tracking is a traveler, displaying circuit rider-like tendencies. I am sure that this animal will loop back into Nevada, which is a likely portion of his extended home environment. When the lion makes a return excursion, I hope to undertake another foray into the high desert. Of course, I may become distracted by projects in need of resolution.
