New Neighbors

Pat Gulya


June, 2006 was hot and dry, so dry that the usual wild grasses didn’t grow.  The leaves on the shrub oak bushes were miniscule and the mountain mahogany bushes looked like they could burst into flames at any moment.  Amid this drought, and perhaps because of the dearth of vegetation, we noticed our new neighbors in early June.  I saw a small body dart down the bank one day and the next day my husband, Dale saw another.  Mom was more visible, we had been noticing her watching us on morning walks and as we sat on the deck. 
 
A week later there was no denying it – a mother coyote and her six pups had a den in the stopped up drainage pipe that goes under our driveway.  They emerged regularly at dawn and dusk.  

Maggie, our border collie, had a new job – holding surveillance over the coyotes.  She would stand on the deck for hours, eyes glued in their direction, mesmerized by  their antics, her tail slowly swishing.  She so wanted to join in the fun, but Mother Coyote viewed Maggie as a threat and shoed the pups back into the den every time we walked out the front door and up the driveway.  

The coyote pups frolicked like any puppies.  The pounced and chewed on each other, they chased their tails and chased each other.  Mom joined in the fun sometimes running and rolling.  Mom was quick to give a quick nip when it was deserved.  We watched them play with balls, probably taken at night from a neighbor’s yard. It was a delight to watch them cavort thirty yards from our house. One day Dad brought home a rabbit and the pups tossed it around and fought over it.  Everyday was like watching a Disney true life documentary ‘A day with the Coyotes.’

We noticed that when the coyotes were active, magpies sat in the tops of  the tallest bushes nearby squawking.  This Greek chorus of magpies followed them around.  We began looking for the coyotes whenever we heard the magpies.  

When we took Maggie for her walks, Mom would stalk us. She would let herself be seen by Maggie, then duck out of sight. She was setting up a diversion to protect the pups which worked.  Maggie would pull and strain on her leash her attention fixed on that direction.  One day we encountered Mom , Dad and two pups on a hunting trip at the top of the hill.  
By mid-June, the pups were getting braver and larger.  They stood next to their den in the mornings and watched me ride my bike up the driveway.  They still dropped out of sight when a car drove by.  

 
July 5th  they vanished.  No more pups, no more Mom and Dad.  What happened?  Where did they go?  We waited and worried a bit. We knew that some of our neighbors don’t like coyotes. Dale collected a grocery bag of tennis balls, cans and dog toys from the field where we watched them play.
I searched the internet for information on coyotes and learned that once the pups are weaned, the den is abandoned. The website said that mother coyote uses the same den for many years, so we are looking forward to more pups next June.  

It seems quiet now – no pups to watch while eating breakfast and dinner. No squawking magpies on patrol. On a walk one evening, we heard magpies making a racket across a gulley.  Looking closely, we saw three of the pups trotting up the hill.  They had grown a lot.  
We hear the coyotes sometimes at night.  Maggie stands at the window, staring outside, whining softly, swishing her tail.  The call of the wild is hard to resist.
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