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  TO STEVE AND KATHE GROOMS

  Letter Writers, Letter Readers
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  In particular, I thank Dutch Salmon for inviting us to New Mexico, Steve and Kathe Grooms for giving me access to Betsy’s letters, and Jamie Potenberg for being a real and patient editor. And of course all our friends in Magdalena; without them, there would have been no story.


  QUERENCIA:

  The word doesn’t translate. It is used in Spanish to designate that mysterious little area in the bullring that catches the fancy of the fighting bull when he charges in. He imagines it his sanctuary: when parked there, he supposes he cannot be hurt. . . . So it is, borrowing the term, that one can speak of one’s “querencia” to mean that little, unspecified area in life’s arena where one feels safe, serene.

  WILLIAM F. BUCKLEY

  RACING THROUGH PARADISE


  Introduction
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  I remember with absolute clarity the first time I encountered the name Stephen Bodio in a Sports Afield essay titled “Me and My Shotguns and Why.”

  I was in my early twenties, trying to figure out exactly how a dyed-in-the-wool bookworm went about balancing hunting and fishing with wistful young notions of worldly sophistication. I wanted to be an intact version of Jake Barnes, bellying up to the zinc bar with Lady Brett to plan a shooting trek in British East Africa . . . except I lived in northern California, had no money, and the young women I encountered who read real books tended to be proudly if not violently vegetarian. Even “Hills Like White Elephants” went out with the bathwater.

  I’d never heard of Gray’s Sporting Journal, which legendarily put Bodio on the map early in his own writing career. But Sports Afield in the mid-90s took a similar tack, publishing unabashed writing about blood sport by serious literati—McCarthy, Ford, Mamet—and was, for me, what the early incarnation of Gray’s must have been for a prior generation.

  The title of that piece on fine shotguns echoed an early Thomas McGuane essay on motorcycles (“Me and My Bike and Why”). I had a nascent if uncultivated interest in Bodio’s subject matter—English-pattern bird guns—and the standard-issue, literary trout bum’s mania for McGuane. I plunged right in.

  Gun writing all right, but not in any dumbed down, never speak-ill-of-an-advertiser formula. This was a man with an actual thesis, who cited the Victorian visionary Augustus Henry Lane Fox Pitt-Rivers to explain how the precise synthesis of form and function found in century-old British doubles resulted in the most logical implement yet designed for the hunting and killing of wild game birds.

  He wrote with passion, erudition, and wit, and seemed himself a sort of one-two combination of aesthete and pragmatist. Right down to raw economics—rather than blithely presume every reader would have the budget for a Westley or Purdey—he cheerfully noted, even reveled in his own perpetual financial high-wire act, and made a case for moderately priced provincial guns that nonetheless retain the same syncretic magic.

  I came away from that essay lusting not only for a gun that felt like a wand, but even more for this kind of writing, this kind of life. One accompanying photo, captioned “Bodio and Friend,” captured the author with an enormous, glaring hawk on his fist. Another showed him seated on the step of a Southwestern abode with his lithe little English 16, the gun as lethally and elegantly evolved as the bird. Who was this guy?

  I looked for the answer, of course, in his books; from his full-blown treatise on sporting arms (Good Guns Again), to his earliest, deceptively topical works on pigeons and falconry (Aloft and A Rage for Falcons). But I found what I was looking for most completely in the title you now hold.
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  From the wide angle, scanning for movement on the cultural plain, the figure of the old-fashioned Renaissance Man seems to have taken his toys and gone home, driven off the field by such dubious polarities as the Gamer, the Hipster, and the Metro sexual. I guess it must have seemed so as well in the 1970s, the era of the Punk, the Granola, and the Disco Duck. That was also the formative era of Boston native Bodio, who was in those days a wild-haired, wild-hearted, nature and literature-obsessed polymath with interests and enthusiasms as varied as etymology, entomology, evolutionary biology, book collecting, big game hunting, and The Beatles. “I liked my life,” he recalls, “but I had no one to talk to.”

  That changed, along with his life, upon introduction to Betsy Huntington, herself a fusion of the classical and the cutting edge. Born late to prominent New England parentage, she spent her early childhood in China, was educated in a series of boarding schools, and ditched Wellesley to roar around Europe instead. A self-supporting journalist, lifelong equestrian, and literary sophisticate, she was two decades older than Steve, which somehow mattered not at all. Indeed, she may well not have made as perfect a match otherwise. “For the first time in either of our lives,” he notes, “we each had someone whom we could talk to about everything.”

  Now, many years hence, anyone who’s even partway through the initiate phase in the cult of Bodio—and there is one—feels the presence of Betsy. It’s ineffable, but unavoidable. I think of it like this: they met and a domino fell, and the dominoes fall still.

  Hungry for adventure, they traveled west together and settled, on little more than a hunch and a whim, in Magdalena, New Mexico, the geographic “querencia” of the title; a place of nearly mythical serenity and shelter. They found their own union of form and function as well; a place where adventure and study and discovery, science and art and sport, great books and gorgeous guns and native food, horses and dogs and hawks, could all be woven into a single existence. The Renaissance Man went home all right, and home was way out west. Three-plus decades hence and counting, he’s still right there where he belongs.

  Eventually, a life with many angles produced a book with many angles. Querencia reads as memoir certainly, but less in the po-mo, “creative nonfiction” fashion where “memory” and “reality” almost deliberately fail to align, and more in the manner of the classics of the form—A Moveable Feast, say, or Out of Africa. Like the latter, it’s a love story with the power and sweep of the very backdrop it unfolds upon. It’s a biography of a place, observing flora and fauna, light and landscape with the wonder of Aldo Leopold, sights and scents and people with the elegant appreciation of Patrick Leigh Fermor.

  In subtle ways it’s a sort of personal polemic, a case for a life in which words like “hobby” and “pastime” simply don’t exist. In this particular “Land of Enchantment,” the abstract slings and arrows of bills and bills and the freelance juggle to pay them pale beside the real-world pleasures of a venison feed, or a page full of perfect sentences, pale as well beside the organic hazards of horse wrecks and rattlesnake mishaps and surprise blizzards, endlessly dodging bullets and feeling all the more alive for it, until the last one finally strikes. In the final reckoning, Querencia becomes an elegy.
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  I first encountered this book at a pivotal time in my own life, when I was young and trying to figure out a way to be, with no notion I’d one day be writing this. I’ve read a lot of books over the years, but this one more than any other continues to show me that later starts now, and that a life well lived means striving for the ultimate synthesis—that of the head with the heart—and following your passions, right where they take you. Why live any other way?

  —Malcolm Brooks

  2014, Missoula, Montana


  Prologue
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  I don’t know if I could have flown back the last time; it might have been too sharp a break for me to bear, loss added to loss. Instead we drove, the dogs and I, as we had so many times before, packed with my smallest possible kit of belongings into the yellow Datsun truck that had always carried us. Somewhere in Connecticut the engine would turn past 200,000 miles. The two spaniels sat in the passenger’s bucket seat and stared out happily as I unrolled the landscape. They were purely content to be in my company, for they had been alone too much of late.

  New Mexico was in the steel-trap grip of a hard winter, its usual browns frozen to iron gray. The day before I left a snowstorm, unusually heavy for the Rio Grande valley, had reduced visibility to about fifty feet. After attempting to finish a writing assignment at the Socorro library—the temporary house was far too cold to work in—I had hiked out in the chile fields leading down to the river with some incoherent idea of saying good-bye. The dogs blipped in and out of sight upwind as I attempted to face the storm, pulling the brim of my cowboy hat down over my eyes. And suddenly the air was full of wings and trumpet shrieks as the dogs ran in maddened circles beneath fifty rising sandhill cranes. They curved back over my head in the wind, almost low enough to touch, flying crucifixes as tall as men. I had never seen them so close; the storm had made them feel that the open field close to the house was safer than the coyote-haunted groves beside the big river. I felt like New Mexico was giving me a good-bye present, an offering to insure my return.

  I reached Tucumcari on the high plains at dusk. The sunset was bloody, the snow hard and burnished, snow snakes hissing over the surface ahead of the wind, ten below promised that night. The motel lot where I finally stopped had only a narrow lane plowed out, one car with out-of-state plates parked near the office. The manager was a Pakistani; when he heard I was from Socorro he told me that his brother owned a motel there. I remembered it well; a couple of years before, when Betsy had broken five ribs and collapsed a lung in a horse mishap, she had stayed there rather than have to use oxygen at Magdalena’s six thousand-feet-plus.

  In the morning I rolled out over the plains. I have never gotten enough of that country; it’s like driving on top of the ocean. I drove right through Amarillo and stopped for the night at my friend Mike Evans’ improbable yuppie mansion on the outskirts of Oklahoma City. He filled me up with single malt whiskey and asked how it felt to be heading back. In uisquebaugh veritas, or something; I sighed and blurted, “Hell, Mike, you know. It’s all suburbs east of Amarillo.”


  I
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  In the highlands you woke up in the morning and thought: Here I am where I ought to be.

  ISAK DINESEN

  OUT OF AFRICA

  The mountains looked far away. It was the snowiest winter in the valley in twenty years. Drifts built up around the cottonwoods and tamarisk, piled deep by circling winds. Juncos and sparrows huddled in knots on whatever was the leeward side, exploding in fifty directions at the attack of a sharp-shinned hawk. I sat at my desk, the only piece of furniture in the house, a plank laid across two upright tubes of red-clay chimney liner, and stared through the picture window at the predator: thin legs, robin-sized body, long rectangular tail, yellow irises ringing dilated, black pupils. I’d concentrate until I could see those pupils expand and contract; he would glare back at me, fixed, afraid to bend and eat the sparrow he clutched, half-buried, in the snow around his feet. Finally he would give up, leap into the air, and vanish into the dusk, and I would have to look at the mountains again. They stand on the western horizon, above the peppered desert, ice-white and Pleistocene in the morning, a flat blue against the sky’s dull red in the dusk. A high plateau lies at their base, hidden by the foothills that mark the edge of the Rio’s rift valley. I had a life up there on that plateau, twenty-six miles away, two thousand feet above, in another world. I could see the mountains there, too. We said that was why we stayed.
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  When we lived there, I would rise before dawn and leave the bed as quietly as possible so as not to set off an animal chorus of conflicting demands. I’d run water into the pot, and dump a few tablespoons of coarse-ground coffee into the filter, inhaling its sharp smell. I wouldn’t run the grinder, which was sure to bring the house shuddering to life, with groans and whines and yammers and yaps, and, if we had a hawk in residence, screeches.

  A mile outside a remote western town (“Turn right at Socorro; we’re the first house on the right—it’s just twenty-six miles”) was far enough from others’ eyes that there was no need for any but the most cursory dressing, a half-buttoned shirt over jeans, untied shoes against thorns. Still striving for silence, hissing curses if I bumped the pot, I’d sneak my still-numbed body through one of any number of random doors into the dawn, to sit on the steps or lean on the fence watching the steam boil off the coffee’s black, oily surface. The first astringent sip seemed to turn up the volume and fine tune the focus.

  Even before I was awake, Mag, the spaniel matriarch, would mutter from her night bedroom. In our sparsely furnished thirteen rooms, she shared the entrance hall with a tattered couch, a de Chirico lithograph, a gyrfalcon print, and two dog dishes.

  “Not yet, Mag.” Her daytime quarters, the guest bedroom, abutted the library in which slept Winston’s Chevron, a yellow town dog and my favorite but Mag’s bloody enemy. After their last encounter, which put them both into a near coma and which I broke up only by holding their heads underwater in the wading pool, they had taken to chewing any door that separated them, howling for blood all the while. Now we had to keep an entire room between them.

  If I hadn’t succeeded in my silence, Winnie would be raising a din. I’d go to the library in the far northwest corner to collect her. She’d swarm up onto my shoulders like some improbable hybrid of dog and parrot. I’d grab her before she bolted for the door between the living room and the front hall to raise havoc with Mag, then dump her down the kitchen steps to the dog yard where she’d make her circuit.

  Meanwhile the bird dog twins, spaniels Sass and Bart, would be drumming and groaning in their kennel boxes in the dog room off the kitchen. “Wait! Quiet!” I’d go back to my coffee for a moment, although by this point the peace would be shattered and the animal chores relentless. Luna, the saluki, might be anywhere. He’d sleep on the couch or the floor or, sometimes, demand to be let out at three a.m. to sleep in the doghouse. But wherever he was he’d be making demands now, yodeling, poking with his right front paw, standing on his hind legs. “Wait, damnit!”

  I’d get Winnie inside, and put her in the library for a moment with food. “Mag, outside!” Mag would run the perimeter, scattering lizards and growling at every spot Winnie had marked. While she was engaged I’d return to the library, scoop up Winnie and her food and water dishes, and carry them all to the cab on the back of the truck. The rear of the truck was fitted out as a dog pen and served as her morning quarters.

  Back in. Mag in, Luna in or out, puppies out. Mag to the guest room, with food; she had to eat alone because she claimed all food as her right. Puppies in and fed. Luna out—or is it in?—and fed. At least Riley, the thirty-three-inch-at-the-shoulder Scottish deerhound-greyhound cross, had moved to Floyd’s, a mile down the road. He was in training; besides, the smell of town bitches in heat had taught him to climb the six-foot fence around the dog yard.

  Through the bathroom and out onto the porch, now enclosed by adobe walls and glass, to feed the pigeons in their big aviary. Then over to the hawk, who would already be making a racket. Hawk to outside perch. Check the live traps along the inside wall for mice; the rattlers in their terraria in the hawk room are hungry. Check the rattlers; make sure they’re safe.

  And last, a cup of coffee to Betsy, always a hard sleeper, still determinedly in bed, then back to the dining table behind the easternmost of the two identical front doors, to stare out at the jagged mountain silhouette to the south.

  [image: image]

  In the winter it would be cold, the sun’s ascent unseen behind a wall of stone and gloom. The light in January was always arctic, the mysterious background to one of Audubon’s darker paintings, a light from another time. Often the peaks, ten thousand feet above sea level and four above the plain, would be invisible for days at a time, decapitated by clouds. Their lower slopes, tilted planes built of pine and snow, were the impossibly detailed, etched silver-gray of old engravings. If there was a breeze you could inhale the incense of burning piñon and juniper from the town a mile upwind, strong and sweet, evocative and nostalgic. My sister from back east thought it was the scent of “Mexican cooking spices.” Kit Carson said that if you ever smelled it you would return to the high villages of New Mexico as long as you lived.

  Those accustomed to wetter climates know spring as a time of greenery and growth and happy animal lechery. But here, the wind blew out of the west for days at a time, sandblasting the rainless landscape, raising so much stinging damned dust I couldn’t face it. On spring mornings we had to rise before the wind; two hours later we’d only venture out on the east side of the house, preferring even the musty, canine fug of the dog pen to sand in our eyes. “In the spring,” Betsy once said, “Arizona blows through Magdalena on its way to Texas.” Our library, in the room on the far west end of the house with the raised floor that had once been the landlady’s dance studio, filled with dust so fine it filtered through the boarded doors and sealed windows.

  In New Mexico, yards, at least those outside of Albuquerque’s twentieth-century suburbs, are often nothing more than squares of sand, with fruit trees, rose bushes, vegetable and flower patches, cacti and dead trees festooned with blue bottles, all standing in isolated islands. Raked sand is cheap and neat and needs no water. But after our first spring we learned not to pull up the weeds, not even the fiendish, caltrop-bearing goat’s heads, until after the winds dropped and stilled into the limpid furnace heat of June.

  Summer was my favorite, an unexpected gift, because I had always hated its muggy lassitude back east. In southwestern New Mexico summer meant rain and relief. In June, just before the weather broke, we’d be in the grip of our only hot nights, when I’d toss and turn and mutter and thrash until I woke Betsy. A skitter of legs over my sweaty face—a dream?—would throw me bolt upright, grabbing for the light. June always brought an invasion of “Mexican bedbugs” or, more properly, cone-nosed kissing bugs, slithery three-quarter-inch hobgoblins with furtive moves and wings like the soft black ash of burnt paper. No matter how many I knocked down with thrown magazines as they helicoptered through the room, at least one would get through to pierce Betsy’s fair Anglo skin with its folded proboscis and raise a watery blister two inches long on her leg.

  But nothing would be there and I’d subside, watch her sleep, and think three a.m. thoughts. A solpugid, happily insectivorous but far nastier looking than the kissing bugs, would motor across the floor and I’d wish it good hunting. After another couple hours’ bad dreams I’d wake up, dozy and stupid, and need coffee.

  The next day, at about three in the afternoon, the western horizon would be a wall the color of lead. On the front of the wall would be little clouds, pale silhouettes of torn cotton. I’d try to remain calm; baby storms would have been skittering by for a week now, teasing the powdery earth with sprinkles and infusing the dry air with a breath of mountain pine, but nothing had happened yet. I’d go back to work.

  A half-hour later, a dark blast of wind, laden with the odor of wet dust, would punch through the yard, swirling sand around the windows, rattling the panes. From the yard I’d see a wall towering over the town and know that we weren’t going to have to water the asparagus again. We’d stand and inhale for a moment, stretching our arms toward the storm; then, as the hiss of a billion approaching drops bore down, we’d run. Pick up the hawk, call the dogs, slam some windows as the rain bashed in, soaking papers five feet from the sill. In the roaring cascade outside, we could not see the ground, hidden in the white smoke of atomized rebounding droplets. And then, hail—BB-sized, pea-sized—drifting in windows beside the walk; thunder, shaking the house, lightning flashing all around, a nearly simultaneous bang and flicker. We’d grin and the world would smell like water.

  In an hour the rain would pass, the clouds emptying to our east, turning the low mountains between the house and the Rio Grande into slate blue cardboard cutouts. Nighthawks, wings crooked, wandered through the washed sky, beeping, diving, twanging, ascending again, while the tang of wet rabbit brush filled the air.

  Was this the first of the real rains? As dark solidified, with a hint of more clouds in the starless void to the west, we’d get a sign: from all around the town, from new puddles in the arroyos and dirt cattle tanks, from sewage ponds across the weedy, dirt airstrip and deep holes under the highway bridge, would come the musical throbbing of thousands of spadefoot toads. For at least eleven months they “live” buried in the sand, resembling frogs’ corpses. But if this first drenching was not an isolated spasm, the damp little monsters would burst out of the ground like ambulatory mushrooms and, for a month, take us to the sewage pond. There, our flashlights would first reveal twos and threes, then hundreds of toads. They floated spread-eagled, embedded in the milky surface like fruit in Jello, going about their ancient business, ignoring our conversation, our movements, even our bright lights. In our hands they were sticky, leathery. Their eyes were round and black at first, then, in the flash, the pupils would contract until they became vertical slits, cat’s eyes in a toad’s head. Sometimes the sheriff’s car would roll in to check. “Don’t worry,” I heard him say to the radio once. “It’s just Mansell with Bodio and Betsy, playing with frogs.”

  I feel as though I spent a lifetime of such summers, though there were only seven. The dawns were lush and sweet, the early skies scrubbed and cloudless before the afternoon’s gathering thunder. We’d sleep well, morning and night, and make love in shaded rooms. Meadowlarks whistled atop the cholla, and blue quail cackled their repetitions from our fence posts. The walls were alive with lizards, and the bare sand erupted with spiny green growth. Even the coyotes became a little careless in this safe time. Sometimes we’d see one hurrying through the rabbit brush an hour or more from darkness. I would stand outside for hours, looking, not really goofing off, knowing I should go in soon and do whatever was necessary for my work.

  On summer evenings, the stucco walls were lit with orange light from the west, washed by gold rain. When we ate in Floyd’s backyard a sort of alpenglow lingered on the west-facing mountain wall over the village, showing details as sharp as those under a magnifying glass, only red, glowing brighter than the dark-blue sky. We’d sit on folding chairs, moving often to avoid the circling smoke, and fill our bellies with stew of lamb or cabrito, simmered for hours with tomatoes, potatoes and maybe hot chiles in a Dutch oven in the campfire pit behind the trailer house. The big sighthounds would amble about in their stiff-legged way, thrusting blunt heads against us to be petted. Game hens, brown and slick and as wild as junglefowl, would step about, then clap up into the bare trees, silhouetting their roosting bulk against the night. The talk—of Indians and animals, past times and the vast landscape—would slow and pause, and finally subside. In the evening’s last silent moments our whole world would be red coals and pinprick stars and, as we rose, a breath of wind to push away the fragrant, clinging smoke.
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  I might have loved summer best, but I was always susceptible to fall’s conventional glories. New Mexico’s high-country autumn seemed to start in August and carry on forever. Summer was for work, in long shifts and into the evening, for catfish in the Rio, for the Old Timer’s Fiesta and the fiestas at Kelly and Magdalena and Santa Rita. December was for feasting and serious sit-down drinking, for travel and family, and January for torpor and rest before spring’s brooding and summer’s renewal. But fall was for adventure.
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