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I’d decided on the scenic route from Tucson, a narrow asphalt ribbon that snaked around the contours of the Sonoita hills.  Sun roof open and windows down, the Arizona air was creosote-fresh with recent rain, a landscape reverie-rich.  Golden desert grasslands rolled for miles across cactus-studded arroyos.  Miles of empty splendor flanked the craggy Santa Rita’s.      
I coaxed the Honda up and over a small pass and started downhill, vaguely aware of a vehicle coming my way.  Twenty car lengths away, it suddenly veered across the center line in front of me and bumped recklessly into the entrance lane to a ranch. What the hell?  I assessed my close call and slowed to a crawl as the side door of the white mini-van slid open.  Like metal filings to a magnet, peoples from points south rose from behind boulders and piled into the van with dark windows.  Eight.  Ten.  Twelve.  They kept coming, hurdling full speed over bushes, stumbling through thick grass and yucca -- teenage boys, a woman with a babe, blue-jeaned men.  A snapshot of joy and desperation.  


I didn’t stop.  I continued south as my body filled with the excitement of the scene and with anger at how close the driver had come to front-ending me.  He was, of course, a ‘coyote.’  Part of the elaborate system to move illegals across the Mexican border.  A border I had recently walked as part of a prayer service in the little town of Naco.  Once a friendly village that spanned the border, now Naco was split down the middle with a runway-turned-sideways.  A remnant of the first Iraq war, these huge, steel rectangles were now part of the infamous border wall.  


Once a year this artificial border is rendered moot as Mexicans and Arizonans make their way to the end of the wall and play volleyball over the boundary while the Border Patrol looks on.  Religious services and pleas for compassion fill the desert air, words of hope for those who soon will cross.  Then we bow our heads in prayer for the hundreds a year that die on the desert in search of a living wage.  


There is surely no web as tangled as the one that drapes the Borderlands.  I listen as ranchers relate the desecration of their lands, trashed with plastic gallon water bottles, human excrement, cheap black jackets and on some days, decaying human flesh.  These landowners are doubly cursed – by the people who cross from the south and the burgeoning numbers of Border Patrol in pursuit.  Their quiet, remote desert homelands resemble a war zone, with low-flying helicopters, blinding lights, the roar of accelerating jeeps and ATV’s.  There is no true wilderness on the borderlands anymore.  And when viewed through the eyes of the jaguar, who has taken to crossing from Mexico to the mountain reaches of southern New Mexico and Arizona, a continuous wall takes on monumental meaning.  

Here I was.  One moment I didn’t ask for or desire propelled me to a moral peak.  Or was it more a valley?  Do I report what I saw to the Border Patrol?  Or do I give those people a pass in their quest for a new northern home?  Newspapers brim with accounts of police pursuits, roll-overs and vans full of slaughtered migrants.  
Doing nothing is doing something.  Whatever my choice, it will change lives.  The hopes of families left behind in Mexican villages, dashed.  The possible robbery and abandonment of hopeful migrants by ‘coyotes.’   My mind churned:  dire people putting everything on the (border) line and a dangerously driven van that almost killed me.    A dozen more people in the climate-change-U.S.A.  Our precious wild lands already stressed by too many feet and tires.
Dilemma, indeed.  I pay thousands of dollars to travel into Mexico every winter.  I jump through their hoops of required documents and pay their high fees.  I respect their laws and would be punished harshly for not doing so.  If I decided to stay, I would be kicked out if I put out a shingle announcing some way to make a living. 
The brilliance and solitude of the Sonoita hills faded as I continued down the winding road.  I saw no Border Patrol.   Amazing -- the roads were usually thick with their presence.  Parked on the roadside, they waited and watched.   Today I saw none.  
And if I did?
“Sir, I just saw a dozen illegals pile into a white mini-van with tinted windows about twelve miles up the road.”  
I enter the village of Sonoita and slow towards the four-way stop.  I am at the cross-roads.  I could continue two blocks and turn right into the parking lot of the Border Patrol headquarters, but I do not.  I have seen no Border Patrol.  I am off the hook.

I signal left, turn towards Naco and accelerate out of town.  Then I see it.  The white and green S.U.V. and the man in the dark green uniform lifting the nozzle from the side of the gas tank.

I brake and fix my eyes upon the badged-enforcer in black boots, trapped in my moment of truth.
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