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As I opened the door of my small apartment in Morelia, the night was black as death and filled with angry, slanting, wind-driven rain. The air was heavy with that scent that’s left after lightning has ripped the sky.

Rain splatted on my shoulders and my woven straw hat and the right side of my face. I felt it soaking into the place where a sweatband would be if it had one. In a moment the rain had soaked the right side of my thin cotton tunic and the thin cotton trousers. I was glad I had the thick black leather shoes, and the socks. They were wet too. 

In front of the door was a narrow sidewalk of cracked concrete. When the lightning flashed the concrete bits were white, and segmented with dark, jagged lines. Just beyond the sidewalk was the cobblestone road. I knew the cobblestones to be a reddish brown, but when the lightning flashed they were black. Blacker rivulets of water ran in rectangles around them. The noise of the rain splatting on the concrete and the cobblestones and the tin roof behind me was almost too loud to talk over. 

A guard waited with his back against the faded whitewashed wall outside my door. A dark green plastic-coated poncho covered his uniform. 

He turned his head to look at me. The wind had driven the rain hood had back a few inches on his hat and the front was soaked. He was clean shaven, with a sharp jawline and chin and thin lips. Water ran in rivulets off his face.

The front of his hat leaned slightly forward, a sharp SS emblazoned on it in silver thread. The black leather brim was pulled low on his forehead. I could only see the lower part of his nose. 

More water dripped past his face from the brim of his hat. 

He didn’t know much English, being a German in Mexico. He gestured toward the street with his left hand and said, “You go now?” 

I wasn’t sure why it was a question. The truck had come for me.

I nodded, then looked down and stepped over the threshold into a shallow puddle on the concrete. Rivulets of water cascaded off the front of my hat. My legs were stiff, and it was a memorable first step. Ripples radiated out in the puddle for an instant before they were obliterated by little splashes of more rain.

On the street, the large military truck waited. It had pulled slightly past my rooms and parked in front of the next.

The back of the truck was covered with a heavy canvas tarpaulin. It was stretched up to a foot above the cab over a wooden frame that rose from the sideboards of the truck. From there it reached the back and strained down toward the tailgate. There the canvas was pulled into a long, close oval with a drawstring that whipped violently in the wind. And the truck wasn’t even moving yet. 

As I approached, the passenger window ran with rain, and the interior was dark. I couldn’t see the driver.

I reached up to open the door, and it almost closed again in the wind. I put one foot on the running board and reached with my left hand for a dark green vertical rail on the back of the cab to pull myself up. The exhaust pipe was just behind the cab, and the heat off it was warm on the back of my hand. 

With my right hand I braced against the inside of the door, I dropped heavily on the slick canvas seat. Driven by the wind, the door slammed shut of its own accord.

The windshield wipers strained across the glass to the left, then slapped back to the right before beginning a return trip.

I glanced out and back through the passenger window. 

The guard was already gone. 

Without looking around at me, the driver put the truck in gear. He mixed up the clutch and the gas, and the truck lurched into the street.

I grabbed for the dashboard. It was cold thin steel, rolled and pressed and formed into the right dimensions at some factory in Germany. The palms of my hands fit the edge perfectly. Probably it was a dark, dull green when it was new. Now the paint was chipped here, worn slick there. Mottled with grime where it wasn’t chipped or worn.

When the motion of the truck smoothed out, I settled back. My right hand went onto my leg, my left on the seat beside me. Like the covering on the back, the seat was dark, heavy canvas, but shiny and slick from repeated use. 

We were driving into the wind. Rain slapped on the windshield and the metal hood and roof. The sound was as crisp and sharp as if the drops were gravel. Lightning flashed every several seconds, and the sound of the rain was underlain by a constant rumble of thunder. 

It would be only a short trip—I had heard we would drive some twelve kilometers into the countryside—but it was long enough that I had time to think. To consider the meaning of life and other things as they’re said to be. I decided I’d rather not. 

It wouldn’t matter. Nothing seems from a distance how it really is up close. There isn’t really a left or right, an up or down, a right or wrong. It’s all a matter of perspective. A  matter of necessity. There is only here or there. This way or that. Always a decision to be made.
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I’d made a point not to look at the driver. I wasn’t curious about him, and I didn’t want him to be curious about me. We were partners in a venture of fate. It was nothing either of us wanted or could escape. 

As we jostled and swayed along the roadway, the truck occasionally splashed through standing water. It sent a spray like wings to either side. 

To keep myself from thinking, I looked around the cab. 

In the dashboard was an ashtray. It was a little left of center, nearer the driver. It was one of those designed to disappear when it wasn’t in use. It had a small plastic knob on the front of it.

In front of me, in the right side of the dashboard was a little hinged door that would swing downward when open, revealing a compartment behind. Probably it was for maps, a compass, and like items.

The truck shuddered over a bump and the hinged door dropped as if on cue. 

I looked down.

In the dim glow of the dashboard lights I saw the curled corners of what looked like a couple of girlie magazines. Probably laden with nude photographs. 

Without looking around, the driver reached across the cab and slapped it shut.

I waited a long moment, then glanced over at the him.

Like most of the soldiers I’d seen here, he was dressed in a blue-green heavy wool uniform. I suspect it would be hot to wear even in Cleveland in January. He wore a barracks hat similar to the one the guard was wearing.

Beyond him, water danced in horizontal rivulets on the window.

He was very young and thin and straight. A heavy shock of reddish blond hair protruded from beneath his hat. Probably there were wispy blond eyebrows beneath the brim. Probably blue eyes beneath those. Even in the dim light, the skin of his neck was white. Almost transparent. 

His cheeks were smooth and pink and sunken, and there were no sideburns. His hair stopped in a crisp line at the top of his ear. His nose was a long, narrow slope. His lips were a line. They were the kind that would become a pair of lines when he was talking. 

He wore no rank insignia. He was a private, perhaps sixteen or seventeen years old. So only recently arrived in Mexico.

Probably he thought the upswept front of the hat with the SS logo and the slick black brim curving low over his eyes lent him a sinister look. It was all right. He was young enough to want to look sinister.

I watched him for the rest of the short trip. Occasionally I looked away, but his youth was pleasant on my eyes. He had no troubles, really. His only job in our correlation was to provide me with transportation. In a way, I was happy for him.

My job, after we arrived, was to provide identification—or not—as I was able. 

That’s how the colonel put it when I was brought before him. “As you are able,” he said, dragging out the S. But he meant, “If you decide this way instead of that.” 

Mine was the headier responsibility. 

From the dreams that played occasionally on the boy’s face, I could almost read his mind. I’ve been him. So have all soldiers. 

He was certain of himself, with a confidence untested by anything but the act of leaving his mother’s side. It was written on his face, interwoven with the dreams. Someday he would be a sergeant, and someday after that a captain. Maybe even a general. 

But everyone had to start somewhere. For now, he would wear his hat squarely at all times and keep the brim pulled uncomfortably low on his forehead and drive people to where the commander wanted them driven. He would never reveal that his jacket constricted his breathing and his belt was shutting off circulation to his legs. A complainer would never become a sergeant, much less a captain or a general.

Suddenly the truck swerved right onto a road I hadn’t seen.

In the glow of the dash lights, the boy’s thin, sharp knuckles were white on the oversized steering wheel. Probably he had seen the road only at the last moment. And a moment after that he released a quiet breath. Still he looked straight forward.

A kilometer or so farther, he slowed the truck. He seemed to focus more attentively through the windshield.

Soon the lights revealed a post on the right side of the road. It was painted white, though much of the paint had chipped away. To it was nailed a short, narrow piece of board. The right end had been whittled down to form a point. 

Ah. We were to go that way.

The headlights splashed onto a smaller road, a mud strip, really, just past the sign.

The boy slowed the truck and turned again, more gently this time. But the mud on the smaller road was softer. The back of the truck swayed as we went around the corner.

Another hundred meters, then another, and there was a large field sloping down to the left.

The boy pulled into the field. He seemed to be watching something to his left. 

Then he turned left and hit the brake. 

We were pointed slightly downhill. The truck was stopped. The driver left the headlights on, as he was probably instructed to do. 

The rain streaked past, still dense as if carrying a burden, angling right to left. The stones continued to slap the roof and the hood and the window next to me. The gaps between those sharp, short sounds were filled with a softer pattering of rain on the tarpaulin behind us.

I settled back, looking through the windshield.

Before us, some fifteen or twenty meters away at the edge of the headlights, was a heavy mud
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