The Decision (On the Rainy River- part 3)

Tim, 21 has left home after receiving his draft notice to go Vietnam and serve the war. In
Minnesota, an old man, Elroy, puts him for a week. On the 6" day, Elroy takes Tim out on the
Rainy River, which marks the border between the USA and Canada.

| remember staring at the old man, then at my hands, then at Canada. (...) Twenty yards. |
could've done it. | could've jumped and started swimming for my life. Inside me, in my chest, |
felt a terrible squeezing pressure. Even now, as | write this, | can still feel that tightness. And |
want you to feel it—the wind coming off the river, the waves, the silence, the wooded frontier.
You're at the bow of a boat on the Rainy River. You're twenty-one years old, you're scared,
and there's a hard squeezing pressure in your chest. What would you do? Would you jump?
Would you feel pity for yourself? Would you think about your family and your childhood and
your dreams and all you're leaving behind? Would it hurt? Would it feel like dying? Would you
cry, as | did? | tried to swallow it back. | tried to smile, except | was crying. (...)

| tried to will myself overboard.
| gripped the edge of the boat and leaned forward and thought, Now.
| did try. It just wasn't possible.
All those eyes on me—the town, the whole universe—and | couldn 't risk the embarrassment.
It was as if there were an audience to my life, that swirl of faces along the river, and in my
head | could hear people screaming at me. Traitor! they yelled. Turncoat! Pussy! | felt myself
blush. | couldn't tolerate it. | couldn't endure the mockery, or the disgrace, or the patriotic
ridicule. Even in my imagination, the shore just twenty yards away, | couldn't make myself be
brave. It had nothing to do with morality. Embarrassment, that's all it was.
And right then | submitted.
| would go to the war—I would kill and maybe die—because | was embarrassed not to.
That was the sad thing. And so | sat in the bow of the boat and cried. It was loud now. Loud,
hard crying.
Elroy Berdahl remained quiet. He kept fishing. He worked his line with the tips of his fingers,
patiently, squinting out at his red and white bobber on the Rainy River. His eyes were flat and
impassive. He didn't speak. He was simply there, like the river and the late-summer sun. And
yet by his presence, his mute watchfulness, he made it real. He was the true audience. He
was a witness, like God, or like the gods, who look on in absolute silence as we live our lives,
as we make our choices or fail to make them.
"Ain't biting," he said. Then after a time the old man pulled in his line and turned the boat back
toward Minnesota.
| don't remember saying goodbye. That last night we had dinner together, and | went to bed
early, and in the morning Elroy fixed breakfast for me. When | told him I'd be leaving, the old
man nodded as if he already knew. He looked down at the table and smiled.
At some point later in the morning it's possible that we shook hands—I just don't remember—
but | do know that by the time I'd finished packing the old man had disappeared. (...)
The day was cloudy. | passed through towns with familiar names, through the pine forests and
down to the prairie, and then to Vietnam, where | was a soldier, and then home again. |
survived, but it's not a happy ending. | was a coward. | went to the war.
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