
The Runaway (On the Rainy River-  part 2 )

Tim, 21 has left home after receiving his draft notice to go Vietnam and serve the war. 

 For a while I just drove, not aiming at anything, then in the late morning I began looking
for a place to lie low for a day or two. I was exhausted, and scared sick, and around noon I 
pulled into an old fishing resort called the Tip Top Lodge. (…)  Briefly, I thought about turning 
around, just giving up, but then I got out of the car and walked up to the front porch. 

The man who opened the door that day is the hero of my life. How do I say this without 
sounding sappy? Blurt it out—the man saved me. He offered exactly what I needed, without 
questions, without any words at all. He took me in. He was there at the critical time—a silent, 
watchful presence. Six days later, when it ended, I was unable to find a proper way to thank 
him, and I never have, and so, if nothing else, this story represents a small gesture of 
gratitude twenty years overdue. Even after two decades I can close my eyes and return to 
that porch at the Tip Top Lodge. I can see the old guy staring at me. Elroy Berdahl: eighty-one
years old, skinny and shrunken and mostly bald. (…)

When I asked for a room, Elroy made a little clicking sound with his tongue. He 
nodded, led me out to one of the cabins, and dropped a key in my hand. I remember smiling 
at him. I also remember wishing I hadn't. The old man shook his head as if to tell me it wasn't 
worth the bother.  (…) One thing for certain, he knew I was in desperate trouble. And he knew
I couldn't talk about it. The wrong word—or even the right word— and I would've disappeared.

It all seemed crazy and impossible. Twenty-one years old, an ordinary kid with all the 
ordinary dreams and ambitions, and all I wanted was to live the life I was born to—a 
mainstream life—I loved baseball and hamburgers and cherry Cokes—and now I was off on 
the margins of exile, leaving my country forever, and it seemed so impossible and terrible and
sad. (…)
On my last full day, the sixth day, the old man took me out fishing on the Rainy River. The 
afternoon was sunny and cold. A stiff breeze came in from the north, and I remember how the 
little fourteen-foot boat made sharp rocking motions as we pushed off from the dock. The 
current was fast. All around us, I remember, there was a vastness to the world, an unpeopled 
rawness, just the trees and the sky and the water reaching out toward nowhere. The air had 
the brittle scent of October. For ten or fifteen minutes Elroy held a course upstream. (…)

It occurred to me that at some point we must've passed into Canadian waters, across 
that dotted line between two different worlds, and I remember a sudden tightness in my chest 
as I looked up and watched the far shore come at me. This wasn't a daydream. It was 
tangible and real. As we came in toward land, Elroy cut the engine, letting the boat fishtail 
lightly about twenty yards off shore. The old man didn't look at me or speak. Bending down, 
he opened up his tackle box and busied himself with a bobber and a piece of wire leader, 
humming to himself, his eyes down. It struck me then that he must've planned it. I'll never be 
certain, of course, but I think he meant to bring me up against the realities, to guide me 
across the river and to take me to the edge and to stand a kind of vigil as I chose a life for 
myself.
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