The Things They Carried | 141

the time was five thirty-five, and “All you on the road,
drive extra careful now on this fine Fourth of July.” If Sally
had not been married, or if his father were not such a base-
ball fan, it would have been a good time to talk.

“The Silver Star?’’ his father might have said.

“Yes, but I didn’t get it. Almost, but not quite.”

And his father would have nodded, knowing full well
that many brave men do not win medals for their bravery,
and that others win medals for doing nothing. As a starting
point, maybe, Norman Bowker might then have listed the
seven medals he did win: the Combat Infantryman’s
Badge, the Air Medal, the Army Commendation Medal,

the Good Conduct Medal, the Vietnam Campaign Medal,

the Bronze Star, and the Purple Heart, though it wasn’t
much of a wound and did not leave a scar and did not hurt
and never had. He would've explained to his father that
none of these decorations was for uncommon valor. They
were for common valor. The routine, daily stuff—just
humping, just enduring—but that was worth something,
wasn't it? Yes, it was. Worth plenty. The ribbons looked
good on the uniform in his closet, and if his father were to
ask, he would’ve explained what each signified and how he
was proud of all of them, especially the Combat Infantry-
man’s Badge, because it meant he had been there as a real
soldier and had done all the things soldiers do, and there-
fore it wasn’t such a big deal that he could not bring him-
self to be uncommonly brave.

And then he would have talked ahout the medal he did
not win and why he did not win it.

“I almost won the Silver Star,’’ he would have said.

“How’s that?” :
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“Just a story.”

“So tell me,” his father would have said.

Slowly then, circling the lake, Norman Bowker would
have started by describing the Song Tra Bong. “A river,* he
would've said, “this slow flat muddy river.”” He would’ve
explained how during the dry season it was exactly like any
other river, nothing special, but how in October the mon-
soons began and the whole situation changed. For a solid
week the rains never stopped, not once, and so after a few
days the Song Tra Bong overflowed its banks and the land
turned into a deep, thick muck for a half mile on either
side. Just muck—no other word for it. Like quicksand, al-
most, except the stink was incredible. “You couldn’t even
sleep,” he'd tell his father. “At night you'd find 2 high spot,
and you'd doze off, but then later you'd wake up because
you'd be buried in all that slime. You’'d just sink in. You'd
feel it ooze up over your body and sort of suck you down.
And the whole time there was that constant rain. I mean, it
never stopped, notever.”

“Sounds pretty wet,” his father would've said, pausing
briefly. “So what happened?”’

“You really want to hear this?”’

“Hey, I'm your fatﬁer. .

Norman Bowker smiled. He looked out across the lake
and imagined the feel of his tongue against the truth.
“Well, this one time, this one night out by the river ... I
wasn’t very brave.”

“You have seven medals.”

Sure

“Seven. Count 'em. You weren't a coward either.”

“Well, maybe not. But I had the chance and I blew it.






