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t was a brisk October morning in 1967 that my
dad opened the squeaky trunk of his old white

Buick and loaded my duffle bag, never saying a word.
Then he walked right past me and sat in the driver’s seat,
still silent as night. I looked at his rigid silhouette. That
was when it occurred to me, his silent treatment had
been going on for some time.
As I replayed the last couple of days in my mind, I
realized my usually rather quiet dad had gone completely
mute. I estimated that I hadn’t
actually heard him talk for nearly
a week. Dinners together were a
rarity but the last time it
happened, a couple of days prior,
did seem coldly silent. I
rationalized that it was because I
had my head in a book, Peg was
out with friends, mom hardly sat down the whole dinner,
what with all the cooking and making lists that she was
doing, and dad, not having anyone to talk to, just sat
stoically and chewed hard and slow. Work was on his
mind, I figured. Or the Vietnam war—and the damned,
long-haired teens who were against it and taking us all

right into the gutter. He hated them. And they got him
very down from time to time.
I also hadn’t heard him yelling at the TV set, either.
That was a daily occurrence for him, to come home and
sit in front of the set with the newspaper in
his lap and watch Walter Cronkite report
on the Kmer Rouge, the communists in
North Vietnam and the American boys
dying in the jungles. He would start
seated, but when the yelling would begin,
he would stand and point at the TV and
everyone usually wanted to stay out of his
way. “We have to get those bastards!,” he
would yell with this heavy, loud voice.
And, “What are we doing? We’re America,
for God’s sake! Let’s take these guys!”
Only now, everything had changed. He
was just a silent presence in our home.
My mom and sister came from the
house while dad and I were in the
driveway and they got in the car, both
already crying. Dad started the Buick up
with a particularly loud, heavy-footed
vroom, and just kept his eyes glued to the
road, never once looking at me. It made
me feel scared. Was he sad? Was he mad that I enlisted
during a time of war? I thought this is what he would
have wanted.

As we drove, my mom cried without restraint and
put her hand on my shoulder from the backseat. I
touched her hand and she began to pray in whispered
tones, asking God to protect her boy, for an end to the
war, and a whole host of other things like favor and
wisdom. Peg sniffled the entire time and stared out the
window. It was a 15-minute ride to Cedar Lake, where the
USMC bus was awaiting all of us recruits. It felt like two
hours.
When we finally arrived at the recruiting station, I
grabbed my duffle bag from the trunk and hugged Peg
and mom, both of them
telling me how much they
loved me and would be
praying. Mom kissed me
on my cheek. Peg sweetly
handed me a letter for
opening later. When I
turned to my dad before
getting on the bus, I
hugged him, and he
hugged me back—hard. “I’ll be OK, dad. You know I’m
going to be OK, right?” I said, trying to be reassuring.
He nodded, and looked me in the eyes—still saying
nothing. His face was beat red. I was so confused. I
turned and got on, found a seat by the window and
waved until the bus chugged down the orange leafcovered road, and mom, dad and Peg were out of sight.

Peg and mom waved their goodbyes. Dad kept his hands
in his pockets and just watched.
Weeks later, I got my first
letter from my mom. She said dad
not only didn’t speak for an entire
week after I left, but that he was
unable to. He was so desperate
to hold back the flood of tears
that would come if he let it, his
throat muscles had seized. When
his throat finally opened and his
voice returned, he cried like a
baby for days.

