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Sneaking Out – A Story of a Father’s Love 
A Memoir by Nina Milligan 

 

My parents were a full two generations distant from me. My mother was 41 when I was 

born, old enough to have been my Grandmother. My father was 57, born in 1903. He spent his 

youth in an era long ago.  

Dad lived into his eightieth year. In his last year of life, he enjoyed spending the day at 

my house simply reading and observing my new married life. He sat by the fire with an open 

book in his lap, which he looked at whenever I glanced his way. But I could tell he had been 

quietly observing me. His soft smile lingered, infused with comfort, pride and trust. He was there 

when I baked my first loaf of bread, a humble but satisfying accomplishment. We shared its rich 

flavors and soft texture.  

My father passed away a few months after that loaf-of-bread feat. There’s a portrait of 

him in the hallway of my home now. He wears his characteristic loving smile and soft eyes, 

round and dark, looking right into you. Today those eyes embrace, inspire and comfort me. But 

when I was a teenager, they made me squirm. They crept into my space.  

By the time I was a teenager my father had retired from his last career as an executive 

engineer at Boeing. My mother had reentered the workforce after 20 years of motherhood. I am 

not sure if we needed the money or if she just needed something to do outside the home. Either 

way, Dad inherited the role of primary parent. 

Though my father was like other fathers in being unable “to relate” to his daughter’s 

modern life, being in his late 60s made it even harder for him. He came from a foreign time, one 

of horse-drawn carriages, no phones, bootstraps and such. He could never understand me, nor 

could he keep up with me, or so I thought.  

We lived on Whidbey Island where I had two sets of friends: my school, islander friends; 

and my summer, beach friends from the city, who islanders called “townies.” When the two met 

trouble stirred. Townies injected their robust financial resources into the humble and boring life 

of us islanders. It was dangerous mix. 

During the summer of my fifteenth year, I tended to hang out with older townies. Boys 

were of particular interest. My islander friend Karla and I met such townie boys one Saturday 

and agreed to get together later that night. There was a nice view-top bluff not far from my 

beach cabin. Ten o’clock? There was no way my father would let me go out at that time. Sure! 

See you there. 
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Well, the sun was setting around nine o’clock. Karla and I played cards, impatient for my 

father to go to sleep. Yawn, we were tired, too. Brushed our teeth and turned in. “Good night, 

Dad.”  

You could hear everything through the thin cabin walls. It took what seemed an eternity 

for my father to settle into bed and slumber. But when we were sure he was asleep, we 

arranged our pillows to look like we were under the covers and tip-toed out the back door, not 

far from my father’s bed inside. The front door might have had less a chance of disturbing my 

father’s sleep, but who sneaks out a front door? 

Elated by our escape, Karla and I scampered down the half-mile-long sidewalk along the 

neighboring beach cabins. Little waves echoed our giggles along the shore. We took the main 

road up the hill, then a dirt logging road to the meeting place. We found our cute townie boys 

sitting by a fire, kicked-back, drinking beers. Would one of these boys become “mine?” Has my 

father discovered our deceit yet? 

My worries of discovery invaded my thoughts, usurping my romantic interests. I felt my 

Dad was out there, flashlight in hand, scouring the areas near our home. I could see him 

wondering what the noise was, whether it was the noise we made sneaking out or some later 

noise. He would have quietly opened our bedroom door, leaned in and listened for the 

reassuring snooze of his little girl. The room would have been eerily quiet. He’d step in one step 

at a time, hoping for the rhythm of young breath. The biggest fear would cross his mind. He’d 

touch my bed covers and find not my body beneath. Dread would be replaced with relief, then 

despair. She’s gone.  

I don’t even remember the cute boys anymore. Were there three or four? What where 

their names? Were they actually cute? After about an hour of distraction, beers and seclusion, I 

began to wish my father would find me. Things were getting a little weird. Karla and I were the 

only girls in the party, so extricating ourselves from the festivities was not easy. I nearly 

proclaimed my father was looking for us this very minute and would find us, but such 

embarrassing antics were not necessary.  

The return home started with a dead run until we were in the safety of the sidewalk by 

the shore. With a debilitating buzz, beer breath became our main concern. About that time we 

were passing the Ecstroms’ lush garden. Desperate and not picky enough, we yanked a white 

onion out of the earth by its soft green top. We each took a bold, big bite, chewing its tangy hot 

only till we thought the smell was gone. We spit out the debris; what a disgusting mess. 

We didn’t know it, but dirt surrounded our mouths like ice cream from a cone encircles a 

toddler’s lips on a sunny day, Confidently, Karla and I quieted our gait as we approached my 
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cabin. But the porch light was on. Shoot: We were expected. My father sat in the Adirondack 

chair, not reading, just looking out at the ebbing tide. 

This homecoming was like several others. My father was stern but silent. My heart 

stooped in shame. Respecting the love of my parents was deep in my psyche, deep but 

sometimes ignored. I should have protected them from any further grief. Callously I had followed 

my youthful impulses. 

Maybe my mother knew what was in store for the parental disciplinarian. After all, I was 

the youngest of three remaining children. Maybe she returned to work to evade the inevitable. 

My father, no more able to handle the trials, could prop himself up for such occasions, providing 

the discipline required. His discipline of choice was unbearable silence. Wishing he would yell at 

me would have been futile. Rather, he employed his earnest eyes and just stared. I could not 

look into those soft, dark, round eyes. I hung my head low and looked at my feet as they 

shuffled across the deck and past my father’s post. 

I can see those eyes today. But I don’t carry any of the shame I did that night. Now I 

embrace only the love, respect and trust my father’s eyes always gave to me, in spite of it all.  


