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For Madeline and Elizabeth













PART ONE


THURSDAY


LUCY WESTERLY: To George Westerly


George? What is this thing, an answering machine? I hear your voice, don’t you hear me? Should I pretend you do? I can’t talk to someone who isn’t there.


If I try, how much time do I have? You want me to think up a message before the machine cuts me off, a message? I have no message, what I have is news, George. It’s bad news, but you’ll cut me off before I can tell you.


What good is an answering machine that doesn’t answer? It’s a wonderful invention, so modern and efficient, I’m proud of you, but I can’t speak to it. Call your brothers or sisters, they’ll tell you my news. Or me. You could call me. Yes, it’s so long since I’ve heard from you. I don’t even know where you are, except you have an answering machine, and that was your sweet deaf voice not answering.


What do I say now? Stop? Roger? Over and out? Thank you and good night? Do you read me?




RUPERT NEWTON: Item in the Island News


A teller at the Island National Bank today took his own family hostage in his home, confined with a gun. Sam J. Truro, 28, well known to customers of the bank, where he has been employed for five years, retreated into his house at 25 Shoal Point Drive, and announced he was holding his wife, Georgette, 26, and children, Dinah, 7, and Roger, 5, prisoners. The nature of his demands was not known.


Thomas Westerly, 72, of Peach Street, was shot when he tried to intervene. According to witnesses, Westerly approached the house calling upon Truro to give himself up. He was shot on the front walk after ignoring several warnings from Truro, who was standing in the upper window with a rifle. Westerly was taken to Island Center Hospital, where he was described last night as resting comfortably. The nature of his injury was not disclosed.


Police have ringed the Truro house in a standoff. The siege began this morning when Truro called Edward Nelson, the Town Clerk, to state that he was holding his family hostage and would kill them if any attempt were made to rescue them. Asked if he intended to negotiate with Truro, Sheriff Jack Haines said, “We’re waiting for him to make demands. Then we’ll see.” He called it “a ticklish situation.”


Westerly, the man who was wounded, is former President of River City University, Ohio, and a controversial figure in the academic world. He moved to this Island in 1988.


Neighbors called Truro a quiet man, a loner, a good neighbor. His fellow employees at the bank said he was moody and variable. Several customers at the bank described him as helpful and friendly. Others did not remember him.




ANN REALM: To George


Mother asked me to find you since she can’t talk to your answering machine. I got your machine too but since you don’t return calls, here goes.


She wants you to know Dad’s dying. He’s been dying for six months but this is different. Now it’s a stroke. He was in remission and seemed fine but he’s back in the hospital. How bad I don’t know, but when she asked the doctor if she should summon her children he said decide for yourselves. Everybody has visited him this last six months, Philip, Henry, Patty, everybody but you. I’ve been going every other weekend. Consider yourself informed.


I’ll go back again tomorrow, one last quick visit. It has to be quick because Frank and I are moving to London next Tuesday. Career move for Frank, career move for me. You’d know this if you had talked to anyone these last months. Up we go in the world, write for details.


Mother thinks you’re in the Canadian wilderness writing another of your so-called lovely nature articles, but I doubt it.


PHILIP WESTERLY: To his wife Beatrice


Left on the kitchen table, Ithaca.


Going to the Island again, tomorrow before you get back. Dad’s had a stroke.


I tried to call you at the Holiday Inn. Student party tonight. If Dad dies, you should come to the Island too. Hope you enjoyed your trip.


I’ll give the kids to Mrs. Hook.




PATRICIA KEY: Fax to Philip


Please tell me what happened to Dad. Mother called when I was out and told William he had a stroke. When I came back Mrs. Grummond called on Mother’s behalf and told me someone shot him while he was taking a walk. A crazy man with a rifle out a window.


So which is it? Dad’s in the hospital from a stroke or because he got shot? I presume he still has cancer either way. No answer from Mother when I called again. Can’t stand the mixup, so I’m faxing you. If you should happen to know.


LUCY WESTERLY: What to tell her children


This morning he was his usual self though uncomfortable, reading the paper, eating his cereal. At lunch quieter than usual, thinking about his writing, I supposed, which makes him uncommunicative. After lunch he went for his walk. I was out front with the watering can, and he went by without speaking. That’s unusual. He was like not knowing whether to go or trying to remember an errand. I watched him up the street in a shuffly way, making me think how old we’re getting, thinking it for both of us, not just him. But something wasn’t right.


When the policeman came, I was still on my knees with the spade by the garden bed, looking at the garden earth. I saw the policeman’s feet first, then Thomas behind with a shabby lost look like a bum. Here you are, the policeman said. This where you live?


The kind policeman, who said to me, Your husband, ma’am, he seems a little disoriented.


Well, I never saw him look like that. His eyes empty like a bolt of grief. He bumped the door jamb going into the house, where I followed and found him on the bed. I thought I mustn’t let him go to sleep or he’ll die, so I talked to him, asking him, trying to make him speak while he stared at the ceiling with his mouth open. When I saw his eyes again I called 911.


What else is there? They took him on a stretcher. Neighbors peeking out their windows to see what’s being shoveled into the ambulance from the Westerly house. I went with him. In the hospital room, he showed more life. No talk—he hasn’t spoken since it happened—but he knew where he was and knew me. He looked scared.


I called Philip and Ann and tried to call George. I called Patty but got William. Mrs. Grummond called Henry for me and Patty again to make sure she got the message.


PHILIP WESTERLY: Anticipating a memoir


Entered on his computer in Ithaca, in a file c:\personal\memblue.515, from which a paper copy will be made in a day or so.


This episode began with the apologetic voice of my mother on the telephone. It was 7:30. I was alone in the house after a pizza and was in the bedroom taking off my clothes for a shower before the party. Her voice with soft anxiety: Philip? Thomas. Hospital. Stroke. I leap for the conclusion but she holds back having a narrative to tell. Her dramatizing impulse, negating the badness in the pleasure she gets from deferring the end. Telling the story in her good time while I sat on the bed with my pants off. Should I come, I said, ashamed not to know if this was a reasonable question.


Then what to do with quick calculations about the pages of appointments with patients filling up tomorrow, Saturday, next week, the awkwardness of canceling or changing, the discomfort of a distinct guilt about something, the calculations which Myra would have to handle with a bunch of phone calls, not “the flu” this time nor yet a “death in the family,” but “a family emergency,” with Dr. Friedman standing by expecting the same for him sometime.


Also had to decide between the morbidity of not going to the party and the callousness of going, unless the callousness could be called emotional strength, telling myself the young people would be disappointed. I went to the party then with doubled guilt doubly excused: without my wife because of her trip and without my father because the students would be disappointed. They drank wine out of transparent plastic cups, and the music played and they danced while I talked to a small group about glaucoma and cataracts and specializing in ophthalmology.


If I put this in the speckled notebook instead of the blue I can be a little freer telling about listening to the loud music and watching a future psychiatrist named Linda Wesson dance, watching without Beatrice yet without realizing what I was watching because of the flight of my father through the music while this was happening, the voices, the wine, the small room full of people, and the darker room beyond where people danced in a purple light. The sudden pain of my father’s flight. Be more accurate. Six months ago it was sudden and this is the fruition. Yet six months ago it was not sudden either, my father at seventy-two having lived his biblical span, short though that may seem now after all the years when he seemed immortal in his good health and it looked as if what I had thought inevitable was in truth impossible, before the event put everything back in place and I could once again anticipate the great loss with everything unstringing and the world falling apart.


Meanwhile, excuse this party in honor of Steve because the medical students wanted and Steve was counting on it. Otherwise it’s mope all evening thinking about time’s losses, though I suppose I could have written a poem if I could get the right slant. When I got home the fax machine had Patty with a crazy rumor. Not a stroke but a rifle shot. Which to believe? What a distraction. Hope it’s not the rifle shot, which would be an irrational intrusion on the natural development of events.


Meet my patients in the morning, then fly to Boston in time to catch the late ferry. Myra’ll reschedule the week.


ANN REALM: Diary


Thursday, May 19, Boston. DAY. Pack, office, bank, box books. Dinner + FR, Flaming Stork.


NEWS: TW stroke. Revisit? London Tues, vacate house, tix, big. LW sigh, bye bye, TW die. Ask FR. Bedside w/o talk? Dying, know? Know, care? Jam conversation w/Infinite?


BUT: Momneed, daddeath, big. Thump heart. FR: OK, squeeze time, packself.


SO: Fly Isl Fri. Ret Bost Tues, London per plan. Better-feel, less rue.


PLUS: Rushwrite GW Mombehalf. GW 0 X mos, ans mach. Selfish pig.


LUCY WESTERLY: To her dead mother


It was good of me not to scold George on his new answering machine. Let’s hope he doesn’t come.


I had the following thoughts when Thomas was lying on the bed looking dead.


• Horror lest he needed CPR or emergency first aid which I don’t remember how to give or that he be already dead while I was figuring out what to do. It took me a while to think emergency loud enough to go to the phone and dial 9-1-1 with my heart jumping at what to tell the operator.


• Regret for the Cruise, remembering my head full of whales and fjords, as I realized we would have been in Oslo today. Thank God for cancellation insurance.


• Answer to the Question, Who Will Go First? Now I can think with a clear conscience how to get along after he’s gone. I used to wonder how much time I’d have for widowhood. It looks like I’ll have plenty now, more than I want.


• Predictable Regret. I saw all forty-seven years in Thomas’s white head on the hospital pillow, with his open mouth and sleep rattling his throat. I saw him with the nurses’ eyes, how old he looked to them. Not to me. I thought we were still the Younger Generation. You’re the Middle Generation and Grandpa and Grandma are the Older one.


• Widow. I try to adapt to the words that fit. The word girl is obsolete. Widows grieve. It’s part of the definition. Don’t tell anyone, but I seem to be more exhilarated than grieved. Changes excite me, history in the making. I wonder what unpredictable feelings are sneaking across the map, and the danger of being ambushed by a revolutionary crowd.


• Worst Case. This would be if Thomas doesn’t die but drags on in ambiguous illness in a wheelchair needing to be diapered, crotchety, helpless, etcetera.


• What to tell people. I teeter between recluse and gregarious. I want to chatter. On the other hand, I’m not ready. I need to prepare my speech. That’s why I’m writing you. It gives me practice, for my speech isn’t ready.











PART TWO


FRIDAY


LUCY WESTERLY: Composed in bed


Thanks for your message. I’ll describe it for you. Someone’s using a tractor this early. A shovel clinking near the garage. Foghorn—though the air seems clear. It must be fog in the harbor or out at sea. You hear it too unless your sealed windows keep it out. Overcast, rain coming. The curtains lift indicating an east breeze, and Freud sits in the window sniffing the sea and listening to birds. He hears robin, song sparrow, house sparrow. Seagulls beyond the houses like a field full of blades of grass. In the gaps a gasoline motor on a fishing boat, assuming it’s a fishing boat.


I’m too excited, agitated. If you’re going to die now, there’s something I ought to tell you. I need to tell you because if you die, we’re going to be inundated, you and I. Already I feel the pressure on the dam. We’re going to be swept into the torrent of World Bereavement, and we’ll forget everything. I need to tell you like a tree to hang on to while the waters rush by. If I can remember what it was.




Second letter.


Mother, this excitement I feel, it doesn’t fit. I need advice. I need advice on what to do if this ends. If I’m obliged to stay on this island, and where I can go if I don’t.


My God! All the people coming and the things I have to do. I should have been up. He must be dead by now. I shouldn’t have slept.


ABEL JEFFCOAT: A speech


Written Friday morning for possible use on a future occasion.


A few words for my good friend Thomas Westerly, who passed or is passing or will shortly pass away. I last saw him at dinner last week wearing a jacket and tie, still pretending to be alive.


I shouldn’t call him friend, since we have nothing in common. But I’m in a sentimental mood tonight. I met Tom three years ago, when I moved here. I bought my house, which you may have noticed, the big one near the harbor entrance which pays your taxes. Tom and his wife invited us to dinner. As much a newcomer and even more of an outsider than I, he thought he was upholding your famous Island hospitality, him with his gullible old heart. I know better. I asked him, Why did you retire to such a godforsaken place and he said, what the hell, it’s an island. He’d been looking forward to an island all his life and never thought how you people who live here might regard him.


Him with his idealistic ideas, this ex-president of a university which you’d think was the top of his profession, pinnacle, acme, he was ashamed of his success. He told me so himself. What crap. You should know about life in the universities. It’s the only place in the world where the labor looks down on the management and if you go from labor to management they call you a sellout. Professors live the Life of the Mind and actually feel scorn for Deans and Presidents. That is, they pretend they do. My friend Thomas had it both ways. As President, he looked down on the scholars and scientists and teachers who never got to be President. As professor-at-heart, he looked down on his administrative colleagues, Deans, Provosts, other Presidents, and included himself for the finer scorn of it. However, if he hadn’t made it to president, he could not have afforded to live among us, you and me. It takes money to be rustic and romantic.


Tom and I, we’re opposites. Diametrical. He’s all that liberal stuff you’d expect from one in his position. It’s built into the profession. Mondale, Dukakis, Clinton. ACLU. Have you read his speeches at River City University? Affirmative the action, dismantle the hegemony. Recycle the environment. Recycle integration. Iran the Contra. Hire women. Diversify the diversity. Recycle the canon. Ban the skinheads. Hire gays. Thank your personal God he was President of a college and not these US and A. Recycle the faculty. Keep down the right wingers.


You think I don’t mean it but I do, him and me, we come out of different worlds. He’s intelligentsia, I’m philistine, in spite of which you’ll find he’s all heart, the bleeding kind, whereas I’m all head, the hard kind. I’m business, corporate America, he’s academe. He’s geology, which means exhume the fossils. I’m bottom line, which means melt them down.


One thing I’ll say for him. He wasn’t any good as President of River City University. Can’t say I blame him. A nonprofit institution is an absurdity to begin with, and university administration is a contradiction in terms, but if that’s where you put your bottom line you might as well save the top line for yourself. Don’t look him up in the history books. He did the best he could, and it’s not his fault. What am I saying? Of course it was his fault, but who cares when you’re seventy-plus years old and dying? At seventy it don’t matter if half your life was stupid. What matters is being seventy, and circumstances contingent upon that.


The difference between him and me is that he was President but I was Board. If I’d been his Board, his job would be to come to me hat in hand, and mine would be to say No.


You ask, How did you two get along? I’ll tell you. In retirement you don’t care. He didn’t mind that I’m a dirty capitalist. That I screw the poor and suppress the arts and exclude the blacks and vote Republican, and built myself a fortified house on an island miles out from a vengeful world. Now he’s retired, he don’t give a shit about principle. Never did, really. He thinks he’s a good man, has his heart set on it. We can indulge him in that.


What we do, we don’t have to talk. We play chess. We’re matched. Chess is a quiet game, good for friends, especially friends who have nothing in common.


God damn. How to end? I hope he don’t die, but I suppose he will. That’s a damn shame.


ANN REALM: To her husband Frank


Good news. It looks like (I hope it is) a false alarm. He had a good night, his speech is back, he talked to Mother, he knows what happened. I’m in the waiting room down the hall: vending machines, cigarettes, soda, ice, microwave, gucky ice cream on the table. I haven’t seen him yet because he’s having procedures.


Somebody named Mrs. Grummond met me (tiny plane, a dozen passengers, bumpy under the clouds, the shore, the islands, the dark jelly sea, triangles and diamonds of sunlight). Rain and her driving make me nervous. She talks. How famous you are, watches you every night. She doesn’t know I’m famous too and I don’t tell her. How nice, she says, moving to Europe so far away from your poor old parents. Assuaging my guilt, of which I have none.


There was a confusion about what happened to Dad. Mrs. Grummond said something which I couldn’t understand, and then in the hardware store where I went for light bulbs Mr. Canay asking after my father wanted to know where he was hit, which was odd. Well, strokes hit you in the brain, so I said, Brain, which made his eyes pop. Brain? Brain? He was hit in the brain? My Lord, he didn’t realize it was that bad. I said I never heard of a stroke hitting anywhere else and he said, Aw he’s got a stroke too? He must of got that from the shock, and I said, What shock? He said, Why from the shot, and I said, What shot? and he said, Why Sam Truro’s shot, and I said, Who’s Sam Truro?


It was like I was behind the times. He said, Don’t you know who Sam Truro is? and I said, Should I? and he said, Sam Truro’s the nut who shot your daddy, and I said, Who shot my daddy? and he said, Sam Truro, and I said, When? and he said, Yesterday afternoon, he went to the hospital, and I said, First I ever heard of it, and he said, What you didn’t know your daddy was in the hospital? and I said, Of course he’s in the hospital, and he said, So what’s the problem? and I said, I never heard about a shooting, he had a stroke, and he said, So he got the stroke after he got shot, and I said, My mother would have told me a thing like that, and he said, She didn’t?


Well, Mr. Canay said, Maybe she didn’t because everybody knows it, it’s in the paper. He said, You ought to write it up, it’s a good story for the media. I said, I doubt it, my father was not famous outside of River City, Ohio, and he says, I mean Sam Truro, and I said, Why him? and he said, Because he took his wife and two children hostage in his house. How a man can take his own wife and children hostage Mr. Canay don’t know but he done it. Called the editor of the newspaper, Town Clerk, police, I’m holding my wife and kids prisoner in my house, until or unless you meet my demands. What demands? Mr. Canay don’t know. It makes me think if you could take me hostage for a ransom of a few thousand dollars from the city of Boston.


According to Canay after Truro has given his message to the paper and is sitting with his rifle by the window, and the police have a car out front to keep an eye on things, along comes Dad. Walks right up to the Truro house. Neighbors standing around, one warns him, don’t go there, man. I know him, Dad says, so Sam Truro sticks his head out the window and yells, Stand back, granddaddy. And Dad—my source is Canay, who’s a narrating enthusiast—Dad says, You in trouble son? You need to talk? And Canay says Sam says, Don’t son me, granddaddy, and Dad perhaps don’t hear because he’s old (says Canay), and Sam Truro waves this big long gun in the window and Dad says, What’s that you got son? and Truro says, It’s a gun, and Dad says he always thought there was better ways to solve problems, and Sam says, you bullshitting old university sonabitch, and Dad askin’ for it goes up the door with his hand on the doorknob, You don’t mean what you say son, and Truro out the upper window with the gun pointing like screaming I told you not to son me old idiot, and bang goes the gun and down falls Dad while Truro shouts to the neighbors, Come get him, and they run up while he covers them with his gun. The ambulance carts him off to the hospital and now he’s critical and Canay says if he got a stroke on top of getting shot why that’s too bad, a lot worse than I thought. And he says that guy holding his own family hostage, don’t you think the Boston media and TV folks will come down here like you don’t get that kind a story every day just anywhere?




I told him your field is international relations and mine is science news, but Canay he says media is media, so I told him I would tell you, which I have now done.


I found it in the paper with Dad’s name, so I asked Mother. She said it was ridiculous. Then she started thinking and I could see her thinking when we went to the hospital. We sat in this crummy little room, I with my letter, Mom knitting (she talks to her self, I never noticed it), and when the doctor came, she asked him, You didn’t find any bullet wounds, did you? Well that unsettled the doctor quite a bit until I showed him the paper and he laughed. That’s the press for you, he said, which I resent, though we all know there’s all kinds of press.


Mom says the Doc (his name is Eastcastle) asked her the extraordinary measures question last night. I asked how she replied and she doesn’t know. Today she says he’s so much better, the question is, what’s the word? What word? I say. The word for what the question is. Moot? I say. Moot, she says.


Philip comes tonight. Patty tomorrow. Henry can’t decide. Nobody knows where George is. Since Dad’s improved Mother wanted to call them all and tell them not to come. It’s too late for that, I say. We’ll have a nice family visit before I go.


ANN REALM: Dialogue


Late afternoon, Thomas’s room in the hospital.


Lucy: My doesn’t he look better?


He’s propped up. His lips are drawn back exposing his teeth, cheeks concave, eyesockets bruised. The shape of his head is the same as always, more fore and aft than side to side. His eyes dark and large look at Ann.


She thinks he is going to speak, but he doesn’t.


Trivial conversation between Lucy and Ann.




Abel Jeffcoat enters with a copy of the Island News.


Jeffcoat: Here’s the story you old fake, did you see the paper?


He reads the Truro story to Thomas, who doesn’t seem to understand.


Jeffcoat: What have you got to say for yourself?


Lucy: It’s utterly ridiculous.


Thomas (speaking at last): Hello Ann.


Ann: Hello Dad.


Thomas: You made it back in time.


Ann: I came back to see you.


Jeffcoat: In time for what, old man? Great to hear your voice.


Thomas: What’s he talking about?


Jeffcoat: Me? This newspaper story which says you were shot. Were you shot?


Thomas: (inaudible)


Jeffcoat: Were you shot by Sam Truro?


Thomas: (as if puzzling out a math problem)


Ann: Mr. Jeffcoat, my father is not well enough for jokes.


Mother: This is nonsense.


Jeffcoat: Sometimes people don’t know when they’ve been shot. If the doctors have no reason to look no one ever knows.


Thomas: Was I shot?


Jeffcoat: Paper says you were. That’s why you’re here. You old liar, you old fake.


Thomas: Why?


Ann: Why do you insult him at a time like this?


Jeffcoat: Didn’t mean to insult you, old man. (Laughs) Ain’t it a bitch, that dumb reporter.


Ann: How did such a story get in the paper?


Jeffcoat: I looked into it. I went to the police. Your Daddy was there. Sam Truro did take a shot at him.


Mother: He got shot?




Jeffcoat: Shot at. That don’t mean he got hit.


Mother (frantic): Did he get hit?


Jeffcoat: I doubt it. Ask the doctor.


Ann: We did ask the doctor. (To Thomas) You tried to talk to that crazy man?


Thomas: What crazy man?


ABEL JEFFCOAT: What to tell Lucy and dialogue


The source of this narrative is the young policeman Oscar Bale who told me in the police station how he was sitting in the police car in front of the Truro house, keeping a quiet watch as instructed not because this Truro had actually done anything but because he had threatened to. There had been a bunch of people around whom the police kept back from the grass because Truro had his rifle in the window, and did pop a shot into the ground every so often a while. But eventually they got bored and wandered off, leaving not much of anybody but the cops along around two-thirty of yesterday afternoon when the old Thomas comes down the sidewalk and stops and looks at the house. There’s Truro in the window with his rifle and old Thomas on the sidewalk looking at each other. The policeman warns the old man, who don’t seem to hear. Stand back, dangerous territory, something like that. Instead Thomas turns and shuffles up the walk to the house. The madman yells, waving his rifle around, Get away from here, go back. The policeman shouts him back too, but Thomas goes on his shuffling little steps disregardful. Like he meant to go right up and open that door and walk in and sit down and have a neighborly conversation, talk him out of it like he was trying to talk a rich man into bequeathing his fortune to the university. He gets half way up the walk, with something peculiar or unbalanced about the way he walks, and Truro screeching like a kid on the roller coaster, something like, Who do you think you are, God? Then bang. The first shot went into the dirt to Thomas’s right. The second ricocheted off the walk at his feet. It was such close range the shots looked like deliberate misses. Finally Thomas stops. Looks at the ground like he don’t know where he is. Here the policeman intervened like this was his entry in competition for the medal of heroics. Got out of the car with his pistol, calling to Truro, Hold your fire while I get him. Went right up that walk with Truro’s rifle pointing at him. Took Thomas by the arm, turned him around, and walked him back to the sidewalk. Got him into the police car. Meanwhile Thomas has stopped speaking, not a word. The way he looked, cross-eyed, the policeman could tell he was some kind of sick. Head lolling around more or less. No reply when asked where he lived. The policeman radioed the station, which sent out another policeman named Roger, who recognized him. It was Roger who brought him home.


Lucy: A little disoriented.


Jeffcoat: That he was.


Lucy: Why couldn’t the reporter get it right?


Jeffcoat: Fallacy, ad hoc propter hoc. Is that the one, Thomas? What did the reporter know? He knew Truro took a shot at Thomas, because that’s what they said when he investigated the noise. He heard the ambulance, discovered that’s Thomas too. Ergo, if Thomas got shot at and is consequently in the hospital he must have got hit. When the reporter went to the hospital to ask about Thomas’s condition they told him. He never thought to ask why Thomas was there because he thought he knew.


Ann: You must get them to print a retraction.


Thomas was speaking.


Jeffcoat: What’s that, Tommy boy?


Thomas: Sam Truro.




Jeffcoat: That’s the guy.


Thomas: Is he here?


Jeffcoat: What?


Thomas: Can he get in?


Ann: Why he’s scared.


Jeffcoat: It’s all right, Tom boy. You’re safe. He can’t get in here. He can’t even get out of his house.


Lucy: How can anyone take his own family hostage?


Jeffcoat: Easy.


Lucy: He must be very frustrated.


Jeffcoat: Hostages, it’s a cliché. He’s trying to make news with his limited resources. He hasn’t got anybody else to take hostage, so he takes his family. He doesn’t know hostages are out of date.


Ann: They should print a retraction because if they don’t and somebody writes a biography.


Doc Eastcastle came in. Put his hand on Thomas’s foot. Thomas do you hear? You to stay in bed, understand? Don’t get out of bed, you got that?


I wouldn’t say he’s got much impetus to get out of bed.


PHILIP WESTERLY: Anticipating a memoir


Waiting for the ferry Friday night, to tell how you tried to put some of this into a poem. How you often wanted to write one, but never could. Can’t say you haven’t tried, how you used to chop your thought up into pentameter lines and let it go at that. With no place to write, do it in your head, anticipating the green notebook.


No other person waiting on the dock


For the last ferry of the night knows who


This person is, nor how he named himself,




Nor what has happened to those names,


Specialist, ophthalmologist, eye man,


Since he came out to watch his father die.


Anonymous around the dock, he peers


Blindly, squints in the dark to organize


The lights, red, green, and white, and find


The ferry in the gap to take him to


The black hole where his father used to be.


Explanatory notes in the notebook can tell how you got the idea and every choice you made, pentameter scissors trying to make something out of your wait, you with your ancient and long exploded literary ambitions. (Noticeably empty words in the first line and maybe the last? Black hole too lurid?)


You need a form, if not poetic something else, to take care of listening to the waves slap the pilings below your feet, about this seaport you have never seen at night but only in the bright vacation summers full of the bright visiting daughters and sons of two marriages, as well as the bright children of your bright brothers and sisters, and all that institutional and organizational family picnicking cheer uprooted from around the country and repotted in this chosen outpost off the coast for the fatal final years.


Then it was always daytime and summer full of harbor and bay and sailboat buoys motor launches fishing boats and the great white ferry to the Island blasting its horn like a poet.


Which makes a contrast to the black hole where your father is, requiring something different for the wind blowing on the dock from the harbor bay island, the invisible ferry still an unsuccessful inference among the specky lights, undecipherable, while the sloshing sloshes expectantly around the pilings. More.


This island cast a late deceptive shade


Whose insulation kept the summer green


Canceling other seasons of the year;




And made an island of the man himself


With no such thing as winter or bad news.


If that’s a shade of green better, it’s still cursed by poetic varnish which not only slicks down the slosh of the waves and neutralizes the bad feeling (whatever that is) but lies about it since it’s not the Island canceling the seasons in your father’s good long life as though summer had no end but your office which has snipped off your father’s winters to comply with the work and vacation needs of your computer.


Here comes the ferry now, a row of lights warm and shifting across the dark, blocking the miscellany of background lights but still not constructible into a recognizable boat.


Then while the closing ship gains shape above the dock with white sides catching reflected light, and white decks shiny in the light of caged bulbs, and the last returning passengers from the island look down to watch the landing process, you can make it pentameter by chopping up at every tenth syllable


Then while the closing ship gains shape above


The dock with white sides catching reflected


Light, and white decks shiny in the light


Of caged bulbs, and the last returning


passengers etcetera until you hit the middle of a word, at which point you must


change the words around, while the night keeps shattering the pentameter iambs and memory boxes, and the broken point skitters in the reflection of the light buoy across the wrinkled harbor surface


maybe free verse


ANN REALM: Diary


Friday, May 20. Fly Isl. DESC tiny plane bumpy jelly sea sun figs. Grummond. Rain.




CONFUSION Canay/Truro. Shot/stroke? = stroke.


NEWS: TW OK. Hosp. Jeffcoat fatass fake prole talk, Truro hit/miss TW, dumb reporter, brave cop. Retract paper.


PW here: talk late. Ophthal, money/waste life, age. Lit vs career. Poetry? Memoir? How interest rdr mem dull life? No help dull life, one retina after another, no lit either.


NE bedrm. DESC smell old sweet freshwood house, salt sea nearby. Damp gritty desk. Dark out, rural stillness rare. Real world still? Freud on bed, send sleep Mom.











PART THREE


SATURDAY


LUCY WESTERLY: To the editor, unwritten After an insomniac night.


This is to protest the reference to my husband, Thomas Westerly, in your article about the Sam Truro hostage case. Apart from the fact he was not shot—an error you will correct—I object to your calling him controversial. Although there were controversies at River City University during his presidency (as during all regimes), your singling him out by the adjective is not neutral reporting. The word “controversial” is not neutral. It insidiously exploits its aura of euphemism to denigrate, enabling you to slander under an appearance of objectivity. Not only that, your usage implies the “academic world” has judged him, a claim you lack authority to make.


What do you, writing in this isolated place, know about the academic world? What do you know about River City years ago? What do your readers care? We came to retire, to get away from controversy, to live the last years of our lives in peace. My husband is ill in the hospital. We have friends here. No one would know there was controversy in his life if you hadn’t said so. Your language incites pointless curiosity and reopens wounds to nobody’s benefit in nobody’s business.


You force me to repeat what I hoped I would never have to say again: my husband has nothing to be ashamed of. He did good work at River City. He was a good man and he was loved. How many wives will say that much about their husbands?


PHILIP WESTERLY: To his sons David and Charles


In Thomas’s study while waiting for Lucy to serve lunch.


Writing from the Island, where your grandfather’s had a stroke. I came thinking he was dying, but he’s better now, lucid but weak. He has a private room on the third floor, a picture window with a view of the parking lot. The harbor’s on the other side, out of sight. I visited him and we spoke of family and island news.


I want you to think of your grandfather as a truly good man. The real thing. There aren’t many in the world. In this evil cynical world, a person can still be good. If you don’t believe it, let him be your example.


Writing on my laptop, which I brought with me. I take it everywhere I go. I’ll use your grandfather’s printer; which I hope is compatible. I expect to hear more from you, Charles, about your fiancée. I’d like to meet her; though I’m sure you have chosen well. No one would know that from your description, though.


Say hello to your mother for me. Tell her that my father liked her and still does in spite of everything. He does not hold grudges. If she wants to send a message I’ll be glad to




The letter wasn’t right. He pressed F10 to save it if he should decide to finish it later. Meanwhile, other things.


What to tell in a narrative. A battle of father faces. New father shrunken with cheekbone knobs, teeth sticking out like rabbit or troll. Old father with brow and mild watching eyes full of intelligence, and live humorous mouth.


In the hospital room where he was propped with a tube to the back of his wrist, squirrel cheeks, loose hospital sleeves, body immobilized whose shaded eyes moved from one to another. Lucy, Ann, Philip. When we told him who else was coming to visit, he felt like a fraud. He’d have to die to make their trips worth while. We laughed, noting for our notebooks all jokey words, lest it turn out to be his deathbed. We talked about Jeffcoat, the Truro case, bourgeois things, while he squinted trying to follow. After a while he interrupted. What am I trying to remember? he said.


What is it? I don’t know, Daddy.


I’ve been trying to remember something. Oh yes.


You remember?


I’ve been trying to remember why Mr. Truro shot me.


He’s shooting at everybody, Daddy. Not just you. You went up to his house.


He had a reason, he said.


His face was full of mental effort. What am I trying to remember? he said again.


About Truro?


I remember. I want to talk to Philip.


The others went out and you wondered how to write about being chosen without sounding like a child.


Do me a favor, he said.


The possibility of doing a favor, not just for your father but for your dying father, though his living presence reduced the idea of death to a figure of speech. His fine old face, pale, his nose came to a fine point, his intelligent eyes full of the goodness named in the letter to your sons.


My papers, Thomas said.


Thomas has papers. A career like his could not be had without papers. They’ll remain.


You want me to take care of them? Don’t worry about it.


I need to worry about it, he said.


Why?


Authorization in my desk, he said.


I’ll take care of it.


The discomfort in the face was not satisfied. Weed them out.


Weed out your papers?


Some aren’t fit.


You want me to destroy them?


Some.


Which? Since Thomas did not understand, you amplified: Are there certain ones you want me to get rid of?


Do it.


Which ones?


Use your judgment. You have my permission.


You want me to read them and decide?


Don’t read them.


How will I know which papers to destroy?


I rely on you.


Dad. How can I decide which papers to destroy if I can’t read them to find out what’s in them?


You’re my son. My good son. My wise son.


Listen to me Dad. May I look at them in order to judge?


As if suddenly noticing something on the opposite wall, he said, Why I remember.


Remember what, Dad?




Why Sam Truro shot at me.


No Dad, it had nothing to do with you.


He was shivering. Cold?


Got the shakes.


Shivering like excitement without antibodies. Like glee without joy. Help me sit in that chair for a while.


You’re not supposed to get out of bed.


Stretch my bones.


You’re not supposed to get out of bed.


When Ann and Lucy came back, he looked dead, face gray, though breathing heavily with mouth open. We talked, but he did not listen. Put your father’s validation in the notebook along with the context to assure its accuracy, still valid to dismiss your errors at the age of forty-six, to extend the string of fathers and sons in a clear line indefinitely back past history into the cave— fathers praising sons and sons and sons to authorize your own father’s voice telling you that you deserved and had earned what you had become.


He opened his eyes like a bloodshot hound. Get me some—


Some what?


He couldn’t find the word, and Lucy went for the nurse.


MELANIE CAIRO: To Dr. Parch


Henry Westerly came to the Island on the one o’clock ferry. He stood with his cane on the upper deck by the pilot house in the wind, while his wife observed him, collecting notes for Dr. Parch. She was Melanie Cairo of the Tarrytown Cairos, keeping her name in the modern way. Dr. Parch was Henry’s psychiatrist, upon whom Melanie rested her hopes. She collected observations for a letter she planned to write to Dr. Parch prior to an interview she would like to have with him. The interview, not yet scheduled, became more important the longer she waited, for she hoped that when it came, Dr. Parch would solve her problems.


Dr. Parch, she said, continuing from where she had left off, it’s about Henry’s hat. A felt hat which he always wore, had worn for many years, giving to his lopsided face an aura of old movies. The wind around the pilot house was too much, he held it by the brim over his ears with both hands. He loved that hat like the old part of himself.


We were going to the Island, because his father was expecting to die. We had an argument. I’m sorry about that, I don’t like to argue with Henry. We had not said anything since Stony Hill, we only undertook the journey because Lucy asked us to. There was Henry, elbows on the rail, holding his hat with the brim pulled down like earflaps and his cane tucked under his armpit, looking at the island, which was still distant, a long blue line with patches of white sand emerging into sight, and he said something which I couldn’t hear. So he said it louder: My father’s dying over there. I thought it was grief, so I said, Well maybe it’s not as bad as we think, and he said something else, and I said, What? He said, My father is a dead hand like Aristotle. Shot by a barbarian.


Like Aristotle? He said, The dead hand of Aristotle held science back for twenty centuries. He delayed human progress two thousand years.


I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything. Meanwhile he said, I never liked my father. Somebody had to do it.


I was shocked. I thought he loved his father. He used to talk about him, what a good man he was. I thought they all loved each other and his father was a nice sweet gentle man who was not cut out to be a college president. But Henry said, He never liked me, so I never liked him. This upset me, it scares me when people jeopardize their dearest feelings by saying false words. He said his father never gave him credit, he preferred the older siblings, he was insensitive, prejudiced, thoughtless, smug, his father never saw him. He never saw me, Henry said.


He wanted me to respond, so I said, You don’t mean that, Henry. Which I shouldn’t have said.


All this time glaring at me with the ferocity in his eyes, he hung on to his hat pulling it over his ears until suddenly he noticed it, like getting a look at himself from outside. As if the hat was telling him he was a liar. Is that possible, Dr. Parch? Or was it that something funny about how he looked with the brim pulled down tickled some unmatured girlish impulse which made me giggle, though actually I didn’t giggle, I didn’t even smile, I swear to you, for I knew how terrible that would be, and I did not, though Henry must have thought I did. Whatever it was, if he had detected the possibility of a giggle or was just seeing himself, he tore off the hat, looked at it, cursed and flung it. Flung his hat, his sign, his very Henryness, as if it were, what? What, Dr. Parch, I have tried to think. As if it were me? As if that very Henryness had metamorphosed into me, so that when he flung it away he flung me? Or do you think I am making too much?


He was careful to fling it inboard toward the deck cabin, but the wind caught it. It skittered back along the deck among the lifeboats. He waved his cane at it, and I, knowing how important it was, chased it, but it disappeared through the railing at the stern. He limped along and together we looked at the broad green-white track the ship left, where I saw it one last time, a black speck among the eddies like the end of The Secret Sharer.


Dr. Parch, I thought for a moment he would jump overboard, which would be the same for him as throwing me overboard, and I wanted to cry. There stood Henry staring at the sea with the sandy shore and trees reduced to the thinnest strip of hazy blue receding. I said, Poor Henry, we’ll get you another.


Fuck you, he said.


Among the things I’ve learned to accept in dealing with Henry, Dr. Parch, is not to expect appreciation. My words were not well thought out. I did not have time to test for tact, the right healing thing to say when Henry has lost his dear hat and is standing at the edge of the ship in the dazzling wind, looking like a lost doggie at his vanished self: I knew exactly what he was feeling, and all I meant was that I sympathized, blurting the only comfort I could think of at the moment, which was, We’ll get a new one. I should have expected the reply I got: Fuck you. Does this mean I should not offer what comfort I can? Withhold myself, let him endure his pain coldly ignored by his wife? The reason he says fuck you is because I’ve deprived him of the opportunity to accuse me of coldly ignoring his pain.


But Dr. Parch, it does pay off, my policy of patience and sympathy. He is, after all, capable of shame. I simply have to wait. After this incident he sulked ten or fifteen minutes. (Actually, I don’t know what to make of his mood today. I’m accustomed to think of Henry as having just two states. One is depression and the other is the timid sweet residue of Henry at his best. This afternoon gave me a glimpse of a third state, a different Henry, with an evil eye. The devil in him. It’s as if someone had told him how much I’d give for a return of the original Henry, that he took to punishing me with a smile out of Satan, horns and sulfur.)


We were still at the rail watching the wake, mesmerized, ten maybe twenty minutes, when he turns to me and says, Stop worrying that I’ll jump overboard.


I protest: What gave you that idea?


Better for you if I did, right? he said.




No, Henry, I said. It’s an insult to attribute such a thought to me, Dr. Parch, though the idea did occur to me. That’s when he flashed the evil smile. You could see the candle behind the eyes and teeth.


I don’t blame you for loathing me, he said.


Nobody loathes you, I said. How feeble that sounds. Loathe is such strong language, so strong it means nothing. I’ve denied it so many times my denial means nothing. I know when he says I loathe him, he means he loathes me. It’s what I call Melanie’s Rule, learned through hard experience: every adjective or crime he throws at me is actually himself. It’s a useful principle of human nature, Dr. Parch, did you know that?


It could have been worse. After I said, Nobody loathes you, he could have got us into a long circular discussion of who hates whom and why, in which he trips me up on every point to make me feel bad. But he didn’t. We turned and as we watched the Island closer, the lighthouse on the point, the cottages in the trees, the sheds by the harbor, I saw his mood change.


Not all at once. First, he said, Maybe we can rent a boat and go look for it.


Unfortunately, I missed the precise tone of that remark. I should have realized it was his idea of a reconciling joke. I said, Wouldn’t it have sunk by now? So he gives me a look and says, Ugh. Ugh! to me, the ultimate word of disgust? Fortunately, it was not a major setback.


We were coming in close, and he said: I’m scared.


That was creepy because he gets scared of such terrible things, like committing suicide or killing me.


I shouldn’t have said what I said, he said.


I thought he was taking back one of his insults, but no such luck. He said, What I said about my father. I shouldn’t have said such a terrible thing. I’m always ashamed of myself.




Well, Dr. Parch, I can live for moments like that, the thrill of vindication with Henry by the rail, head bowed, full of shame. How good when he turns thoughtful and sees himself as he is. I can afford magnanimity, and I tried to erase the recent past by telling him: You didn’t say anything about your father, you only thought you did. I was afraid he would say, Fuck you, again, but he accepted it, and it was as if the incident had not occurred except for the loss of his hat. The lost hat would remind him.


He stood beside me looking at the village on the shore and said, I wonder if he’s still alive. They’ll have him full of tubes and pumped full of drugs. The idiot doctors are trying to keep him alive, the idiot family is cheering them on, and he’s wishing them all to hell. Don’t you agree?


Because I care about the truth I said, I don’t know why I should. I try to show him a realistic view of things whenever I can, to keep him stable.


We were pulling up to the landing. I looked on the dock and saw no one I recognized. They had not sent anyone to meet us, and I was afraid Henry would take offense, though I knew it was because they were at the hospital. I went down the stairs with him, holding his arm. I was thinking if he has to be depressed, it’s good that he’s feeling ashamed, for he’s a lot easier to manage when he sees himself as others do.


NEWS ITEM


Abel Jeffcoat found this item in the afternoon Island News, took it to the hospital and read it to Thomas.


An attempt to rescue the wife and children of Sam Truro, the bank teller who has been holding them hostage, failed last night when a burglar alarm went off and warned him of the rescuers’ approach. Police had hoped to invade the house on Shoal Point Drive and take him by surprise in the early morning. The attempt followed a demand by Truro late Friday for twenty thousand dollars and a safe conduct for himself, wife, and children to Switzerland, Sweden, or “some other free country.”


Last night was the second consecutive night during which Truro and his hostages have been sealed up in his house in a siege that began Thursday morning. According to Sheriff Haines, “No one knows what is going on in there. We see him in the window with that rifle. Sometimes he shouts at us. We don’t step onto his lawn because he takes pot shots when we do. He’s taken up to a dozen shots since he hit the professor on Thursday.” The reference was to Thomas Westerly, shot by Truro while trying to approach the house.


Last night’s raid was attempted at 2 a.m. in hopes Truro, who appears to be holding his hostages singlehanded, would be asleep. The house was dark except for a light in the living room. Officials don’t know where Truro keeps the hostages, nor under what restraints. Several deputies surrounded the house and crept up under cover of darkness. The alarm went off when a deputy tried to pry open the kitchen door with a knife. “It sounded like a regular old siren you could hear through the village,” a deputy said.


After the raid Truro was heard shouting out the window. “Get away from them doors,” he is said to have said, “or I’ll kill them all.”


“We figured it a real danger he might hurt someone,” Haines said.


Witnesses from a neighboring house Friday reported seeing Truro and the two children eating in their dining room. Haines said, “No one’s sure the whole family’s not in on it. Only we don’t dare take a chance.” He said the shots from the window do not seem intended to hit anybody. “If you step off the sidewalk, he’ll shoot the ground in front of you,” he said. “If you wander away, he’ll pop a shot into the ground to bring you back.”
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