Robert T. Withers and William T. Withers

An Issue of Identity

By: Robert L. Withers


While I’m related to just about every Withers south of the Mason-Dixon Line, I haven’t met all that many. On business trips I’ll often crack the local white pages to see if any Withers are in the particular location, but I’ve never picked up the phone to say, “Hi, I’m a Withers and I see that you’re a Withers, and I just wanted to get acquainted.” 


However, there have been two instances when unknown Withers, (presumably distant kin), have unwittingly intruded on my life. 


The first instance occurred on a Friday evening almost twenty years ago. My wife and I returned home from a long day at work, retrieved the mail from the mailbox, and went inside our home to have a relaxing evening. Since it was a holiday weekend we were especially looking forward to a break from the daily commute from Baltimore to Washington and the long hours of our respective jobs.


As we sorted through the mail we came upon a letter addressed to me, Robert L. Withers, from the Anne Arundel County, Maryland Domestic Relations Court. I couldn’t image what it was for since I had never lived in Anne Arundel County. 


I opened the letter to find a summons to appear in court in six weeks concerning a paternity matter. The case at hand was titled Susan J. Youngmommy vs. Robert T. Withers.


Did I mention that my middle initial is “L”?


My wife looked at me and I looked at her and she looked at me and I looked at her and she looked at me and I looked at her. Well, you get the idea that there was an elongated moment of silence followed by words which no doubt many men have incredulously uttered over the centuries, “I don’t know who this person is.”


“I’ll call Monday,” I said reassuringly, “and get this straightened out.”


“Monday,” Vickie replied, “is a holiday. The courts are closed.”


“Oh.”


It was going to be a long weekend. 


On Tuesday morning, after arriving at work, I telephoned the court in question and began by explaining that I had received a summons and that, “I’m sure you hear this a lot, but I don’t know this person. My name is Robert L. Withers and the case in court has to do with Robert T. Withers. I am not Robert T. Withers.”


“I’m sorry,” said the voice on the other end, “you’ll have to appear in court.”


“Is there nothing I can do to expedite this? Six weeks is a long time.”


“No, there’s nothing you can do. You must appear in court.”


Does a “T” look like an “L” to you? Was this a case of an attorney not having learned his letters in grammar school? Was it an instance of someone with inversion vision? (Inversion vision is when you read things upside down. Hence a “T” could conceivably appear as an “L”).


One week went by, two weeks, three weeks. Vickie and I did not discuss the impending court date. After all, what was there to discuss? I didn’t know the woman. Vickie certainly believed that…didn’t she?


And what about this Robert T. Withers? Where was he? What was he doing while I awaited the impending court date? Was he on a Caribbean island soaking up fun and sun? Where was his sense of responsibility, of obligation and of common decency? How dare he use the Withers name and abandon a woman, a child and me, his no doubt a distant relative. 


When the appointed day finally arrived I headed off for Anne Arundel County with plenty of time to spare. The last thing I wanted was to miss the hearing and prolong the agony.


What if this was a nefarious conspiracy to rob me of marital bliss? Suppose I was the victim of a sinister plot out of an Alfred Hitchcock mystery entitled, “A Case for Mistaken Identity?” Could this be Candid Camera?


Into the dank halls of the courts building I went, asking directions of a deputy sheriff. Down a narrow hall with World War II vintage maroon block tile on the floor and cinder block walls painted light blue, looking for room 112 of the Domestic Relations Examiner.


Around me were folks looking for offices to pay parking tickets, purchase dog licenses and to register to vote, but Robert L. Withers was looking for room 112. Did the people passing know that I was looking for room 112? Did the deputy of whom I asked directions to room 112 know? Did he think, “This must be Withers, we’ve been waiting for him?”


Inside room 112 I announced my arrival to a lady at a heavy wooden desk, World War II vintage. She directed me to a bench in the hallway until I was called.


In a few minutes a young blondish woman came and sat on an adjacent bench. Soon the clerk to whom I had announced my arrival stepped into the hall and spoke something to the young lady, who followed her into room 112. A couple of minutes later the clerk again stepped into the hallway, “Mr. Withers, you may come in now.”


So this was it, the time had come, the die was cast. What would my future hold? Incarceration? Ignominy? Shame? Would it be a long day of protestations of innocence or a short one of judicial innocence?


The clerk ushered me through her office into a room with another large wooden desk, World War II vintage, behind which sat another lady. The room matched the hallway in décor, same maroon floor tile, same painted cinder block walls, and the same drab and dreary atmosphere.


Upon my entry I saw the young woman who had been seated in the hallway. I looked at her and she looked at me and I looked at her and she looked at me and I looked at her…well, you get the idea.


“Good morning Mr. Withers, I am Mrs. Gotchahere, the Domestic Relations Hearing Examiner. Ms. Youngmommy saw you waiting in the hallway and has informed me that you are not Robert T. Withers. It seems we have a case of mistaken identity. I apologize for any inconvenience. You see, when we have a paternity matter we search the Motor Vehicle registry and we issue a summons to the person whose name most nearly matches that of the parent in question. You may leave now. Thanks again for coming in.”


“Yes Ma’am,” I replied, turning to go.


Ms. Youngmommy followed behind me. As she caught up with me in the hallway she said, “I’m very sorry about this. I told them after I got a copy of the summons that you weren’t the one.”


“That’s okay,” I said, “I hope you find whoever you’re looking for.”


My sense of relief, even though there could have been no other reasonable outcome, was so great that I could not bring myself to complain of the utter stupidity of summonsing a person other than the actual culprit, just because the innocent person’s name was “close” to the guilty party’s. After all, a system that operated in such a nonsensical fashion would hardly be receptive to common sense.


A few weeks ago I arrived home from work and retrieved messages from our voice mail, one of which was, “This is Anne Hayden of the Fort Worth, Texas medical examiner’s office. We are attempting to locate relatives of William T. Withers. Since Mr. Withers once lived in Chesterfield County, Virginia we are contacting families of that name in Chesterfield County. Should you know Mr. William T. Withers please call 555-555-5555.”


An eerie message indeed, a message no doubt of death. One of my brothers is a William, but he is a William M and not a William T. You will, of course, recall that I had already had one experience with middle initials, so I did recognize the difference between an M and a T.


While I did not know any other Withers in Chesterfield, and while I didn’t know a William T Withers for that matter, I felt an obligation to return the phone call. 


“Hi, my name is Robert Withers. I’m returning your call concerning William T. Withers.”


“Oh, thanks for calling. Mr. Withers has died in Forth Worth County and we’re attempting to locate relatives. If we can’t find his relatives we’ll have to bury him in the county graveyard.”


The “county graveyard,” I thought. What does it look like? Where is it? I could imagine Forth Worth County, a thriving bustling community of suburban homes and businesses, with sparkling cars and manicured lawns. Cemeteries would have fine gated entrances with appropriate names etched in marble, finished concrete or brick; Forest Lawn Park, Peaceful Vista, Forth Worth Memorial Park. Each cemetery has a rose marble mausoleum as a centerpiece. The graves throughout are manicured and there are fresh floral arrangements at each headstone. These are the cemeteries where the citizens of Forth Worth County lay their loved ones to rest.


But over there, in a far off rural section of the county, off a dirt road that sees little maintenance, lies a few acres of hard scrapple dirt, hard dirt, bare dirt, dry dirt. No manicured lawn here, no centerpiece mausoleum, no floral arrangements, no gates to bar the entrance late at night. 

The tombstones are made of basic concrete and resemble products made by a manufacturer of concrete garden ornaments. However, instead of a garden bench or a bird bath or a sun dial, there is a crude rectangular concrete slab with rough lettering indicating that a Smith, a Jones or a Withers lies buried in that place.

Narrow dirt drives crisscross the acreage. The entrance to the property is indicated by a wooden sign with peeling black paint on white background, “Fort Worth County Cemetery.”

Is this where the body of William T. Withers is destined to reside?

I continued with conversation with the medical examiner’s office, “I don’t know a William T. Withers. I’m sorry.”

“Well, thanks for returning our call.”

I hung up the phone, but I could not hang up the thought of William T. Withers.

I sat at my computer and opened the Internet browser. I’d try to find a William T. Withers in Virginia. Perhaps the “T” is part of a family name? Perhaps he was a senior or a junior?

Using various search engines I located two William T. Withers in Virginia, one in Northern Virginia and the other in Lynchburg.

“Hello,” the man’s voice said.

“Hi, my name is Robert Withers and I’m looking for someone who may know a William T. Withers who once lived in Chesterfield County, Virginia.”

“Well, I’m a William T. Withers, but I don’t have any relatives in Chesterfield County. I’m originally from North Carolina, though I’ve also lived in the Pulaski, Virginia area.”

“I received a call from the Forth Worth, Texas medical examiner’s office. A William T. Withers has died out there and they’re looking for relatives. Otherwise they will bury him in the county cemetery.”

“Well, I’m afraid I don’t know him.”

The living William T. Withers and I proceeded to have a thirty minute conversation about our family histories, (sure enough we are distantly related), and exchanged email addresses.

After I hung up I tried the William T. Withers of Northern Virginia.

I spoke to the answering machine, “Hi, my name is Bob Withers and I’m looking for someone who knows at William T. Withers who once lived in Chesterfield County, Virginia. If you know William T. of Chesterfield would you please call me back? Otherwise, please ignore this message.”

I did not receive a return phone call.

I thought for a few minutes about telephoning all the Withers in the Commonwealth of Virginia in order to take up a collection to bring the body of William T. back to the Old Dominion. But such a crusade would probably not have much appeal in a society in which family has come to mean less and less, in spite of our lip service to family values.

How old was William T. Withers, last known residence Fort Worth, Texas? Was he young, middle aged, old? Did he have children or grandchildren? 

Did he die alone or were there friends around him? Was someone there to hold his hand, to speak words of comfort, to ask questions of the doctors? Were there any get-well cards in his hospital room?

When William T was a boy, what were his dreams, his hopes his aspirations? 

Why Texas? Was Texas an adventure or was Virginia an adventure? What about the miles in between those states? Were there other stops, other addresses, other adventures?

Did the medical examiner’s office locate a relative? A parent, a child, a brother an uncle or aunt?

Does the body of William T. Withers now reside at the Fort Worth County cemetery, awaiting that day when the earth and the sea will give up that which is within them?

I have told the story of Robert T. Withers and the Domestic Relations court more than once, it is, after all, a somewhat humorous story (on my end) of mistaken identity. There could have been no humor, of course, for the young mother.

But the story of the medical examiner’s telephone call is not a story which I will tell often, for seldom are story-telling sessions ripe for a story of loneliness and unanswered questions. The Forth Worth telephone call deserves a special setting for contemplation; it is not the subject matter for bantering story telling.

We carry cards upon cards in our purses and wallets. From social security cards and driver’s licenses to grocery store cards and credit cards. These cards provide us with forms of identity with their names and numbers and street addresses and photographs. 

Madison Avenue seems to have hit upon our quest for identity by creating image upon image for us to identify with. 

Ever since we first hid in the Garden of Eden we’ve been trying to regain our identity. We’ve tried gods created in our image, the consumption of material goods, fame, fortune and power and yet, while in the midst of our frenzy for identity, we still don’t seem to know who we are.

I was not Robert T. Withers, I knew that even if Anne Arundel County did not know it. Similarly, I know I am a child of God, the Creator of the Universe, even if others would attempt to reduce me to an accident of time plus matter plus chance.

I was not a close relative of William T. Withers, though I wonder if I will ever stumble over a circuitous link to him. Will I serendipitously discover that he is a fourth cousin? 

I don’t know how William T. spent his last days on this planet. I do hope that he didn’t die isolated or estranged from friends and family. I am comforted by the fact that not a sparrow falls to the ground without the caring knowledge of our heavenly Father and that William T. was of much more value than a sparrow.

We were created for relationship with God and our neighbor. Our purpose in life is not the accumulation of things or the attainment of position or the erection of walls of isolation. And yet our entertainment, our 24/7 schedules, our timesaving devices and our modes of communication are all insidiously geared to ensure that identity born of relationship remains our one elusive unattainable goal. It is the hole in our soul. This in turn assures Madison Avenue, Wall Street and Hollywood that we will continue to chase the aforementioned carrots of things and feelings, prestige and power.

Where is the body of William T. Withers?

Does it make any difference?
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