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WARNING: A Story For Me
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Note to the Reader: This story was about two-thirds
written with a postscript by Glynn Glenn who requested that this
writer finish the story and release it under his own name.
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An explanatory note: Rather than use precise times,
the following abbreviations are used to designate general time
periods with the dates:

(n) for night or about from midnight to 6
am

(m) for morning or about from 6 am to
noon

(a) for afternoon or about from noon to 6
pm

(e) for evening or about from 6 pm to
midnight

For inclusive time period listings with
dates, ‘>’ is used between time period abbreviations. For
example (m>a) means from the morning into or through the
afternoon. For partial time period listings with dates, (a1) is the
first part of the afternoon and (a2) is the second part of the
afternoon.
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Chapter 1 - Sunday, 16 Apr (a1)

 


I’m feeling jittery just standing in line to get on
the airplane with people so close in front of me and behind me.
While I try to act nonchalant, I glance around me to see if anyone
is walking down the ramp from the building to the airplane then
step a little to the side in order to put some distance between me
and the other people. Sometimes I wonder why I bother to travel on
an airplane with all of the crowds, but it’s faster than driving my
vehicle for two or three days and spending nights in run-down
hotels and even those cost more than I really want to spend just to
have a place to sleep for a few hours. As I step onto the airplane,
I almost shut my eyes at seeing the people crowded together, then I
barely contain my shudder of dislike at having to walk past all of
those people to find my seat.

It’s just my luck that my seat is at the back of the
airplane and as if some cosmic deity wants to add insult to my
injury, my seat is next to a guy. Okay, maybe he’s an old guy and
isn’t likely to try something forceful, but I’ve heard enough
stories about dirty old men who look at a woman with creepy eyes or
try to talk their way into her pants. I hesitate then remind myself
that I either take the risk of sitting there or I get off of the
airplane and rent a car to drive. I sit down, push my backpack
under the seat in front of me, pull out my e-book reader, buckle
the seat belt, bury my face in my reader, and hope the guy ignores
me.

I have good peripheral vision and by the time the
airplane seems like it’s gone halfway to the destination just to
get to the runway, I realize that the old guy had barely glanced at
me once when I sat down and had spent his time reading his
paperback book or glancing out of the window. Maybe I’ll have some
luck after all and not be bothered. After the plane takes off and
starts to level off, the old guy bends over, pulls his briefcase
out from under the seat in front of him, opens it, puts his book
in, takes some chocolate candies out to put in his pocket, pulls
out a thin notebook with paper and a mechanical pencil, closes the
briefcase, and puts it back under the seat.

He pulls the meal tray down from in front of him,
sets the notebook on it and opens it. I half expect him to start
writing mathematical formulas, but he reads a couple of pages of
words, seems to distractedly look out of the window, then turns
back to the paper and starts to write. As he moves his pencil to
the right hand page and continues to write, the left hand page is
partially uncovered and I can’t avoid looking at it since I have a
bad habit of reading anything I can see. It’s hard to clearly read
any of the words, but the style of his writing suggests that he’s
writing a story with indented paragraphs and quoted words. Could I
be sitting next to an actual author? Suddenly, the old guy isn’t so
frightening any more.

I continue to try to read my own e-book while I
frequently use my peripheral vision to keep an eye on him, but he
just writes, thinks, and writes some more. He accepts a soft drink
from the flight attendant with a gentle, “Thank you,” takes
occasional sips and continues to write.

I wonder, what must it be like to make up a story
from your imagination? And where does an author get their
inspiration to write one thing instead of something else?
Considering all of the books I’ve read, I’ve occasionally wondered
how the story would have turned out if the author had went in a
slightly different direction, but it seems like I’ve never had
enough of my own imagination to come up with my own story idea, or
at least not enough of an idea to develop it into a story.

I see him reach into his pocket, pull out a chocolate
candy and as he unwraps it, I put my reader down, take a sip of my
own drink then lean forward as though I’m trying to look past him
and out of the window. He glances towards me, says, “I’m sorry,”
and leans back.

I assure him, “It’s okay, I just wanted a quick
glance,” and I turn back to pick up my reader and mentally pat
myself on the back for not verbally stumbling while talking with an
author. Okay, it was about as short as a conversation could be,
but, still, it was with an author and in my little isolated world,
that’s about like how other people would feel if they could talk to
a rock star or an actor or some royalty.

I’ve never been bold, but this seems like a once in a
lifetime opportunity and I’ll hate myself if I let my shyness get
in the way. It still takes a couple of more minutes before I can
build up my courage to softly say, “Excuse me.” He doesn’t respond
or react and then I wonder if my voice was too soft, which is
something I’ve frequently been accused of, or if maybe he’s a
little hard of hearing. I remind myself that if I don’t make a
bigger effort, I’ll probably never have another opportunity. I turn
directly towards him, swallow nervously, and make the effort to
speak a little more loudly as I say, “Excuse me, sir.”

He looks up, looks around, then notices that I’m
looking at him and it’s a real struggle for me to not drop my eyes
as his eyes meet mine and he asks, “Yes?”

I swallow nervously again, then almost blurt out,
“Are you an author?”

His eyebrows rise as though he’s surprised at the
question, then his mouth moves to show just a hint of a smile as he
says, “Let’s just say that I’m making the attempt.”

Since I expect either a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer, it
takes me a little while to respond, “I’m sorry, but what do you
mean by that?”

“We’ll, I’ve written a couple of stories which I’ve
self-published through one of the e-book distributors, but I’ve
spent more money on buying nice covers than I’ve made from selling
books. I certainly haven’t been a success, so I’m not sure that I
can claim to be much of an author.”

“But you’ve used your imagination to come up with a
story. I’ve never had enough of an idea to develop into a
story.”

“Sometimes it doesn’t take much of an idea. Some
authors, or so I’ve heard, will have almost a full story outline
kind of pop into their head and then they spend their time filling
in the details. For me, I’ll have a little idea or maybe only an
idea of a title then I’ll think about how can I semi-logically get
to that idea and I typically sit at my computer and start typing.
One thought leads to another which grows into a story either long
or short. Sometimes, the story makes more sense to go in a slightly
different direction then I have to go back and adjust what led the
story up to that point.”

“How . . . how small of an idea can it be?”

“I have an acquaintance who took two rhyming words
and wrote a short story from that.”

“Just two words?”

“That’s right.”

“I can’t imagine turning two words into a story.”

“Stranger things have happened. Almost anything can
be developed into a story if it catches your interest.” He pauses
to think for a little while then says, “Let’s play with an idea. I
force myself to get on an airplane simply to get to my destination
faster than I could by driving my vehicle in spite of the fact that
I don’t like crowds. Then I have to walk through a whole airplane
crammed with people.”

I can feel my eyebrows lift in surprise as he
expresses how I felt.

“I find my seat in the back of the airplane which
means there are fewer people nearby and I’m closer to the lavatory.
As I hope for a nice boring flight, I open my book and start to
read. A couple of minutes later, a young lady hesitates to sit down
in her assigned seat because that forces her to sit next to some
strange old man. What’s the next step of the story?”

I look at him in surprise, think for a little then
say, “She sees that he’s writing something which looks like a story
and asks if he’s an author.”

“To simplify the story he says ‘yes’ to which she
could have three basic responses, ‘bor-ring,’ ‘what-ever,’ or
‘that’s interesting’. The first two responses will probably end the
story, but if she thinks that’s interesting, what happens
next?”

“Um, I don’t know.”

“Maybe she’s curious about what kind of story an old
man would be writing. Or maybe she likes fantasy stories and has
already noticed that he covers up his drink occasionally because
the fairy who lives in his pocket isn’t supposed to have carbonated
water because it makes the fairy act drunk.”

I stifle a giggle as I visualize the scene his words
paint.

“Or maybe the young lady likes mystery novels and
wonders which of the books in the old man’s briefcase contains the
bottle of cyanide and which has the bloody knife. Maybe she prefers
romance stories and thinks about which beach resort the billionaire
has purchased as a birthday present for his glamorous girlfriend.
On the other hand, she may be a science fiction fan and be annoyed
that the pilot hasn’t turned on the warp engines to get her to her
destination quicker. You could take any of those ideas and expand
upon them.”

I’m surprised to feel myself smile humorously at the
varied ideas which seem to roll out of his imagination. “I would
have to do a lot of thinking to turn those ideas into stories. I
guess what you’re saying is that anything can be developed into a
story if a person is interested in the idea and can develop a
logical set of steps to get from one point to another.”

He nods his head as his says, “That’s right.
Sometimes you have an idea which grows into a story and other times
you have an idea or a thought which you want the story to express
in its conclusion and have to kind of work backwards to see what
kind of starting point would lead the reader there.”

 


 



Chapter 2 - Sunday, 16 Apr (a2)

 


I hesitate then say, “Well, your list of ideas did
give me an idea.”

He asks, “What’s that?”

“What kind of stories do you write?”

“I lean more towards science fiction and fantasy and
will sometimes include an intimate relationship.”

I’m not sure I want to know any details about that,
but I have no intention of giving up on the conversation so I
hesitate before I ask, “Um, do you mean like a romance novel?”

“Not really. I prefer to have characters who develop
a friendship which becomes a relationship instead of writing about
a couple of strangers who have a weekend fling at some glamorous
hotel.”

“I think I understand. I had some people recommend
some particular romance novels and they seemed more unrealistic
than a lot of the fantasy or science fiction stories I typically
read.”

“Yeah, that’s kind of what I thought. I understand
that a lot of women like to imagine themselves in those situations
and I can somewhat understand that. However, as much as I can bury
myself in a good book and escape from reality for a little while,
I’m still aware that it’s imaginary. I’m concerned that some women
want to be treated in that fanciful romantic manner to such a
strong degree that they find their real relationships are too
ordinary and boring and feel the need to go out and find some
excitement.”

I nod my head as I say, “I’ve heard some of my female
acquaintances make those kinds of statements. But at the same time,
they’ll say that their male ‘partner’ will quickly settle into some
kind of a pattern and no longer try to be romantic. I know it’s
easy to fall into a routine because we have to go to work and do
the chores and so forth, but isn’t there some middle ground?”

He briefly chuckles then says, “And that’s why I’m
not fond of our culture’s orientation towards emphasizing the
romantic.”

“I’m not sure I understand.”

“When a person plans to go out to search for another
person, whether they’re seeking a one night stand or a permanent
relationship, they fancy themselves up and try to exude an image
which isn’t really who they are on the inside. That’s assuming they
really know who they are or what they want out of life. They meet
someone who they think is attractive who is also trying to present
themselves as someone more or better than who they are. They spend
time together and feel a mutual attraction then meet on other
occasions while they still portray themselves as someone more than
who they are. When they decide to marry or simply live together,
neither wants to continue to put forth the effort to be something
more than they are and suddenly, they find that they’re living with
a stranger.”

“I think I understand.” I hesitate a little then try
to keep the idea theoretical, “But if nobody is interested in who a
person really is, then they’ll probably have a lonely life.”

“That’s true. But, by the same token, if a person
builds a relationship which is based on an image of something other
than who they are, when the image becomes too much of an effort to
maintain, then the other person will be disappointed in them and
depending on their own expectations, they may be seriously upset
and reject the person. Maybe I’m weird or something, but loneliness
is easier to live with than rejection.”

“Oh. I hadn’t thought about it from that direction.”
As I quietly think about it, I remember how I felt when I was
ignored by most of those around me or rejected by the in-crowd,
even though I didn’t really want to be a part of them. If I thought
I really cared about someone and thought they really cared about
me, then to have them reject me for whatever reason . . . yeah,
that would hurt, a lot. Maybe being lonely isn’t so terrible.

Suddenly I’m aware that I’ve been actually talking to
a complete stranger and . . . I’m feeling better about myself. I
doubt that the feeling will last long, but it’s nice while it does
last. Then it dawns on me that he’s treated me with courtesy and
respect without expecting anything from me . . . and I don’t even
know his name. It takes me a little while to build up some courage
then I turn to him and say, “I’m sorry,” he turns to look at me,
“here we are having a nice conversation and I haven’t introduced
myself.” Before I can say more, he holds up his hand as though to
stop me from saying more. Since that makes me feel puzzled as well
as a little hurt and defensive, I ask, “Is something wrong?”

“I think you were about to introduce yourself.”

“Yes. Is that wrong?”

“No, of course not, but if you give me your real name
then I would feel obligated to give you my real name. It’s like we
were just talking, if there’s the slim chance that you’ve seen my
name associated with a particular kind of book, it would be a
normal human response for you to begin to make various assumptions
about who I am as a person based on what I write. I write about
imaginary situations which may or may not reflect how I think as an
individual. I would prefer that you respond to me as a person
rather than as an author about whom you might have made a variety
of assumptions.”

“Oh. I think I understand. . . . If I thought you
wrote horror stories, I would suddenly be afraid to sit here.”

“My point exactly. So, to minimize assumptions, you
can call me ‘Jim’.”

I don’t know why, but I feel a touch of boldness and
a little ‘playful,’ so I say, “In that case, Jim, you can call me .
. . ‘Jill’.”

He holds out his hand as he says, “It’s nice to meet
you, Jill.”

I only briefly hesitate to shake his hand as I say,
“It’s nice to meet you, Jim.”

As we release the hand shake, he says, “Jill, I like
that as a name. Simple names for simple people.”

I feel myself slightly smile as I say, “I like that
idea. . . . So, have you been a writer long?”

“Not really. Off and on, I used to jot ideas down,
more often in response to something I heard on the radio or read in
the newspaper which sounded either stupid or very poorly thought
out. Once in a while, I would actually send a letter to a newspaper
editor. A few times I had a brief idea for a story but never did
anything with them. Several years ago, I imagined a brief scene,
kind of like a day dream and it sort of stuck in my mind. After a
while I wrote it down and I felt like I had to explain how the
characters might have arrived at the point where that scene made
sense. That seemed to open the flood gates and now I find that I
prefer to write and edit stories more than about anything
else.”

“Thank you for explaining.” I realize that the
conversation could easily end there, but it’s been so long since
I’ve had a chance to just talk to someone who expected nothing from
me, that I don’t want it to end. Except that I can’t think of
something else to say. Before the idea is half formed in my head, I
hear myself say, “Jim, I’m sorry I’m interrupting your attempts to
write, but . . . would you write a story for me?”

He turns to look at me in surprise.

Suddenly, I flush with embarrassment, turn my head
away, and say, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked that.”

“Jill, please don’t feel sorry. I was just very
surprised. Do you know why you might have asked that?”

“Not really.”

“Okay. Well, let’s see if we can figure out a reason.
Do you mean that you have an idea which you would want someone to
expand on and write a story from that?”

I shake my head as I quietly say, “No.”

“Do you mean that you want someone to write a story
and dedicate it to you?”

Again, I shake my head and say, “No.”

“Do you mean that you want someone to write a story
about you?”

I hesitate for longer than I should before I say,
“Yes and no.” He just waits so I finally say, “Not about me as a
person, but about someone like me.” I pause and I still can’t look
at him and then I can’t keep quiet, “I want to see a story about a
young woman who is shy and lonely and doesn’t like crowds. She’s
not dumb or really smart, she’s certainly not popular, nor is she
really pretty even if she wants to think she looks nice. In spite
of all of the things which are stacked against her, she still finds
someone who cares about her as a person and she feels safe and
comfortable with them and wants to do her best to care about them.
. . . I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said all of that.”

“Jill, I disagree with your last sentence. I really
liked what you said and would also like to see that kind of a story
written. I’m not sure I could write such a story well, but I would
be willing to try . . . on one condition.”

That surprises me so much that I turn my head to look
at him and ask, “A condition?”

“Yes, that you help me to write it so that it
correctly reflects how you feel.”

I just stare at him for awhile before I drop my eyes
and say, “I . . . I don’t think I can say how I feel.”

“But you just did. Maybe you didn’t describe your
feelings in detail, but you clearly said how you feel and you said
it with conviction.”

“Maybe I’m not ready to let others know how I
feel.”

“You don’t have to tell others how you feel. You can
tell Jill and she can describe the feelings.”

My eyes widen in surprise then I look over at him and
ask, “Jill could do that?”

“Jill, would you be willing to describe how your
anonymous friend feels in order to share her feelings with others?
And maybe even give them hope that sometimes in spite of a person’s
worst feelings, things turn out to be good for them in the
end?”

I don’t know how he did it, but suddenly, I don’t
feel like me, I feel like Jill who can comfortably talk with a male
without there being assumptions or expectations. I can feel like a
person worthy of respect and worthy of being treated as an equal.
Briefly, I wonder if this is the beginning of a multiple
personality disorder, but even if it is, I’ll take it. I almost
feel like I have power. I seriously doubt that the feeling will
last, but while it lasts . . . I don’t remember feeling so good
about myself in a long time. I’m sure it’s a silly thing to think,
but maybe the real me can learn some self-confidence from Jill and
have a better life. I hesitate then say, “I . . . I think Jill
would like to help me tell that kind of story.”

“So, the story of the young woman who stepped into an
airplane adds another chapter.”

 


 



Chapter 3 - Sunday, 16 Apr (a3)

 


I look at him in surprise then slightly smile as I
say, “Yes, Jim, I guess it does.” I pause in thought then say, “If
Jill is going to help you tell the story, how do we connect?”

He turns to his notebook, tears off a small piece of
paper, writes something on it, then turns to me and says, “Rather
than have you feel pressured or uncomfortable about handing out
your phone number,” he holds out the piece of paper, “here’s my
phone number. Don’t call me unless you are completely comfortable
with the idea of talking to me about writing a story. If I don’t
answer for whatever reason and you feel uncomfortable about leaving
a message with your phone number, try calling me back later. I’m
usually available in the evenings.”

I accept the piece of paper, look at it and instantly
recognize the area code. Even while I feel surprised, I ask, “You
live on the east side?”

“Not yet.”

I turn to look at him and ask, “What’s that
mean?”

“When I acquired that phone number, I was living on
the east side then the company I’m working for moved my job to
another city. Since I couldn’t find another job and needed to stay
employed, I moved to keep my job. Now that I’m about to retire, I
want to move back to the general area and am making this trip to
look for somewhere to live.”

“I would like to say that I would be willing to offer
my assistance, but I don’t know the first thing about looking for
somewhere else to live.” I can see his puzzled expression, but I
still hesitate to explain, “While I was going to the community
college and then transferred over to the university, I remained
living at home with my parents rather than waste the money to have
my own apartment. Then shortly after I started at the university,
they were killed in an car wreck, . . .” every time I say that, I
still choke up.

“I’m so sorry.”

Even as I recognize his sincerity, I’m still getting
a tissue out of my backpack to contain my tears. I finally get a
handle on my emotions and say, “Thank you. I know I should have
learned to handle it after several years, but it still hurts.”

“I can understand that.” He pauses then gently asks,
“Were they your only family?”

I can only nod my head and struggle to not burst into
tears. Finally, I manage to say, “At least locally. I have some
aunts and uncles who live in other states, but I wasn’t inclined to
move there.” I take several deep breaths then say, “I’m sorry about
that, I didn’t mean to share my troubles with you.”

“Please don’t feel sorry. As humans, we all need
someone with whom we can share our sorrows and to know that someone
cares about our feelings even if they don’t fully understand them.
. . . I don’t mean to insult you, but I guess you’re rather shy by
nature and don’t have many friends who are willing to support
you.”

I have to bite my lip then softly say, “It’s more
like no friends.”

“I’m sorry for you and I do understand how that
feels.”

Since I’m surprised he could sincerely understand, I
turn to look at him, and ask, “You don’t have any friends?”

He shakes his head then says, “Only imaginary
friends,” as he pats his notebook where he was writing.

“I understand that. If I didn’t have books to read in
order to escape from reality, . . . I’m not sure what I would have
done.”

“I know what you mean. . . . I don’t want to put any
pressure on you, but if you ever want to talk about how you’re
feeling, I would be willing to listen.”

Even as I’m not sure I could do that, I still
recognize his sincerity and say, “Thank you.” I take several deep
breaths then try to continue my explanation, “Anyway, after my
parents were gone, the insurance policies they had paid off the
mortgage on the house and provide me with living expenses so I’ve
continued to live there since I think of it as ‘home’. Even though
it’s a lot more house than I need, paying for the taxes, insurance,
and utilities is less expensive than paying the rent on a much
smaller apartment.”

“That makes sense. Thank you for explaining.”

I hesitate for awhile then say, “I don’t mean to
intrude on your life, but when you say that you didn’t have any
friends, I guess that means you’re not married.”

“No.”

I’m surprised I can feel the hurt in that one word. I
hesitate longer then while I feel more like it’s Jill who speaks, I
say, “If you’re willing to listen to my pain, then I would like to
offer you the same courtesy. What happened?”

“When we got married, I wasn’t much of a social
person and felt like I was looking for affection while she was more
interested in escaping her abusive father. As the years went by, it
seemed like I could never meet her needs or was good enough for
her. Finally she got tired of living with me and sued for divorce.”
He takes a deep breath, sighs, then says, “Oh well, bridge under
the water.”

Because I’m puzzled by that expression, I ask, “Don’t
you mean ‘water under the bridge’?”

“No, ‘water under the bridge’ is normal or the status
quo. ‘Bridge under the water’ is the irreparable disaster.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you. Actually, we should have never gotten
married because we didn’t really understand ourselves, much less
the other person and we were trying to fulfill the roles our
families and society expected of us. . . . Thank you for listening.
That’s enough about me. Without intending to intrude on your life,
were you able to return to the university after your parents were
gone?”

“Eventually. I have one more trimester to go before I
graduate. I should be studying for my finals for this trimester,
but one of my grandparents died and I went to their funeral.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thank you. I didn’t really know them so I’m not
feeling much of a loss, but there’s always family obligation.”

“I understand.”

I’m not sure what else to talk about, but when the
pilot announces that the airplane is on final approach, I have to
say something. I think for a little while then ask, “Jim?”

“Yes, Jill.”

I inwardly smile at my new name and how I kind of
feel like a new person then I say, “I want you to know that I
haven’t had such a long conversation with anyone in many years and
even though I was reminded of some painful things, I greatly
appreciate your willingness to listen to me and talk to me.”

“It was truly my pleasure.”

“Thank you also for encouraging me to think of a new
name for myself. It’s kind of helped me to think of myself as a new
person who isn’t so strongly connected to the pain of the
past.”

“I’m very glad that was helpful to you.”

I hesitate a little longer then say, “I guess what I
really want to say is thank you for treating me with respect as
though I’m a valuable person and for not giving my any indication
that you look down on me because of my age, my gender, my shyness,
or anything else.” I have to bite my lip to help control my
emotions before I can go on, “I feel like a lot of people tolerate
me because they want to practice their belief in recognizing
diversity. But you’re the first person in a long time who I feel
respects me for who I am and is willing to accept me at face
value.” As though Jill is encouraging me, I lightly lay my hand on
his nearest forearm and say, “Thank you very much.”

His eyes widen in surprise then he barely lays his
other hand on top of mine and says, “Thank you. At least that’s how
I hope I treat you because you are worthy of respect.”

I can think of a number of things which might
encourage him to treat me with less respect, but I want to accept
his statement at face value and even though I won’t claim to know
him, I do believe that he’s sincere. I don’t know if it can convey
anything of how I’m feeling, but I lightly squeeze his arm and as I
pull my hand away, he quickly moves his hand out of the way. I
don’t know what he’s thinking, but it feels like he was trying to
express concern towards me without intruding on my freedom.

While I’m still trying to think of what to say, I
turn and make sure all of my things are in my backpack and a moment
later, I see him start to put his things away. Even as I want to go
back and safely hide inside the walls I’ve build around myself, I
don’t want our conversation to end, even if we don’t have much to
say at the moment. I don’t know if it’s because I’m half thinking
like a new and free person or because I really do feel like he
respects me whether he likes me or not, but . . . I haven’t felt
this . . . valued and alive in I don’t know how long.

I sit up in my seat then turn to look at him. It
takes him a little while to notice then he turns towards me,
pauses, then asks, “Can I help you with something?”

I hesitate a little longer before I ask, “Jim, would
you be willing to be my friend?”

His eyebrows rise in surprise, he appears to think
about it for a little while then says, “I want to say, ‘yes’, but
I’m afraid I’m really out of practice in how to be a friend. I
wouldn’t want to disappoint you or offend you in some way.”

“I can’t claim to know how to be much of a friend
either. Actually, the time we’ve talked here on the airplane is as
much of a friendship as I’ve had in a long time. If you would be
willing to continue to respect me as a valuable person and listen
to me when I want to talk and allow me to listen to you when you
want to talk, then I would consider that as being friends.”

“In that case, then I have to say I would feel
honored to try to be a friend to you.”

“Why would you feel honored?”

“Because not many people can seem to tolerate me,
much less want to be my friend.”

This time, I can feel my eyebrows rise in surprise
before I respond, “That’s just about how I feel. . . . Well, Jim, I
guess that means us lonely simple people need to support each
other.”

“I like that idea, Jill.”

With so many new feelings and thoughts bouncing
around inside of me, I don’t know how to respond. I need to think
some more, but I don’t want him to think I’m rejecting him already,
so I give him a little smile then sit back in my seat and close my
eyes. It feels like he looks at me just a moment longer before he
turns, picks up his book and starts to read.
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My thoughts are interrupted by the noises the
airplane makes shortly before it lands. Even though I know
airplanes are safe, I haven’t flown enough to get over my fear of
what might happen when an airplane lands, so I grip the armrests
and hang on for dear life. It always seems like an eternity before
I can feel like the airplane has slowed down enough that it’s not
going to crash and I’m able to relax my grip and take some deep
breaths.

“Are you okay?”

I open my eyes and turn to look at Jim who is looking
at me with real concern. It takes me a moment longer to answer,
“I’m fine . . . now. I’m not sure why, but I seem to have an
irrational fear of the airplane crashing when it lands.”

“Well, it’s not totally irrational.”

“It’s not?”

“No. Although the chance is very small, if I remember
the statistics correctly, an airplane is more likely to crash
during a landing then at any other time.”

“I’m not sure that’s a helpful piece of
information.”

“I didn’t mean to confirm your fear, but you don’t
need to think that your fear is irrational.”

“Oh. In that case, thank you for trying to assure me
that I’m not simply crazy.”

“Not about that.”

“So, you think I am crazy?”

“Well, considering my experience and guessing at your
approximate age, I would have to say that you must be partially
crazy in order to be willing to talk to an old man.”

I stare at him for a couple of moments then briefly
chuckle before I respond, “Maybe I am a little crazy after all.”
I’m not sure what else to say so I give him a little smile and sit
back in my seat to think some more. A couple of minutes later, I
turn to him and ask, “Jim?”

He looks up from his book and asks, “Yes?”

“I . . . I’m not sure how this is going to sound, but
I’ve greatly appreciated our conversation and ‘Jill’ is encouraging
me to ask, would you be willing to join me for dinner to celebrate
our new friendship?”

I seem to be doing a good job of surprising him,
because I know his eyebrows are going to rise a moment before they
actually do. He hesitates a moment longer than says, “I wouldn’t
want to think that ‘Jill’ is pushing you to do something you really
don’t want to do.”

I drop my eyes briefly then find the courage to lift
my eyes to his and say, “I . . . I do want to talk with you more
and Jill is helping me to have the courage to actually ask the
question.”

“In that case, I would be happy to join you for
dinner. Do you have a restaurant in mind?”

Suddenly, I’m not so sure, but I can’t just let what
feels like my only friend walk away. “I . . . I mean . . . .”
Again, I lower my eyes, take a couple of deep breaths, lift my
eyes, then in a rush of words, I say, “I want you to come to my
house for dinner.” As the last syllable leaves my mouth, I feel
fear that he’ll reject my offer and fear that I’m opening myself to
have someone take advantage of me.

He softly asks, “Are you sure?”

“As sure as I can be about something which frightens
me. I’m tired of living inside of the walls I’ve build around
myself and you and Jill are the first people who I’ve felt I could
begin to trust to help me find a way outside of my walls.”

“Then I will do my best to be worthy of your trust.”
He turns his head away for a few moments and when he turns back to
look at me, I think he has tears in his eyes as he softly says,
“Maybe by being able to help you to find a way outside of your
walls, that will give me a reason to step outside of my walls.”

When I notice movement in my peripheral vision, I
watch my own hand move to rest on his forearm. I’m not sure which
of us is more surprised. Then his other hand moves slowly and
deliberately and very softly rests on the back of my hand. Maybe
Jill is trying to reach out to both of us as I hear myself say, “I
think I just heard the first brick begin to crack.”

He slightly smiles and says, “I think I did too.”

I return his smile and notice that the nearby
passengers are starting to move, so I grab my backpack and stand
up. I step back to let him out, but he waves me forward before he
steps out. Apparently, he let another couple of people precede him
because as I turn to step out the door of the airplane, I see that
he’s a little ways back. I go ahead and walk up the ramp and when I
get to where there’s some room to step out of the flow of traffic,
I wait for him. He seems surprised that I waited for him, but he
doesn’t say anything. Partway down the concourse, I think they call
it, I spot a sign. I turn a little towards him and say, “Jim, I
need to make a brief stop.”

He nods his head in understanding then asks, “Would
you allow me to hold onto your backpack to make it easier for
you?”

I’m surprised at his offer and although I realize
that if I can trust him to be alone with me in my home, I can
surely trust him with my backpack, but it still takes me a little
while to respond, “Thank you. That would be helpful.” I hand him my
backpack with a little smile then turn to walk into the restroom.
When I come out, he doesn’t appear to have moved other than his
head and eyes. I step close, accept my backpack, put it on, then
nod towards the other door and say, “If you need to go, I’m willing
to watch your briefcase.”

His hesitation is brief, then he hands his briefcase
to me, says, “Thank you,” and walks to the men’s room. He soon
returns, takes back his briefcase with another, “Thank you,” and we
turn to continue our walk. A little later he asks, “Do you have
baggage to pick up?”

“Yes.”

“May I be allowed to escort m’lady there?”

Since I’m a little startled at the apparent formality
of his request, I glance at him and there seems to be a twinkle of
amusement in his eye and it dawns on me that he’s being chivalrous,
so I respond, “Thank you, kind sir.” As we continue to walk, I
almost stop in surprise as I realize that with a few sincere words,
he’s encouraged me to feel like a princess or something like that.
Is there something about him which makes me feel respected and
valued? Or I’m I so desperate for acceptance and encouragement that
I’ll take any positive words which are directed towards me and
expand them to be more than was intended? I can’t answer that yet,
but I want to find out.

We step near the baggage carousel and find a slightly
less crowded spot and wait for our luggage. It seems like he starts
to say something, hesitates, then asks, “Did you park your vehicle
here at the airport?”

“No. A neighbor, who was one of my parents’ friends,
works nearby and gave me a ride. I had planned on getting a taxi to
go home.”

“I don’t want to impose on you, but I do have a
rental vehicle reserved and would be willing to give you a
ride.”

“Thank you. I would like that and it would make it
easier for me to give you directions to come for dinner.”

He seems unsure then asks, “Are you sure you want me
to come to dinner?”

“Even though it’s somewhat frightening to do
something I’ve never done before, I do want to share dinner with
you.” I pause then slightly smile, “Maybe we can figure out how to
crack another brick.”

He returns my smile as he says, “I would very much
like that. Thank you.” Soon, my luggage arrives and he helps me get
it off of the carousel then his luggage is a few bags later. He
asks, “Is that all you had?”

“Yes.”

“Well this is mine, shall we go?”

“I’m ready.”

We step away from the carousel then he looks up and
around to find the vehicle rental booths and I follow as he leads
the way. The transaction is completed quickly and although I hear
him tell the agent his apparent actual name, it doesn’t ring any
bells of authors I’m acquainted with so I guess he uses a pen name
for what he writes. I’m curious, but I’m not about to damage our
new friendship by pushing for information he’s not ready to
reveal.

We have to wait a couple of minutes for the shuttle
to take us to where the rental vehicles are parked, but soon enough
we find the one he’s rented and after we put our luggage in the
trunk, he opens the front passenger door and waves me in with a
little bow. His courteous behavior isn’t something I’m familiar
with, but, oh, it sure feels good to be treated so nicely. He gets
in the driver’s seat, reviews the instruments, checks the mirrors,
makes a couple of adjustments, starts the vehicle, and asks, “So,
where are we headed?”

“East,” and when I tell him what the major cross
streets are, he thinks for a moment, nods his head in
understanding, looks around, and carefully pulls out of the parking
lot. I’m not sure what to talk about and I don’t want to distract
him from the traffic so I quietly look around and notice that he
appears to be a safe and courteous driver. I also notice that he’s
apparently familiar with the area since he moves into the correct
lane ahead of time for transitioning from one freeway to
another.

About a half hour later, he takes the correct exit
from the freeway and turns in the necessary direction. A couple of
miles later, he says, “I guess it’s time for some more detailed
directions.”

Considering how he arrived at this point, the thought
crosses my mind that he somehow knows where I live, but it only
means he’s familiar with the grid work of streets which most people
who have lived here for any length of time rather quickly learn. I
give him the directions and make sure I allow him time to change
lanes around the traffic and soon he pulls into my driveway.

He turns off the engine, says, “Allow me,” and before
I can ask what he means, he opens his door, gets out, walks around
the vehicle, and opens my door with a bow. I have to smile at his
efforts to make me feel like an important lady, but considering how
I’m usually ignored, I’m not quite sure how to respond, even as I
really like how he treats me. After I step out, he closes the door,
opens the trunk, lifts out my luggage and says, “Lead the way.”

He follows with my luggage as I walk towards my front
door and I fumble with the keys a little as my uncertainty about my
actions increase. Even as I feel a little afraid about what could
happen, my need to have a friend feels more important and I decide
that it’s worth taking the risk. He holds the security screen door
open while I unlock the front door, but that prevents me from
having him precede me so I step into the house. As he steps in, he
pulls the security screen door closed behind him, locks it in a
seemingly practiced move then steps to the side to give me room to
close and lock the front door.
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I turn from locking the inside front door and there’s
a rather awkward pause as neither of us seems to be sure of how to
respond. I remind myself that this is my home and that I’m the
host, hesitate just a little longer then say, “I can take my
luggage now.”

“Oh. Of course.” Jim rolls it closer to me and holds
the extended handle on the side so I can grasp the handle without
our hands touching. I start to turn with my luggage to take it to
my bedroom when he asks, “Could I impose upon you to direct me to
the nearest restroom?”

I only briefly pause to recognize it as a valid
request before I say, “Of course, follow me.” I stop walking just
past the door to the guest bathroom and say, “Here it is.” I’m
suddenly glad I’m in the habit of keeping it clean even though I
don’t use it or have guests.

“Thank you.” He steps in and gently closes the
door.

I don’t know why, but I stand there for a few moments
before I shake my head and walk to my bedroom to set my luggage and
backpack down before I use my own bathroom. I still can’t believe
that I’ve invited a strange man into my home. Even though I feel as
though I can trust him, I have very little idea of how to act and
even less of an idea of what he must be thinking of me and how that
might encourage him to act. As I go past the guest bathroom, I see
that it’s empty then find him standing near the front room.

“Jim?”

He looks a little startled then turns towards me,
slightly smiles, and says, “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you come
near.”

“That’s okay, I’ve been accused of walking rather
quietly.”

“Does that mean you carry a big stick?”

“Huh? What does that mean?”

His smile grows a little then he says, “Somebody who
lived many years ago was quoted as saying, ‘Walk softly, but carry
a big stick’. I’m not positive about the context of the saying, but
I think the idea was to be gentle with others but be prepared to
defend yourself if necessary. So when I hear the words ‘walk
softly’ or something similar, that quote pops into my head.”

“Oh. Okay. . . . I hope you’re not suggesting that I
need a big stick with you.”

He quickly becomes very serious and almost frowns
before he says, “Jill, if I felt like I would be any danger to you
or even threaten you, I never would have stepped in the door. I
can’t guarantee that I won’t unintentionally offend you or upset
you with my words, but I won’t touch you unless you touch me first
or clearly ask me to touch you.”

“Thank you for that assurance. Even though I’m
frightened of doing something outside of my normal routine,
especially something as different as inviting a man into my home, I
still feel like I can trust you.”

“Thank you and I’ll do my best to prove that I’m
worthy of your trust. If at any time you’re concerned about your
safety or if you just want me to leave for any reason, please tell
me and I’ll leave.”

My eyes open wide in surprise before I can ask, “Any
reason?”

“Yes. I have no intention of intruding into your life
at all.”

I’m not sure if I completely understand him so I
softly ask, “What about being a friend?”

He just barely smiles as he answers, “I would hope
that being a friend isn’t an intrusion.”

“Oh, I guess that makes sense. . . . Well, I suppose
I ought to get dinner started.”

“Can I help in some way? I’m not much of a cook, but
I can usually follow clear directions.”

I hesitate then say, “Thank you for the offer, but
I’ll have to think about how I can have you help. I’m so used to
doing things on my own . . . .” I’m not sure how to finish that
statement.

“I totally understand since I’m the same way. Not
only that, but when I do cook, it’s about as simple as possible,
and then I make several servings at a time so I have leftovers.
Other times, I’ll just open a can of soup.”

I look at him in surprise then say, “I had been
planning on having a can of soup before I invited you to
dinner.”

“In that case, make it easy on yourself and open a
can of soup. That’s something I do know how to fix while you can
get out the bowls and spoons so I’m not snooping in your
cupboards.”

“You would really be okay with just having soup for
dinner?”

His voice seems to be a little more gentle as he
says, “Jill, I didn’t accept your invitation in order to marvel
over your culinary expertise. I accepted your invitation in order
to spend a little more time with my new friend.”

I can’t help it, but tears begin to form in my eyes.
At the same time, I feel something inside of me, but it’s been so
long since I previously felt it that it takes me awhile to realize
that . . . I want to hug him. I’m definitely not ready for that and
it kind of shocks me that I can even think it, but he still
deserves an appropriate response so I manage to say, “Thank you. I
really appreciate that.” I step over to grab a tissue to dry my
eyes then weakly smile and ask, “So do you have any preference on
what kind of soup you would like?”

“Well, I don’t want to sound too picky, but whatever
you serve will be fine, as long as it doesn’t have broccoli.”

I slightly grin as I ask, “Is that all the pickier
you can be?”

“Well, I do have some things I like more than others,
but I wouldn’t want you to change what you would normally eat.”

“Since, I don’t have anything in my cupboard which I
don’t like, why don’t you come over here and pick out a can while I
get out a pan.”

“That will work.”

I turn and bend over to get a pan out of the lower
cupboard then stand up and turn back towards him.

He holds out a can and asks, “How about this
one?”

I look at the can, glance into the cupboard, and my
eyes widen in surprise as I look at him. I try to get over my
surprise then ask, “Is there a reason you picked that one?”

“I thought I recognized a pattern to your
organization and this one appeared to be the next one which you
planned to eat.”

I briefly hesitate to admit, “You’re right. . . .
This is getting a little weird.”

“What, that two simple lonely people can have similar
thoughts?”

I hesitate longer before I say, “Yeah.” Then I wonder
with a touch of both trepidation and hope, where will these similar
thoughts go? Before I dare to think about that question, I turn to
the practical, hand him the pan and serving spoon, and try to put a
touch of humor into my voice as I say, “Here’s what you get for
volunteering.”

He gives me a slight grin, says, “And now the master
chef shall wow the patrons of this exclusive restaurant,” before he
sets the pan on the counter and opens the can of soup.

I return his grin and say, “The evidence is piling up
that you are a writer of fantasy stories.”

His grin becomes a little bigger as he ‘expertly’
pours the can of soup into the pan. I leave him to the task and get
out the eating utensils and crackers, pour iced tea into a couple
of glasses, and, on the spur of the moment, cut some slices of
cheddar cheese to go with the crackers.

The soup is soon warmed up and after he divides it
between the two bowls I had set out, he puts the pan in the sink
and runs water in it to soak. I try not to reveal my surprise at
seeing him do what I normally do, while I’m glad I had done the
dishes before I had left. We take our food and drinks to the table
and sit down to begin eating. After a couple of bites, I look
around the empty room and say, “I don’t know about the other
patrons, but I enjoy the great chef’s masterpiece.”

He grins at me then says, “You are too kind, m’lady,
but I shall treasure your words to boost my ego even higher.”

I briefly chuckle, we smile at each other, then I
don’t know about him, but I feel slightly embarrassed at his direct
attention and we both turn back to our bowls to eat. I know that a
lot of people like to talk during a meal, but we don’t say a word
and the longer the silence grows, the more relaxed I feel and just
appreciate his quiet presence.

When it’s obvious that we’ve finished eating and are
almost done with our drinks, I almost have to remind myself that
I’m the host in this situation and as I start to get up, I see him
prepare to get up so I say, “Please remain seated. I think I can
take care of the dirty dishes on my own.”

“I have no doubt about that, but I do want to be
courteous, and, . . . frankly, I’m not used to having someone take
care of things for me.”

“I can understand that. Would you like some more iced
tea to drink?”

“Yes, please.” I refill our drinks and as I set one
in front of him, he gently says, “Thank you.”

I’m not sure why, but that reminds me of some of the
stories my cousin has told about being a waitress and how rude a
lot of people are or how they just ignore the waitress unless they
want something. I think my cousin might appreciate someone with
Jim’s courtesy and I have no doubt that he would treat a waitress
with gentle courtesy. Somehow, that seems to add a bit of
confidence to my feelings that I can trust him. In a little while,
my feeling of confidence begins to slightly erode as we quietly sit
there. Normally, I would like the quiet except that this time I
know I’m supposed to be the host and I can’t think of anything to
say.

After a little more time has passed, he gently says,
“Well, if I’m going to try to write a story for you, I suppose I
ought to go get my notebook and pencil.”

I don’t know why, but I’m afraid that if he walks out
the door, he’ll keep going so I say, “I have paper and pencil you
can use rather than forcing you to make a trip out to your rental
vehicle.”

“Thank you. That would make it easier on a lazy old
man.”

“If you’ve been spending your spare time writing, I
don’t think that would qualify as being lazy.”

“I suppose you might have a point there although it
wouldn’t qualify me as being active and most people seem to think
that if someone’s not active, they’re lazy.”

“I know what you mean. I don’t know how many people
have told me that I should go out and DO something. And by that,
they usually mean something which costs money and involves being
with other people.”

He briefly nods his head then says, “You’re exactly
right about that.”

“Well, let me grab some paper and a pencil,” and I
step away from the table. When I came back, I’m behind him and just
look at the back of him for a few seconds and although I don’t feel
afraid of him, I’m not sure what I feel because my feelings are
bouncing around as though they’re experimenting with feeling
different things until the appropriate feeling falls into place.
Since I’m not sure I want to find out what that feeling is, I walk
a little around the table so he’ll maybe catch my movement out of
the corner of his eye and I won’t startle him.

I’m not sure if he feels startled or not, but he
quickly looks towards me as I set the paper and pencil on the table
near him. He gives me a brief smile, says, “Thank you,” and waits
until I sit down. He waits a little longer then asks, “So, can you
tell me a little about yourself so we can develop the heroine of
the story?”

Since I’m startled by what he said, I look at him and
am about to protest that I’m about as far from being a heroine as a
female can get when I realize that if he’s anything like my dad, if
I argue with him about that, he’ll just more stubbornly continue to
call me the heroine. Besides, the more he knows about me, the
faster he’ll come to the conclusion on his own that I’m not a
heroine. I hesitate a little longer, then give him a brief overview
of my life as he jots down some notes.
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As I think about the points of my life while I tell
them to him, I just can’t imagine there’s anything there he could
make a story out of or which is worth the effort of trying to do
so. I take a drink and as I set the glass back on the table, Jim
asks, “Was there a time you recall or that you remember your
parents mentioning when they realized you were less interested in
being with people compared to other children your age?”

I have to think about that question for a little
while before I can answer, “I’m not sure there was something about
me to clearly recognize that I was uncomfortable around groups of
people before I started to go to school. We lived in a quiet
neighborhood and most of the other kids were older than me so Mom
wasn’t inclined to encourage me to play with them. I learned to
read at an earlier age than a lot of other kids and my parents
encouraged that. We also had a pet dog I would play with. In hind
sight, I suppose that my preference to stay with my parents when
they went to church instead of going to the children’s version
would have been an indication.”

“When you did begin to realize that you weren’t
interested in being around groups of people in comparison to most
of your classmates, do you recall how you felt about that?”

“Not specifically. What little I remember feeling
about that was wondering how the other kids could seem to like to
be in groups when it made me feel like I had worms or spiders
inside of my clothes.”

“When you were old enough to read a story which was
more than a simple children’s story, do you remember what kind of
stories were you’re favorite?”

“I think I was somewhat typical of a little girl in
wanting to read stories where I could pretend to be the fairy tale
princess.”

He slightly smiles and nods his head in
understanding.

“As I grew older, I generally preferred fantasy
stories where the female character wasn’t always the princess, but
she did stand out and succeed in some difficult situations. As I
grew older, I branched out into science-fiction stories with the
same orientation. . . . I guess I was trying to imagine myself in
those situations where I was the person who succeeded instead of
being the shy little grey mouse who was frequently afraid and tried
to hide from the harshness of reality, especially when it involved
other people.”

Jim pauses then his voice seems to soften when he
asks, “Do you like to be the shy little grey mouse?”

I have to bite my lip to try to hold onto the surge
of painful emotions before I can barely say, “No.” He just
patiently waits, then I say, “No, I don’t like it, but I’m afraid
that if I try to stand up for myself and be somebody, I’ll either
be ignored which will make my effort useless or I’ll get pounded on
either physically or emotionally and that will make my effort
painful. With those kind of choices, it’s easier to be a
mouse.”

“I know what you mean.”

Part of my mind wants to lash out and say, “How could
you possibly know what I felt like?” At the same time, another part
of my mind knows that he does understand because he most likely
experienced something similar.

He hesitates then very gently asks, “If you can
remember one, can you tell me about a situation where you did try
to stand up for yourself?”

I’m afraid I can remember too many situations like
that. That’s one of the curses of having a good memory, I remember
many of those painful events and each one seems like another
accusing finger being pointed at me in order to remind me that I’m
a failure and that I have no value to anyone else. I hesitate a
little longer than briefly describe a situation and what happened
afterwards.

Even as he writes down something, he nods his head.
He re-reads what he wrote and adds a few words, probably to make
sure he understands what he meant. He takes a small drink, sets his
glass down, slowly looks over at me and as his eyes meet mine, I’m
surprised at how softly and caringly he looks at me. He pauses a
little longer then gently asks, “How did that make you feel?”

I start to say that it really pissed me off and I
start to say that it hurt like hell and I start to say that I just
wanted to curl up into a little ball and die. Instead of expressing
myself with words . . . I burst into tears. I don’t know how long I
cry and pound the table and hug myself and I never see him move
even though I use the tissues he places near me. Eventually, I calm
down enough to manage to blow my nose and wipe my eyes when I’m not
laying my head on my crossed arms resting on the table.

When I’m finally able to push my head up from the
table and take a small drink, he softly says, “I’m sorry I upset
you.”

I just stare at the table and can’t look towards him
even as I say, “It’s not your fault. You didn’t do those things to
me. Even if reminding myself of those things still hurts, I think I
can understand that for you to tell the story of someone like me,
you need to understand how things felt to me.”

After a brief pause, he gently says, “That may be
true, but that doesn’t mean that I like to see you feel such







































cover.jpg
A Story
For Me

an introvert's story of
acceptance and love

Geoff Schultz





