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Prologue 

I’m told that I’ve got a fairly good sense of humor.  If you are 
prone to putting your size 14 foot into your mouth as often as I, 
then you had better develop one. 

It has been my experience that if I take the offensive – laugh at myself 
with or before others do – then I can turn a very embarrassing 
moment into another lesson. Yes, I might still turn red (I haven’t 
found a cure for blushing yet).  But, the embarrassing moment seems 
to pass more quickly.  At least I get a good laugh too, even if it is at 
my own expense. 



 

 

LAUGH AT YOURSELF FOR OTHERS SURELY WILL

Table of Contents 

Old Ways Are Often Best 2 

Choose Your Friends Very Carefully 3 

Maintaining Professional Stature 4 

Check and Then Double-check Your Plans 5 

Be Thankful for Dreary Days 6 

Being a Superhero is Tougher Than it Appears 7 

Remain Humble or be Humbled … or Both 8 

Minding Your Own Business Isn’t Just for Preschoolers 9 



 

 

  

 

Old Ways Are Often Best 

PLANT DRYING IN THE NUCLEAR AGE 

Graduate students are an odd lot.  When they 
are wildlife graduate students, odd often 

doesn’t begin to tell the story.  My class of grads at 
Mississippi State created their own chapter of 
folklore, but one incident stands out. 

Dr. Arner, an old Pennsylvania Dutch-German, 
believed in the “get-out-in-the-field, feel-the-land, 
know-the-land” approach to training.  In each of his 
classes, students were required to collect and 
preserve native plants that might provide food for 
various wildlife species.  His tradition had been 
handed down over many years. 

There really wasn’t much to it.  One would just 
cut a branch, pluck a leaf, or pull-up a representative 
sample of the desired plant.  After being placed a 
short time in a plastic bag to avoid wilting or drying 
out, the plant was spread flat on some newspaper, 
covered by other paper and sandwiched into a 
“press” — often nothing more than two boards 
bound by an old belt. Then nature would take 
over.  The plant would slowly dry and take on a 
rather permanent flat appearance that would allow 
presentation under plastic.  “Voila!,” a ready collection 
of specimens more realistic than the best line drawings. 

While the technique worked very well, it was 
that “slow drying” part that began to bother some 
of our “imported” students.  After many years of 
drawing students primarily from Mississippi and the 
adjoining states, our class had real diversity — three 
students who hailed from Colorado State as 
undergraduates. 

Maybe it was just the heat common to 
Mississippi summers or the slow movement of the 
Mississippi River on its journey to the Gulf, but the 
old art of plant drying had always worked before. 
That is, until our Colorado State friends introduced 
the art of “speed drying” — placing presses full of 
plants and newspaper under beaming hot lights 24 
hours a day. 

I’ve got to admit the technique did work. 
However, there were some side effects. One 
morning when we found Dorman Hall surrounded 
by wailing fire trucks we came to understand some 
of those risks. 

One of the “state-of-the-art” presses had 
“cooked” a bit too long.  The newspaper had 
become so dry that it ignited, starting a fire that 
didn’t quite rival the famous Chicago blaze but did 
yield significant smoke and water damage to our 
otherwise dreary two-office “suite” which was carved 
from the bowels of a basement not intended for 
human occupation. 

I’d never dealt with smoke and water damage 
before nor since, but I can tell you that it wreaks 
havoc with books, class notes, and drying plants. 
The damage from the fire was limited.  However, 
Dr. Arner’s words, upon surveying the situation, 
were meant for maximum impact. 

No specific instructions were given, but there 
was an immediate rallying of the troops to clean up 
the damage, dispose of the waste, and begin 
cleaning and repainting the entire two-office 
complex. There were few “atta-boys” granted after 
the episode. But, needless to say, “state-of-the-art” 
plant-drying paraphernalia wasn’t seen on the 
premises again. 

Life Lesson: Old ways are often best. And there is 
a reason. 

“It is human nature to think wisely 
and act foolishly.” 

— Anatole France 

LAUGH AT YOURSELF FOR OTHERS SURELY WILL 2 



 

  

 

 

 

Choose Your Friends Very Carefully 

SKIING WITH “FRIENDS” 

Professional conferences are not only great places 
to keep up with what’s happening on the 

scientific front, but they also serve an equally, or 
perhaps even greater purpose, in helping maintain 
professional networks and friendships.  The North 
American Wildlife Conference in Denver in 1990 
was no different in those regards. 

While I don’t recall a single paper or 
presentation from that 
conference, I do have vivid 
memories of the trip.  In fact, 
as hard as I’ve tried over the “The Bible tells us to love our 

neighbors, and also to love our 
enemies; probably because they 
are generally the same people.” 

— G. K. Chesterton 

ski trip. 
years, I just can’t block it out. I was quick to tell David 
No, the meeting wasn’t a that he could have the car 
failure.  The event that has so and I’d just stay behind.  Oh 
etched Denver forever in my no.  He wouldn’t hear of it! 
mind had little to do with 
the Conference itself. 

It all began with a series 
of phone calls from a friend 
and then co-worker.  David Baggett was Champion 
International’s wildlife biologist for the company’s 
one million acres of forests in East Texas.  On the 
side he liked to partake in downhill skiing.  David’s 
calls began shortly after he heard that I too would 
be joining Champion. 

“Let’s take a day at the North American and go 
skiing!” said David in one call. 

“David, I don’t ski and I’d really rather not try. 
My balance isn’t great and my bones are getting 
more brittle all the time.” 

The calls continued. “We’ll ski together, staying 
on the “green slopes” (beginner).  I’ll teach you.  It’ll 
be great fun and we can talk business.” 

“David, I appreciate your persistence, but I just 
don’t want to do that.  You’ll want to get into real 
skiing and I’ll be holding you back.” 

This “negotiation” carried on for nearly six 
weeks and, finally, I relented.  I knew I’d live to 

regret it.  At least I hoped I’d live … if even to regret 
it. I wasn’t to be disappointed. 

On the ill fated day, I had the rental car and 
David was to meet me for the trip up to Winter 
Park, a reportedly “wonderful ski resort.”  When 
David walked up, I knew things weren’t going to go 
quite as planned. In tow were Joe McGlincy, Tony 
Melchiors, and Darryl Stanley, all biologists with 

other forest products 
companies, and all “invited” 
by David to join us on “our” 

So, over my protests, off 
we went. 

“Oh, by the way,” says 
David, “there is a ski shop we 

need to stop at along the way.  The gear will be 
cheaper there.” 

Wouldn’t you know it?  They had stuff for 
everybody’s needs…oh, except one.  They didn’t 
have ski boots to fit a size 14 foot — mine.  But the 
renter assured me that Winter Park would have stuff 
for people “like me.” I didn’t ask what that meant. 
I was already depressed enough. 

As we arrived at the fateful ski resort, all my 
doubts about the day and how it would go were 
quickly banished. As I parked the car, everyone 
bailed out and headed to the first slope with excited 
chatter about all the fun ahead. All except me that 
is. I still didn’t have any gear. 

I finally got outfitted and went through “ski 
school”… twice.  I flunked the first time. Later I 
learned that I had gotten the equivalent of a social 
promotion the second time.  I learned this when 
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testing my new skills on the “bunny slope,” I found 
that I had none. 

Well, as the day went on, I did catch a brief 
glimpse of my group, and especially my “partner,” 
when they stopped for lunch. I was rather cool I 
thought. I didn’t let on that I was seething with 
anger.  My only remark to David was, “This won’t 
happen again!” 

The afternoon wasn’t much better.  I knew how 
bad things were going for me when on a lift up to 
one of the green slopes an 83-year-old gentleman 
from Louisiana and I chatted. “How long have you 
been skiing, sir?” 

“Just started today.  And, I love it!” With that 
he whisked down the slope and I once again slid, 
fell, and otherwise plowed my way to the bottom. 

The only missionary soul I met the entire day 
was an instructor to blind children.  Seeing my lack 

of prowess he suggested that with a couple of days 
in a private school I’d be able to make some real 
progress.  He and his charges then whisked off and I 
again, slid, fell, and otherwise plowed my way down 
another slope. 

No, I didn’t do what I was thinking.  I didn’t 
take “my” rental car and head back to Denver.  I 
stayed on the slopes all day, mostly alone, trying to 
survive in a sport that I had never been interested in 
before, or much since. 

I will admit that my level of banter with my 
passengers was very limited as I chauffeured the 
group back. David’s only comment upon entering 
the car was a wise, “I’m in trouble, aren’t I?” 

So he wasn’t as dumb as he looked, after all. 

Life Lesson: Choose your friends very carefully. 
You already have enough enemies. 

Maintaining Professional Stature 

DID THAT BEAR JUST MOO? 

Some business trips do allow the chance to 
combine work and pleasure.  The forest 

products industry Wildlife Committee that I 
chaired for a couple of years was one such group. 

As an adjunct to one of our semiannual 
committee meetings, the good folks at Sierra Pacific 
Industries in California arranged for a field trip.  In 
addition to seeing forest management the SP way, 
we reviewed a number of wildlife research activities 
and ended the day with a float trip and evening 
cookout. 

As dusk began to close in on the world, I walked 
down to the river’s edge to take things in. Not fully 
aware of where we were in the wilderness, I kept my 
eyes open.  Just across the way I could make out the 
vague figure of a fairly large mammal easing 
through the forest on the other shore. 

“Is that a black bear over there?” I whispered to 
one of my colleagues who wandered down beside 

me. At that he turned to share with the group, 
“Carlton has spotted a bear!” 

The entire group of more than a dozen 
biologists from around the country looked up just 
in time to hear my bear say …“mooo!” 

Fortunately, the dusk somewhat dimmed the 
bright red color of my face as the black “ANGUS” 
made its way through the underbrush.  Needless to 
say, I’ve heard this story repeated in several states 
and many times over the years. 

Life Lesson: Laugh at yourself. Others surely will. 
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“Man, unlike the animals, has 
never learned that the sole 
purpose of life is to enjoy it.” 

— Samuel Butler 
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Check and then Double-check Your Plans 

“WHICH GATE FOR FLORENCE?” 

“The greatest danger to the 
big company is the belief 
that there is a right way, a 
wrong way, and our way.” 

— Peter Drucker 

Over the years I’ve traveled a great deal with my When we boarded the small commuter flight we 
various jobs. My first two jobs required me to found that we were assigned to the same row.  Jerry 

spend a night or two on the road every week or so and explained to the flight attendant that he and I liked each 
travel by air three or four times a year.  The next job other, but that our sheer physical size would make it 
jumped to about 40% travel and impossible for us to share the two seats. 
almost all of it by air.  Today, when Once accommodated, we made our 
someone asks me what I do, I often takeoff and I kept waiting for the flight 
respond that I keep USAir and to bank west toward Florence. 
Delta in business! As Jerry regaled the passengers with 

Yes, like most “road warriors,” I stories, one of which had something to 
have lots of stories – many of them do with the fact that if they too had 
unpleasant. They have to do with gone to Mississippi State University, they 
missed connections, lost hotel could someday be the “head of 
reservations, and rental cars that Champion Paper,” I had a deep sinking 
were “not exactly” what was promised.  But in all of those feeling. 
trips, I felt generally content in blaming mistakes on the The plane kept heading east and a very long thirty 
carrier.  Not so, once upon a time. minutes later we touched down in Florence...SOUTH 

While living in South Carolina, I had occasion to be CAROLINA! 
in a meeting in Washington, D.C.  However, I was to be I told no one of my dilemma. As I departed the plane 
at a meeting with my boss and Champion’s entire Forest I made a mad dash into the terminal and called my travel 
Products Business Unit leadership for a dinner in Florence, agent, Mary-Ellin. 
Alabama, the same evening.  Upon leaving my meeting in “Mary-Ellin, where am I?” 
D.C. a few minutes early and making the mad dash to “Florence,” she responded. 

“Where in the heck do I want to be?” National Airport, I made my flight to Florence, via a 
“Florence...ALABAMA!” connection in Charlotte, North Carolina. 
After a brief silence, she said, “Is the plane you came in Upon arrival in Charlotte, I made my way to the gate. 

on, still there?  If it is you had better get on it, or you are “Florence” was clearly marked on the board and on my 
about to spend the night there!” ticket. Yes, now I could relax for a few minutes.  There at 

To say that the flight attendant was puzzled would be the gate was a fellow Mississippian, slightly more famous 
an understatement. “You just got off,” she said. than I – the late country comedian Jerry Clower, on his 

“Yes, and I want back on.”  To this day I’m sure she way to Florence as well. 
thinks I’m a drug runner. “That’s odd,” I thought. “Why would Jerry come all 

I was able to leave a cryptic message for my boss about the way to Charlotte to get to Florence, Alabama?”  I 
travel problems and the fact that I wouldn’t make the assumed that he, like me, must have come from another 
meeting. My face did turn several shades of red when I engagement. We visited for a few minutes about people 
finally told him several days later what had happened. we both knew, about Mississippi State (we both went 

there, but for some reason more people remember Jerry) 
Life Lesson: Check and then double-check your plans. and about Champion. 

And, then you may still be wrong. 
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Be Thankful for Dreary Days 

SEEING LAKE CHAMPLAIN - NEARLY FROM THE BOTTOM 

It was a dreary late fall evening as Wyndell Sapp, a 
co-worker at Champion and good friend, and I made a 

late night trek from Montpelier, Vermont, across Lake 
Champlain. We had been just in time to catch the last 
ferry of the night.  Boarding first in line, we were parked 
just behind the chain that would allow us to be first off 
when we reached the New York side of the lake. 

We made our way to the upper deck enclosure so we 
could look out on the lake from the relative warmth of the 
viewing room.  As we got within a half-mile of the shore I 
said I would go warm the car.  Wyndell said he’d be right 
behind me after a detour to the restroom. 

I sat in the car for perhaps a couple of minutes with 
the heater, defroster, and wipers all going.  As we 
approached the last 500 feet before landing, I heard the 
sound of a wildly revving engine behind me.  In the 
seconds that followed, there was a loud thud, a hard jolt to 
my rental car, and the eerie feeling of being lifted into the 
air.  All the while the incessant sound of spinning tires and 
racing engine continued. 

I sat in my car now “lifted” from the deck of the ferry 
for a few more seconds.  In a daze not to be unexpected by 
such an unplanned adventure, I realized that I wasn’t 
moving.  But, I should have been for there was a car 
“pushing” from behind with all its horsepower. 

I quickly exited my car and stepped back to survey the 
situation. There was my white Ford Taurus with its rear 
hoisted into the air by a late-model Buick.  Even then, with 
perhaps another minute having passed, there was the 
Buick with its driver still gunning the engine.  By now 
smoke from burning rubber began to cloud the entire deck. 

Finally, I stepped to the Buick and tapped the window 
while yelling over the noise, “Lady, would you please let off 
the gas and back out from under my car?” 

She slowly rolled down the window at which time I 
leaned into her car and turned off the ignition. By this 
time Wyndell had come from the restroom only to see me 
tapping on the lady’s window; our car jacked into the air; 
and smoke, rubber, and water flying from the deck – all to 
the sound of a whining engine. For some inexplicable 
reason, he was doubled-over with laughter.  I have to 
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admit, at this point I still hadn’t seen the humorous side of 
the event. 

The two elderly ladies from Upstate New York had 
been on a day’s outing to Vermont.  They too had 
returned to their car to warm it up in anticipation of 
leaving the ferry. The only difference in my approach and 
their’s – the driver put her car in drive and put her foot on 
the gas pedal thinking it was the brake. With the situation 
out of control, she just kept pushing harder on the gas. 
Two things slowly dawned on me.  First, if I hadn’t turned 
the ignition off for her, she would never have recovered 
from the predicament.  Second, if the deck hadn’t been 
wet from the drizzle, my rental car, the two little ladies, 
and I would have been viewing Lake Champlain from 
the bottom. 

I had to get into the ladies’ car and back it from under 
mine. There was no damage whatsoever to the rental. 
The Buick had simply knifed under the bumper and 
lifted the Taurus from the deck.  Even the Buick had 
only a few scratches. 

As Wyndell and I made our way through the dark 
roads of Upstate New York for the next two hours, at odd 
times we’d just start laughing.  Wyndell repeated more 
than a dozen times, “You just don’t know how funny that 
looked.” Then he’d repeat, “As I came around the corner, 
there you were tapping on the window of a car with its 
engine racing at full speed, with smoke billowing from the 
tires, and you were saying, ‘Lady, would you please turn 
your engine off so I can get my car down?’” 

As the saying goes, perhaps you had to be there.  My 
laughter was mixed with shudders as I kept seeing another 
picture – me in a car at the bottom of Lake Champlain. 

Life Lesson: Be thankful for dreary days. 

“You can always tell a real 
friend; when you’ve made a 
fool of yourself he doesn’t 
feel you’ve done a 
permanent job.” 

— Laurence J. Peter 
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Being a Superhero is Tougher than it Appears 

SUBWAYS AND SUPERHEROES 

For entertainment, I’ve always enjoyed reading 
techno-thrillers like those by Tom Clancy.  While the 

world teeters on the brink of destruction, Jack Ryan 
gallantly saves us all.  Having been a resident of the 
Washington, D.C. area for five very long years, I especially 
related to some of the scenes he set in 
areas that I frequented. 

You can’t read those novels 
without thinking about how you “We can’t all be heroes 

because someone has to sit 
on the curb and clap as 
they go by.” 

— Will Rogers 

went straight to my train. If the 
might react if faced with some of metro authorities wouldn’t do 
the life-threatening experiences that anything, what was I to do? 
Jack and his entire family dealt with 
regularly.  One day, the words from 
the page got a little too real for 
comfort. 

As a northern Virginia 
suburbanite, I’d make my way dutifully to the $4 billion 
metro system built on the largess of America’s tax payers to 
benefit tourists and upper-middle income commuters in 
the D.C. area.  While the trains themselves were fine, in 
the early days of some stations like the western terminus at 
Vienna, parking was a nightmare.  If you weren’t there 
with the hordes before 7:00 a.m., you were out of luck. 

One crisp morning, as I and hundreds of others 
walked sleepily from our cars to the tunnel that led to the 
train platform, I noticed a rather odd-looking package 
affixed to one of the freestanding pay telephone booths. 
At first I paid little attention.  But then, I did a double 
take. There was what appeared to be a package about the 
size of a metro phone book wrapped in brown paper and 
black electrical tape. More oddly were the black and red 
wires that were visible on one end.  I froze.  As my mind 
raced to consider the picture, all I came up with was a 
bomb.  A bomb!! 

I walked very calmly into the metro and spoke quietly 
to the two uniformed attendants in their glass cage of an 
office. “I don’t want to cause any alarm,” I whispered, 
“but there is what appears to be a bomb attached to one of 
the phones outside.” 

I had every confidence that they had been trained for 
just such an event.  I expected them to move swiftly into 

whatever actions were appropriate.  Instead, they just 
stood there. 

I said again, “I’m not kidding and I’m not trying to 
cause a problem.  Aren’t you going to call someone or 
do something?” 

At this, one finally said, “Yeah, 
just as soon as it goes off.” 

I was so taken aback that I just 

All the way in to D.C. I 
reconsidered what I had seen.  Sure it 
was probably a hoax, but didn’t 
someone need to check it out? As I 
thought more about phone calls I’d 

make when I got to the office, I began to reconsider. 
OK, if I call the police and tell them there’s a 

bomb, then they are going to have my phone traced 
and come get me for trying to cause panic or extort 
money.  Then it dawned on me. I needed to call 
someone who knew me and wouldn’t consider my call 
a prank. It just so happened that I had a friend, David 
Yarbough, who was an FBI agent. 

I gave Dave a call and explained the situation to him. 
He said they’d immediately check it out.  A couple of 
hours later he called to report that whatever had been there 
was no longer there.  Thanks for the call, but no bomb. 
He explained that such wasn’t totally uncommon. 

Well, my one Tom Clancy-type experience didn’t go 
without some value.  A couple of weeks later a terrorist 
threat in another part of the world was making headlines. 
As a friend and I rode the train, I said if I were a terrorist 
and wanted to strike an easy and important target in D.C., 
I wouldn’t go for any of the traditional A-list (the Capitol, 
the White House, etc.).  I’d hit the D.C. metro system and 
bring terror to America’s middle class.  At that, I told him 
of my experience. He couldn’t wait to get off the train! 

Life Lesson: Being a superhero is tougher than it appears. 
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Remain Humble or be Humbled . . . or Both 

REMAINING HUMBLE IN ONE HARD LESSON 

There are “how to” books on nearly every 
subject – getting rich, dressing for success, 

retaining that youthful appeal.  But, I’ve never seen 
one on how to be or remain humble.  I found a 
surefire way, and it only took one lesson! 

The event was a Capitol Hill reception for 
Congressional members and staff hosted by the 
American Forest & Paper Association.  It was a 
beautiful late spring evening and I was enjoying the 
chance to catch up with a few old friends.  I’d done 
my fair share of speaking to the few elected officials 
who made a showing and even more of the young – 
and hungry – staffers who’d come in to enjoy free 
barbecue. 

In such crowded rooms, it is often difficult to 
see anyone other than those closest to you and even 
harder to conduct a conversation.  For a height-
endowed individual there are some advantages.  I 
can often see over or across the crowd.  In fact, 
height-challenged people often seek me out as they 
try to find friends in the crowd. 

It was during one of those quick glances around 
the room that I thought I saw a person looking 
intently at me. I looked again only to see a very 
beautiful young redhead (and I don’t mean the 
waterfowl kind) looking directly at me.  As we made 
eye contact, she began making her way across the 
room…toward me. 

Was she really coming toward me?  I’m a male fast 
nearing 50. I’m not totally over the hill…at least not 
all the way.  As she came closer I expected her to speak 
to someone directly behind me.  Instead she said, “Mr. 
Owen, I wanted to meet you.” 

OK, so I wasn’t dreaming, she was looking at me. 
A quick burst of ego recharged my energy levels. 

“My name is Sunny King.  I’m a staffer for 
Congressman Roger Wicker of Mississippi.  I 
understand you too are from Mississippi.” 

I regained my ability to speak at this point, and 
wowed her with the fact that I grew up in Roger’s 
hometown.  “Where are you from?” I asked. 

“Corinth,” was her response. 
Well, that was even more interesting.  “I 

graduated high school from Corinth.” 
Then the “who-do-you-know game” began. “Is 

King your family name?” I asked. 
“Yes, it is.  Perhaps you know my father, Gary 

King?” she responded. 
At this point, any thoughts of a fast-graying 

Mississippian rushing toward 50 having been so 
special as to attract this young woman’s attention all 
came crashing to the floor.  So loud was the sound 
that I half-expected others to turn to see the 
commotion. As I tried to regain a bit of my 
stature, having just had my legs amputated by 
reality, I admitted that not only did I know her 
father, but that we had graduated together.  All the 
Grecian Formula and Geritol at WalMart weren’t 
going to save this day. 

We enjoyed a few more minutes of catching up 
on folks we knew, and then I told her how she had 
dashed any fleeting dreams that an aging biologists 
might have had as she crossed the room.  We both 
had a good laugh – although I did think her’s was 
more heartfelt than mine. 

Life Lesson: Remain humble or be humbled … 
or both. 

“Of late I appear 
To have reached that stage 
When people look old 
Who are only my age.” 

— Richard Armour 
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Minding Your Own Business Isn’t Just for Preschoolers 

DIPLOMATIC SKILLS AND INTERNATIONAL INCIDENTS 

I’d been to Vancouver, Canada, where I spoke 
to a group of professional foresters about changing 

times and professional challenges. The next morning I 
was standing bleary-eyed at Vancouver’s International 
Airport at 5:00 a.m., awaiting the first flight of the day 
back to the states. 

As fortune – or perhaps mis-
fortune – would have it, the only 
other people catching the small plane 
to Seattle happened to be a coed 
softball team from a small town from “It is easier to love 

humanity as a whole 
than to love one’s 
neighbor.” 

— Eric Hoffer 

closeness of the tiny turboprop seating 
the British Columbia bush.  The dilemma. Her beer-breath was one of 
group had traveled all night – her more endearing qualities. 
stopping only for restrooms and 
cooler restocking – in anticipation of 
a major tournament in San Diego. 

I am not a morning person. But 
even more, on business travel it is my 
custom to keep mostly to myself and use the plane time to 
catch up on reading or computer work.  It was clear that 
sticking to my customary plan on this leg of the trip 
would be a challenge. While most of my new traveling 
companions were docile at best, there was one forty-
something bleach blond who was super-charged by the 
trip, the beer and the opportunity to hit on an American. 

Most men might think that being hit on by a younger 
woman is a good thing. Not so in this case.  This woman 
was not only aggressive, but obnoxious as well.  I explained 
that I was neither interested in her nor appreciative of her 
attention at this hour.  After repeated attempts, I made my 
way through the line and escaped her loud nature.  As I 
took my seat on the small plane, an eerie feeling came over 
me. Each of the remaining seats were filling –– except the 
one beside me. Normally that would be a good thing, but 
then fear struck.  What if my new “love interest” is my 
seat-mate?!? 

I called on all I could muster of my less-than-stellar 
performance in statistics to look at the odds. Only three 
seats left on the plane and my “friend” still wasn’t aboard. 
Just then, she announced her presence as she entered the 

plane. I turned to one of her teammates across the aisle. 
“I’ll give you $20 to switch seats with me.”  With a quick 
and all-telling response, he said, “I’ll give you $20 to stay 
where you are.” 

At that my friend was upon us.  “Guess what good-
looking? You and I are traveling together!” she announced 

to the entire plane with glee.  I had a 
sick, sinking feeling. 

Her loudmouth rudeness in the 
terminal was nothing compared to the 

No more were we aloft than she 
started beckoning the flight attendant 
for service.  I didn’t know, but soon 
learned, that you can indeed buy a 
beer on a 6:30 a.m. flight. As she 

continued her aggressive approach, she tipped the beer 
can into my open brief case. Finally, she had crossed 
the last line. 

I made it clear in no uncertain terms that I had no 
interest in conversation and I’d like to use the remaining 
time to try to dry out my files.  For some reason, this latest 
event did the trick.  Embarrassment, the beer, lack of sleep, 
or a combination of all got the best of her such that she 
finally ended my nightmare.  As I used several dozen paper 
napkins to soften the impact of her contribution to my 
briefcase, the plane made its way quickly to Seattle. 

As we deplaned, several of the Canadian softballers 
made their way over to offer apologies.  By this time the 
offender also offered her own, heartfelt apology.  For me, 
the best part of the trip was in ensuring that the team was 
indeed moving to its connection to San Diego and I 
would be heading to a different concourse for my trip to 
Atlanta, a bit more tired, but glad to have ended a near-
international incident in the skies over Canada. 

Life Lesson: Minding your own business isn’t just for 
preschoolers. 
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“When brains or your best-laid plans 
fail, laugh. You’ll laugh a lot.” 

— Carlton N. Owen 
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