                                                A RETIRING TYPE

I’ve always been a retiring type.  Shy, not keen to put myself forward, not putting my hand up at school, even when I knew the answer, not keen on asking questions in plenary sessions at meetings.  In the school playground I tended to keep myself to myself, thus becoming the butt of other children’s jokes and jeers.

And then sometime in my fifties I began to come out of my shell.  Bit by bit I began to listen to friends who gave me clues about normal behaviour.  There was big Garth, from the mid-Pennines, who was one of the North-West clog dancers I had been with for a while.  I met up with them all one sunny June Saturday and greeted Garth (who was a big burly chap, about 20 stone).  “How are you?” I said. “I’m very well, very well indeed” he replied, pumping my hand up and down vigorously, “and how are you?”.  Normally I would have said “Oh, I don’t know, not feeling that good just now.”

Who on earth wants to hear that?  It’s not the moment for being retiring and wimpish.  Instead I replied “Great thanks”.  Then I looked round cautiously to see who had said that.  Hey, it was me!  From that moment on I began to come gradually out of my shell.  I even had the nerve to pull a very old friend up when he made a similarly gloomy response to my greeting.  Mind you, he did have some reason to be feeling a bit low: his marriage had just broken up!

It’s not as if I hadn’t been given lots of good examples in the past.  My brother-in-law (a Yorkshireman from just over the hill from the Garth) also had a very hail-fellow-well met sort of handshake.  When I first met him, I was frankly frightened, over-awed and longing for that comfy shell of mine.  He had a very quick temper, but he was like a young spring day, blowing a gale, thunder and lightning.  And then the sun came out when he smiled and laughed, and everyone around him felt great.

After my meeting with Garth, being less retiring got easier.  When I had to make the Bride’s Father’s speech at my daughter’s wedding, round about this time, I didn’t feel it was quite the ordeal I’d feared.  That could have had something to do with the wine and champagne, of course!

And now, having ceased being retiring, I’ve retired, so to speak.  My former employer is now rid of me, and the feeling is mutual.  I have the pleasure of doing what I want each day, without being told what to do.  I don’t have to go out and meet visitors, colleagues or staff, and try to charm them into doing what they don’t want to do, or to convince them that what we all know is impossible can be achieved.  There’s a temptation, in fact, to go back into my shell and become retiring again. 
However, at the moment this is unlikely to happen.  When people asked me what I was going to do when I ceased work, my first response was “Look, I’ve got six grandchildren, need I say more?”  And they do keep me busy.  One lot are distinctly NOT the shy, retiring type.  Fortunately for them, they’ve inherited some much more sociable, up-front, in-yer-face genes.  The other lot are a mixed bunch, with the oldest having the same traits that I described myself as having when his age.  I hope that school teaches him the lesson it took me fifty years to learn.

My second response was “I want to do lots more long distance walking”.  I was asked if I would be doing this by myself, alone.  “Well, yes, but I won’t be alone.”  The joy of walking is that you meet people, and greet them; you end the day in the same place; you eat and drink with them; you share a hostel room.  Then, because most people walk about the same distance each day, you meet them all over again, and so friendships develop.  You simply don’t have the time to be shy or retiring.

And then there are the friends who live in other parts of the country who I now have time to go and visit, and build on these friendships that have sustained us over the years.   And I rashly allowed myself to get involved in a Trust which provides funds to repair historic churches, so I now have a whole new bunch of people to get to know and to meet.  And what about the street entertainment that I take part in?  All this morrising about, which 500 years ago would have had me put in the lock-up for rowdy behaviour.  Perhaps that’s why a remote ancestor of mine was sent off to Australia, for disturbing the peace

So: retired, but no longer the retiring type.
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