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~ 

It was late, around 1am, and I was finishing up a job I’d managed to pick up a shift at in a local 

restaurant owned by my uncle. It was small place, but it was very popular and the food was good 

so they were always really busy. I'd worked for him before during the summers when I was in 

college and always managed to make good money there. That night he was short of wait staff 

and although I never liked taking orders from families with crying children and rebellious 

teenagers who didn’t want to be there, I still did it. I needed the money. Not for anything crazy 

like drugs or alcohol, but to help pay the rent I could barely afford selling my short stories. 

It seemed there wasn’t much of a market for them in the states those days, and people, I felt, 

were too stupid to fully comprehend what a short story was, or at least what it should be. When I 

was in college, I felt the urge to study a lot of work by Ernest Hemingway and a few other 

writers with similar styles. Maybe it was just me, but I always thought that people felt the same 

way about his works as they did about my stories; they either loved them or hated them. All too 

often I was laughed at and called names for even attempting to be a writer. In my neck of the 

woods, it seemed people were more about athletics and not work having to do with what I felt 

was actual thinking. I am not making light of how hard a person has to work to be a world class 

athlete such as a sprinter or a long jumper. I’ve known a handful of men and women that were 

great athletes in high school. They thought that was the way life was going to be for them. They 

figured they would eventually get a scholarship to some big school and they could run track or 

play football, or whatever other sport they were into. At the tender age of 17, they thought they 

had it all figured out. Obviously, as we move through our lives, we soon find out that such a 

dream is usually meant to die, and sometimes they die a long and painful death. 



 Roger was one of those guys I knew in high school. He played varsity football as a 

freshmen; one of the few people in school history that got a pass from the local athletics board to 

do such a thing. Generally, as a freshman, a kid is seen as too small to be competitive with 

people 3 to 4 years their senior. Roger was very different though. By the age of 12, he was 

already 5 foot 10, and weighted in at 190lbs. By the time he was in high school, he was over 

6 foot and had put on 15lbs of muscle. He was physically gifted and everyone around him knew 

it. Unfortunately, he wasn’t a very smart guy. 

 On the football field, he terrorized quarterbacks and ran over offensive lineman with 

ease. In a single game, he broke both the school and state record for sacks in a game. It 

eventually got to the point where the opposing offenses had to put 2 or 3 guys up to block him 

each play which of course left openings for the other members of the defense to blaze in and 

destroy the ball carrier. That freshman year of his was a thing to remember; not only for him, but 

for the entire town. 

 By the time he was 18 years old and a senior, he’d grown another 6 inches and put on 15 

more pounds of muscle. Many other teams were convinced that he’d been using steroids and 

insisted that he be tested much more often than the other players. It had gotten so bad at one 

point that he was tested 4 times in a single week, and still people were not convinced he was 

playing without help. To their disappointment, he was as clean as a whistle each and every time. 

The local papers ran a handful of stories on him and he was labeled a town hero for the way he 

helped our high school win the state championship 3 years in a row. Everyone knew it wasn’t 

because we had a great offense, because quite frankly, we didn’t. If anything, that was the main 

reason why the team almost lost 2 of those 3 championship games. In all of the wins, the 

opposing team scored a combined 10 points while our boys only managed to put up 31. Again, 



the offense was lacking severely, and both sides knew the reason why our school had come up 

the winners. It wasn’t because of great coaching or superior play calling. We won for one simple 

reason: Roger. And although he wasn’t very sharp, he knew that as well. When the biggest 

university in the state came calling to sign him to a scholarship, he did probably one of the 

smartest things he’d ever done in his life. He didn’t play games or browse over offers from other 

universities in the state. As soon as that offer was made, he snatched it up and didn’t fool around. 

He’d begun to learn that he was in demand, but rather than play games with the coaches and 

athletic administrators at other schools, he stayed on the straight and narrow and signed his letter 

of intent without so much as blinking an eye. 

 The first year in college he did as well as anyone thought he would. He racked up a large 

number of sacks and helped the school to a very respectable bowl game. Although he fell short 

of his expectations of a national title, he was still satisfied with what he had been able to do in 

such a short period of time. Given that he was going to be a sophomore at his school, when the 

national rankings for the following year came out, it was no surprise that his college was in the 

top ten, and many analysts expected them to have at least a decent shot at possibly getting into 

the title game as long as he stayed healthy. 

 Roger took his college career seriously and did every single thing his coaches and trainers 

asked of him. He trained when he was told to and he rested when he was told. He ate what the 

dieticians recommended and he took vitamins to stay as healthy as possible. For a guy with a 

slightly lower than average IQ, he was doing everything right. He was smart enough to know that 

he wasn't all that intelligent. He knew he needed guidance and discipline. He was happy that 

he’d signed with a school that had a very strict code of ethics and he wanted an almost military 

style agenda for him, day in and day out, in and out of football season. Expectations for him 



were very high as the season got underway, but something no one saw coming would change 

those expectations in a split second. 

 It was the 3rd quarter of the second game of the year and his team was up 21-3, mostly 

due to his aggressive and consistent attack on their quarterback. He already had 3 sacks in the 

game and a forced fumble. It was 2nd down and 16 when he tried to race around a blocking tight 

end to get to the running back that’d just been handed the ball. The first part was the part we 

figured he would be able to recover from rather quickly. The second part however, made this 

Hercules of a man appear to be all too human. As he beat the tight end and was angling for the 

runner, Roger slipped on a loose patch of sod and severely sprained his ankle. He immediately 

fell down to his knees and never saw the offensive lineman coming to block for the running 

back. All of this happened in a split second, which is probably why Roger never showed any 

anger or resentment to that player for running into him full speed and thrusting his arms and 

body into the side of his helmet so fiercely that it broke his neck. 

 Roger immediately fell to the ground and did not move. As the whistle blew to end the 

play, players from both sides knew something was very wrong. They all signaled to the sideline 

to send out help for him. As the trainers and coaches surrounded Roger, a light rain began to fall, 

and players from both sides gathered around him to see if he was alright. An electric cart was 

driven out onto the field and medics strapped him to a board and loaded him onto it. The stadium 

was deathly silent as this great beast of a man had suddenly and swiftly become mortal. Often 

times, when a player is injured and is helped from the field of play, there is a cheer from the 

crowd to let them know that his effort was appreciated. Regardless if the player was with the 

home team or the visiting team, 



most fans would put team colors aside and give them a round of applause as a show of good 

sportsmanship. As the cart wheeled Roger off the field, slowly, but surely, the entire crowd of 

nearly 80 thousand people began to chant his name over and over again. 

Roger! Roger! Roger! 

 After that day, Roger never played another down of football again. 

~ 

I remember looking at him as he would take orders from customers. I’d watch his beaming smile 

light up the room as he repeated the order back to them to make sure he’d written it down 

correctly. I'd watch him as he’d walk over to the Micros machines which we used to put in orders 

for our cooks and to tally up guest’s checks, and wondered what it was that kept him going. 

 “I don’t have much of a choice,” he told me one evening. “Football was my life for a 

really long time, but I can’t do that anymore, I guess. Not much of a choice.” 

 Somewhere down the line I figured someone must have told this once immortal figure 

that there had to be life beyond football, that it could all be taken away from you in the blink of 

an eye. It satisfied me to think that even a man who admittedly didn’t have the greatest intellect 

was wise enough to know that he had to have other things to look forward to in life. I thought to 

myself that he couldn’t let a single thing rule the way he lived. He admitted that the years after 

college were rather difficult for him as he came to grips with the fact that he would never play 

the sport he so dearly loved ever again. It hurt him to the point where I was sure he’d 

contemplated suicide. Thankfully, as time marched on and he began to heal from his injuries, he 

was slowly able to walk again and has since made a rather miraculous recovery. He knows he 

can never play ball again, but I wanted to think he was happy that he still had his life. 



 “A half inch lower and I would have been dead!” he said to me on another night shortly 

after talking to a customer about a football game he played in college. It’d got him thinking 

about his accident. “That’s spooky to think about, man! Half inch and I’d have been dead meat!” 

 People often talked to him about his high school and college careers, and asked which 

game was his most memorable. While he never turned down an opportunity to talk sports with 

people, over time, I noticed he would shy away from talking about particular moments or certain 

instances which some people seemed to remember as if they were yesterday. Although he was 

given the chance a few times to go back to college, he always for some reason turned it down 

and said he was content with working in the restaurant, waiting tables and talking about football 

with the patrons. It was a simply life for a relatively simple guy, and by the way he’d smile at the 

customers, you’d think it was exactly what he’d always wanted to do. 

 That last night I remember looking at him and thinking back to how he looked when he 

was a sophomore in college. He’d gotten really big, muscular, and there were a few pictures of 

him bench pressing cheerleaders in the papers throughout that year. I always thought they looked 

a little funny, almost silly. He always seemed to be smiling and laughing in those photos. You 

couldn’t really blame him though. Given his station in life at the time, he certainly had his pick 

of women. 

 Even during our high school days, it wasn’t unusual for me to see him walking through 

the hallways between classes and having a girl on each arm. As I’d walk past him, he’d always 

smile at me because he was just that type of a guy. We all hear stories about the jocks who pick 

on the nerdy kids; stuffing them into lockers and taking their lunches, but Roger was never like 

that, at least not to me. In fact, I think because of who he was and how friendly he was toward 



me, it sort of gave me a free pass throughout high school as I was never really harassed or picked 

on in any way. 

 The one and only time someone tried to do something to me, Roger didn’t waste a single 

second in coming to my aid. While I felt I could handle a single instance of harassment on my 

own, Roger still felt the need to stick up for me. As I sat there at a smaller table writing in my 

journal during lunch, a thuggish group of students came walking by and felt the need to take my 

book from me and start ripping pages out of it. While I would not usually get so angry over 

something as simple as a few pieces of paper, it’s what was written on them that was vastly 

important to me. I’d been studying the poet John Keats and the way he’d developed and wrote 

his work, and I felt compelled to try some of my own. While I knew it wasn’t very good, I still 

wanted to keep my work for remembrance so that I could one day look back, perhaps 10 years 

from that day, and see how much I had progressed as an artist. 

 As the pages continued to be torn from my book, I reached out and tried to take my 

journal back by force, but I was rebuffed by a few of his friends. Like a bolt of lightning from the 

heavens, Roger was by my side, grabbing the boy holding my journal by his shirt. My book 

immediately fell to the ground and bounced against the leg of another student who was seated 

nearby. With a single arm, Roger lifted the thug up into the air by his shirt and told him he 

needed to apologize to me for destroying my property. From about 7 feet in the air, the kid 

looked down at me and, with a look of fear in his eyes, said he was sorry. After Roger was 

satisfied with the apology, he carefully set him back down on the floor and, still with a single 

hand, shoved him away from me and the thug fell to the floor. Without looking back at us, the 

boy managed to pick himself up from the floor and turned tailed so quickly you’d have thought 

his life was in danger. His group of thuggy friends joined him as he ran away. 



 I reached down to the floor and began collecting the scraps of paper that littered the area 

around my table. Roger, who’d attracted the attention of his friends and fellow athletes, also 

helped me with the collection of my work. He carefully un-crumpled each page and smoothed 

them out on the table to help me get them ready to go back into my journal. His friends also 

helped me in the collection process and they too smoothed out more and more pages for me. 

After a few moments, a small stack of paper had been collected and set on the table near my 

book bag. I turned around to Roger to thank him and as I did, he put his large, masculine hand on 

my shoulder and patted me a few times. 

 “Don’t worry about those idiots,” he said as he looked in the direct in which the thugs 

fled. “They bother you again, let me know.” I smiled and nodded at him. He turned around, 

placed his hands back into the pockets of his letterman jacket, and went back to his table with his 

friends in tow. 

 I was never really sure why he was always so kind to me. I never really knew him 

growing up. Like many of the people of my town, all I knew was who he was and what he’d 

done for the football teams he’d played on over the years. Even playing in the Pop Warner 

league, he was something to behold. While he hadn’t quite acquired the skills of a great player as 

a young boy, he still played with reckless abandon, and that was more than enough at the time.  

 I remember walking past the football fields of the Pop Warner league and hearing the 

crowd chant his name over and over. That was when I’d first heard his nick name: Rabid Roger. 

As he grew, he tried like hell to shed that name, saying that it bothered him, and he didn’t want 

to be thought of as some sort of wild animal. Seeing him as an adult, I could see why he didn’t 

really care for it. On the football field, he played like a lunatic, but that was simply what the 

game called for. In everyday life, I knew it would get annoying for him to be called “Rabid 



Roger” all the time when he was simply trying to relax and have a good time out on the town or 

while he tried to do his job. A handful of times he was referred to that way while he worked in 

the restaurant with me. He’d always close his eyes and smile, nodding his head as he 

admitted that he was indeed the Rabid Roger that used to play ball at the local high school. I 

remember one night in particular watching him talk to a customer as they remarked on his 

playing style and noticing the tiniest hint of pain in his eyes. Was it painful for him to relive the 

days of when he used to terrorize quarterbacks and knock opposing lineman in the dirt? It was 

something he’d done for so long that I was sure he thought of it at least every now and then. 

Working and taking orders from customers couldn’t have been the only things he’d ever think of, 

regardless of that fact that most people looked at him as a simpleton. He had a mind of his own 

and while he wasn’t smart, he had to have some feelings deep down that bothered him; maybe 

even something that was slowly eating away at him. Did he like talking about his football career? 

 Working in that place, he must have known that people were going to ask him about it 

any chance they got. He was a local legend of sorts. After all, he’d once had 12 quarterback 

sacks in a single game which by most standards is almost god-like. That’s the sort of stuff sports 

legends were made of so it was only fitting that people would want to at least try to touch that 

greatness. 

 He’d achieved something most of us could only dream of. In a way, even though he 

didn’t play anymore, he’d become an icon of sorts. He was a living dream to many people and 

even now, some still talk about him and some his greatest plays. People still talk about the forced 

fumble he had in the championship game when he was a senior. If not for that fumble, our team 

might have never been able to march 56 yards down the field to win that game during the final 



minutes. He made that happen. With that one play, he essential wrote a small part of sports 

history. People will always remember that. I’m sure he knew that as well. 

 “How do you know what to write about?” Roger asked me earlier that night. “Like, what 

do you do to get ideas? How do you know what to say?” I thought about it a moment as I tried 

my best to make the answer as plain as possible. I wasn’t knocking him for idiocy or anything of 

that nature; I just knew I had a slight predilection for overthinking my answers. 

 “Well,” I said as I flung a hand towel over my shoulder. “Sometimes I don’t even know 

what I’m gonna write about when I sit down to do it.” 

 “Then how do you know when it’s the right time to write something?” 

 “You don’t, really.” I leaned up against a table as he wiped down another right next to 

mine. It was well after midnight and we were cleaning off the tables in the main dining area so 

they’d be ready to go for the next day. “It’s not often I sit down and think to myself ‘ok, I’m 

gonna write a story about wombats today.’ The process is a little different.” 

 “You write about wombats?” he asked, looking up to me as he continued to wipe down 

the table. “That’s some weird stuff!” I laughed a little.  

 “That’s not really what I meant,” I said. “When I sit down to write, I don’t really have 

much in mind. I don’t have any sort of ‘battle plan’ so to speak. What I find myself doing most 

often is just sitting there and writing gibberish. I just write something completely off the wall and 

go with it. After that, it just sort of flows out and becomes a story.” 

 “I’ve never been a great writer,” he said as he finished wiping the table. He pulled out a 

chair from under it and sat down. It gave a light creak as he settled into the seat. After his 

accident, he’d lost quite a bit of weight and had become rather slim. He still had his towering 

height, but to see him so much smaller than he was in college…well, that was something I never 



really did get used to. “Like when we had to do all those papers in English class back in senior 

year…you remember Mr. Taylor? He gave us like five or six papers to do in one semester. I 

hated that crap!” 

 “It wasn’t so bad,” I said. “Like I said, I think one of the hardest things about writing a 

paper is getting started. Once you get those first few lines out, the rest just comes out.” 

 “I could never do that,” he said as he playfully tossed the damp washrag over to me. I 

caught it with my right hand and set it on the table I was working on. “I always had a hard time 

with those things. I just don’t know how you can do it.” I stopped wiping the table and thought 

for a moment. 

 “How tall are you?” I asked him. 

 “How tall am I?” he asked back. 

 “Yeah, how tall?” 

 “I’m 6’6”, but with shoes on, I’m a little taller.” 

 “Ok,” I said as I also took a chair out and sat down. “Being that tall, certain things are 

probably easy for you. For instance, if you and I played a basketball game, you’d have the 

obvious advantage, right?” 

 “Right,” he said while nodding his head. 

 “Well, it’s not exactly your fault that you just happen to be taller than I am. You just are 

so things like athletics come easier for you. I knew a long time ago that, while I was ok with 

sports, I was never going to be great. I had to rely on other things. As I got older, I realized I had 

a small gift for words. I could write things down and people thought they made a lot of sense.” 

 “Yeah,” he said, nodding his head again. “You used to write for the school paper, right?” 



 “Exactly,” I said. “I wasn’t really into journalism…I’m more of a story teller to be 

honest, but it was still a decent outlet. I was able to put my gift to work in a positive way; just 

like you put your natural gifts to work when you played ball.” Roger looked away from me and 

settled his eyes on a salt shaker that was sitting in the center of the table he was cleaning. He 

took it in between his large fingers and wiped off some excess salt that had gathered on its silver, 

bullet-shaped top. He lifted it up and tapped the glass bottom of it a few times onto the table 

which caused a light rapping noise to fill the silence which had suddenly come over us. He 

looked back at me as he set the salt shaker back down on the table. 

 “If you couldn’t write anymore,” he said as he sat forward in the chair. He paused a 

moment as if thinking of the right words to say. “Like what if you, I don’t know, what if 

something happened and you couldn’t write anymore. I don’t know…you lose your hands in an 

accident or something. What would you do then?” He kept his eyes focused on me and seemed 

sincere with his question. Roger had always been rather kindhearted to me so to think he was 

trying to tease me about something such as my writing didn’t seem like something he would do. I 

thought long and hard as I knew he was looking to get more than just a simple answer out of me. 

I took a deep breath and pressed my lips together, and I thought about what I would say. 

 “You and I are pretty different,” I said. He looked at me with a touch of hurt in his eyes 

which was quickly overtaken by anger. 

“What?” he said as he stood up from the chair. “You saying I’m stupid or something? You think 

you’re better than me?” 

“Oh, no!” I said as I put my hand up. “Nothing like that. That’s not at all what I meant. I guess I 

could have been a little less ambiguous with my answer.” 

 “Ambigu…what?” 



 “Sorry. Ambiguous, in this case, means that I didn’t really give you a solid answer. I was 

being vague with my statement.” Realizing that I wasn’t trying to insult him, Roger quickly 

calmed down. “What I meant was that I think you and I would just react differently. I 

can tell you what I think I'd feel, but you may see it all differently than I would.” I paused a 

moment and decided to be very open with him. “Roger, to me…writing is my life. Without 

writing, I feel like I’d have no voice, no outlet. I wouldn’t have a way to say what was on my 

mind. I’ve just been doing it like this so long, I don’t know if I'd ever be able to find another way 

to express myself. Writing for me is like breathing in a way. Sure, I could hold my breath just 

like anyone else, but how long can you keep that up before you die?” Roger looked at me with 

softer eyes. He looked back over at the table and the salt and pepper shakers.  

 “It’s really that important to you?” Roger asked as he put his hands in the pockets of his 

cargo pants. I sat there a moment and nodded my head to myself. 

 “Yeah,” I said with a faint smile on my face. “It’s that important.” Roger looked at me 

and sighed. He looked down to the floor and to his shoes which were old and worn, and had light 

stains on them from the times food and drinks had spilled on them. He pulled his hand from his 

pocket and tugged at his apron, it too stained with various colors from his time working there. He 

walked over to the table I was sitting at and picked up his washrag. Without looking at me, he 

patted me on the shoulder and headed toward the kitchen. 

 “I think I’m gonna try some writing tonight,” he said just as he was about to enter the 

back area of the restaurant. I looked back at him just in time to see him untie the apron from 

around his waist and walk through the doorway. I sat there a few minutes longer and thought 

about what he said to me. I also thought about what I’d said to him about writing and what it 

meant to me. 



A strange feeling came over me as I thought about it more. I shook my head and stood back up. I 

pushed the chair I was sitting in back under the table and gave another good look to make sure 

all of the table settings were correctly placed. I started to walk out when I remembered that 

Roger had been sitting down as well and figured that I should also push his chair back into place. 

As I put my hands on the back of the seat, I stopped short of turning it and pushing it in as I 

looked down to the table. I'd noticed that the salt shaker he’d been fiddling with had fallen over 

and a few grains of salt speckled the table top. I looked at its glass container and the silver top 

that he had been looking over so carefully. I started to reach down to stand it back up, but then 

stopped. I wasn’t sure exactly why, but I felt the urge…the need to leave it that way, at least for 

the rest of that night. I took my hands off of the back of the chair, walked over to the kitchen 

doorway, turned off the light, and walked out. 

 I moved into the back area of the restaurant near the time clock and saw that Roger had 

already punched out. I took my card from the slotted holder beside it and was about to clock out 

when I suddenly felt the need to look over the schedule for the next day. I was never on the 

schedule to work because I was always very “in and out” in that job with my uncle, and he knew 

why. As I grazed over it, I noticed that Roger was scheduled to work the follow evening, starting 

at 6pm. I tapped my finger on the piece of paper hanging from a cork board near the clock and 

sighed. I pushed my card into the time clock slot and it auto-stamped it for me. I placed it back 

into the steel holder and reached down to remove my apron. 

 I hung it on a coat rack that was kept near the time clock which was just across the 

hallway from the manager’s office. I spun around and turned the handle on the door to be sure 

that my uncle had remembered to lock it as he sometimes forgot. Seeing that it was secure, I 

reached over to grab my jacket from the rack and I pushed my arms into it. After adjusting the 



hood, I reached into my coat pocket and pulled out a black wool cap and placed it on my head, 

making sure to cover my ears. I zipped up the coat in the front and took a deep breath before 

turning out the light. After one more glance at the schedule, I pushed open the back door, turned 

off the light, and walked out into the alleyway. 

 I pushed the backdoor closed and pulled my keys from my pocket. Being family, my 

uncle happily entrusted a key to me as it also meant he was free to ask me to work late so I could 

lock up, and so he could leave early when he knew I was there. I placed the key into the deadbolt 

lock and turned it till I heard a firm click, confirming it was engaged. I pulled the keys from the 

lock and tucked them in my hand which quickly found its way back inside my coat pocket. A 

stiff, frosty wind was blowing and a few flakes of snow had begun to fall. I turned and walked 

down the short alleyway which led me to the street where I’d parked my car. As I approached, I 

stopped just short of it so I could look up and down the street. The traffic lights were flashing 

and not a single car was driving by. It was quiet and I could hear the wind blow by me as it 

carried snowflakes with its strength. 

 I found myself thinking of what I should do the rest of that night. I stood on the street and 

began to map out my plans in my head. I knew I was eventually going to head home to write as I 

always did. I felt a little better than I had earlier in the day because, after working, I’d managed 

to gather had a handful of cash from the tips I'd collected that night. Before I went home, I 

thought I would go to the store and maybe buy a few food items so I could prepare breakfast for 

myself when morning came. I couldn’t stay up too late though. I’d already had that set in my 

mind. 

 I kept telling myself that I had to make myself get off the computer and go to sleep by no 

later than 10am. I was going to force myself if I had to because I knew my uncle was going to 



be at least one employee short that night. My body shivered at my realization, and because the 

cold had begun to seep through my winter coat. I walked over to the driver’s side of my old, beat 

up car, unlocked my door, got in, and headed for the store.
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