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Such a moment was shaping up for me at lunchtime in the 
cash register line of a cafeteria located on the ground floor 
of the shiny glass and metal headquarters of a big law firm. 
The black-clad staff were polite, friendly and accommodating. 
The young woman at one of the registers was especially nice. 
The soft-spoken smiling man in front of me mentioned that 
the skim milk for coffee had run out. The woman secured her 
register, ran to retrieve the milk and was back at her station in 
a minute or less. No problem, right? Wrong.

The problem was behind me in line in the form of an 
age 70-something, bow-tied, used-to-getting-his-own-
way, lawyer. Stride and posture telegraphed self-perceived 
importance. With his thin frame, stringy gray hair, and 
furrowed brow, he bore more than a slight resemblance to 
an old comedian who worked under the moniker, Professor 
Irwin Corey. The professor, with tongue inserted firmly into 

cheek, billed himself as “The World’s 
Foremost Authority” – authority on 
everything. The lawyer behind me 
did not have his tongue in his cheek.

He started talking at the woman as 
she ducked behind the register. The 
talking grew into a shout. His hair 
bounced and flew slightly as phrases 
and sentences jumbled together. 
Not every anger-launched word was 
understandable, but too many were: 

“Where WERE you?” he yelled at her. “You should never 
leave the register, NEVER!”  Angry words from an important 
man in a hurry.

He continued shouting for what seemed like a long time but 
was probably less than half a minute. The woman reddened 
as she stared back at him. She did not wear the soft look of 
someone to whom things came easily in life. Her eyes briefly 
blazed. She started to speak but stopped and swallowed her 
almost response to the self-anointed master of the law firm 
universe. The eye light faded. The eyes lowered. Training 
kicked in and probably the realization that she needed that job.

 “I apologize, sir,” was all she managed as her fingers 
resumed their dance over electronic buttons and keys, and 
hungry customers restarted the parade of trays before her. 

I looked away. The other customers looked away. It was 
one of those perverse, though not uncommon moments where 

B y  M i c h a e l  J .  C a r r o l l

KEEP WALKING?

L ooking back it could have been another one of those “what 
I should have done” moments. Most of us have had them. 
Soon after an incident or encounter, usually a negative one, 

you think of all the smart and clever things you should have said. At 
the time you said nothing because your mind was elsewhere or your 
brain was just too slow and life quickly moved on. 



everyone felt embarrassed except 
the perpetrator. Everyone except the 
one responsible for the embarrassing 
conduct. 

I started walking toward the tables 
when it hit me. Say something, for 
God’s sake. No reason not to. He can’t 
fire you. He’s probably not armed. 
Maybe he can summon the special 
law firm security police and have you 
roughed up a little and ejected, but so 
what. Life is loaded with indignities, 
petty and grand. Life is filled with 
too many jerks and there is too often 
nothing to do about them. But there was 
no reason to let this pass.   

I turned and walked over to him. 
“You know you were needlessly 

rude,” I mustered. “You should be 
apologizing to her, not the other way 
around.”

Not the most articulate sentences I 
ever strung together but adequate for 
the moment.

“Thank you very much,” he 
responded, in a voice dripping with 
sarcasm and venom. “Thank you very 
much for that.”

After I finished the last bite of my 
sandwich I went back for one of their 
soft rich cookies and a cup of strong 
Central American coffee – caffeinated. 
As I pulled the lever on the urn and 
streamed the coffee into my cup, the 
guy who seemed to be the head cashier 
came over and said in a low voice “You 
know we’ve been waiting for a long 
time for someone to say something to 
him. He does that all the time. I want to 
comp you for lunch the next time you 
go through my line.”

I smiled and thanked him. For a 

second I felt a little like one of those 
cartoon kids from my childhood who 
after some gallant act had pinned 
to their shirt a big circular, ribbon 
bedecked badge with the single word 
“Hero” stamped on it. I was a minor 
hero for a brief moment just because I 
did not keep walking.

In the checkout line I got my cookie 
for free.

EPILOGuE

I came back a few days later. They 
told me that the misbehaving lawyer 
returned later on the day of his outburst. 
He apologized.
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