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Dancing at the North Yard Cafe 

 

    When I think back on those times, I can still see that white clapboard cafe.  In the 

distance, the yellow glow from the windows gave it the look of an inland lighthouse.  Not 

fifty yards from the rails, it sat at the edge of an endless grid of tracks and trains.  There 

was a small neon sign on the roof.  With a couple of the letters out, it clicked and flashed 

ever so steadily.  Out front, there was a row of cars and old pickups, and the light from the 

neon sign darted across their windshields.  Beyond them, and beyond the reach of the 

blinking light, the heavy trains and their huge shadows, were always merging and 

separating.  All night they'd move back and forth, and back and forth.   

     Down at the North Yards the air was always warm and thick with the taste of steel 

and diesel fuel.  To the north, the stacks at the oil refinery spewed out rolling balls of 

yellow fire that climbed high in a dark blue sky.  To the south, the chimneys at the old 

foundry sent up columns of black and gray smoke that intertwined and then fell back and 

covered the yards with a layer of soot and cinders.  Back then, the men at the foundry 

worked all night, and throughout the yard the pounding of steel on steel echoed and then 

vanished in the darkness.  After awhile you got used to it, but in the back of your mind, the 

incessant ring of the giant hammers was always there.  Bang, clang bang!  Bang, clang, 

bang!   

     In the yards, only the movement of the trains could mute the cold ring of the 

hammers over at the foundry.  This was their domain, and like peevish, mechanical 

monsters, the trains were continually groaning and screeching.  At times they seemed to 

argue and complain among themselves.  Then, as if one of them had had enough, a huge 

diesel would labor, and powering up, send heavy growls pulsing along the ground.  No 
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matter what you were doing, when one of the trains pulled out of the yard, deep down, you 

could feel it.                      

   The graveyard shift was from eleven at night until seven in the morning.  I relieved 

Maxine, and she had been working afternoons for as long as I could remember.  Maxine 

was a big heavy woman with puffy white skin on her face and arms.  She wore ruby red 

lipstick, smoked Pall Malls, and had a husky, raspy voice.  Maxine always coughed when 

she laughed, and in her uniform she reminded you of a chubby kewpie doll grown old and 

tired.  She told me that once she was a chorus girl in the Ziegfeld Follies.  One night, right 

there in front of the jukebox, she hiked up her skirt, and showed me a few steps.  

   Maxine was like part of the place, and I can only remember one time when she didn't 

show up for work.  That was when her husband died.  She took three days off, and when 

she came back, I told her how sorry I was.  Smoking one of her Pall Malls, she was sitting 

at the end of the counter.  Without looking toward me, she nodded and tapped her cigarette 

on the ashtray.  "Yeah, the old fart finally kicked off,"  she said.  "Just when I got so I 

could put up with the old bastard, he goes and packs it in."  

   The first thing I did when I got at work was to fire up the old jukebox.  The jukebox 

was one of the first to play 45's instead of 78's.  Shaped something like an old roll top 

desk, it was made with lots of chrome and colored glass.  The square selection buttons 

were bright blue, and after you chose a song, you could watch the mechanism slide along 

and pull out a record.  This jukebox still gave out five songs for a quarter, and when you 

looked at the faded title strips, you knew that most of the records had been on there for 

years.   Actually, I preferred the older tunes, and some of them were classics.  "I 

Apologize,"  by Billy Eckstine.  "The Midnight Sun," by June Christy.  "Mack The Knife," 

by Louis Armstrong.  I used to sweep up to that one,  "Oh, that shark has - pretty teeth 

dear." 
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   At the beginning of a shift there were routine chores that always had to be done.  This 

included making sure that all the condiments on the counter were filled and clean.  I 

usually started with the sugars because they were the easiest to fill.  The interesting thing 

about filling the sugars was that after you unscrewed the metal top, you were supposed to 

put in a fresh saltine cracker before you poured in the sugar.     

    Filling the salt and pepper shakers was more of a task.  It wasn't easy to pour salt out 

of a number ten can into a glass shaker the size of your thumb.  After I finished with the 

salt and peppers, I'd have to fill the red and yellow squeeze bottles that held the ketchup 

and the mustard.  Now the ketchup was fairly easy to pour, and as you poured it out of the 

big cans, you could guide the flow into the little red squeeze jars.  The mustard, on the 

other hand, was another story.  It wouldn't run at all, and most of the waitresses used a 

spoon to scoop it out, and, spoonful by spoonful, they packed it into the yellow squeeze 

bottles.  Myself, I didn't like doing that, and after a while, I developed a way to fill the 

mustards that was fast and spill proof.  That was my one trade secret, and I kept it to 

myself.  

   The little metal creamers with the flip-up lids were the last to be filled.  They were 

kept in the cooler and if the cream looked stale at all, you threw it out.  Nothing 

exasperated a customer more than to pour some cream in his coffee and then watch it set 

up like cake dough.  After I finished filling the creamers, I'd get a damp towel and go over 

the entire length of the long yellow counter.  As I passed over it, I could see where, 

through the years, thousands of elbows and arms had worn away the Formica.  When I'd 
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finish and everything was clean and ready to go, I always felt a little better.  Somehow, the 

world seemed a better place.   

  

 

   While I was working at the North Yards, I came to know Ted Zito, and I always 

looked forward to my conversations with him.  When he came in, I usually took a break.  

Then I'd slide up on the stool next to him and bum one of his cigarettes.  Ted had worked 

for the Union Pacific for more than twenty years.  In spite of his age, I guess he was 

middle aged then, he'd sit up at the counter with the enthusiasm of a boy at an ice cream 

stand.  Ted was a great story teller, and he enjoyed history.  With a wrench or screwdriver 

in one pocket and a tattered book in the other, he was the "philosopher king" of the 

railroad.  At the union meetings he was the spokesman for the men.   

    I was in college then, and we talked about almost everything.   Once he told me that 

he didn't think anything could be all powerful, not even a god. "Eventually everything is 

overcome by something else,"  he'd say.  "It was that way in nature, and it was that way in 

history too."  According to Ted,  "If there ever was a God, and he was all-powerful like 

they say, with nothing to push against, he must of been damn lonely, and that's probably 

why he created the devil and everything else."  

    More often than not, Ted had a way of pulling things together with a story about his 

soldiering in World War Two.  He gave things a reality that a professor couldn't.  Once, 

over a meat pie smothered, he sketched out all of Europe and "The Battle of the Bulge" on 

the back of a napkin.  He told me that he knew Patton, and that he was a son-of-a-bitch, 

and the men hated him.  He said  "it was ships and flame throwers and rolling steel that 

won the war, not Patton.  Not Churchill or Roosevelt or any of those aristocrats that 

flattered themselves by pretending to write history."   Ted was adamant about that.  He 
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said, "Aristocrats were above things, so how-the-hell could they know about anything.  

According to Ted, if you didn't experience something, if you didn't feel it, you didn't know 

it!  And that's all there was to it."   

    Ted was a bachelor, and he told me that a long time ago he had loved one woman, 

and that was it for him.  I heard a story about him coming home from the war to find his 

wife with another man, but I never asked him about it.  Ted liked me, said I was his 

favorite young friend.  Said, "All these other guys gave up thinking about things, a long 

time ago."  

    On the graveyard shift, the only time it was really busy was just before midnight.  

About then, the men would tramp in, and talking and gesturing back and forth, they would 

sort themselves out and then settle on the chrome stools along the counter.  As they sat 

down, some of them would glance up at the menu.  Then, slapping their large cuffed work 

gloves son the counter, they would sigh and begin talk to one another.  As I'd pour the 

coffee, an array of bruised brown hands and blackened nails would reach out and surround 

the husky porcelain coffee mugs.  Behind the swollen knuckles and weathered hands, I'd 

hear talk about boats and bosses and how "things weren't what they used to be."  In 

doubtful looks and sly smiles, I heard how Charlie's wife divorced him, and how "Ted Zito 

was gonna set the bastard big shots straight."  Always pushing their coffee mugs toward 

me, the men at the counter allowed me a glimpse of the humility and malarkey and 

tenacious pride that they imposed upon things.    

    The foundry workers sat down at the west end of the counter, and from head to foot 

they were covered in soot and oil.  With their faces blackened by ash and grease, the clean 

areas around their eyes gave them a ghoulish look that would stay with them until, for one 

reason or another, they would smile.  I was never sure just exactly what they did or what 

they made at the foundry.  I assumed it was parts for the trains.  But whatever it was, it 
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wasn't something they did lightly or matter-of-factly.  In fact, when I looked at them, it 

seemed that what they did would ultimately consume them, and at some level, they knew 

this.  

    

 

    Compared to the foundry workers, the railroaders were a little more jovial and 

outgoing, and they didn't seem quite so downtrodden.  A lot of them wore striped bib-

overalls, and, sitting together, they'd fill up the rest of the counter.  The truckers from the 

oil refinery tended to come in after midnight, and they usually took the booths at the far 

end of the cafe.  Most of them wore light blue shirts and caps that said "AMOCO" across 

the front in red letters.  I don't know why, but they seemed to be bigger or taller than the 

other workers, and they always called me kid.  " Hey kid, how you doin."  "Hey kid, could 

ya get me some more coffee." 

    At midnight I didn't cook up much.  Maybe a burger or two and once in awhile a 

breakfast.  Coffee and donuts and some pie, that's what sold.  The younger guys usually 

kept the chatter up, and a lot of them would order the big chocolate donuts.  Sometimes 

they'd want ice cream heaped in the middle.  The older guys preferred the spiced or glazed, 

and some of the older guys didn't say much at all.  A few of them would just sit there.  

With the smoke from their cigarettes drifting up to the ceiling, they would just stare off, as 

if there was nothing left to say, or nothing worth saying.   

    On the nights I worked, there was an old man and his son who came in every night.  

They worked at the foundry.  The father had a slow and methodical, if not resigned, way 

about him.  But his son always seemed impatient and half angry.  He always complained 

about the old songs on the jukebox.  "Who would ever listen to this shit,"  the son would 

say, and then wiping his brow, in frustration, he would pour over the selections.  The 
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father had sagging red eyes and, looking away from his son, he could never hide his 

concern.  He talked to me one night, and he told me that years ago, in his youth, he had 

studied piano.  Then he married and the baby came.  He said he gave up a scholarship, to 

Julliard, no less.  Said his boy  "didn't like school at all."  "Didn't like classical piano 

either." 

     

  

   One night, it was near the end of the midnight rush, a tall barrel-chested black man 

came into the cafe.  At first, he seemed to just appear in the doorway, and standing 

motionless, his eyes moved around the room.  As they looked back at him, the men at the 

counter broke off their conversation and fell silent.  Then, cautiously, but with resolve, the 

black man stepped forward and sat down on one of the empty stools by the cash register.  

He was wearing a white shirt, and while it was wrinkled, it was tucked in and buttoned all 

the way up.  You could tell that he had slept in his clothes, but still there was something 

meticulous about him.  He set a small bag down on the floor beside him.  Then laying his 

large hands palms down on the counter, he looked straight at me.  "I don't have any 

money,"  he said.  "Could you spare me something to eat?"  His voice was deep and 

strong.  I asked him if he wanted something to drink.  After getting him some coffee, I 

went in the kitchen and cooked him up a chicken fried steak.   

    When he finished his meal, the black man pushed his plate forward and thanked me 

for the food.  "I just came up from L.A.,"  he said.  "It's bad there.  They're gonna burn 

Watts to the ground.  I'm headed to Chicago.  I got people there."  As he spoke, I could 

feel a resentful gaze coming from the other men at the counter.  "Good luck," I said.  

"Here, let me get you a couple donuts."  I put the donuts in a sack and slid them across the 

counter.   When he picked them up, he nodded.  Then, with weary conviction, he studied 
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the other men at the counter.  Not challenging his gaze, most of them looked away.   A 

moment later, he paused, and, looking down, seemed lost in his thoughts.  Then, like a 

man about to face sentencing, he slowly pushed himself up from the counter.  When he 

left, the door to the café slapped shut behind him, and the workers started talking again. 

    

 

   Later that night, around two o'clock, when the place was empty, I decided it was time 

for a break.  Moving from behind the counter, I walked past the empty stools and propped 

open the front door.  Then, leaning against the door jamb, I lit one of those little Red Dot 

cigars that they kept by the till.  They had a bittersweet taste that I liked, and I had one 

every night.  Outside, the clang of the steel hammers at the foundry was slow and steady.  

No longer held back by the walls of the cafe, it echoed toward me in waves.  For a long 

time, I watched the red and gold flames coming from the stacks over at the refinery.   As 

they tumbled upward, they would billow and then recede.  In front of them, somewhat 

closer, but presiding high atop its pole, an American flag snapped and whipped.  Then, 

somewhere in the yards I felt one of the huge diesels power up and, under load, begin to 

pull.  In the distance, the trains sounded like ships in a fog bank, then whales calling out to 

one another, deep in the ocean.  As I rolled cigar between fingers, I wondered if Ted Zito 

was riding the caboose down from Evanston.  Then I asked myself how the black man 

would know which train to jump.  It seemed to me that none of these trains even went to 

Chicago.   

   At four o'clock, Mr. Pentree gently pushed the door open, and peering in, he seemed 

relieved.  In his early sixties, Mr. Pentree was a diminutive man.  About to retire, he had 

been a switchman for over thirty years.  With his lantern swinging at his side, in a long 

coat that swished about his feet, he made his way along the counter.  After setting the 
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lantern on the floor, he carefully unbuttoned his coat.  As he sat in the middle of the empty 

counter he looked down at his water glass and averted his gaze.  His white hair was 

thinning, and set behind a large pickle-like nose, he had pale blue eyes.  His cheeks were 

splotched and pock marked with acne, and every scar seemed to speak of some past 

embarrassment or ridicule.  

   More than once I tried to pull Mr. Pentree into some conversation, but the most I ever 

got out of him was "I'm fine," or "How about that," and "Could I have two poached eggs 

and toast, please."  Without giving me or anybody else more than a nod or a word or two, 

he sat at the counter like a man at confession.  Sometimes, when he would look up, as if 

he was looking at something far away, his blue eyes would strain.  When he was ready to 

leave, he'd always call a cab and then finish his coffee while he waited. 

    That night I had just given Mr. Pentree a refill when over his shoulder I saw the 

fluorescent bulb in the jukebox begin to blink like it did every now and then.  When it 

stopped flashing, I looked back at Mr. Pentree.  Then coming around the counter, I stepped 

over to the jukebox.  On one of the old and yellow title strips "The Anniversary Waltz"  by 

Al Jolson was just barely legible.  As my nickel rattled down the chute, I pushed two of 

the bright blue selection buttons.  Awakened, the old mechanism started up and like a 

miniature streetcar, it began to creak along its track.  Then stopping abruptly, it pulled my 

selection from the rack.  While the tone arm made its way toward the spinning record, Mr. 

Pentree was reaching into his pocket for some change.  He always left the exact amount 

plus a fifteen cent tip.  As the song began and the wistful refrain "Oh, how we danced on 

the night we were wed" filled the cafe, Mr. Pentree paused.  Then looking down, he ran his 

long white fingers around the rim of his coffee cup.  When the song ended and the record 

snapped back into the rack, he glanced over at the jukebox, and then, just for a second, he 

looked up at me.   



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

11 

   

 

11 

    A few minutes later, a cab pulled up in front of the cafe.  Easing off his stool, Mr. 

Pentree slipped on his coat and lifted his lantern from the floor.  But, when he turned to 

leave, he hesitated, and from his pocket, he pulled out some change.  Then, carefully, he 

pushed another nickel up to the fifteen cents already lying on the counter.  Looking out 

through the round glass window in the front door, I studied him as he shuffled toward the 

waiting cab.  After the cab pulled away, I stared at the door for a long time.  In my mind, I 

kept seeing him.  Caught in the flashing light from the neon sign, he'd turn from the cab, 

and attempting a smile, he'd wave.   

   I stared out the window for a long time and soon it was almost dawn.  As I watched 

the orange early morning light spread across the trains, I wondered if Ted Zito would be 

in.  He'd know if that black man could make it from here to Chicago.  He knows where all 

the trains go.  And where they've been.   

    The cafe was still now, and standing behind the counter, I poured myself a cup of 

coffee.  As I sipped it, I noticed how the jukebox stood alone in the middle of the wall.  It 

reminded me of a shiny tin soldier.  Ever watchful, it seemed ready to do what it could to 

protect the innocent and the sacred.  For a moment, I could see Maxine in front of it.  Her 

eyes were blinking with pride.  "Step kick, step, step, kick."  Then I remembered her 

telling me why they put the saltines in the sugars.  "It stops the sugar from getting hard,"  

she said, and about to light one of her Pall Malls, she laughed and began to cough.   Then, 

outside, I felt one of the huge diesels began to power up.   

     With my coffee in hand, I came around the counter and sat down on the end stool.  

Picking up one of the round glass sugar containers, I began to roll it in my hand.  Inside, 

the sparkling sugar glistened as it fell away from the partially exposed saltine.  The saltine 

looked like a shelter or some remnant of civilization protruding from the snowy and barren 

side of a windswept mountain.  I could almost feel the icy wind cutting at the flesh of my 
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face.  When I finally put the sugar back to its proper place on the counter, I knew I'd have 

to show Maxine my secret method for filling the mustards, and, deep down, I knew Ted 

Zito wasn't coming in.    

 

                                                                           

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


