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The 49th Street Diner & Other Stories: An Introduction

By Jenifer Lavell

In the vast field of contemporary American fiction, Preston Ford’s work can be noted for its sharp cultural critique and deep reverence for the lives of ordinary people. The 49th Street Diner & Other Stories gathers some of Ford’s most engaging short fiction—stories that range across a tonal spectrum from satire to funereal solemnity, from slapstick comedy to tragedy, and yet somehow resist easy categorization.

To read these selections is to encounter a writer committed to realism but never bound by it. His prose is clean, deliberate, often deceptively plainspoken, yet the effect is anything but simple. With subtle irony and emotional restraint, he constructs narratives that illuminate the struggle for selfhood in a complex society. Whether set in a neighborhood diner, a failing high school, a hospital room, or a spiritual vacuum, his stories are shaped by the tensions that underscore personal identity, historical inheritance, and moral choice.

The first section of this collection, But Who Are You, Really? explores questions of identity through characters caught at points of personal reckoning. From the aspiring actress in the title story, to a young man faced with a make-or-break test of personal integrity, to the opportunism of a revivalist ministry, Ford examines individuals finding or creating their place in the world. These stories often focus on people at society’s margins—dispossessed, grieving, or searching—and examine what it means to seek dignity in a world shaped by economic hardship, cultural alienation, and racial and spiritual complexity.

A Funny Way of Looking at the World showcases Ford’s gift for humor—not as escapism, but as method. Here, satire operates not to mock its victims but to expose the absurdities embedded in American life. Whether poking fun at suburban protest culture or upending romantic clichés, Ford’s humor is rooted in insight. When a young cartoonist’s moment of supreme triumph devolves into tragi-comic farce, we see comedy as reckoning—often funny, sometimes bitter, always sharply observed. Even the most outlandish characters remain recognizably human, their contradictions handled with both wit and sympathy. 

The third section, Waiting on a Savior, is perhaps the most controversial. Taken together, these stories offer a sobering, sometimes devastating meditation on the silence—or absence—of a God called upon but never seen. Again and again, characters who turn to faith: fearful mothers, disillusioned seekers, believers fractured by trauma, are left waiting for an answer which never comes. Religious belief, here, is inherited, fraught, and ultimately insufficient in the face of suffering. But rather than denying the existence of God outright, these stories ask what kind of God remains passive in the face of injustice, and what becomes of those who keep believing even when left on their own? Yet Ford neither mocks faith nor exalts it; he reveals it as a deeply human impulse inspired by fear, longing, isolation or loss, and clung to despite God’s silence. 

The final story was first published as a standalone novelette and serves as both a coda and a distillation. It reminds us of Ford’s ability to bring biting satire, slapstick humor, and deathly seriousness to one narrative. The story’s antihero is caught between earnestness and megalomania. He is both a ridiculous and a terrifying figure, and thus he embodies Ford’s not-so-subtle take on delusion, celebrity, and the risk of entertaining ourselves to death. 

What unites these stories, beyond their technical precision and emotional intelligence, is Ford’s refusal to condescend to his readers. He does not cater to worn expectations and genre conventions. His voice is both critical and compassionate, informed by literary tradition but unmistakably contemporary. Like the best American short fiction, Ford’s work is regional in its particulars and national in its concerns. He returns again and again to the question of how people live with what they know and cannot escape. 

This volume preserves Ford’s range but more importantly, it makes him understandable. Each story is complete in itself, and together they form a portrait of a literary mind deeply attuned to the cultural, political, and emotional undercurrents of modern life. The 49th Street Diner & Other Stories is not just a retrospective—it is an argument for Ford’s lasting relevance and a testament to the quiet power of well-told truths. 

—Preface to the Collected Edition 

July 2025

I.

BUT WHO ARE YOU, REALLY?
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A LOT OF PEOPLE DON’T like this neighborhood.

Crab Hill’s not the most elegant locale. It’s a mélange of single-family homes, rowhouses, duplexes, and a low-rise walk-up with one- and two-bedroom apartments. The streets are mostly narrow and kind of uneven, pockmarked by the asphalt patches of repaired potholes. There are alleyways, tiny backyards with rickety privacy fences, local businesses, a fire station, et cetera. It’s the place where the city comes to its end, the place professional people drive through in their Audis and their Benzes to get to their homes in suburbia. 

It was named Crab Hill back in the 1800’s because there used to be a sprawling, open-air seafood market here, just a half mile from the bay. It was always a haven for working-class people, but some began predicting its complete demise when Blacks and Puerto Ricans started moving in around the late 70s. I’ve lived in Crab Hill since I graduated from college half a dozen years ago, and I love the place. There’s a subtle, hidden beauty in the backlots and side streets, in those unlikely places where wildflowers bloom in the spring, and where at sunrise you can look out your window at the steep curve of Plymouth Avenue and see the blue-steel waters of the bay in the distance, roiling beneath the pink sky. It doesn’t have a picturesque name, but it’s a pretty place, a nice place to live if you ask me.

And there’s a diner on 49th Street. The 49th Street Diner, to be exact. 

Originally, it was part of a chain of fifties-style eateries. The owners of this one sold the place a few years back and headed farther out. It’s changed hands a time or two since then, but the food, the service, the atmosphere, they’ve been consistently good for all these years. 

The place is sort of an early-morning hangout for older folks and retirees who come in and chat over coffee and toast and newspapers. I guess I’m the other morning fixture, even though I’m not retired. I love the coffee, and don’t get me started on the pancakes. Weekdays, I stop in on my way to work and sit at the counter with the morning paper while the old guys talk about a thousand things that I almost never get the gist of. The current owners are a young husband and wife—nice people—and there are usually three or four waitresses working a shift. 

I had been away from the Diner for two weeks. My cousins and I had spent the last part of the summer backpacking in Washington state. I flew home from Seattle and found my apartment exactly as I had left it, right down to the coffee mug in the sink. That was good. And since it was lunchtime, I decided to leave my bags by the door and walk down to 49th Street . 

It was still damnably hot, as my grandfather would have said, and I felt a wave of relief when I pushed the aluminum handle on the glass double doors. The blast of air conditioning and cooking aromas was like a loud “Welcome Home!” from a mob of friendly faces, like the shout that went up whenever Norm would walk into “Cheers.” Every stool at the clean, white counter was taken but the one at the very end next to the replica juke box. I went to it and took a seat, already anticipating the juicy, oniony cheeseburger that would come on a toasted bun with a side of fries and coleslaw. I wanted a beer to wash it all down. Two in fact, one to lubricate my gullet before the food even came. I desperately wanted a beer, but part of the pact I made with myself when I got out of rehab was that if I ever gave in, I would call my cousin before I took the first swallow, whenever and wherever the urge hit me. Some kind of telepathy always lets him know what to say. So far, I’d held to my promise, and so far, I hadn’t had a drink. 

I decided to go with unsweetened tea and lemon and ask the waitress to ask the owners again about stocking non-alcoholic beer. I didn’t need a menu, but while I was bending over to re-tie my shoe, a waitress in a yellow uniform laid one on the counter in front of me. 

When I straightened up, a slim hand with meticulously manicured nails rested atop the laminated placard. I followed the arm up to the face, and then I had one of those cinema special effects moments where the world around me seemed to freeze. In a movie, there’s always some kind of garbled sound effect, and then the background music changes. I felt my face doing one of those “Oh-my-God-is-this-real!” expressions, and I tried to stop it because something told me—in that split second—not to show what I was thinking. It didn’t work, though. She read my expression as easily as she could have read the STOP sign across the street. 

I was looking into Celeste Campbell’s dark eyes; I recognized her instantly. 

In movies, after the freeze, there is a rumble that turns into a squawk, and then the ambient sounds speed up and return to normal. People were talking again, the grill was sizzling, baskets of fries bubbled in a vat of hot grease. Shadows and blotches of light moved on the wall behind her. And then she gave me this look, a look that was inviting, challenging, and uncertain because she knew she’d been outed, at least as far as I was concerned, and she wondered what I would do next. 

I tried not to stare at her, but I couldn’t help it, and she waited patiently while I collected the pieces of my blown mind. I looked at the guy to my right. He seemed to be enjoying his meal. He had a smile on, but it looked like nothing out of the ordinary. I managed to see the guy to his right, and then it registered that not only was the counter packed, it was all guys. But they all seemed, for some reason, to be ignoring the fact that Celeste Campbell was standing on the other side of the counter in a friggin’ waitress uniform handing out menus. 

And then it hit me.

I glanced over my shoulder, trying to be surreptitious but looking for the hidden cameras. Everything in the diner looked the same: the vinyl-covered booths along the walls, the handful of free-standing tables in the middle of the floor, the tall plants in the corners, the sections of mirrored tile here and there. Everything was the same. So I figured the camera must be somewhere on the other side of the window, above the grill, and there must be others in the ceiling. Someone was filming one of those insipid, so-called reality TV shows, and Celeste Campbell was supposed to be a waitress. They were watching the reactions of people (particularly guys) who came and sat down and then recognized her. All the other men at the counter must have been in on it; everyone in the diner must have been in on it because everyone talked and laughed and ate like nothing was happening.

“You okay?” she asked, one perfect eyebrow arched.

“I think I am,” I said, and she smiled a patient, somewhat wary, but not unfriendly smile. 

She lifted the other eyebrow. “Would you like a minute?”

“No,” I said. “I already know what I want but...can I ask you a question?”

She looked up at the ceiling then closed her eyes. She smiled again, patient and wary, then nodded, waiting for some inevitable thing to happen. The guy to my left took a sip of Coke and pretended not to listen. 

I leaned forward because I felt like I should lower my voice. “Are you...?”

She waited, and when I didn’t finish the sentence, she raised that eyebrow again. 

“Am I who?”

I looked at her name tag. Cece...

“Are you Celeste Campbell?”

“Nope.” 

I waited. 

She shrugged, tossing the unasked question back to me. 

“You’re not her?”

“Pretty sure I’m not.”

The guy next to me tried harder to act like he wasn’t listening. I was intrigued, no denying it, but I was also imagining my innocent-looking face under a laugh track on some stupid, mid-week, network program. Looking stupid in my own head was bad enough; having millions of people watching and thinking it was funny was worse. So screw it. I smiled my most polite, after-you-lady, city bus smile and told her I’d have the cheeseburger platter with pickles on the side, a Coke and a twist of lemon. 

“Got it,” she said. “Be right back.” 

She winked.

I needed something to read. I tried not to look at her waist, her hips, as she walked away, but some things are just impossible. But I wasn’t going to play this game. I needed something to focus my attention on so the cameras wouldn’t get me ogling her. It was my great fortune that one of those Penny-saver magazines was face down on the seat of a booth off to my left. I slid off the stool, went over and grabbed the paper, and was back on my seat before it stopped spinning. 

“Here you are, sir.” She put the drink and a tiny saucer of lemon slices in front of me. “And I promise you; I am not Celeste Campbell.”

I wanted to say something about her getting that a lot, but I wasn’t going to play the game.

“Understood,” I said. 

Twenty minutes later I folded my napkin and dropped it on the plate. Cece was nowhere to be seen when I went to the register to pay. I guess the producers had decided not to waste her time since they weren’t going to get any useful footage out of me. When I went outside, the heat rolled down my head and neck like hot wax and pooled inside my shirt. I started up the sidewalk and turned down the alley that went behind the Diner. Wonder of wonders, she was leaning against the back wall smoking a cigarette.

She was alone. 

This had gotten ridiculous. Not her. Me. Before I knew it, I was looking up and around at the telephone poles and at the roof of the diner, looking for cameras they might have hidden out here. Cece turned her head the other way. I could tell she was laughing. 

“Hey,” I said and walked toward her. 

She crossed her arms over her chest but stayed where she was. She had a beautiful smile, made even more beautiful by the elegant hands and the crimson nails that held the cigarette in front of her. 

“Yes?” she said.

I dug into my pocket and pulled out the small sheaf of bills. There was a twenty on top, so I peeled it off and held it out to her. “Your tip,” I said.

Her eyebrows arched a little. “That’s very generous,” she said, “more than your whole meal.”

“It was worth it,” I said. “Now, can I ask you another question?”

She rolled her eyes. “Sure.”

“Did you know you’re a celebrity look-alike?” 

She took a drag on the cigarette and shook her head in good-natured exasperation. 

“I already told you. I’m not her.”

“Now wait...” Those tiny detonations started inside my head again. It took everything I had to keep looking at her and not start searching for the camera again. “I...I just cannot believe...it’s incredible. You are the spitting image of Celeste Campbell. You could be her double.”

“Well, you know what they say. Everybody’s got a twin somewhere.”

Just then the back door opened. The manager stuck his head out.

“Cece, we need you.” 

She flicked the cigarette away. “Coming,” she said. She turned to me. “My name is Cece. If you think this is a TV show, come back tomorrow." 

She smiled and went inside. 

Instead of a day, I waited an entire week before I went back. Everything was exactly like it had been. She was balancing four cups of coffee on a red tray, smiling as she walked from behind the counter to a booth in the corner. When I sat down, she came to me and said, “Let me guess. Cheeseburger platter and a Coke, no ice.”

“Nah,” I said. “I feel adventurous today. A chicken sandwich, grilled, with cheese and grilled onions, lettuce, tomato, mayo. Seasoned fries, and unsweetened tea.”

An amused look crossed her face. “Will that be all?” 

“For now,” I said.

The next day, I decided to wade it. 

“Have you lived here long?”

“Long enough,” she said as she wiped trays and stacked them on the counter’s edge. 

“What do you do when you’re not in here?”

“Depends,” she said. 

“Depends on?”

“On who’s asking.” She winked, picked up the pile of trays and walked away.

The next day, I said “Okay, I’m asking.” 

“You sure are a reliable customer,” she said. “I’ll bet you could keep them in business all by yourself.”

“I never stand down from a quest,” I said, sounding like a gamer nerd.

She shook her head. “So now I’m a quest, am I?”

“Not what I meant,” I said. “Look, there’s a film festival starting downtown tomorrow night. Do you like movies?”

“Now what in the world makes you think I like movies?”

Her uncanny resemblance to a bona-fide movie star was too obvious to mention. 

“Just a hunch,” I said.

“What kind of movies? Real ones, or those narcissistic, art-house masturbation thingies?”

“The second one.”

“Nope. No thank you.”

“Then how about dinner?” 

She didn’t answer. 

“You’ve gotta eat,” I reminded her.

“I suppose. Let me think about it.”

*
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“LET ME SHOW YOU SOMETHING.”

She rolled toward me and angled the phone so I could see it. 

“That’s me. And that’s Celeste.”

I was looking at a picture of two little girls, twins, in highchairs. 

“Celeste is my niece,” Cece said. 

The girls were exact replicas of each other. They were obviously the same age. They were dressed in identical onesies and sitting in look-alike feeding chairs in a modest, somewhat cramped kitchen. I was looking at a set of twins. I shook my head, confused. 

“My sister—my actual sister—is seventeen years older than I am,” she said.

“Okay...”

“My sister and my mom were pregnant at the same time.”

I had to think a moment. When it finally became clear, I said “Ooooookay, I get it.”

“Yeahhhhh...”

“So you and your niece are the same age.”

“Yes. Except I’m a week older.”

“And you were raised as twins.”

“Pretty much. My mom says she got tired of explaining us to people. So yeah, we were ‘twins’ by the time we turned three.” She showed me another picture. “My mom and my sister are nearly identical. See? They still get hit on by college guys, believe it or not. Both of them.” 

I believed it. She scrolled to a picture of the four of them together. Mom looked a teensy bit older than the others in that one, but her two daughters and her granddaughter together looked almost like triplets. 

“Good God, those are some strong genes. So how come...” I didn’t want to ask her how come one of them had become a big-time movie and television star while the other, with the same face, had wound up working in a diner.

“If you’re wondering why our lives took different paths, she can act. But apparently, I can’t.”

I didn’t know what to say without sounding patronizing, so I kept quiet.

“It’s cool,” she said. “We all have our own gifts, right?”

“Right.”

“And mine is making people smile.”

She did, and I couldn’t help smiling back. She kissed me then put her head on my chest. 

There had been some really good entries in that film festival I’d asked her about two weeks ago. She had agreed to have dinner with me, but we’d decided to go to a “real” movie instead of the one I wanted to see. We’d spent two hours watching a team of female spies infiltrate and implode an international drug ring. After the movie, we walked through downtown window shopping and enjoying the night air. She had been busy the following night and every night that week. But we’d gone out again, and tonight, she had come to my place for dinner and stayed. 

“I’m just kidding,” she said and broke me out of my reverie. “We started acting at the same time. But the only thing anybody ever wanted us to play was ‘the twins.’ Or, when one of us got a role, everybody just assumed the other one was okay being ‘the double.’ She was okay with that, but I got tired of it. I wanted to do my thing, so I started turning stuff down. She kept on going, and...she got her big break.”

I thought about it again but decided it was just too rude to ask her how it felt. She was a waitress while her niece-twin was on the big screen all summer long and then on TV for most of the rest of the year. She’d hosted Saturday Night Live back in April or May, in fact. But it turns out I didn’t have to ask. 

“She did it her way, and I’m doing it my way.”

“Mmmm...okay. I don’t get it.”

She rolled onto her stomach and propped herself up on her elbows. 

“Have you noticed anything different about me since we first met?”

Nothing came to mind. I mean, I now knew what was tattooed on her upper thigh, but I couldn’t think of anything else. Except she seemed more comfortable at work. 

“I don’t know. I think you’re better at carrying those trays of glasses.”

“Bingo.”

“Huh?” I frowned.

She lay down again and laughed. “I was deciding whether or not to tell you.” She picked up the phone again. This time she showed me pictures of her in different waitressing uniforms. 

“Wait. So you’ve already got a lot of experience?”

She laughed and kept scrolling until she came to a video.

She was standing in front of a greenscreen with one hand at shoulder height as if balancing a loaded tray. She was delivering lines, something about how was she supposed to inventory the stock room and prep for the evening shift and do some other waitress thing while every one of her tables was busy and people were still coming in. She sounded genuinely flustered, and I almost felt sorry for her until she flubbed a line. Something about eighty-sixing an on-the-fly order because they were already in the weeds... In the video, she laughed and lowered her arm. 

“The guy who wrote that script...” she said, “Oscar winner. And the director has two.” 

“So this is some serious shit. About a diner?”

“It’s not about a diner. It’s about her. And she’s a real person, with a real life. Even if she does have a shitty job. Did you see Hallie Berry in Monster’s Ball? She was a waitress, but she had a real life with real problems. She wasn’t some sad heroine trying to solve the problems of working people all over the world. She was just a person, trying to have a life.” 

An Oscar-winning screenwriter and an Oscar-winning director. This movie was going to be a big deal. Seriously. 

“So you’re—”

“Learning how to be a real waitress,” she said.

So I had been right in a way. She wasn’t Celeste Campbell, but she sure as hell wasn’t just someone the Diner hired to work the day shift. 

“You’re doing research,” I said.

“Riiiiight,” she said. 

It had never occurred to me to ask her if she was married. Because I had not seen a ring, and because she was in bed with me, I had simply assumed she wasn’t. 

“Nope,” she said.

“No boyfriend either?”

“Nope.”

“Is that the truth?”

“Perhaps. Does it matter?”

“Of course it matters.”

“Why?”

“Well...” I had no answer. “Well, what if we’re out together and some guy follows us back here and murders us in our sleep?”

“I can almost guarantee you that’s not gonna happen.”

“Ahhh, but you can’t completely guarantee it!”

“I can’t completely guarantee there won’t be a tsunami that buries this whole town either. So are you gonna find an apartment farther inland?” 

She was right, of course. But then something else came to mind.

“So...how long...?”

“How long will I be here? I don’t know yet. But don’t worry. I’ve still got a lot of trays to wipe down. I’m gonna be here for God knows how long.”

––––––––
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WE FOUND A NICE ROUTINE. I still stopped by the Diner now and then on my way to work and some evenings when I didn’t feel like cooking. She rotated shifts. We spent most nights together. One night she came in still wearing her uniform, carrying her shoes. She threw the shoes into a corner, went straight to the couch, sat down and started rubbing her feet. I asked her if she wanted pizza, and she said if she saw one more piece of cheese or smelled one more drop of grease that day she would throw up. She was exhausted, she said. She wanted to take a shower and go to bed. While she showered, I ran down to the corner mart and bought her a fruit salad. When I came back and gave it to her, she smiled the warmest, sincerest smile I had seen in a long time. 

She got hit on a lot at work. Lots of times people passing through, mostly guys but sometimes girls, thought they recognized her and decided to try their luck. And my God the tips she pulled in. She could probably have paid her rent from tips alone. Along with a ravishing face she had a pretty terrific body, one that seriously flattered her bright yellow uniform dress that stopped at mid-thigh. She had grown a pretty good group of regulars after working there a couple of months. We kept our affairs (as it were) to ourselves, even though it wasn’t much of a secret. The owners knew me, and they undoubtedly appreciated all the other men who now showed up with comforting regularity. They started putting me at one of her tables whenever I came in and she was working. And they left her alone when she lingered over me. She had laughed her head off when I told her how I—when I first saw her—had started looking around the room for hidden cameras. She told me someone else had said the same thing. After her sixtieth day she got a raise, and to celebrate, she took me to dinner in town. We caught a movie afterward, and this time it was one of those indie, film-school masturbations. I heard her groan when the main character got in front of a mirror and started soliloquizing about the problem of evil and his loss of faith. When it was over, she clung to my arm and laughed all the way home. 

*
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THE WEATHER IN CRAB Hill had turned cold when I went to Seattle for my grandfather’s funeral. I was gone a week, and on the night I got back, I took an Uber from the airport and got to my apartment just as it started to snow. I hadn’t talked to Cece in days because Granddad’s death had hit me harder than I imagined it would, and I didn’t want to bring her down or make her feel like she had to share in mourning a man she had never met. 

The lights were off when I got upstairs, which surprised me because I had given her a key the week before Granddad died. I first thought she might be asleep, but it was still early, so it was more likely she was still at work. I took my bags straight to the bedroom and set them on the floor beside a pristinely made bed. The shade was up, so I could see the snow falling on Plymouth Avenue while the bay sat quiet and dark in the distance. 

I went to the kitchen and turned on the lights. There was a note on the counter. I grabbed it and opened the refrigerator. 

––––––––
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HI.

I didn’t know whether or not I should call you. I decided not to because of what you and your family must be going through with laying your granddad to rest. I got a call on Wednesday. The whole schedule got moved up and the studio is ready to start pre-production next week. I almost cried when I told Malik and Tammy I needed to clean out my locker. And I couldn’t even give them a week’s notice! I hate to leave them hanging because they are such good people. I hope they can fill my slot before too long. I’ll miss the good people of Crab Hill. Mostly you.

When all of this started, I thought it was quite amusing. I’m used to people mistaking me for Celeste, but you took it to another level. A hidden camera in the napkin dispenser huh? I’m sorry for laughing at you, but hey, your curiosity paid off!

I don’t believe in making promises I might not be able to keep, so I think the best thing for now is that we both go on with our lives. I had a great time with you. I’ll call you at some point, but I’m going to be hella busy for the next few months, so don’t sit there waiting. Go out. Do things. Go see some more of those god-awful movies you like so much.

Take care of yourself. I’ll miss you.

Cece  

I looked out the window. The snow was falling slow, spinning like big, white feathers. I held the note in my fingers. After a few moments, not knowing what else to do with it, I put it in my pocket. I wasn’t hungry, but the diner was open. A beer would be good right now.
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Fresh-Meat Summer 
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What do you do when integrity is the price of admission?

The woman behind the counter smiled and stepped away from the window, Walker’s transcript request and debit card in her hand. Minutes later he was outside the building that housed the Graduate Records Office of Central State University. He paused on the yellowed, marble steps and listened to the campus. From far off came the clamor of drums and brass instruments, and on a whim, he followed the sound across two very long stretches of parking lots to the old football stadium at the far edge of campus. 

There were a few dozen people scattered throughout the stands when he climbed up and took a seat. They watched as the amorphous crowd on the field moved to the sidelines and organized itself into row after row of sweaty individuals standing statue-like, preparing to take the field again. It was late afternoon, and he guessed they had done this a dozen times already. 

Now almost thirty, he remembered the summer when he had stood on that same field, soaked with sweat and exhausted, sore in so many places it hurt to walk, or to stop walking. So sore that the only time he felt no pain was when he stood perfectly still. Those days were more than a decade in his past, but they felt like last week as he watched. 

He had been eighteen, an eager, confused freshman at CSU. His deep appreciation of music had always outstripped his ability to make it; four years of study in high school had made him an adequate performer but nothing more. He would never win awards for his playing, but he could fill a spot in the brass line if the line were long enough. And that was why he had come here. 

Being in the band at most schools was like being in the chess club, or the math club. At most schools, the band was a refuge for wallflowers and geeks with a hint of musical aptitude but no redeeming social qualities. Only the most serious and talented students, those who could convince others they had a strong career interest and a snowball’s chance of success in the music industry, were likely to escape the nerdy stigma that attached itself to people lugging instrument cases and carrying tall, feathered hats about the campus. At most schools, it was a common and widespread feeling that only losers aspired to being in the band or spoke of it with pride. 

At most schools—but not at all of them. 

Being in the band at a historically Black university, an HBCU, was an experience utterly unlike that at other schools. Even at schools that were known for partying, the bands were as different as fire and ice. 

HBCU bands were elite performing organizations; they were institutions unto themselves. Both a fraternity and a sorority, the organization was cherished by students, by the community, and by alumni stretching back for decades. It was widely acknowledged among HBCU fans that just as many people went to football games to see the halftime show as to witness the game itself, for halftime at these games went way, way beyond crawling geometric shapes and words spelled out on the fifty-yard line. HBCU bands were way more than background noise at a football game. 

The shows themselves were elaborate, fast-moving spectacles, almost like Vegas-style stage productions on an athletic field. They were an amalgam of step show, concert, chorus line, and Mardi Gras celebration, all in real time. These bands gave the nod to precision drills and drum-and-bugle-corps standards, but they added the fireworks (literally and figuratively). Along with smoke machines and fog machines and lighting effects, there were sexily clad dancing girls and a host of supporting performers, sometimes including singers. And would anyone ever forget the year when four drum majors bounded out of a helicopter that landed at midfield? 

The Marching Dominion, The Hundredfold Sound, The Iron Line, The Crimson Pulse; the Central State University marching band was every inch an HBCU band and, like any elite organization, it enhanced its members’ social lives. But, just like other cream-of-the-crop organizations, it demanded a heavy price for admission. As with broken hearts and the lights on Broadway, every year there were dozens of slumped shoulders for every hash mark on the field. The puerile band camp antics that people saw in movies were nothing like the ordeals upperclassmen in charge of training put their freshman victims through. In his first summer at CSU, they still called the three-week, pre-season rite of passage boot camp rather than band camp, and for good reason. 

From four-thirty in the morning until eleven-thirty at night, they followed a grueling regimen of calisthenics and non-stop rehearsals. All day long, each and every day. A quarter mile or half mile run, a score of pushups, were standard punishments for even trivial infractions. There was new music to memorize every day, every hour it seemed. The taste of his own sweat was constant, as was the taste of the nickel-plated mouthpiece, the aroma of dry grass, and the feel of sand in his eyes and grit between his teeth. He was so tired near the end of the fourth day that he had gone to sleep standing up outside the rehearsal hall where he and the other newcomers waited for the nine-thirty p.m. practice to begin. And all these things happened prior to the official start of hazing, which would not begin until the first day of the Fall semester. 

He knew about having to stand perfectly still on one leg and play an improvised riff back to the upperclassman who played it first and having to stand like that until the upperclassman decided the playback was perfect. He had heard about carrying an armload of books, or better yet instrument cases, up a flight of stairs and somehow getting them past an upperclassman who would knock carrier and cargo back down the stairs. Stories like that, physical abuse and psychological humiliations, circulated through every corner of the known universe. So he had known what to expect before he ever set foot on campus. But belonging to the group in this case was a very big deal; it was the reason he had chosen CSU. He wanted in. He had to be part of The Dominion. 

And there was another, unspoken benefit that nearly every young man Walker had ever known could relate to. The women. 

Because CSU was consistently among the top bands (if not the top band) in the conference for both musicianship and showmanship, it drew aspiring dancers and choreographers from far and wide just as it did musicians. He and twenty-six other trombonists were being marched from the field to the dining hall at high noon on the third day when a long procession of young women—all ramrod straight, head and eyes locked to the front, hands on hips, knees high, and toes pointed—marched past at a slow cadence in the opposite direction. They wore tank tops, or tee shirts strategically ripped and tied beneath their breasts or knotted in the small of their backs, shorts cut right up to the edge of Walker’s imagination. He had never in his short life seen so many beautiful women at one time and in one place. They were a smorgasbord of hips and silky thighs that ran the color gamut from dark chocolate to coffee-with-cream to tapioca. And among this line of goddesses strutting past him, one in particular caught his eye. 

Beads of sweat rolled down the copper wall of her chest and disappeared into her shirt. Her waist was small and her stomach flat as a pane of glass. There was a luscious flare to her hips, breath-taking in the way they filled out the razor-ripped denim shorts. Her legs were shapely and perfect all the way down to her ankles. He quietly rejoiced in the girl’s beauty for all of the eight seconds it took her to pass him, but it was her face that ultimately sent him under. Shiny, sable hair made an oval around her face and neck. Her eyes were wide and dark, her skin even and unblemished. Not a hint of makeup that he could see, but dear God she was beautiful, and what she did when they passed each other jolted him. 

She turned her head and looked into his eyes. 

Walker broke stride. 

It took only a beat for him to get back in step, but that was all the upperclassmen needed to pounce on him. The one who caught him looking was small, but his fist landed like a baseball bat. 

“The hell you lookin’ at! Get on the ground. Get yo’ ass on the ground! Everybody get on the ground!”

The sun scorched his neck while his palms baked on the concrete walk. Bits of broken glass and stubborn weeds filled the sidewalk’s stony seams. He grunted and groaned, most of it real, and he fixed his face to look serious and angry. But she was frozen inside his head in three-dimensions and in living, blazing color. 

* 
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HE WATCHED FOR HER the next day, and the next. Always surreptitiously, but every moment he could, he scoured the ranks and legions of women who seemed to be everywhere. Meanwhile, business went on as usual. He was still getting ugly looks from the upperclassman who had busted him and from others in the section, but he didn’t care. Standing in the cafeteria serving line, he sang and chanted with the others when they were ordered to sing and chant. He clapped and stomped in time to the music as they all did, but he was up the creek again when the Section Chief came down the line handing out individual humiliations. 

A guy who seemed fit otherwise, but whose stomach made him look three months pregnant, was given a chair to stand on. The Section Chief told him to grab his stomach with both hands and shake it, and to laugh out loud when he did so. He told him to say “Hey! I’m the gut man!” The guy stood on the chair but said nothing, so they snatched him down and made a circle around him. When the section chief let go of his shirt front, the fabric was still wrinkled with the print of the older boy’s hand. They made him get up on the chair again, and this time a loud, silly shout rang out over the other noises. 

“Aaaaaaaay! I’m the Gut-Man!”

The next newcomer wore glasses and had his hair cut so close that he was bald for all intents and purposes. The Section Chief rubbed and patted the top of his head while asking him questions. Finally, he made the guy get down on all fours and pant like a German Sheppard eyeing a trough of Gravy Train. 

Walker hoped that when they came to him, the Section Chief would just punch him and get it over with, move on to whoever was next, but he knew that was too easy. 

When it was his turn, the upperclassman pointed to a nearby table and told him to climb up and dance. You couldn’t get down with the Crimson Pulse if you were shy about dancing, if you had no rhythm. Keeping your lines straight, moving in sequence, playing fanfares exactly in time, that was all par for the course. Any band could do those things. But the Iron Line had to shake it, had to hump it. You might pass as a musician on the outside, but here, you weren’t shit if you couldn’t dance.

The Section Chief nodded toward the table again. A bubble of silence formed around the group of hopefuls and their upper-class tormentors. The Section Chief and his assistants glared at Walker and waited. The other newcomers stood without moving. Walker looked at the table, looked at the Section Chief, and quietly shook his head. 

He forgot about the girl until he was in bed that night. His feet ached as if railroad spikes had been driven through his soles. His arms, back and chest were sore from the blows he had taken. Still, he smiled when he closed his eyes because she was there in his head, in hi-def, just as she had been the day before. 

*
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THEY WERE MIDWAY THROUGH week two, and it was just after five in the morning. The indigo sky was reddening at its eastern edge. They were broken out in sections, with a separate group occupying every corner of the football field. He stood at attention on the front row of his formation and listened as one of the assistants berated them and told them what new horrors to expect when the remainder of the upperclassmen arrived on campus in the coming weeks. A lone individual jogged on the cinder track that circled the field. Threats floated in the humid air while upperclassmen paced through the ranks. Walker followed the jogger, a woman, with his eyes as she rounded the bend at the far end of the track and started toward them. And then, even at that distance and in low light, he could tell it was her. 

He smiled to himself, just a little, then one of the assistants was breathing in his ear. 

“Go scoop her.” 

The guy up front stopped talking. 

“Go scoop her,” the one next to his ear growled again. “Do it!”

Walker’s forehead wrinkled. Forgetting himself, he turned and looked directly at the one giving him the order. 

“Huh?”

“I said scoop her.”

Walker looked around, confused. What the hell did that mean?

She was closer now; he could see her clearly and knew she could probably see him as well. 

“Just grab her ass, man...” the newcomer next to him whispered.

“Go grab her ass, stupid!” the upperclassman said through clenched teeth.

The girl kept running but veered away from the group of men as she got closer. Walker didn’t move.

The assistant in front pointed to one of the others. 

“You! Scoop her up! Go!”

The newcomer broke from the line and ran after the girl. Walker fought the urge to turn and look. Whatever happened, he didn’t want to see it. Something shifted inside him then, and he felt the air being let out of his chest. He wasn’t sure what it meant, but it bothered him more than getting hit with fists. Later that day, they stood like statues in a semi-circle in the hot sun listening to their Section Chief describe the breasts of the girl he’d had sex with the night before. Walker had heard stories like this in high school, and lies about girls he knew, lies about his own sister even. He felt more of himself being sucked away like air. 

That night, he sat on the edge of his bunk and tried to come to terms with the knowledge he would never touch the crimson uniform. It was hard to shape into words, even inside his own head, but he knew now that he had turned onto a bad road and there was nothing to do but turn around and go back. How he had bragged to his friends and his classmates about the coming football season and marching with CSU. He had told his mother not to worry about the things she had heard about hazing; he would wave to her from the sideline before they took the field. He had been oh-so sure of himself, telling his older brother it would be a piece of cake. So what if they got up early and exercised all day?

Now, he would have to go back and face them all. 

No one would understand. Especially the friends he had gone to school with. This was CSU; this was The Dominion, The Hundredfold Sound. Fans and alumni traveled from other states to see this band perform. He could tell his friends his playing had not been good enough after all. They would believe that—most would conclude it on their own. But no one would understand his walking away because this no longer felt right. He fell asleep asking himself if he could learn to live with how they did things here. Maybe he could ignore everything and keep his mind on the music. But when four-thirty came, he turned off the alarm and stayed where he was. He turned in his key later that morning and called his brother for a ride home. 

Walker sat for half an hour and watched them go through their routine. When the last number ended, they marched off the field, reset their lines, and got ready to do it all again. He applauded with the others in the stands. This was CSU. This was one hell of a band. 
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