CNF Week 1 - Jefferson Street - Bob Metry


Where you grow up has a lot to do with what
 you become.


A big town populated mostly by complacent people and institutions, neither completely genteel Old South nor staid Midwest, Louisville, Kentucky has struggled through its challenges, economic and cultural, innovating here, borrowing there, led by generations of well meaning alchemists.  Hospitable and stodgy, always striving to thrive.  The merger of myriad incorporated and unincorporated municipalities into a countywide metropolitan government made for more efficiency and created a sense of common purpose.  Yet the city’s ambivalence persists and prevails, its successes diminished by offsetting disappointments.   


The eleven block corridor of Jefferson Street in Louisville, from Seventh Street in the west, the nexus of government and law, eastward through the old commercial district to Hancock Street, shaped my first twenty plus years, like the forcemeat in a sausage, from the cuttings and grindings of life
.  This story begins near the beginning of that life and about in the middle of those eleven blocks.


Addresses were numbered ascending east and west from First Street:  West to Second Street was 100 West, east to Brook Street, 100 East.  Numbers to the west track the intersecting numbered streets. Eastward, Brook to Floyd to Preston to Jackson to Hancock, a progression of Kentucky county names.


The Jefferson Street of this story has experienced a directional ambivalence over the years to rival the city’s.  At various times traffic flowed two ways, one way east toward the more affluent “East End”, or one way to the less prosperous “West End”, its name softened over time to the “West Side”.   The changes paralleled decisions to tear down something old or build something new, in the process radically altering the character of the street and of the city itself.



An itch to be somewhere else, almost anywhere else, nagged at me for years but mostly I stayed put, never fully at peace.  When I did leave, for service in the Marine Corps or to attend graduate school, forces tied to my beginnings pulled me back.   Family conspired with ease of living to keep me there. I was conditioned not to say “no” to family – and rarely did.


It was like sleeping in that familiar, warm and cozy featherbed, despite its lumps and sags, in my grandparents’ Jefferson Street flat when I was a little boy
.  My grandmother made the mattress and the bedclothes by her own hand.  The patchwork quilt was heavy and coarsely sewn of odd swatches, made for service, not show, as was every day of her 84 years.  Lying beneath it was at once embracing and smothering.  


In 1990 for a number of reasons – personal and financial – I moved away, spending the next nine years with a new wife moving up and down the Interstate 65 corridor between Tennessee and Florida, following opportunity, before settling near Nashville, Tennessee.  


With a 21st century perspective I probed earliest memory, seeking a place and time upon which to build the story. I aimed to keep regret and fantasy from corrupting recall, already challenged by defects inherent in remembering.  When a lifetime spans several generations, much geography and much change it is easy to get trapped into alternative realities – the woulda, coulda, shoulda’s – that blur, and sometimes, erase lines.   


This late spring day in 2009 found me a visitor in my home town, a semi-detached expatriate, as many strings tugging me back to where I had lived for more than fifty years as there were tractor beams drawing me away. The Ecco Crosses, tan micro fiber slacks and knit polo shirt contrasted sharply with the Bally loafers, made to measure suits and Italian silk ties that were my uniform in the days I practiced law downtown.  A soft leather shoulder bag replaced the Hartmann briefcase.  A MacBook computer held what once filled countless file drawers and bookshelves
.  An iPhone connected me to the world.  Who needed an office?


I stood in the middle of the north-south crosswalk at the intersection of First and Jefferson Streets, looking east into the sun across traffic stopped for the red light. The sprucy lady
 at the wheel of the shiny black Beamer eased up to the white line and gave me one of those looks.  You know the kind: “I don’t know what your problem is, fella, but if you don’t move your ass it belongs to me!” I looked her in the eye.  She didn’t flinch. Do I risk being road kill in just a few seconds?  Not really, I thought. I flashed her a big grin and a wave of my hand
.  She glared back, unrepentant.  On the move I took one more glance down the six lanes of commuters and delivery people impatient to get to where they were going.  Most likely a parking space.  I barely beat the buzzer to the north curb.  Maybe she really would have run me over.  She or someone else.


An eight story 173 room Hampton Inn and its acres of paving filled the northside block between First and Brook.  I turned east, taking in the dull, cookie cutter building, aiming the Kodak digital camera along its front, hesitant to trip the shutter.  This was not an image I wanted to keep.  Reluctantly I pressed the button as I walked, running off a string of exposures.  One eye peering through the LCD screen and the other looking over the top of the case delivered to my brain a series of disturbing double images.  Absent the sweetness that tempers the sadness of nostalgia
, the views managed only to reinforce my sense of loss.


My immigrant parents
 were living in a rented flat over a tobacco and candy store on the southwest corner of Preston and Jefferson Streets when I was born.  My first conscious memories arose on this block, however, three blocks west, about where the hotel’s main entrance now stands, to what was then known as 109 East Jefferson
. My father had learned meat cutting
 in his teens and was just in his early 20’s when he opened a butcher shop there.  We--Dad, Mom, younger brother, my dad’s unmarried sister and I lived upstairs over the store.  My dad’s brother worked with him and my aunt rented a produce stand in front.  My mother cashiered sometimes, bringing her two little boys 
downstairs.


The north side of Jefferson Street in the 100 block east was defined by its commerce and the immigrant merchants who ran the small businesses that thrived before and for a time after the Second World War.  Most, including my parents, came from the part of what was then Syria under the French protectorate, later restored as Lebanon. Several meat markets, a poultry store where chickens were slaughtered and dressed to order, a grocery, walk-in diners, a liquor store, a corner bar
.  The defining enterprise, however, was the dark green painted 
wooden produce stands lining the curbs along the sidewalk in front of the stores, rented and run by families or wives of the storekeepers.  The Hay Market, just a block away across the street, where fresh produce was delivered almost daily by local farmers and from across the country, supplied the street vendors
. Shoppers from every part of the city came to Jefferson Street for fresh meat, fruits and vegetables.  


In 1942, after declaration of war against Germany and Japan, the able bodied men were quickly conscripted or volunteered for military service, including my dad.  I vividly recall the bustle, the crying, the upheaval around me without any sense of detail
.  I just knew that my daddy was gone and he wore a scratchy brown suit the last time he held me
.  Not the starched white shirt and apron.  We still lived upstairs.  I later found out that my mother’s uncle owned the building and was letting us stay almost rent free.  Someone else took over the meat market.  I never knew who, but after daddy left I only went in there with my mom when she bought meat with ration stamps.  


My life became filled (or crowded? Or confined to?) with women, all of whom, it seemed to my four year old self, were interchangeable mothers.  My mother, my aunt, my mother’s mother, who lived just two blocks away, my father’s first cousin and her sister-in-law, my godmother.  We gathered on the sidewalk during the day by my aunt’s stand or walked to my grandmother’s stand two blocks away.  My uncle, my mother’s teenage brother, looked after us sometimes.  But I was the man of the house.  That I knew for sure.  Doted on, I was also assigned responsibility for my two-year old brother.  I sold shopping bags for a penny on the sidewalk under the watchful eyes of the women
, who were careful to speak to me in English, which I understood, but spoke a strange other language among themselves
.


Upstairs, when my aunt and mother became overwhelmed, I helped set the table, deliver food to the table,and carry clothes to dress my little brother.  One day my mother called me her little butler.  I felt important even though I didn’t know exactly what it meant.  That name defined me forever afterwards.  There was pride in serving, in doing things that seemed to make the people you loved happy.


That day in 1942, at 109 East Jefferson Street in Louisville, Kentucky, with a father in the army and adoring women all around, my life’s pattern was set in the culture of family and a community that, were I to have known it then, would send me working and serving up and down Jefferson Street for twenty more years, reinforcing who I became, until, many years afterwards, I would weary of being the little butler and, as we would say in the Corps, “went over the hill.”


Little of “my Jefferson Street” remains today.  The markets, the buildings, the commerce, the traffic, the people, the community, a touch of innocence amid real world struggle: all gone.  I don’t judge what’s replaced it.  Sometimes I just plain miss it.  It won’t come back.  And I can’t go back
.

�I like the “what” here as opposed to “who”. “what” implies occupation, or something more. I also like this sentence before diving into the description of the city… it provides reader with sense of what is to come and what this narrative is really about—not the city, but the narrator and how the city will have changed him.


�I love this analogy.


�Again, another apt analogy.


�Great way to make concrete the passage of time.


�Sprucy, huh? What color is her hair? Is she an old lady? Middle-aged?


�Relays cheekyness of narrator; I get a good picture of him here. Is he wearing a blue suit? He seems like he should be wearing a blue suit…


�Nostalgia is characterized by sweetness. Perhaps change prepositions (of)


�Of what nation?


�A little too much detail here---does reader know or are about the exact


�Meat cutting? How? How to cut meat… by apprenticing? From his father? 


�You mean, narrator’s brothers? What relation are they to him?


�This isn’t a sentence.


�I think this description could be better.


�How did they compete when it was just acrosst he street?


�A bit of a contradictory statement.


�Reverting to childhood perspective…


�At four? Wow.


�How did narrator not become bilingual at four?


�Why not? What happened during that last visit where narrator was almost run over by car?





