CNF - Week 2  - Jefferson Street 2  – Bob Metry

He contemplated a longer walk eastward along the street.  This one block - 100 East Jefferson - was just a beginning.  He had driven past the cleared and half developed ground in the 200 and 300 blocks East.  What represented progress to others struck him as a reclaimed war zone
, after the rubble is cleared and before life returns.   The fruits of violence that wipes out the past.  Yes, he was over dramatizing.  But isn’t that what we do when the right side of our brain interprets what we see?


No, (try as he might, maybe?) he couldn’t go back to his Jefferson Street.  It existed no more
. Yet the connecting cords, stretched and worn thin with time, held fast. The heart stayed tethered to its home base, even as the body and its constituent senses journeyed out into the world
. For many years he consciously avoided this trek through his past, even when downtown on business
.  Inertia propelled him on, violating at once the laws of physics and his will.  His destination the space 317 East once filled
.


He came occasionally to town on business.  Sometimes to visit family, children and grandchildren
, who have not gone away.  Unlike him, two of his brothers, Ronnie, who succumbed to abdominal cancer just past his fifty-fourth birthday, and Joe, seventeen years younger and a career high school special education teacher, took permanent root in the city.  As well, his eight first cousins who grew up in Louisville, the children of his father’s brothers, married, settled, and worked here.  In one way or another, through the Church
, having lived or worked on the street, each of them had ties to Jefferson Street, though none as strong as his
.  Two of them already are buried in Louisville, as surely and finally as his Jefferson Street.  Only brother Habeeb settled away, all of seventy-five miles away in Lexington, his life still centered on “Big Blue”, the University of Kentucky.  Into his 60’s he remains an unreconstructed Yuppie
:  Brooks Brothers suits, chinos, button down oxford shirts and penny loafers – no socks.  Yet his ties to family and the ancestral church remain strong.  The third son, “Uncle Hub”, who was briefly married in his 50’s and has no children, acts often in loco paternis for the youngest brother, and in a variation of that role, oversees the generation of his nieces and nephews.  All vacuums demand to be filled – in physics and in families.  The “baby” for so many years, he 
remembers little of the family’s life on Jefferson Street except that it was where his father made the family’s livelihood.


The Church – Saint Michael’s Syrian Orthodox Church – a converted Synagogue in the 400 Block of East Jefferson, bound the community together for nearly thirty years.   Jewish families, upwardly mobile, were by then moving their homes and their faith east away from downtown.  Here his immediate and extended families worshipped and joined in social activities.  Many of the men, the future patriarchs whose faith and dollars purchased the building in 1934, met almost daily in late afternoon to play dominoes
 or card games, usually pinochle, hearts, rummy or a variation of Jacks.  The rhythms of commerce dictated their leisure.


Each day he spends in Louisville he visits Ida, his stepmother – his “Mom” longer than his birth mother, Malvena, who died of heart failure in her fifty-fourth
 year, his twenty-ninth, before the discovery of medical procedures, drugs and technology that might have kept her alive.  That would have saved her life today.  


Reminiscences with Ida, in her 90’s, wheelchair bound and living in a nursing home, inspired his decision to revisit this essential piece of their shared past.  During their visits and the nightly phone conversations they enjoy when he is not in town, she connects him to the past in the context of the present.  She was part of his Jefferson Street at a time and in a place that would never have contemplated she and his father ever would have married.
  


Ida was not one of the doting surrogates of 109 East in the early 1940’s.  The families were neighbors in the 300 block East after the War, each living in an apartment above a storefront.  She and her husband had two daughters, one a year older than he, the other two years younger.  The parents would take turns walking the girls, his brother Ronnie, and him to the George W. Morris elementary school three blocks south on Chestnut Street.  When they would meet at Ida’s flat, the boys curled up behind a sofa with the older girl’s comic books.  Mostly Archie and Veronica, 
Ida reminded him.  His father forbade reading comics so he took every opportunity to get them wherever he could.  An early, he thought, harmless, rebellion.


The war ended in 1945.  The survivors, now called “The Greatest Generation,” came home, including his father.  By then the boy was a grown up seven year old.  He and brother Ronnie had been joined by Habeeb, born nine months after his dad came on furlough before shipping out to England late in 1942.  


That furlough he remembered as another time of upset, only clearer than before.  The scratchy brown suit he learned was an enlisted soldier’s uniform.  The family took a trolley ride together to the Union Train Station and only Mom and the boys returned to the flat at 109.  Daddy was leaving again.  His mother cried late into the night.  He could hear her through the thin party wall by the head of his bed before he fell asleep.



In January1946 his father packed mother, three boys and mother’s father into a new maroon Chrysler Royal, bought with savings from poker winnings and Sgt. Bilko like enterprises garnered in his role of Mess Sergeant, and headed for California, following the trail his parents had blazed before the War, looking for opportunity
 in the Golden State.  There followed a six-month grand family reunion on his paternal grandfather’s fruit
 ranch near Fresno.  At one time or another his father’s three brothers and two sisters, spouses and children, together with sundry kinfolk, gathered either as visitors or part of the clan that had earlier fled west and settled either in the Los Angeles area as entrepreneurs or in the fertile San Joaquin Valley, to continue the agrarian traditions brought from the fertile fields in the mountains above Beirut.  The Lebanese thrived as merchants or farmers.  Working for a wage was rarely an option.  Surprisingly, or maybe not, prospects in California were slimmer than in Kentucky.  Common dust, not gold pavers, layered the streets and highways.  July saw tracks retraced across the twenty three hundred miles of two-lane road through Arizona, Texas, Arkansas and Tennessee, mostly along legendary Route 66, back to Jefferson Street.


Back to Jefferson Street, the magnet.  His mother’s mother had bought the building at 317 East, in front of which her produce stand still stood and would stand until 1959 when the building, the stand and all the buildings and stands would be razed in the name of another kind of commerce – the face of urban renewal.  The two and three story red brick buildings, standing wall to wall, twenty-five feet to a front.  317 East became Metry’s Meat Market on one side and Karam’s Produce on the other.  His father was back in the meat business.  The Haymarket district still boomed.  The Church grew into an even greater force in the family’s life.  Just a block away now.  Grocery store on the corner.  Barber across the street.  Five and Dime six doors east.


The images dissolved in the reality of a chain link fence on the north side of Jefferson between Floyd and Preston, caging the remains of produce plaza, the remnant of the “new hay market”, a square block developed to replace the original after 1959.  After his 300 block had come down.  Now more acres of parking back to Congress Alley.  He vainly conjured the brown brick and plate glass front of 317.  All of this one day would be built upon for “civic improvement.”


With a sigh he recalled once recounting the history of these three north side blocks from First to Preston to a Vice President of the University of Louisville involved with developing the Medical and Research Center in the adjacent 200 block.  In response he got a weak, indulgent smile, a cock of the head to one side, hands buried deep in pants 
pockets, an impatient sidewise shuffle of loafered 
feet.  The unspoken message: “Old man, I don’t care what was there.  You just don’t understand progress
.”  Straight backed, index finger itching to jab the too tidy puffed up shirtfront, he might have replied in turn
:  “And you, my myopic 
friend, don’t understand that activity is not always progress.”

�Perhaps he has experience of this


�I wonder, too, if there is a mental gender distinction here.


�Now it was…what?


�Inconsistencies in tense here.


�Ah, so he was close all the while.


�These first two paragraphs read abstractly… in comparison to week 1.


�Ah, so he has grand children. A hint at his age.


�Catholic?


�I wonder why, when they are the ones who took permanent root there…


�Hehe.


�All these “he” pronouns are confusing. You should use his name.


�I love this image—could you expand? Did they play elaborate dominoes… so that it went up and down the street?


�And how old was he then?


�Awkward phrasing.


�Awesome.


�Opportunity in what field?


�A specific kind of fruit?


�Describe these pants


�Shiny?


�Oh, you should hint at his age in the first sentence. Use an appropriate adjective.. maybe “fresh”?


�This sentence is confusing… the first part is referring to the VP, but “he” is referring to narrator


�Love it.





