
 

 

Printed in The Searcher, Vol. 50, No. 4 (Fall 2013): 137 

GENEii Category 2 Third Place 

A ROCKAWAY MEMORY 

By Joyce Roberson 

 

Sixty years ago I lived on Rockaway Beach, a barrier island that stretched east to west between the 

Atlantic Ocean and Jamaica Bay.  It was once the playground of the very rich and now it is a slum, but for 

the years between it was a bastion of the middle class.  That’s when I lived there, 1953. 

It was a warm summer’s evening, and the air was soft and rich with the smell of the sea.  My sister was 

catching fireflies in the bushes and holding them captive in a jar.  My mother was tidying up the kitchen, 

the window open to the breeze.  My father had walked to the water’s edge with his pole to fish.   I was 

in the middle of my fifteenth year, and all was right with the world.    

My future husband, Arthur, was my boyfriend then.  On this night, the two of us were crammed inside a 

30s Chevy with a carload of his friends.   Charlie Schaeffer was the driver.   At 18, he was the oldest of 

the bunch.  The car belonged to him.  It was pre-war vintage and had seen better days, but that 

bothered no one back then.   

Next to him sat Moose, stereotypically Brooklyn, with his steel-wool pompadour three inches high.   His 

hobby was photography.  He had a darkroom in his house, and with camera at the ready he documented 

our days.   

 Occupying the window seat was my neighbor, Paul McFergus.  He was newly arrived from Virginia, but 

we forgave him that.      

Big Joe Angelo rounded out the entourage.  He was a football hero, six foot four, and we three were in 

the back seat, squeezed tight. 

We crossed the bridge to the mainland, then hung a left and headed west.  We were bound for Coney 

Island.  There, amidst the hurdy-gurdy, the crowds and the lights, was a fairy land;  a painted village, the 

playground of the world. We parked along the crowded street and made our way past carousels and 

roller coasters, bearded ladies and rubbermen.   Past the shooting galleries, sword swallowers, clam 

bars, and fire eaters.  Automated clowns with frightening faces laughed maniacally. The air smelled of 

popcorn and cotton candy.   Farther down the hucksters touted girlie shows, and people queued up to 

spin and levitate on the rides.     

But we had no time to waste.   We were looking for the tattoo parlor.  It was on a north-south street 

perpendicular to the ocean, a tiny stall on a littered midway.   A crowd of people had gathered round to 

watch the artist-at-work, an old man with thick glasses wearing an undershirt. He called himself Blind 

Maxie.   By his side was a bucket of dirty water into which he dipped a communal sponge to wipe down 

each area newly tattooed.     



 

 

Moose and Paul each chose an anchor, and above it, U.S. Navy.   Charlie took the black widow spider.  

Arthur picked a heart with a banner that read “Mother.”   

“That way she won’t be mad at me,” he reasoned. 

One by one they took their turns.   Big Joe hoisted me up on his shoulders so I could see above the 

crowd.     

 Moose asked if I was hungry.  “I have a dime for fries,” he said, so I clambered down and off we went, 

around the block to Nathan’s. 

 

When all was done we left for home.    The air had cooled, and the Chevy seemed to glide.  Charlie 

braked as we approached the tollbooth at the bridge.   

“OK,” he said, “Who’s got the dime?” 

We looked at each other expectantly.  “I gave the dime to Moose,” said Paul. 

Moose looked around at us, and at the bag of French fries in my hand.  “That dime you gave me, Paul?  I 

didn’t know it was our last.   I spent it on the fries!” 

“Does anybody have any money?“ we asked each other.   And the answer was no. 

Arthur suggested we double back to Brooklyn, where he had an uncle who could give us money to get 

across the bridge.   

 “We’ll need more gas, then” said Charlie.  “We’ll have to ask him for a buck.” 

We turned the car around and headed back to Brooklyn, where Uncle Sam obliged.  With gas at 20 cents 

a gallon, a dollar got us home with some to spare.   

The week following,  Arthur’s mother discovered his tattoo.  “You can’t be buried in a Jewish cemetery 

now,” she wailed.  “They’ll have to cut off your arm.” 

“It’s just a decal, it washes off,” Arthur told her, buying time.   

Paul, sporting the Navy anchor, promptly joined the U.S. Coast Guard.   He was stationed on an 

icebreaker off the coast of Greenland.  It was so cold that no one saw the odd tattoo. 

Moose, true to his ink, joined the U.S. Navy.  Snapped in sailor blue, he smiles at me from more than half 

a century ago. 

Graduation came and went.   We never saw Big Joe again. 

The following year, Charlie married my friend, Rae.  We lost contact in the ‘50s and they are both gone 

now.  His daughter is on Facebook, but she is from a later, second marriage.   I never knew her mother, 



 

 

but sixty years ago I knew her father.   I’d love to tell her of the summer night when Charlie got that 

spider on his arm.   
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