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BROOKLYN ALLIGATOR

Jerry Barton’s shriveled right arm hung limply from its socket; concealed by the long 
sleeved surplus army jacket he habitually wore even on the hottest days of summer. He did, 
however, occasionally remove that oversized, grimy garment when, from time to time he 
engaged in minor street brawls. These adolescent squabbles were common during those hot 
days in Brooklyn in the summer of ‘ 45. The fact that Jerry was sans one arm neither deterred 
his adversaries or himself from engaging in these seemingly one-sided contests.

Win or lose, no one ever asked for a rematch with Jerry. His winning tactic in these 
fights was to maneuver his adversary into a rear scissor-grip with his legs, then wrap his 
withered snake-like arm around his opponent’s neck. Thus, with Jerry’s ostensibly, boneless 
arm encircling your neck like a some limbless reptile, your next strangled words were usually, 
“Uncle.” This utterance was quickly followed by Jerry’s opponent dissolving, as it were, into 
a quivering, quaking lump of gelatinous meat; with all the consistency of Jerry’s jelly-like 
arm. He certainly had no stomach for further battle.

Jerry’s paralyzed arm, useless from birth, may account in part for his exceptional 
success as a shoplifter. But, only in part; the flip side being his unabashed boldness and lack 
of shame. Anyhow, stealing was Jerry’s way of getting even with a world that had, in his 
view, stolen one o f his arms. Stealing was something that he could do better with one arm 
that his peers could with two. Hell, the crux of the matter was that he could do it better with 
one arm than they could if they had had eight. Jerry didn’t just have a flair for filching things, 
he was an absolute genius.

As highly skilled as Jerry was in the art of larceny, he would have never characterized 
himself as a professional thief. No! Jerry wielded his one armed purloining wizardry more 
for fame than gain. Jerry was what you might call a fringe member of our group, which today 
would be called a gang. In order to advance from the periphery to the center he would often 
demonstrate his skill in craftiness. To those o f us who had suffered the agony, distress, and 
embarrassment of being caught in the act, Jerry was held in absolute awe.

Jerry, in fact, became so good at stealing any and all kinds of goods from all manner 
of stores that the ordinary was no longer a challenge for him. A favorite pastime of the group 
became thinking up new demands on his shoplifting skills. Some, not myself of course, took 
sadistic delight in daring Jerry to steal such unlikely items as a fresh fish from the ice filled 
display trays in Eddie’s fish market. Or, once, a large uncut quarter of beef from Abe’s Kosher 
Butcher Shop. All o f which were subsequently thrown away—it being next to impossible to 
explain to your mother how a thirteen year old kid obtained a forty-pound slab of wartime 
rationed meat. I once made the grevious mistake of bringing home and presenting as a gift 
to my mother a purse Jerry had lifted from a fashionable boutique. The ensuing interrogation 
was a cross-examination worthy of the top echelons of the Gestapo.

“Where did you get it?”
“A friend gave it to me, Mom.”
“What friend? Do you have any idea what a purse like this costs?” O f course, I should 

have known that Jerry wouldn’t steal anything cheap.
And so it went—until, one day when we took Jerry to the Bronx Zoo. Actually the zoo 

was no more than a side-stop, the Bronx Park, which included the Botanical Gardens, being
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our time alone together. By the time I was ten, mama had stopped bathing me. For one thing, 
I was old enough to do it myself, and for another thing, she was real busy all the time. Now 
she working at new job as a cashier at the exchange. She was also doing some sewing at night 
for people she worked with for extra money.

The day I came home from hearing Dolly’s revelations, mama was cutting out a 
pattern on the floor. She looked up as I came in the room, and told me she didn’t have a chance 
to go to the market, so we’d just have vegetable soup for dinner. She said for me to go take 
a bath and then we’d eat. So then I ask her to give me a bath. She looks at me funny because 
its been a long time since she had to wash me. But all she says is to call her when I ’m in the 
tub.

I don’t tell her about what Dolly told me right away. I let her talk about the dress she’s 
making for another cashier. I close my eyes and let her wash me, enjoying the cool water 
running down my back. I ’m real quiet not saying a word. Then mama says, “What’s on your 
mind baby?” Without looking at her, I ask real fast, “Why did my daddy stop loving us and 
who did he marry?” She stops washing me. I raise my eyes to look into her face. Mama looks 
like she’s been hit. “Who’s telling you such trash?” I ask if  its true? She takes a long time 
to answer, then with a tired soft sadness in her voice she says, “It’s true, he did leave us and 
marry someone else.” I ask, “Who?” She says it don’t matter. I ask, “Why?” She answered, 
“Honey, your daddy just didn’t want us anymore.” I start to cry and I keep crying because 
I can’t stop. I scream, “I hate him!” Mama says, “Don’t hate him, he ain’t worth it. Someday 
he’ll realize what he threw away and he’ll be the sorry one.”

I’m still crying long after I’m out o f the tub. I can’t eat the soup mama serves because 
I ’m still teary and I know I’d choke if I tried to swallow any food. I felt like I had this big 
rock o f pain in me. It’s all hard with jagged edges. Those sharp edges keeps giving me little 
jabs o f hurt whenever I think about my daddy. I thought if  I kept crying, the rock would break 
up into little pieces. Little pieces are easier to handle than this big lump of misery.

I never did see my daddy again. I used to have big dreams o f finding him. I searched 
all over the house when mama was at work, looking for clues for where he could be. And 
everytime my aunties came over to visit with mama, I hung around hoping they’d mention 
his name even once so that maybe I could figure out a little more about him. But I never turned 
up anything in my searchings, and my aunties never mentioned his name to mama.

My imagination used to work overtime with all the fantasies I had o f tracking him 
down. I’d knock on his door and when he opened it and saw me, he’d cry and beg me to forgive 
him. He’d tell me how much he loved me and missed me all those years. He’d say he’d never 
leave me again and how he’s going to take care o f me and I ’d be his little girl again. Then 
he and mama and me would live happily ever after.

That big rock of pain never did break into easy-to-handle pieces. Maybe it turned into 
smaller chunks, but it never got easier to handle. Before I knew the truth, believing my daddy 
was dead was easy. I could pretend he was an angel in heaven looking down, loving me and 
still protecting me. Even if he wasn’t around, it wouldn’t have been his fault. But knowing 
he CHOSE to leave me and stopped loving me or maybe never loving me at all—that hurt 
worse than anything else.

So that’s why I didn’t marry my little girl’s daddy. I don’t want to marry and end up 
alone anyway. I don’t want to love some man with all my heart and have him hurt me. I don’t
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The o n ly  th in g  I c a n  do to  m ak e  h e r  h a p p y ,
Is t h e  h a r d e s t  th in g  I've  e v e r  k n o w n -  

W ith  t e a r s  in m y  e y e s  I s a y , "1 ju s t  c a n 't  m ak e i t ."  
B u t sh e  ju s t  s a y s, "Le a v e  me a lo n e  

f o u r  d a y s,
Five d a y s if t h a t  long, b e fo re  I c a ll h e r  on th e  te le p h o n e -  

I ju s t  c a n 't  seem  to  leav e  h e r  a lo n e ,
S he  u se  to  be my  o n ly  o n e -

S h e  a lw a y s  seem s to  te ll  m e co h at sh e  co an ts  m e to  k n o w , 
B u t it  n e v e r  seem s to  be th e  t r u t h  -  

Som e n ig h ts  l beg h e r  fo r  one  m o re  c h a n c e ,
6lnd o th e r  n ig h ts  I know  t h e r e ’s  no u s e -  

‘c a u s e  love is ju s t  a  gam e t h a t  sh e  lik e s  to  p la y ,
S h e  s a y s sh e  d oes it f o r  f u n -

If y o u r  w o n d e rin g  w h y  I know  so m u ch ,
S h e  u se  to  be  my  o n ly  o n e -

H e r h a p p in ess  is fo u n d  in a n o t h e r ’s a rm s , 
a n d  t h a t 's  a  h a r d  on e  to  a c c e p t -  

Tim es th e  o n ly  th in g  t h a t  c a n  e a s e  th e  p a in , 
a n d  it  h a s n ’t  seem ed  to  h a p p en  y e t -

M y  love fo r  h e r  goes on a n d  on,
No m a t t e r  co h at s h e 's  d o n e -

M y  f r ie n d s  s a y  I ’m c r a z y ;
T h ey  d o n 't  u n d e r s ta n d ,

T h a t  sh e  u se  to  be my  on ly  o n e .
*** T r a c e y  S w itz e r

S w e e t  M e lin d a

It w a s  a  joy  to  w a tc h  h e r  perform ance, 
f o r  in h e r  w o rld  a ll were h e r  audience -  
With t h e  m o v em en ts  com plex in t h e i r  s u b t le t ie s ,  
a n d  m e tic u lo u s ly  rehearsed,
f o r  t h e  a p p e a r a n c e  of p u re  s p o n ta n e i ty ,
a n d  f o r  th e  m o s t p a r t  th e  deception would work- -

So m a n y  w e re  le f t  t h e r e  to  w o n d e r , 
 As t h e y  d e p a r t  w ith  th e i r  brim m ing sm ile s—

Of h e r  n a iv e  w a y s  a n d  th in k in g ,
So pristin e a s  to  so beguile- -
W ith  h e r  b e a u ty  a s  y e t  undaunted,
T he p e r fo rm a n c e s  w ill go on —

B u t cohen th e  y o u th  h a s  tu r n e d  d e c re p it ,
COill sh e  be em bittered by  cohat sh e  h a s  done  ?

* * *  T r a c e y  Sw i tz e r
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’’Reach For The Sky”
Michael Hirakawa

*************************************

NEVER AGAIN

O f all the places in the world that my husband, Joel, has visited while serving his 
country, Germany has remained to be his first love. We traveled there this past summer so 
I could experience the land of castles firsthand. From the Alps to the North Sea, Germany 
is a land of ancient towns, cozy villages, and industrious people. No visitor can fail to be 
charmed by its scenic beauty. Under its beauty, however, lies a country stained by the horror 
and bloodshed of the Holocaust.

I never fully realized during my five-year marriage to a Jew what being Jewish really 
meant until we visited the memorial on the site o f the Nazi Concentration Camp in Dachau, 
West Germany. The memorial site beckons millions of people each year to witness the site 
o f man’s inhumanity to man. For my Jewish husband, it was like stepping into a cold, 
heartless mortuary.

It is hard to understand how such a beautiful country could have been home to ruthless 
people like the Nazis. Even harder to understand is how Germans who display so much 
affection for their country could say, “We didn’t know it was happening.” Many of my 
husband’s German friends said they believed that most o f the imprisoned were just
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refer to as “Zero-dark-Thirty,” with a large beer in each hand and a reminder that we had to 
purchase a wedding present for Tony at the Frankfurt main PX, and reconnoiter the church 
and reception sites. I reluctantly arose, and joined him in consuming a quantity o f beer that 
had it been gasoline would have taken us to France. Thus prepared, we proceeded to assault 
the day. Had I the least idea of what lay before us I would have stayed in bed.

The train from Gelenhausen, the small town where we were all stationed was our 
choice of transportation because primarily it was Joe’s contention that one was apt to meet 
such interesting people on the train. Especially in third class. I drove my 1949 Volkswagon 
to the station, parked it, and we consumed a few more drinks at the resturant therein prior to 
boarding, several more on the train and at the Frankfurt station upon arrival.

Joe then decided to visit a few establishments he was acquainted with as a result of 
his previous assignment in the Frankfurt area in the Military Intelligence branch. Joe’s 
command of the German language was at least as good as any well educated native. His duties 
in the MI had included integration o f line crossovers, agents both those working for us and 
others. His dismissal from the MI branch and subsequent reassignment back to the Field 
Artillery was, it was said, to be a result o f Joe’s affinity for the two B’s—booze and broads.

So it came to past that we slowly made our way, meter by meter, bar by bar, in the 
general direction of the Frankfurt main PX, reaching it at about noon. Joe, who you will note 
was making most if  not all o f the decisions had also decided that we must present the best 
possible appearance in order to impress Tony’s new in-laws, a family o f some standing in 
Frankfurt.

“Just look at us!” Joe said, pointing to our slightly wrinkled starched khakis. “We 
look like we’ve slept in these uniforms.”

He was, o f course, correct. At least I had attempted to, however, Joe kept waking me 
up to join him in quaffing another beer or moving to another tavern.

The result was our being fitted with a complete set of tropical worsteds or TW’s to 
include brass buttoned jackets and caps with a “rakish fifty mission crush.” The German PX 
employees efficiently served our Sergeant First Class stripes and division insignia on as well 
as, altering both trousers, jackets and shirts. Joe also decided that we should purchase new 
insignia. Instead o f ordinary ribbons we would wear miniature medals, badges, etc. Yes! 
We were looking better and better and I was getting broker and broker, having at this point 
spent the better part of my monthly pay received only two days previously. As I pondered 
this, Joe approached with a wide grin and handed me a newly purchased set of branch insignia. 

“Joe,” I said, “this is not Field Artillery brass, it’s chaplain brass.”
Joe smiled, holding up the small silver cross insignia and said “What could be more 

appropriate for a wedding than chaplains brass? It will not only give us the proper pious 
ambiance, but is the decorative accessory to support it.”

“It will also,” I remarked, “get our asses court-martialed if the MP’s catch us walking 
around wearing unauthorized officer brass.”

“No problem” says Joe, “We’ll have our regular brass and change after the reception.” 
As we strode smartly through the portals of the PX in our new attire, hardly weaving, 

or giving other outward signs of our state of intoxication, and after a short stop accompanied 
by a quick drink or three, we plotted our staggered course to church.

We were less than two blocks from our destination when we happened upon a crowd
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THANK YOU

Commuting from the city to the rural area of Oahu where I ’ve made my home for the 
last seventeen years, I settled into a seat and took out a crossword puzzle. I had spent another 
fruitless day in what seemed like endless job interviews. It was three weeks from Christmas 
and I was still unemployed—an interim of eight weeks that seemed forever. Needless to say, 
I was not looking forward to spending another weekend at home preparing resumes for the 
next week of endless interviews instead of cheerfully awaiting Monday morning with the 
prospect o f beginning a new job. With my financial resources dwindling, there was real 
reason for concern. Usually pleasant and very positive, that day I was unfortunately very out- 
of-sorts with myself—feeling negative and very ungrateful.

I had turned from the classifieds to the crossword puzzle rationalizing that intellectual 
exercise would hopefully relieve my depression. I was determined to shut out the gloom of 
my situation and try to relax on the hour-long ride home from the city. The big double- 
carriaged bus was still loading passengers at the depot when an elderly Oriental-looking man 
took the aisle seat next to me. He proceeded to question me about the stops the express bus 
would make; he told me that he seldomed traveled into Honolulu and never had he returned 
by the express commuter and he was unsure where he would get off. Truthfully, I was 
annoyed: I wanted very much to sit in the comer o f my window seat and have the ride 
commence without any invasion to my bitter and depressing mood.

Raised to have respect for elders and living all my life with the ‘golden rule’ 
syndrome, I could no more be curt with this kindly-looking gentleman than I could tell my 
own dear mother to “hit the road!” I did respond to his pleasantness and he said he was glad 
to be sitting with someone ‘friendly’ as he had found it so difficult to come into the city on 
his business as he felt a stranger indeed in the cosmopolitan life-style and the confusion of 
the the traffic and fast pace. He explained that he was retired and usually spent his days fishing 
on the Waianae coast and teaching others to fish the same old way he learned as a boy in the 
country. It was then I learned that he was of Japanese ancestry and he was bom in Hawaii. 
He went on to tell me about how he has seen the life-style o f the peoples change, about the 
invasion of Pearl Harbor, and of how he taught in the public schools before his retirement.

I found this historical oration of great interest and soon was no longer involved in my 
self-pity and depressive mood. He asked me what kind of work I did. I told him I was 
presently an unemployed student, but had worked in the secretarial field for the last six to 
eight years. Prior to that, during my marriage, I had done a great deal of community work 
and held several volunteer positions. Now being divorced, explained that much held changed 
for me. I had to find work soon in order to survive. Perhaps this gentleman picked up some 
quality of bitterness and disappointment in my voice. He said, “Don’t wony about what you 
will be doing in the future, the important thing is to be thankful for what you have today, 
now!” He said to remember to pray and give thanks. “Often people pray” he says, “asking 
to be continually provided for and to receive things. But you must say ‘Thank you!”’ And 
then he went on to tell me this delightful and encouraging story.

“Because I have been a fisherman for many years, I raised all my boys to be fishermen 
from the time they were small boys. O f course, they have all gone on to college and have 
their own businesses and one is a teacher now. But I always taught them to give thanks for
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