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Prologue
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Is there a way out of this life? I don’t think so. Can you stop? I don’t think so. You slow down and you start thinking too much. Then, you get hurt in the heart. Then, you get sick in the head and want to stop the hurting. But you can’t stop it without dying. Without making yourself die. You stop and you die. It’s a choice. Run and run and run, and be dragged out, or rest and be dead. Like a shark that can’t pump water over its gills and has to keep swimming, or suffocate and die.

STORY ONE
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CL-53
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In 1941, an Atlantic Class Light Cruiser, the USS San Diego, left the shipyards of New England, and after sea trials in Chesapeake Bay, sailed into the Second World War, escorting Aircraft Carrier Task Forces in the South Pacific Ocean. The San Diego, designated as hull number CL-53 (Cruiser-Light, Number 53) by the US Navy, took part in more operations than all but one other naval vessel, the Carrier USS Enterprise. The San Diego was awarded 18 Battle Stars and was the second most-decorated ship of the war. CL-53 was the first ship that sailed into Tokyo Bay after the Japanese surrender, and afterwards, brought many military personnel back home, as a troop transport.

The San Diego, at 6000 long tons empty and 7500-8200 long tons fully loaded, was slightly more than 541 ft. long, and more than 53 ft. at her widest. In 1944, she rode out a typhoon that capsized 3 smaller Navy Destroyers, and never lost a man in combat. She set 20-24 ft. into the water and sailed for 300,000 miles, mostly around the Pacific Theatre, at speeds up to 32.5 knots. Known as an Anti-Aircraft Cruiser, and an Anti-Kamikaze ship, she carried 16, 5-inch guns, twinned in 8 enclosed gun mounts; 10, 40 mm cannons in 3 sets of two and one set of four, in open pods, and 8 to 20, 20 mm cannons, also in open pods, in single or double mounts. The number and caliber of all cannons varied during the length of the war. The 40 mm pieces replaced 16, earlier, ineffective 28 mm guns, and the number of 20 mm pieces, reportedly, increased greatly as the war progressed. The ship also carried 8, 21-inch torpedo tubes in 2 sets of four; depth charges with 2 stern roll racks; 2-inch deck armor; 3 and one half inches of belt armor at the waterline, and a crew of seven to eight hundred, or more, men.

CL-53 was decommissioned in 1946, re-designated as CLAA-53 (Cruiser-Light, Anti-Aircraft, Number 53) in 1949, struck from the Naval Register in 1959, and sold for scrap in Seattle, in 1960.

* * * *
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He grew up in an atmosphere of relative privilege, but his father was stiffly formal and removed, and his mother was cold and critical. His sister engaged in periods of alarming self-starvation, but when seen in photographs, they all appeared to dress and be very well. His family had always lived in big houses, with slate or tile roofs, in the richer parts of the city. He was a defensive football team captain in high school, and for a long time, no one scored any touchdowns against his team, because he would not allow it. Then, the war came. He wanted to be a bomber pilot, flying B-17’s in Europe, but he didn’t score high enough on the test that the Army Air Corps made everyone take. At some point in the effort to fly, he even took flying lessons in light aircraft in his hometown.

Unable to become a pilot, he joined the Navy. He was a Cook for some time but then was demoted to Ordinary Seaman for getting drunk in port. His battle station was shell loader on one of the many gun mounts. He was, then, as he was both before and after the war. If he was afraid at any time, no one knew it. If he was happy at any time, no one knew that either. Sometimes he wore a strange, disturbing smile that caused other sailors to pass him by quickly below decks or anywhere.

Long after the war, he told his children that he had seen the heads blown off some of his shipmates during sea battles, and that a Kamikaze plane had once hit the ship’s stern. He told his children that when the ship’s bigger guns fired, the entire ship would roll with the recoil from the blast. His children, at that time, had no reason to disbelieve him. He also told them that there was one sailor who ate a dozen eggs and a large stack of pancakes for breakfast every day. He mentioned that when Army troops had been aboard, they were astounded at the good quality of the food served in the Navy. He said that he used to be in bars in ports where brawls broke out and that he had to fight his way to the door. His children believed all of that as well.

When he was screaming at his wife in later years, he told her that she was lower than the Asian whores who, reportedly, would murder their sailor-husbands. He told his wife that when he first heard of such whores, he thought that they were the lowest things on earth, but now thought that she was lower. He also told her that he believed that some of his shipmates had once thrown one of the more overbearing officers overboard.

He reportedly had spent some time in a Navy hospital for psychological problems. He later beat one of his infant children severely in the child’s crib for crying too much, and repeatedly, verbally and physically abused his wife and children for hours at a time, for years. He drank regularly. He had three children. His oldest child committed suicide at age 24. His youngest became much like him. His third child, the middle one, the one beaten in the cradle, spent a lifetime searching for himself.

Later, whenever the ex-sailor watched any war movie, and Japanese were being killed, he would yell, “Get those dirty Nips. Kill those stinking Slope-Heads.” He claimed the stress of loading heavy shells in combat had caused him to undergo two intestinal surgeries both during and after the war.

* * * *
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Two crewmen were making an inventory of projectiles and powder cases in one of the magazines. The smaller seaman stood up near the stack he was working. “You know, that Kley is a crazy bastard.”

The other, very lean crewman, counting another stack, looked up. “Who?” 

“Kley, Harry Kley, that’s who,” said the smaller one.

The thin one nodded. “Oh, yeah. He’s OK sometimes, but then acts like he’s nuts other times. I wouldn’t want to be around him during General Quarters, when we were fighting the Japs. I’d be more afraid that he was gonna kill me than the Japs.”

The smaller sailor shook his head softly. “It’s like he’s just not one of us. Not really.”

“But who is he?” asked the leaner man.

“I don’t know.” The smaller man shrugged. “I don’t think anyone does. I just know he’s crazy.”

The thin sailor finished writing something on his clipboard and nodded. “Yeah.”

THE END

STORY TWO

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Dreaming It
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He didn’t know why she came to him, or when she would come, but she would come, unannounced, and he didn’t know from where. She would appear and be beautiful. She was fair and blonde and soft. She wasn’t young, but was trim and clean, and warm. She would just be there and would touch him and make love with him. Real love. Right love. She would start it all and approve of everything. Always. She would feel and taste mysterious, but perfect. It was correct. It was all correct. Sometimes, he would just shyly caress her so as to join her perfection, and she would eagerly jump to him as if needing him greatly, or more greatly than he needed her. But he did need her greatly. More than she needed him. There was never any doubt or shame. If he had any worries, then whatever he did was right for her, and she told him so. He never would see himself with her from a distance or wonder how he appeared to her. Her approval made all of that unnecessary. Time moved differently when she was with him. There was no regular progression or intervals. Parts could longer or shorter, or jumped past.

Sometimes there seem to be interruptions for fear of being seen. Doors or windows exposing them to the outside would be discovered. Or someone would find them. He felt that the interruptions were those already-lived, awful parts of his life that were now forcing their way into this pretty world, and trying to make even this pretty world badly imperfect, as his life had been. Sometimes, many times, they would force their way in. And then it would be over. But even then, in closing, and after, she would approve of him. The bastards in his day world couldn’t take that away.

He wondered what made her come to him. Did he do something different during the day, or eat something different, or push harder at work and was now more tired than usual? Or was he just lonelier then, maybe witnessing other lovers being gentle with each other, during the day, and feeling even more alone than ever, excluded from that tender part of living? And then she would come to him and be perfect, and they would be together. At least for a time. Till the broken parts of his brain, the learned corruption, ended it. Sometimes, the broken parts ended it right away. Other times another woman would come, an impostor, pretending to be the right one at first, but having no approval. Soft at first as a ruse, but then trying to dominate and control. When the right one came it was different. It was real and perfect longer.

* * * *
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She was wearing black shorts and a white blouse. She came and curled up on the end of his bed, with her head away from him and her bottom next to his knees. She, and her legs, were creamy-white, especially against the black shorts.

He reached forward and softly caressed her outer right thigh with the palm of his hand. “You could come up here under the covers with me,” he said, thinking she would be warmer there.

She quickly moved next to him and they both lay there, near to each other but not touching or speaking. Then she rolled over to him and said, “Come on.” It wasn’t as though she was in a hurry, but more that she was opening a door, or starting a journey. He hadn’t done anything wrong by waiting.

Then their clothes were gone and he was kissing her shoulders. Then her breasts, taking them into his mouth. Her breasts were perfect. Molded like those on ancient Greek statues of women he had seen. Neither large nor small, but feminine, and as a woman should be. His day world sent a message that women might not enjoy having their breasts touched that way and he looked up to see whether she was happy. Her head was slightly turned to the side and her eyes were closed and he wondered if it was in submission or pleasure, but it all seemed correct. It was just his past life making a run at this perfect place, he thought. Then he was kissing her further down her body, using his mouth to be up inside her. Tasting her. Looking at the soft white skin of her belly. He wasn’t sure whether
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