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A POSSIBLE DISASTER 

(A WAR STORY) 
by Mike Posen 

In 1951, like many of my cohorts, I 

enlisted in the Navy to avoid going 

into the Army. This made my Mom 

quite happy; my older brother Bob 

was already in Korea, in active 

combat with a field artillery unit.  

My first couple of months were 

spent at boot camp at the Naval 

Training Center in San Diego, CA. 

During the last two weeks of boot 

camp, everyone took various written 

tests to assess any particular “skills” 

that might not have come to light 

during the first 12 weeks of training.  

To my surprise, it was decided that 

I might make a good radioman. So, 

next came another school—12 

weeks learning how to send and 

receive Morse Code and the 

protocols of basic ship-to-ship, and 

ship-to-shore communications.  

The Navy was full of surprises: it 

was then divined that I should go on 

to yet ANOTHER school. I was not 

told why. I was only told that, before 

I could start this new training, I 

would have to pass some tests of a 

very different kind.  

These tests involved the National 

Security Agency (NSA), and the 

Office of Naval Intelligence.  

Tests included one’s family 

background, criminal history, 

“jailtime” or any other character 

misdeed that could be uncovered, 

etc. It took several weeks in many 

cases to pass this type of screening.  

After a couple of weeks’ leave back 

in St. Louis, I was told to report to a 

small base south of the San Diego 

Naval Training Center, almost next 

to our border with Mexico.  

A narrow road led from the couple 

of buildings by the front entrance, 

one-half mile up along the beach to 

sand dunes that obscured much else.  

Things got stranger. As I got closer 

to the dunes, I began to see a couple 
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of rows of Quonset huts, mostly in 

disrepair. (It turned out that these 

huts had last been occupied by the 

U.S. Army during WWII). Then, 

surprise, surprise—the old Quonset 

huts had been left standing to hide a 

12-foot-high chain link fence. And, 

behind this fence, was a long, low 

building. It was to become my 

home and schoolhouse for the next 

12 weeks. It was here that we were 

to become experts on the protocols 

used by the Russian army and navy. 

We learned how to understand and 

be able to copy messages sent and 

received in the Cyrillic alphabet. 

(Special typewriters had been 

adapted to be able to type the five 

extra letters in Cyrillic.)  

Finally, school ended and I was on 

my way to my first assignment. 

Guam! Part of the Mariana chain.  

Visions of palm trees and tropical 

beaches . . . . I told Mom to mail me 

the ukulele we had around the 

house.  

We lived, of course, in Quonset 

huts. About 14 sailors per hut. A 

few downsides, the not-so small 

iguanas in the rafters (but they kept 

the insects under control). And 

fierce tropical typhoons. When they 

were coming, we had to break out 

large wire cables, throw them over 

the hut, and stake them into the 

rocky soil to keep the huts from 

blowing away. Even more difficult 

to deal with were the flying 

coconuts, blown off their trees and 

landing everywhere—it was like 

living in a drum as each coconut 

crashed into the metal hut.  

The work we were doing was 

serious stuff. Every night, a B-29 

aircraft would leave Anderson 

Airforce Base (nearby) and fly all 

the intercepts directly to NSA in 

Washington, DC, where code-

breakers would attempt to translate 

them.  

It was on Guam that I was 

introduced to a new piece of 

intercept equipment, invented by a 

Navy Commander. This device 

would tune into the desired 

frequency, for instance, the Russian 

naval base in Vladivostok that was 

transmitting to Moscow. Each time 

it heard a “dot,” a small bar would 

be printed onto a half-inch tape. 

Likewise, a “dash” would show as a 

longer bar on the tape. So, when 

one saw the small bar/long bar 

together, the translator would know 

that the machine had heard the letter 

“a” being sent. By working one’s 

way through an entire tape of dots 

and dashes, complete messages 

could be assembled.  

Upon arriving on Guam, my first 

assignment was working with these 

tapes, transforming the small bars 

and long bars into letters. Of course, 



3 
 

the letters per se had no meaning. 

These groupings of letters were 

then sent each night to Washington 

for the code-breakers to work on.  

I had been doing this “assemblage” 

for about two weeks, when a 

strange event took place. I came 

onto my watch and found two or 

three tapes hanging behind my 

chair; apparently the previous 

translator had not had time to 

translate them before his watch was 

over. So, they were left for me to 

complete.  

The first thing I noticed was that it 

was not Cyrillic as all other tapes 

taken from this frequency had been. 

It was in plain English! As I read 

the translation, the hair on the back 

of my neck began to rise.  

The first word of the message was 

“Atomic,” the second word 

“attack,” then “commence,” then 

“USA” and the next day’s date!  

As might be expected, the chain of 

command moved with alacrity.  

I remember looking for my 

immediate superior, a Chief Petty 

Officer with some 20 years in the 

Navy. Not surprisingly, I found him 

on a stack of telephone books, 

attempting to touch his toes.  

I shoved the translated message 

under his nose. As he read it, I 

could see the blood draining from 

his face. He looked around. 

Unfortunately, the next up the chain 

of command was an Ensign, 

schooled and commissioned in 

ROTC at one of the Western 

colleges. (He was already the butt 

of much scorn as he calmly puffed 

on his cigarette in its silver 

cigarette holder. His nickname soon 

became “Ensign Pimp Stick.”)  

Ensign P.S. was not, of course, going 

to make a decision about what should 

be done with the message. Soon, 

everyone from the entire command 

structure was crowded into the 

Operations Building. (Many seemed 

particularly upset because they had 

been called away from their regular 

Friday Night Officers Dance.) There 

was much discussion about what the 

next step should be, when—and this 

took guts!—out of the crowd 

stepped a first-class Petty Officer. 

“Pardon me sir, I think I can explain 

what happened,” he said. 

He went on to confess: he and a 

friend, both career Navy men, had 

been playing games. Each would 

plug a telegraph key into the 

machine used to record intercepted 

transmissions from Russia/China, et 

al. Then they would send their 

OWN message which would be 

recorded on tape just as if it had 

come over the airwaves from the 

“bad guys.” In effect, these two 
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were having a two-way, back-and- 

forth conversation via the tapes.  

And someone translating the tape 

would not know that it came from 

within our own ranks.   

Needless to say, the “top dogs” who 

comprised the Command structure 

were not amused. Both perpetrators 

were court-martialed and “busted” 

in rank. I don’t think any part of 

this event ever made its way to 

NSA headquarters. 

Probably a good thing it didn’t. 

*****  

THE YOUNG 

BABYSITTER 
by Dorle Weil 

When my daughter, Evelyn, was a 

young teenager, she babysat for the 

child of a neighbor who had a parrot. 

One day, Evelyn was downstairs 

watching the child while the mother 

was upstairs vacuuming. Evelyn 

wanted to take her young charge 

outside, so she called upstairs to ask if 

she could take the child out for a 

walk. 

“OK,” came the answer from upstairs. 

They were headed outside when 

Evelyn realized the sound of the  

 

 

vacuum had never stopped. The 

mother couldn’t have heard the 

question. 

It was the parrot who had answered 

and given permission to take the child 

out for a walk.  
 

***** 

NEIGHBORS 
by Jay Vawter 

 

It was sometime in 1969 when they 

moved three or four doors up the hill 

from us on our street in a Maryland 

suburb of Washington, DC.  

He was tall, handsome and affable. 

She was petite and attractive but 

somewhat quieter than her husband. 

They had four children—three boys 

and a daughter, Tracy, who was the 

same age as our older daughter, Jane. 

All four were very polite and well 

brought up. The family had moved to 

the Washington area when he took a 

job at the White House.  

Since the two girls were the same age, 

good friends and attended the same 

private school, we naturally formed a 

car pool with them. When it was their 

turn to drive, he would pick Jane up in 

his chauffeur-driven White House car.  

A few years later, I got some insight 

into the workings of the White House 

when I invited him to have lunch with 

me at the Metropolitan Club.  
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Even though he was running very late 

because he was coming from the West 

Wing, I decided to wait it out and sure 

enough he arrived one hour late.  

Then, in the spring of 1973, our 

neighbor, Jeb Stuart Magruder, 

became the second Watergate 

conspirator to “come out,” having 

negotiated a plea agreement that 

would send him to a Minimum 

Security Prison for seven months.  

Because this was a major news event, 

the street in front of their house was 

lined with TV trucks, and the lawn 

was covered with photographers and 

other members of the press. Utter 

chaos.  

Neither Harriet nor I have any 

recollection of how she managed to 

reach Gail, Jeb’s wife, to invite her to 

bring Tracy down to our house for the 

night to get her out of that maelstrom 

at her home. But we both remember 

clearly the three of us—Gail, Harriet 

and me—sitting in our living room 

late that afternoon sipping sherry 

while Tracy joined Jane upstairs.  

Jeb was finally sentenced in mid-

August of 1974, and during his 

absence, a tree in their front yard was 

covered with yellow ribbons.  

In 1984, Jeb received a Master of 

Divinity degree from Princeton 

Theological Seminary. During their 

time in Princeton, our paths did not 

cross. Jeb spent the rest of his life in 

the ministry.  

Jeb Stuart Magruder died of a stroke 

on May 11, 2014, at age 79.  

Epilogue  

It turned out that my brush with 

Watergate did not end with Jeb 

Magruder. In July of 1992 when I was 

on a Russian nuclear ice-breaker 

bound for the North Pole, one of my 

fellow passengers was none other than 

John Ehrlichman. He and Bob 

Haldeman were considered to be the 

major conspirators of the Watergate 

scandal.  

By then Ehrlichman was in his late 

60s and had all the appearance of a 

kindly, gentlemanly grandfather with 

a well-groomed graying beard. In fact, 

he was a grandfather and was 

accompanied by his six-year-old 

grandson.  

I had an opportunity to speak briefly 

with him a few times and found him 

to be totally unlike the person he had 

been some 19 years earlier. He gave a 

lecture to our entire group, and while 

I do not recall his subject, I do clearly 

remember that no one ever brought up 

Watergate.  

***** 

TO FIRE  

OR NOT TO FIRE 
by George H. Kurz 

“I fire a patient about once a week,” a 

colleague told me one day in the 
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locker room of the operating room 

suite. 

“You WHAT?” I responded, 

incredulous. 

“Yeah, I’d say it’s about once a week 

on average,” he repeated. “I kind of 

enjoy it.” 

Patients, of course, are free to switch 

doctors at will. Few people realize 

that the reverse is also true, that a 

doctor can tell a patient he will no 

longer be that patient’s doctor. For me 

to do so was anything but enjoyable. 

It seemed like a sign of failure. Thus, 

during my entire career, the times 

when I told a patient I could no longer 

be his eye doctor could be counted on 

the fingers of one hand. 

One case in particular stands out. A 

patient in his fifties, whom I shall call 

Max Williams, came to me during my 

first year of practice at Hunterdon 

Medical Center. It was clear that he 

had had multiple attacks of acute 

glaucoma for at least a year. He 

reported the classic appearance of 

halos around lights, together with 

blurred vision. All of his attacks were 

unusual in that they were entirely 

painless. Nevertheless, he had lost a 

good part of the field of vision in the 

right eye. 

His eye pressure was brought under 

fair control in the right eye and 

excellent control in the left eye with 

drops. I advised him to have surgery 

and explained that a small hole made 

in the iris would give him permanent 

protection from acute glaucoma in the 

future. In spite of all my urging, he 

found all sorts of reasons for not 

coming into the hospital. “As soon as 

I get over this awful cold,” he 

promised me one day, “I’ll come in 

and have it done.” 

I was sure that with a sufficiently 

clear explanation I could convince 

any sane person to accept the 

treatment that I knew was in his best 

interest. “You’ve got to have this 

operation,” I explained to Mr. 

Williams, “in order to prevent more 

loss of vision in the right eye and 

keep the same thing from ever 

happening to the left eye.” 

A date was set, but Mr. Williams 

failed to show up for his scheduled 

admission. I was frustrated. Over the 

next year and a half, he used his drops 

only sporadically and missed 

numerous appointments. The damage 

to the vision in the right eye 

worsened.  

“Yes, yes,” Mr. Williams would say. 

“I know I have to have it done, but 

I’m just so busy right now. As soon as 

I can, I’ll come in to have it done.” 

“Mr. Williams, your right eye is now 

hopeless,” I eventually had to inform 

him. “It has no useful vision left. The 

left eye now shows damage to the 

optic nerve. You need to have the 
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operation on that eye as soon as 

possible.” 

“I think I’ll keep on taking the drops 

and take my chances without 

surgery.” Mr. Williams replied. 

I urged him to get a second opinion, 

but he refused. It seemed that he 

didn’t want to hear another doctor 

confirm my recommendation. My 

every attempt to overcome his 

noncompliance failed. 

Eventually, in exasperation, I sent Mr. 

Williams a registered letter urging 

him to arrange for surgery. I gave him 

a two-week deadline. After that, I 

would no longer accept any 

responsibility for the care of his eyes. 

He was the first patient I ever fired. 

I heard nothing from Mr. Williams for 

more than 13 years. Then one day, I 

spotted his name in my appointment 

book. I wondered if he had had the 

operation done by another 

ophthalmologist. Or was he now blind 

in both eyes and would be coming in 

with a seeing-eye dog? Curiosity got 

the better of me. I told my 

receptionist, “I’ll see him.” 

Mr. Williams was brought in by his 

grandson who spoke to me privately. 

“For about the past eight months,” he 

began, “my grandfather has been 

bumping into things and has had 

several falls. Two years ago, he 

totaled his car.” 

No, he had not seen another 

ophthalmologist, and my prescription 

had long since expired. Yet someone 

had supplied him with drops, illegally, 

over those years. The right eye was 

totally blind, but, remarkably, the left 

eye did have some limited vision 

remaining. Again, he was in the midst 

of an acute glaucoma attack. I could 

have kicked myself for ever agreeing 

to let this man have another 

appointment. 

His pressure came down dramatically 

with drops. “We now can make the 

hole in the iris that you need, Mr. 

Williams, with a laser,” I told him. 

“You don’t have to go to the hospital 

at all. There’s no cutting. All you get 

is a numbing drop for the procedure. 

It takes only a few minutes, it’s 

painless, and there’s absolutely no 

risk of infection.” 

“I see what you’re saying,” Mr. 

Williams replied. “But right now I 

can’t afford it.” 

“You’re over 65, so you must have 

Medicare, right?” I persisted. 

“Yes,” he admitted. 

Eventually, my patient agreed to an 

appointment for the laser procedure. 

True to form, he had an excuse to 

miss that appointment. 

Still, I persisted. Finally, five months 

later, I said I would pick him up at his 

home and drive him to where the laser 
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was located and bring him home 

myself. He was out of excuses. The 

procedure was successful. Mr. 

Williams had no further attacks of 

acute glaucoma for the remainder of 

his life. 

Years later, the wife of another man I 

had fired approached me in the 

hospital cafeteria and pleaded with me 

to take him back as a patient. I 

refused. 

***** 

THE OLD ONE 
by Gaby Kopelman 

Every Monday, Dagmar and I would 

trudge through the streets and 

alleyways of the Altstadt—the older, 

shabbier part of Kovno—taking The 

Old One his week’s supply of freshly 

starched collars and whatever we 

could scrounge from our respective 

households. That summer of 1939 

was one of the mildest Europe ever 

had, even as far north as Lithuania, 

but in my memory, it is always winter 

in the Altstadt. And silent—once in a 

while, a horse-drawn cart rumbles by.  

The Old One is Dagmar’s 

grandfather, who lives alone in a 

furnished room. Dagmar is devoted to 

him, though few things give the old 

man as much joy as teasing the 

youngsters in the family. “Children, 

did you hear that the Dantzigers sent 

their Schnauzer away to be turned 

into a cat? Oh, yes, of course it’s 

possible—claws and everything!” Or 

“Children, guess whom I ran into just 

now? Your school principal! And he 

tells me the vacation has been 

canceled!” This, on the eve of 

summer holidays. 

On one such Monday, we are bringing 

The Old One an especially large 

offering. “Wait till he sees that 

chocolate,” says Dagmar. “And your 

soap,” she adds generously. My heart 

lifts, thinking of the cake of soap I’d 

filched from my mother’s dresser 

drawer, and we sail on serenely, filled 

with the importance of our mission. 

“Well, the children!” Steadying 

himself on the cracked leather 

armrests of his chair, The Old One 

rises to an arthritic crouch, proffering 

Dagmar a wrinkled, papery cheek. 

“Hello, Opa.” Dagmar kisses him, 

laying a tentative hand lightly against 

the shiny broadcloth of his jacket.  

“Oh, and Gabi, too!” A bony hand 

shoots out commandingly from under 

a starched cuff, and I step forward to 

shake it. He has a strong, dry grip, 

The Old One. I think of the witch 

testing Hansel’s finger to see if he 

was fat enough to eat, and quickly 

pull my hand away. 

My eyes travel slowly over the side of 

his face, taking in every pore and that 

network of tiny veins at his temple—

lavender-blue little worms crawling 

about under a translucent membrane. 
If one of these veins were punctured, 

would the blood start to pour, to gush 
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out in great spurts? At the prick of a 

manicure scissor, would The Old One 

“bleed unto death,” as I’d heard said 

of soldiers who died in the Great 

War? And how long would it take?  

These questions plague me anew at 

every visit. As yet, I don’t make a 

connection between old age and 

death. But there is something I sense 

about The Old One intuitively, in the 

way of animals.  

The Old One seems pleased with the 

cache of sweets we’ve hamstered 

together and gives us each a small 

piece. Then, to my disappointment, he 

wraps them up again and goes on to 

the other parcels.  

“For heaven’s sake, girls!” The Old 

One lifts the soap to his nose and 

makes a great show of sniffing it. 
“Which one of you is it, who thinks 

I’m a young lady?” He cackles his old 

man’s laugh, while inside me, my 

heart stops beating. 

“I thought you’d like it,” I say, 

hearing my voice quaver. 

“Oh, I do,” he assures me. “But I am 

sure Frau Nussbaum will like it even 

more than I do.” 

Frau Nussbaum is his landlady, and 

we hate her. My soap? Stolen from 

my own mother’s dresser drawer? 
He’s going to give my soap to Frau 

Nussbaum? My fury mounts, 

especially since Dagmar—my best 

friend!—stands there calmly. I hate 

them both, The Old One in particular. 

I could kill him, snip open those 

veins, let the blood flow!  

Silently, I snatch up my soap and flee 

the scene. Slamming the door behind 

me as hard as I can, I run down the 

hallway—another door! Good! I slam 

that one as well. I’m halfway down 

the stairs before I become aware of 

voices calling me. Dagmar, Frau 

Nussbaum, the other tenants—

everyone is mobilized, running after 

me. But I stop for no one, not even for 

Dagmar, who catches up with me at 

the corner. I refuse to talk to her, 

tearing away, soap in hand, racing on, 

crashing into people, making dogs 

bark, filling the narrow alleyways of 

the Altstadt with noise and confusion. 

By the time I’m home, and we sit 

down to supper, I’m still spinning like 

a top. Within minutes, it is discovered 

that I am spectacularly dirty. Ordered 

to clean up, I refuse to do so and am 

banished to the kitchen, where I anger 

the maid by plunging my grimy hand 

into the pickle jar—an act 

immediately reported to the 

authorities—and I’m sent to my room. 

I crawl into bed unwashed, miserable, 

convinced no one would ever forget—

much less forgive—all that I had done 

on that afternoon alone. All is lost—I 

am beyond redemption.  

After what seems like hours, Dagmar 

comes, carrying a peace offering—a 

jar of cherry jam, my favorite. And 
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she suggests making a bubble bath, 

the greatest treat of all. “You are 

filthy,” she says. “Disgusting.” 

Later, in the white high-ceilinged 

bathroom, the two of us sit amidst 

steam and soap in the porcelain tub. 
Clean as angels, we eat our cherry 

jam, the other world forgotten. We are 

sinners together, friends forever. 

***** 

A MAY 27
TH

 INTERLUDE 
by John C. Wood 

A competent cloud cover 

Fails to hide the heat 

Summoned by the 3:30 sun, 

Right on time 

In its track from east to west. 

 

Lake’s placid posture 

Gives way to ruffles and flourishes, 

Played upon by soothing summer  

wind, 

That serves as well to comfort-cool 

Sweat-wet over-heated skin. 

 

Dress of river birch and sapling  

sycamore 

Sway in shimmering symmetry 

To join the restless surface of the  

lake. 

A cowbird hops from branch to  

branch, 

But does not fly or flee. 

 

We take this in 

In silent, private thoughts 

That conjoin now with yesterdays; 

Bask in reflections, no need for talk, 

In this mute late-May interplay.  

 

In rising to depart, 

We are, in some distant way, 

connected 

To the family who left this lake-side  

bench 

In loving memory of Rosel, 

Who passed at 28. 

***** 
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