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“Ernest immediately assembled a crew of eight from among his most trusted confederates. The code designation for the scheme was Friendless, the name of one of his favorite cats at the Finca. As his executive officer he chose Winston Guest, a large millionaire athlete who had recently been staying at the Finca. Colonel Thomason recruited a Marine master sergeant from the American Embassy to serve as gunner. His name was Don Saxon and he could field-strip and reassemble a machine gun in the dark in a matter of seconds. The others were all non-Americans: Juan Dunabeitia, a tall, thin, merry-eyed Basque who knew the sea so well that he was called Sinbad the Sailor, later shortened to Sinsky; Paxtchi, one of the jai-alai-playing Ibarlucia brothers, who had frequented the Finca for years and often vanquished Hemingway at tennis; the Canary Islander Gregorio Fuentes, Ernest’s veteran mate and cook aboard the Pilar; Fernando Mesa, an exiled Catalan who had once been a waiter in Barcelona; a heavyset, pale-faced Spanish Cuban named Roberto Herrera, whose elder brother Luis had been a surgeon for the Loyalists; and a silent man, known only as Lucas, whose origins remain obscure.”


—Carlos Baker, Ernest Hemingway: A Life Story
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HE FINALLY DID IT on a Sunday, July 2, 1961, up in Idaho, in a new house which, I suspect, meant little to him, but which had a view up a valley to the high peaks, down the valley to the river, and across the valley to a cemetery where friends were buried.


I was in Cuba when I heard the news. There was some irony in this, because I had not been back to Cuba in the nineteen years since my time with Hemingway. There was more irony in the fact that July 2, 1961, was my forty-ninth birthday. I spent it following a greasy little man through greasy little bars, and then driving all night—still following him—as he drove three hundred and fifty kilometers out into the boondocks, out beyond where the armored train in Santa Clara marks the road to Remedios. I was out there in the cane fields and palm forests for another day and night before my business with the greasy little man was done, and I did not hear a radio until I stopped at the Hotel Perla in Santa Clara for a drink. The radio there was playing sad music—almost funereal—but I thought nothing of it and spoke to no one. I did not hear about Hemingway’s death until I was back in Havana that evening, checking out of the hotel near where the U.S. embassy had been until Castro had kicked the Americans out just a few months before, in January.


“Did you hear, señor?” said the seventy-year-old bellman as he carried my bags out to the curb.


“What?” I said. The old man knew me only as a businessman from Colombia. If he had personal news for me, it could be very bad.


“The writer is dead,” said the old man. His thin cheeks under the gray stubble were trembling.


“What writer?” I said, glancing at my watch. I had to make a plane at eight P.M.


“Señor Papa,” said the old bellman.


I froze with my wrist still raised. For a brief moment, I found it hard to focus on the dial of my watch. “Hemingway?” I said.


“Yes,” said the old man. His head kept bobbing up and down long after the single syllable was uttered.


“How?” I said.


“Gunshot,” said the bellman. “In the head. By his own hand.”


Of course, I thought. I said, “When?”


“Two days ago,” said the old man. He sighed heavily. I could smell the rum. “In the United States,” he added as if that explained everything.


“Sic transit hijo de puta,” I said under my breath. A polite translation might be “There goes the son of a bitch.”


The old bellman’s head snapped back on his scrawny neck as if he had been slapped. His servile, usually rheumy eyes flashed a sudden anger bordering on hatred. He set my bags down on the floor of the lobby as if freeing his hands to fight. I realized that the old man might well have known Hemingway.


I raised my right hand, palm out. “It’s all right,” I said. “It’s something the writer said. Something Hemingway said when they threw Batista out during the Glorious Revolution.”


The bellman nodded, but his eyes were still angry. I gave him two pesos and walked out, leaving my bags near the door.


My first impulse was to find the car I had been using—and had left abandoned on a street just outside the Old Section—and drive out to the finca. It was only twelve miles away. But I realized that this was a bad idea. I had to get to the airport and get out of this country as soon as I could, not go wandering around like some goddamned tourist. Besides, the farm had been confiscated by the revolutionary government. There were soldiers standing guard out there right now.


Standing guard over what? I thought. Over his thousands of books that he hadn’t been able to get out of the country? His dozens of cats? His rifles and shotguns and hunting trophies? His boat? Where was the Pilar? I wondered. Still berthed in Cojímar or pressed into service of the state?


At any rate, I knew for a fact that the Finca Vigía had been closed up for this past year with a battalion of former orphans and beggars receiving military instruction on the grounds. Word in Havana was that the ragtag militia was not allowed in the house—they slept in tents near the tennis courts—but that their commandante slept in the guest house, almost certainly in the same bed that had been mine when we ran the Crook Factory out of that same building. And I had film in the false lining of my suitcase that showed quite clearly that Fidel had stationed an antiaircraft unit on the patio of the Steinharts’ home on the hilltop next to Hemingway’s farm—sixteen 100-millimeter Soviet AA guns to defend Havana from the heights. There were eighty-seven Cuban gunners at the site and six Russian advisers.


No, not the Finca Vigía. Not this hot summer evening.


I walked the eleven blocks down Obispo Street to the Floridita. Already, just a year and a half after the revolution, the streets seemed empty compared with the traffic I remembered here during the early ’40s. Four Russian army officers came out of a bar across the way, obviously drunk and singing very loudly. The Cubans on Obispo—the young men in white shirts, the pretty girls in short skirts—all looked away as if the Russians were urinating in public. None of the whores approached them.


The Floridita had also become property of the state, I knew, but it was open this Tuesday evening. I had heard that the bar had been air-conditioned in the ’50s, but either my informant had been misinformed or the cost of cooling the place had become prohibitive after the revolution, for this evening the shutters were all up and the bar was open to the sidewalks, just as it had been when Hemingway and I drank there.


I did not go in, of course. I pulled my fedora lower and looked away for the most part, glancing in just once when I was sure my face was in shadow.


Hemingway’s favorite bar stool—the one on the far left, next to the wall—was empty. This was not a surprise. The bar’s current owner—the state—had ordered that no one could sit there. A goddamned shrine. On the wall above the empty stool was a bust of the writer looking dark, amorphous, and ridiculous. Hemingway’s kiss-up friends had given that to him, I had heard, after the writer had won the Nobel Prize for that stupid fish story. A bartender—not Constante Ribailagua, the cantinero I had known, but a younger, middle-aged man in dark-rimmed glasses—was mopping the bar in front of Hemingway’s stool as if expecting the writer to return from the baño any moment.


I turned back toward the hotel on narrow O’Reilly Street. “Jesus Christ,” I whispered, mopping the sweat from under my hatband. They would probably turn Hemingway into some sort of pro-communist saint down here. I had seen it before in Catholic countries after a successful Marxist revolution. The faithful were kicked out of their churches, but they still needed their fucking santos. The socialist state always scrambled to provide them—busts of Marx, giant murals of Fidel, posters of Che Guevara. Hemingway as the patron saint of Havana. I smiled as I hurried across a connecting street so as not to be run down by a convoy of military trucks with Russian drivers.


“La tenía cogida la baja,” I whispered, trying to pluck the phrase from half-forgotten bits of Havana slang. This city, above all others, should “know his weak points”—see the code under the surface.


I flew out of Havana that night, thinking more about the implications of my visit to the camouflaged camp south of Remedios than of the details of Hemingway’s death, but in the weeks and months and years to come, it was those details, that solitary death, which grew to an obsession with me.


The first reports from the AP said that Hemingway had been cleaning one of his guns when it had accidentally discharged. I knew immediately that this was bullshit. Hemingway had cleaned his rifles and shotguns since he was a young boy and would never make such a mistake. He had—as the news reports soon confirmed—blown his own brains out. But how? What were the details? I remembered that the only fistfight Hemingway and I had ever had came as a result of his demonstration at the finca of how to kill oneself. He had placed the butt of his Mannlicher .256 on the rough rug of his living room, pulled the muzzle near his mouth, said “In the mouth, Joe; the palate is the softest part of the head,” and then pressed the trigger down with his big toe. The hammer had dry-clicked and Hemingway had raised his head and smiled as if awaiting approval.


“That’s fucking stupid,” I had said.


Hemingway had propped the Mannlicher against the ugly floral chair, balanced on the balls of his bare feet, twitched his fingers, and said, “What did you say, Joe?”


“That was fucking stupid,” I had repeated. “And even if it wasn’t, putting the barrel of a firearm in your mouth is something only a maricón would do.”


“Fag” or “queer” is too-polite a translation for maricón. We had gone outside by the pool and fought then—not boxed, but gone at each other with bare fists and teeth.


Hemingway would not have needed the barrel in his mouth in Idaho that July day in 1961. Within days of his last wife’s report of death by accident, it became clear that he had used a shotgun to kill himself; a double-barreled twelve-gauge Richardson. His first biographer reported that it was the double-barreled Boss twelve-gauge with the slow choke, Hemingway’s favorite gun for pigeon shooting. I think it was the Boss. The Richardson with its gleaming barrels was a beautiful show gun, but too flashy for such work as blowing the top of one’s head off. I remember once on the Pilar, Hemingway reading a piece in a two-week-old New York Times about the twin pearl-handled pistols which General George Patton carried. Hemingway had laughed: “Patton will be pissed off. He’s always correcting these shit-stupid journalists. They’re ivory-handled pistols. He says that only a pimp would carry pearl-handled revolvers, and I agree.” The silver-barreled Richardson would come too close to that for serious work, I think.


But as the weeks and months and years passed, I realized that it had not mattered so much which gun he had used that morning as did the other details.


In the months before his death, Hemingway had become convinced that the FBI was bugging his phones, following him, and preparing a tax case against him in collusion with the IRS which would ruin him financially. It was this delusion of FBI persecution, above all others, which had prompted his fourth wife to decide that he’d become paranoid and delusional. It was then that his wife and friends had taken him to the Mayo Clinic for a series of electroshock treatments.


The treatments destroyed his memory, his sex drive, and his writing ability, but they did not free him from his paranoia. On the night before he killed himself, Hemingway’s wife and friends took him out to dinner at the Christiana Restaurant in Ketchum. Hemingway insisted on sitting with his back to the wall and became suspicious of two men at a nearby table. When his wife and a friend, George Brown, called over the waitress, named Suzie, and asked her to confirm who the strangers were, Suzie said, “They’re probably salesmen from Twin Falls.”


“No,” said Hemingway. “They’re FBI.”


Hemingway’s sometime friend A. E. Hotchner wrote about an almost identical incident in the same restaurant, but eight months earlier, in November 1960. Hemingway had previously explained to Hotchner that he was being following by the FBI and that his phone was tapped and his house and car were bugged. Hotchner and Hemingway’s wife, Mary, had taken the writer out to dinner at the same Christiana Restaurant. Hemingway was in the middle of an amusing story about the days when Ketchum was a wide-open gold rush town when he suddenly stopped in midsentence and said that they all had to leave. Their meals were unfinished. When Hemingway’s wife asked what was wrong, he said, “Those two FBI men at the bar.”


Hotchner had gone over to a nearby table where an acquaintance—Chuck Atkinson—and his wife were having dinner and asked if Atkinson knew the two men. “Sure,” said the Ketchum native. “They’re salesmen. Been coming here once a month for the last five years. Don’t tell me Ernest is worried about them.”


I know now that the two men had been coming to Ketchum for the five years previous to that day, where they went door to door in the area, offering encyclopedias for sale. They were FBI men, special agents out of the Billings office. As were the two other men on that Saturday evening in Christiana’s on July 1, 1961. They were following Hemingway. They had tapped his phone. His house was bugged, but not his car. Earlier that winter and again in the spring, other FBI agents had followed Hemingway as he was flown in a private plane to Rochester, Minnesota, where the writer was to receive his electroshock treatments. On that first trip, in November 1960, just two weeks after Hemingway’s “paranoid delusions” in the restaurant, the FBI men landed in a private plane just minutes after the Piper Commanche carrying Hemingway and his doctor had set down. But four agents from the Rochester office had already followed the Hemingway party into town, using two unmarked Chevrolets—one ahead of and one behind the car transporting the writer and Dr. Saviers.


On that first trip in November 1960, according to the “unfiled” FBI report—one of the thousands of J. Edgar Hoover’s Personal OC Files (“OC” for “Official/Confidential”) “lost” in the month after the death of the FBI director in May 1972—the FBI men tailing Hemingway had followed the writer into St. Mary’s Hospital, where he was admitted under the alias of George Saviers, but they had stopped at the door of the Mayo Clinic when Hemingway was transferred there. They did not stay outside for long. Later files show that the FBI had interviewed Dr. Howard P. Rome, the senior consultant in the Section of Psychiatry who was in charge of Hemingway’s “psycho-therapeutic program.” Those same files show that Dr. Rome and the FBI men had discussed the advisability of Hemingway’s electroshock treatment even before the writer or his wife was presented with the option.


As I mentioned earlier, J. Edgar Hoover’s Personal File sections of the OC files—all twenty-three file cabinets’ worth of them—were “lost” in the days and weeks after the director’s death, at age seventy-seven, on May 2, 1972. That morning, less than an hour after the discovery of the director’s death, Attorney General of the United States Richard Kleindienst, after conferring with President Nixon, summoned Assistant to the Director of the FBI John Mohr to the attorney general’s office, where Kleindienst ordered the assistant director to seal Hoover’s office and to keep all files there intact. A little after noon on the same day, Mohr sent the attorney general the following memo:


“In accordance with your instructions, Mr. Hoover’s private, personal office was secured at 11:40 A.M. today. It was necessary to change the lock on one door in order to accomplish this.


“To my knowledge, the contents of the office are exactly as they would have been had Mr. Hoover reported to the office this morning. I have in my possession the only key to the office.”


Within the hour, Kleindienst reported to President Nixon that “the files were safe”—meaning the “secret files” that everyone in official Washington presumed must exist in Hoover’s office.


What John Mohr had not told Attorney General Kleindienst, however, was that Hoover kept no files in his office. All of the FBI’s most secret files were kept in the office of Hoover’s secretary of fifty-four years, Miss Helen Gandy. And even by the time Hoover’s office was being sealed that morning, Miss Gandy had begun reviewing the director’s Personal OC Files, separating them, culling them, shredding many, and placing the others in cardboard boxes to be hidden in the basement of Hoover’s home at Thirtieth Place NW.


With six weeks, those secret files would be moved again, never to be seen again by anyone within the FBI or in official Washington.


But I am ahead of myself. What matters at this point are the events on the morning of July 2, 1961, my forty-ninth birthday and Ernest Hemingway’s last moments on the planet. Those events made me vow to do two things before I died. The first of those—to track down and liberate the FBI’s secret files on Hemingway and his counterespionage ring in Cuba—would take me more than a decade of effort and would entail danger to my life and liberty. But the second promise I made in July 1961 would be, I knew even then, infinitely harder to keep. That was to write this narrative. In spite of the thousands of case reports I had written over the decades, nothing prepared me to tell this story, in this manner. Hemingway the writer could have helped me—indeed, he would have been wryly amused that I was finally forced to try to tell a story using all of the sneaky tricks in a fiction writer’s repertoire. “Fiction is a way of trying to tell things in a way that is truer than truth,” he said to me that night along the coast as we waited for the German U-boat to appear. “No,” I had said then. “Truth is truth. Fiction is a pack of lies masquerading as truth.”


We shall see.


The events of the morning of July 2, 1961, in Ketchum, Idaho… Only Ernest Hemingway knew the truth of those few moments, but the results seemed obvious enough.


According to the testimony of his fourth wife and many friends, Hemingway had made several clumsy efforts at suicide in the months before and after his second series of electroshock treatments in May and June. Once, as he was returning to the Mayo Clinic, he had tried to walk into the spinning propeller of a small plane warming up on the tarmac. Another time, a friend had to wrestle a loaded shotgun away from Hemingway at his home.


Despite all this, Mary Hemingway had locked the writer’s guns in the basement storage room but had left the keys to the room in plain view on the kitchen windowsill because “no one had a right to deny a man access to his possessions.” I thought about this for years. They—Miss Mary and friends—had felt that they had the right to authorize a series of electroshock treatments which all but destroyed Ernest Hemingway’s brain and personality, but she decided that she could not keep his guns locked away from him when he was depressed to the point of suicide.


That Sunday morning of July 2, 1961, Hemingway awoke early, as he always did. This morning was beautiful, sunny and cloudless. Miss Mary was the only other occupant of the Ketchum house, sleeping in a separate bedroom. She did not awaken as Hemingway tiptoed down the carpeted stairs, took the keys from the windowsill, went down to the storage room, and chose—I believe—his faithful Boss twelve-gauge. Then he went back upstairs, crossed the living room to the tiled foyer at the foot of the stairs, loaded both barrels, set the butt of the shotgun on the tiled floor, set the muzzles of both barrels against his forehead, I think—not in his mouth—and tripped both triggers.


I emphasize the details because I think it is important that he did not simply load the gun in the storage room and do the deed there, in the basement, where even the sound might have been swallowed by the intervening doors and carpeted floors and cinder-block walls. He carried the gun to the foyer, to the base of the stairs, to the one place in the house where it was guaranteed that Miss Mary could not get to the phone or the front door without stepping over his body and the pool of blood, splintered skull, and blasted brain tissue that had been the source for all those novels, all those stories, all the lies he once tried to convince me were truer than truth.


Some months earlier, Hemingway had been asked to write a simple sentence or two for a book commemorating JFK’s inauguration. After hours of futile effort, Hemingway had broken down and sobbed in front of his doctor: the great writer could not complete a simple sentence.


But he could still communicate, and I think that the place and manner of his death were a last message. It was addressed to Miss Mary, of course, but also to J. Edgar Hoover, to the FBI, to the OSS… or the CIA, as it was now called… to the memories of those who were there that year between late April and mid-September 1942 when the writer played spy and became entangled with Nazi agents, FBI snoops, British spooks, Cuban politicians and policemen. Spanish priests and noblemen, ten-year-old secret agents and German U-boats. I do not flatter myself that Hemingway was thinking of me that last morning, but if his message was what I think it was—a last, violent move to declare stalemate to a decades-old game rather than suffer checkmate at the hands of a patient but relentless enemy—then perhaps I was woven into the tapestry of his thoughts that morning, a minor figure in a baroque pattern.


I hope that on the morning of my forty-ninth birthday, in Hemingway’s last moments, he might have been thinking, if his sorrow and depression allowed him such a luxury as coherent thought, not only of his final, decisive, twelve-gauge gesture of ultimate defiance but also of any victories he had won in his long-running war against invisible enemies.


I wonder if he was thinking of the Crook Factory.
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MR. HOOVER SUMMONED ME to Washington in late April 1942. The cable caught up to me in Mexico City and ordered me to report to the director “by the fastest possible means.” This gave me pause for a moment, since everyone in the Bureau knew how penny-pinching Mr. Hoover could be. Normally, a summons back to Washington, even from Mexico City or Bogotá, would entail travel by burro, car, boat, and train, while requiring a careful eye on the expense account.


On the morning of my appointment with Mr. Hoover, after hops through Texas, Missouri, and Ohio, I landed at Washington’s National Airport. I looked out the window of my silver DC-3 with some interest. Not only was it a beautiful spring morning with the dome of the Capitol Building and the Washington Monument gleaming cleanly in the rich April light, but the airport itself was new. In previous flights into Washington I had landed at the city’s old airport, Hoover Field, across the Potomac River in Virginia, near Arlington National Cemetery. I had been out of the country since the previous summer, but I had heard about how—even before Pearl Harbor and without presidential authorization—the army had started work on a huge, new, five-sided headquarters where the old airport had been.


As we circled once before landing, I could see that the new National Airport was much more conveniently located near the downtown. It was obvious that the modern airport was not yet finished: the brand-new terminal still had construction equipment and workers swarming around it like ants. I also caught a glimpse of the new army headquarters going up. The press had already started calling it “the Pentagon,” and the name seemed appropriate from my vantage point three thousand feet up, for although only about half of the monstrosity had been completed, the foundation and rising walls clearly showed the five-sided shape. The parking lots alone covered all of what had been Hoover Field and its next-door amusement park, and I could see lines of army trucks rolling in toward the completed part of the building, presumably delivering all the desks and typewriters and other bureaucratic detritus of the new, expanded army.


I sat back as the drone of the two engines changed pitch for landing. I had liked old Hoover Field, although it had been nothing more than a grass strip between an amusement park on one side and a dump on the other. A county highway, Military Road, had run across the landing strip—not parallel to it, but across it—and I had read a few years earlier that the airport manager had been arrested and convicted for trying to put up a stoplight there to halt traffic while commercial aircraft landed. The county highway department had torn the illegal stoplight out. It had not seemed to matter; the times I had flown in, the pilots seemed adept enough at gauging their landings between the crossing cars and trucks. I recalled that there had been no control tower as such and that the windsock had flown from the highest point on the roller coaster next to the field.


We landed, taxied, and I was the third person out, rearranging the .38 on my belt as I moved quickly down the stairway to the warm tarmac. I carried a bag with a change of underwear, a clean shirt, and my other dark suit, but I did not know if I would have time to find a hotel, check in, shower, shave, and change before my meeting with Mr. Hoover. The thought worried me. Mr. Hoover had no patience with special agents who showed up in less than their Sunday best, even if those agents had spent a day and a night catching planes across Mexico and the United States.


Passing through the new terminal that still smelled of paint and fresh plaster, I paused to look at the papers on the newsstand. One headline of The Washington Daily News read ENOUGH VD CASES IN D.C. TO OVERFLOW THE STADIUM. I tried to remember how many people could fit into old Griffith Stadium. Thirty thousand, at least. Glancing around at the mobs of crisp new uniforms—Army, Navy, MP’s, SP’s, Marines, Coast Guard, most of them kissing at least one girl goodbye—I was surprised that the VD problem since the beginning of the war was that small.


Passing through the new terminal, I headed for the telephone booths near the exit doors. My one chance to get a shower and a change of clothes would be to get in touch with Tom Dillon, a friend who had gone through Quantico with me and shared a bit of Camp X training before he had been transferred to Washington and me to the SIS. Tom was still a bachelor—or had been when I had talked to him ten months earlier—and his apartment was not far from the Justice Department. I plugged in my nickel, asked the operator to connect me with his home number, hoping that this was his day off, knowing that as a field agent Tom was probably not in the office if this was a workday for him. I listened to the phone ring. Dispirited, I was fumbling for another nickel when a hairy hand came over my shoulder, took the receiver out of my hand, and hung it up.


I spun around, ready to deck the soldier or sailor who had made the mistake of fooling with me, only to be confronted by Tom Dillon’s smiling face a few inches from my own.


“I heard you ask for my number, Joe,” said Dillon. “I’m not home.”


“You never were,” I said with a grin. We shook hands. “What are you doing here, Tom?” I did not believe in coincidence.


“Mr. Ladd sent me. He said that you had an appointment at the Department at eleven-thirty and that I should give you a ride. Give you time to clean up at my place if you want.”


“Great,” I said. Mr. Ladd was D. M. Ladd—“Mickey” to his friends in the Bureau—one of the director’s assistants and now head of the Domestic Intelligence Division, in which Tom worked. Dillon had not said that I had an appointment with the director and probably did not know that bit of information. It was not my place to tell him.


“Your plane was early,” said Tom as if in apology for not meeting me at the gate.


“Didn’t have to wait for traffic to cross the landing strip,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.”


Tom grabbed my bag and led the way out through the crowds to where his Ford coupe was parked at the curb just beyond the main doors. The Ford’s top was down, and Tom tossed my bag into the back seat and jogged around to the driver’s side with the same boyish energy I remembered from Quantico. I settled back into the thick cushions as we left the airport and drove toward downtown. The air here was warm and humid, but much less warm and humid than I had been used to for the past few years in Colombia and Mexico. It was too late in the season to see Washington’s famous Japanese cherry trees in full bloom, but the scent of their remaining blossoms still filled the broad avenues, mixing with the rich perfume from the magnolia trees that gave the city its familiar Southern feel.


I say familiar, but in actuality this might have been a completely different city from the Washington I had lived in for part of ’38 and ’39 and visited briefly the previous summer. That Washington had been a sleepy Southern town, its broad avenues never crowded with traffic, its demeanor more relaxed than many South American villages I had spent time in since then. Now everything was changed.


The “tempos” I had heard about were everywhere: ugly, drab buildings of gray asbestos board, each about half a block long with five wings extending from one side, each thrown up in a week to house the invading hordes of war workers and bureaucrats for the duration of the war. Tempos ran along both sides of the Reflecting Pool in front of the Lincoln Memorial, blocking the view of the pool itself, the ugly structures connected by rickety-looking covered bridges crossing and recrossing the water. More tempos filled the area along Constitution Avenue, obliterating a pleasant park where I had often grabbed a hasty lunch, and a pack of aggressive tempos circled the Washington Monument like so many gray, scabrous scavengers closing in for the kill.


The avenues were as wide as I remembered, but now they were packed with cars and trucks, including more convoys of olive-green Army trucks, in the backs of which I could see the desks and chairs and typewriters and filing cabinets which I had only imagined from my airplane window. America was going to war. In triplicate. The sidewalks were crowded, and while there were still many uniforms visible, the majority of people were dressed in the civil uniform of the day—gray and black suits, the women’s skirts shorter than I remembered, shoulders emphasized on male and female alike. Everyone appeared young and healthy and seemed to be hurrying to important meetings. Briefcases were ubiquitous; even some of the women carried them.


Trolley cars were still evident despite the heavy automobile traffic, but I noticed that the trolleys seemed older somehow. It took me a minute to realize that they were older—that the city must have brought old cars out of retirement to meet the demand of all this added population. I watched as a quaint, double-ended, wooden relic from the 1800s screeched by, glass windows along the roofline, its running boards crowded with men hanging on to brass bars and leather straps. Most of the men were Negroes.


“Yeah,” said Tom Dillon, looking over to catch my gaze. “Even more niggers in town now than before the war.”


I nodded. Someone looking at us from one of those trolley cars might think that we were brothers, perhaps even fraternal twins. Tom was thirty-one and I was only twenty-nine, but his skin was smoother and he still had a hint of freckles along the brim of his nose. And his nose had never been broken, unlike mine. We were both wearing the dark suits required by Mr. Hoover, with white shirts—admittedly, Tom’s was crisper than mine at the moment—and nearly identical snap-brim hats. We each had our hair cut the regulation two inches above our collars, and if our hats had blown off, a viewer would have noticed how carefully we combed our hair on the top to avoid the “pointy-headed look” that Mr. Hoover disliked. Each of us carried the Bureau-required white handkerchief in our right front trouser pocket so that we could wipe our hands before a handshake if we were nervous or had been exercising strenuously. Mr. Hoover hated encountering “damp palms” and did not want that stigma attached to any of his special agents. Both Tom and I carried matching Police Positive .38-caliber revolvers in black holsters on our belts, shifted to the right side so that they would not bulge too noticeably against our suit jackets. Unless Tom had gotten a raise, we each earned $65 a week: a solid sum in 1942 but not impressive for the college and law school graduates who met the minimum Bureau requirements for employment. Both of us had been born in Texas into Catholic families, had gone to second-rate Southern colleges, and had attended law school.


But there the similarities ended. Tom Dillon still spoke in a slow, West Texas drawl. My family had moved to California when I was three, then to Florida when I was six, and as far as I could tell, I had no discernible accent. Tom had gone to college on his family’s money. I had squeaked by on a football scholarship, supplemented by a part-time job. Tom had graduated from law school before being recruited, thus meeting Mr. Hoover’s requirements, but I had been an exception, recruited at the beginning of my second year of law school, just as I was about to drop out because of lack of funds and motivation. The reasons for the exception were simple: I spoke Spanish fluently and Mr. Hoover had needed Spanish-speaking special agents for the Special Intelligence Service he had been planning—counterintelligence agents who could blend into the crowd, talk to informants, and say “Thank you” in Spanish-speaking Latin America without pronouncing the word as “Grassyass.” I qualified. My father had been Mexican, my mother Irish. Which led to another difference between Tom Dillon and me.


When Dillon had said “even more niggers in town now than before the war” I had stifled the impulse to reach across, grab the back of the other agent’s head with both hands, and smash his face against the steering wheel. I didn’t give a damn about him insulting Negroes—I hadn’t worked with any blacks or known any well enough personally to avoid the bias we all had against these fourth-class American citizens—but when Tom Dillon said “nigger,” I heard “beaner” or “spic” or “wetback.”


My father had been Mexican. My skin was light enough, and I had inherited enough of my Irish mother’s bone structure and features to pass for a typical Anglo-Protestant American, but I had grown up being ashamed of my father’s Mexican heritage and fighting anyone and everyone who referred to me as “Mexican.” And because my father had died when I was six years old and my mother less than a year later, I felt even more deeply ashamed of my shame—of having never told my father that I forgave him for being non-pure-white American and having never begged forgiveness of my mother for hating her for marrying a Mexican.


It was strange. As I grew older, I wished more and more that I had known my father better. I had been not quite five when he went off to the Great War, and I had turned six before we learned he died over there—of the flu, three months after the war ended. How could I miss someone so much whom I had never really known?


There were other differences between Tom Dillon and Joe Lucas. Tom’s work in the Domestic Intelligence Division entailed what the vast majority of FBI agents did—investigation. The Bureau, as Mr. Hoover repeatedly had to point out to eager congressmen and senators, was not in the business of police enforcement. It was an investigative agency. Tom spent most of his time doing interviews, making reports, cross-checking leads with other leads, and occasionally following people. He had some experience in carrying out black bag jobs, planting bugs, and other illegal surveillance techniques, but for the most part, that was left to the experts. I was one of those experts.


And Tom had never killed anyone.


“So,” said Tom as we drove past the White House. “You still with SIS?”


“Uh-huh,” I said. Noticed that they had put up some sort of security post at the Pennsylvania Avenue entrance to the White House. The gates were still open, but it looked as if the policeman at the gate might check your credentials if you tried to walk onto the White House grounds. When I had visited the city the previous summer, anyone could still stroll through the grounds without being challenged, although a Marine guard might ask your business if you walked into the executive mansion itself. When I had first come to the city in the mid-’30s, there had been no gates to the White House and entire sections of the grounds had no fence. I remembered playing baseball on the South Lawn that first summer.


“Still in Mexico?” said Tom.


“Hmm,” I said. We stopped for a red light. White House workers hurried by, some with brown lunch bags in their hands. “Tell me, Tom,” I said, “what’s been happening here in Domestic Division since Pearl Harbor?” If queried by someone, Tom Dillon would probably say that he and I had shared confidences from the beginning, speaking openly about almost everything. The truth was that Tom shared confidences. “Caught any Nazi or Jap spies?” I said.


Tom chuckled and shifted the coupe into gear as the light changed. “Heck, Joe, we’ve been so busy being sicced onto our own people, we don’t have time for Nazis or Japs.”


“Which people?” I knew that Tom loved name-dropping. It would probably cost him his job someday. “Who’s the Bureau been sicced on since the war began, Tom?”


He peeled a stick of Wrigley’s and began chewing loudly. “Oh, the vice president,” he said casually.


I laughed. Vice President Henry Agard Wallace was an idealist and an honest man. He was also known as an idiot and a dupe for the Communists.


Tom looked hurt at my laughter. “I mean it, Joe. We’ve been on him since last spring. Bugs, taps, tails, black bag jobs… the man can’t take a piss without Mr. Hoover getting a lab report on it.”


“Uh-huh,” I said. “Wallace is a threat….”


Tom missed my irony. “Damned straight,” he said. “We’ve got proof that the Communists are considering using him as an active agent, Joe.”


I shrugged. “The Russians are our allies now, remember?”


Tom glanced over at me. He was shocked enough that he had quit chewing his gum. “Jesus, Joe… don’t joke about things like that. Mr. Hoover doesn’t—”


“I know, I know,” I said. The Japanese had attacked Pearl Harbor and Adolf Hitler was the most dangerous man in the world, but Mr. Hoover was famous for his desire to deal with the Communist menace first. “Who else is taking up your time these days?” I said.


“Sumner Welles,” said Tom, squinting in the bright sunlight as we stopped for another red light. A streetcar rumbled and screeched its way in front of us. We were only a few blocks from Tom’s apartment, but the traffic was almost solid here.


I pushed the brim of my hat back. “Sumner Welles?” I repeated. Welles was undersecretary of state, as well as a personal friend and close adviser to the president. Welles was an expert on Latin American policy and crucial to the intelligence community there; his name had come across the Colombian embassy desk a dozen times in decision-making situations that had affected me. There had been rumors that Sumner Welles had been recalled from his embassy post in Colombia long before I had arrived, but no one was sure of the reason.


“Is Welles a Communist?” I said.


Tom shook his head. “Uh-uh. A fruit.”


“Come again?”


He looked at me and the old Tom Dillon smirk was back. “You heard me, Joe. A fruit. A queer. A fag.”


I waited.


“It started almost two years ago, Joe. September 1940. On the president’s special train coming back from Alabama after Speaker Bankhead’s funeral.”


Tom looked at me as if I was supposed to ask eager questions at this point. I waited.


The light changed. We ground forward a few yards and then stopped behind a mass of trucks and cars. Tom’s voice rose to be heard over the honking and engine noises. “I guess Welles had too much to drink, rang for the porter… several of them showed up… and then he, well, exposed himself to them and suggested… well, you know, Joe, fag stuff.” Tom was blushing. He was a tough G-man, but still a good Catholic boy at heart.


“That’s been confirmed?” I said, thinking about how it would affect the SIS if Welles were to be replaced.


“Hell, yes,” said Tom. “Mr. Hoover put Ed Tamm on it, and the Bureau’s been watching Welles for a year and a half. The old fag gets drunk and trolls the parks for little boys. We’ve got SA reports, eyewitness reports, depositions, wire recordings of phone conversations…”


I tugged the brim of my hat lower to shade my eyes. According to the embassy people I trusted most, Sumner Welles was the smartest man in the State Department. “Has Mr. Hoover briefed the president?” I said.


“A year ago this January,” said Tom. He spit his gum out over the side of the coupe. Traffic began to move. We turned right off Wisconsin. “According to Dick Ferris, who worked with Tamm on this, Mr. Hoover didn’t make any recommendations… wasn’t asked for any… and the president didn’t really say anything. Dick says that Attorney General Biddle tried to take this up with the president later and FDR just said, ‘Well, he’s not doing it on government time, is he?’ ”


I nodded. “Making homosexual overtures is a felony,” I said.


“Yeah, and Dick says that Ed Tamm says that Mr. Hoover pointed this out to the president and explained how it opens Welles up to blackmail. The president’s just sitting on it for now, but that won’t last for long….”


“Why not?” I said. I saw the block where I had lived four years ago, sharing an apartment with two other special agents. Tom’s apartment was only three blocks west.


“Bullitt’s after Welles now,” said Tom, turning the wheel with both hands.


William Christian Bullitt. A man whom one of the columnists had once called “an Iago of Iagos.” I had never read Shakespeare, but I understood the allusion. Mr. Hoover had a file on Bullitt, as well, and in one of my earlier jobs in Washington I had been forced to review it. William Christian Bullitt was another buddy of FDR’s, an ambassador who made enemies in every country he was assigned to, and the kind of opportunist who would fuck a woodpile in the off chance there might be a snake in it. At the very least, according to the file I’d read, Bullitt had seduced FDR’s adoring and naive secretary, Missy LeHand, just so he could get a little better access to the president.


If Bullitt was after Sumner Welles, he would bring him down someday… by leaking stories to FDR’s political enemies, by whispering to the columnists, by expressing his shock to Cordell Hull, the secretary of state. Bullitt would destroy Welles come hell or high water, and in so doing destroy the Latin American desk at State, sink the Good Neighbor Policy that was working down there, and weaken the nation in time of war. But a man who had homosexual urges when drunk would be out of government service and Mr. William Christian Bullitt would probably gain some leverage in the never-ending power game.


Ah, Washington.


“Who else is the Bureau after?” I said tiredly.


Amazingly, there was a parking spot right in front of Tom’s apartment building. He swept the coupe into the little space, left the engine running, but pulled on the parking brake. He rubbed his nose. “You’ll never guess, Joe. I’ve been involved in this one personally. I’ve gotta work on it tonight. I’ll leave you the keys… maybe see you tomorrow.”


I probably won’t be here tomorrow, I thought. I said, “Great.”


“Go ahead, guess.” Tom still wanted to play his game.


I sighed. “Eleanor Roosevelt,” I said.


Tom blinked. “Damn. You’ve heard about the investigation?”


“You have to be fucking kidding,” I said. Mr. Hoover had Official/Confidential files on most of the important people in Washington—in the United States—and everyone knew that he hated Eleanor Roosevelt, but the director would never go after a member of a sitting president’s family. He was too concerned about his own job for that.


Tom saw that I was in the dark. He pushed back the brim of his hat with a confident gesture and laid his arm on the top of the steering wheel as he faced me. “No joke, Joe. Of course, we’re not following Mrs. Roosevelt personally, but…”


“You had me going, Tom.”


“No, no,” he said, leaning closer so that I could smell the spearmint on his breath. “For the last three years the old lady’s been nuts about a kid named Joe Lash…”


I knew all about Lash, had seen his file in relation to a case I had worked on in 1939 regarding the American Youth Congress, even interviewed him once myself while pretending to be a student interested in his organization. Lash had been national secretary of the Youth Congress then, a perennial student himself, older than me but decades younger in every way that counts—one of those boys in a man’s body, going on thirty but with all the wisdom and sophistication of a ten-year-old. The Youth Congress was a left-wing debating society, just the kind of organization the Communists loved to fund and infiltrate, and it was a pet of Mrs. Roosevelt’s.


“They’re lovers…” Tom was saying.


“Bullshit,” I said. “She’s sixty years old—”


“Fifty-eight,” said Tom. “Lash is thirty-three. Mrs. Roosevelt has her own apartment in New York, Joe. She refused Secret Service protection.”


“So?” I said. “That doesn’t prove anything except that the old broad has sense. Who wants those Treasury assholes breathing down your neck twenty-four hours a day?”


Tom was shaking his head. “Mr. Hoover knows that it means something.”


I had a headache. For the briefest of seconds, I again had the urge to grab Tom’s tie and slam his face into the coupe’s dash until that pert, freckled nose was a shapeless, bleeding mass. “Tom,” I said softly, “are you telling me that we’re doing black bag jobs on Mrs. Roosevelt? Chamfering her mail?”


He shook his head again. “Of course not, Joe. But we’re photographing Lash’s mail, bugging his phone and apartment. You should read the letters that our dear First Lady Nigger Lover sends that Commie jerk… hot stuff, Joe.”


“I bet,” I said. The thought of that homely old lady writing passionate letters to this boy made me sad.


“That’s where I’m going tonight,” said Tom, adjusting his hat again. “Lash got drafted a couple of weeks ago, and we’re handing over the investigation to the CIC.”


“It figures,” I said. The army’s Counter-Intelligence Corps, a branch of its Military Intelligence Division run by General John Bissell, might have been generously described as a drunken chimpanzee cluster fuck. Bissell’s group might also have been described as a bunch of right-wing assholes, but not by me. Not this day. One thing was for sure, I knew—the CIC would have no hesitation in tailing, bugging, tapping, or black bagging Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt. And I also knew that FDR, for all his patience with sad fools like Sumner Welles, would have Bissell’s ass transferred to the South Pacific in a minute when he discovered that the army was after his wife.


Tom tossed me his keys. “Could beer in the icebox,” he said. “Sorry there’s no food. We can go out for dinner tomorrow when I get off duty.”


“Hope so,” I said. I jingled the keys in my fist. “Thanks for this, Tom. If I have to leave before you get back tomorrow…”


“Put ’em over the door, just like the old days,” said Tom. He leaned over to shake hands above the hot metal of the car door. “See you later, buddy.”


I watched him pull the coupe out into traffic before I hustled up the stairs. Tom Dillon was the perfect FBI man—eager to please but basically lazy, willing to eat shit if Mr. Hoover or Mr. Hoover’s men said to eat shit, quick at following orders and slow to think on his own, a defender of democracy who hated niggers, spics, kikes, wops, and greasers. Without doubt Tom fired his .38 religiously at the Bureau firing range in the basement of the Justice Department Building and would be proficient with submachine guns, shotguns, high-velocity rifles, and hand-to-hand combat. On paper, he was a competent killer. Tom would last about three days in SIS field operations.


I climbed the stairs to my shower and put him out of my mind.
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THE MAIN ENTRANCE to the huge Department of Justice Building was at Ninth Street and Pennsylvania Avenue. The classic porticoes, each with four massive pillars on each side of that corner, started above the second-floor windows and ran all the way to the roofline, four stories above. On the Pennsylvania Avenue side, near the corner, the only balcony was outside the fifth-floor window to the left of those pillars. This was Mr. Hoover’s personal balcony. Already, in 1942, he had watched eighteen years’ worth of U.S. presidents pass by in inaugural parades, then had stood there to watch some of them returning in funeral processions.


I knew the building, of course, but I had never had a desk in it, having been relegated to various field offices or undercover work during my earlier stays in the District of Columbia. This worked in my favor as I came in ten minutes early for my eleven-thirty appointment, looking showered, shaved, hair pomaded, wearing a clean shirt and suit, shoes polished, hat carried carefully in my not-damp hands. The place was huge, and there were a few faces I would have recognized and who might have recognized me, but I did not encounter them as I got off the elevator on the fifth floor and headed for the director’s sanctum sanctorum.


Mr. Hoover’s office was not at the center of the building, but actually almost hidden away. To find it one had to traipse down a long hallway, then through a large conference room with ashtrays set along a polished table, then through an outer office where Miss Gandy waited like the proverbial dragon guarding the legendary virgin. In 1942, Miss Gandy was already a legend herself: Hoover’s one indispensable employee, part protector, part nursemaid, and the only human being allowed to see, catalog, index, and read Hoover’s Personal Files. She was forty-five years old when I walked into that outer office in 1942, but Hoover already referred to her as “that old biddy” to his male friends and closest assistants. And it was true that there was something of the biddy hen about her.


“Special Agent Lucas?” she said, glancing up at me as I stood there with my hat in my hands. “You are four minutes early.”


I nodded.


“Take a seat, please. The Director is running on schedule.”


I resisted the impulse to smile at the sound of the capital letter on “Director” and took a seat as ordered. The room was almost dowdy—two over-stuffed chairs and a sprung sofa against the wall. I sat on the sofa. I knew that this was the only glimpse of J. Edgar Hoover’s office that most special agents ever saw: the director (I thought of him with no capital letter) usually met his lower-level subordinates in the conference room or in this outer office. I looked around, expecting to see John Dillinger’s scalp on one of the few shelves of the display case across from me, but the exhibit Tom and my other SA friends had described in loving detail was absent. Only a few plaques and a dusty trophy sat there. Perhaps the scalp was out at the cleaners.


At precisely eleven-thirty, Miss Gandy said, “The Director will see you now, Special Agent Lucas.” I confess that my pulse rate was higher than usual as I went through that inner door.


Mr. Hoover leaped up as I came in, bustled around his desk, shook my hand in the center of the room, and waved me to a chair to the right of his desk while he returned to his own place. I knew from hearing other special agents talk that this was the invariable routine if one were lucky enough to meet with the director in his inner office.


“Well, Special Agent Lucas,” said Mr. Hoover as he settled back in his throne. I say throne without sarcasm, because his office was set up that way—his desk and chair were on a raised dais, his own chair was much more substantial than the low guest chair in which I sat, and the tall window was at his back, the blinds open so that if the sun were shining, Mr. Hoover would be little more than a massive silhouette against the light. But the day had become partly cloudy since the glorious morning, the light behind him was muted, and I could make out Hoover’s features easily enough.


J. Edgar Hoover was forty-six years old on that April day in 1942—the only time I ever met with him, before or since—and I took my assessment of him at the same time he was assessing me. When meeting other men, it was a habit of mine—although weakness might be a better word—to judge them according to how I would deal with them in a fistfight. Physically, Hoover would not have been a problem. He was short for an agent—exactly my height, I’d noticed as we had shaken hands—and while I still would have qualified in the light heavyweight category, he must have outweighed me by at least twenty pounds. He was probably around five foot ten and 183, well above the weight-for-height guidelines he had set for his FBI agents. The first impression was of squatness, and that impression was enhanced by the fact that his broad upper body tapered down to the smallest feet I had ever seen on a man. Hoover was well dressed, his dark, double-breasted suit impeccably tailored, his silk tie showing hints of pink and burgundy which no SA would have dared wear, and I made note of the matching pink silk handkerchief puffed out in his breast pocket. His hair looked black and was slicked back so firmly on his head that his characteristic scowl and squint looked like they were caused by a flat wig pulled too tight.


The popular caricature of Hoover was of a bulldog—the squinting or popped eyes, the squashed-in nose, the massive, clenched jaw—and all those elements were visible in that first moment of encounter with him, but my own thought was more of a Chinese pug than a bulldog. Hoover moved fast—his walk out to the center of the room, his handshake, and his retreat to his chair had taken less than fifteen seconds—but his was a nervously purposeful energy. If I had to fight the man, I would have gone for his belly—obviously his softest part, second only to his gonads—but I would have made damned sure not to turn my back on him when he went down. Those eyes and that set of mouth belonged to a man who would try to bite you to death after you’d cut off his arms and legs.


“Well, Special Agent Lucas,” he said again, flipping open a thick personnel file that I was sure was mine. Except for a few other files and a black, leather-bound book a few inches from his left elbow—the Bible that had been a gift from his mother, an artifact all of us had heard about—his desk was bare. “Did you have a good trip to Washington, Lucas?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Do you know why I’ve called you here, Lucas?” Hoover’s speech was fast, clipped, staccato.


“No, sir.”


The director nodded but did not go on to enlighten me. He thumbed through my life as if it was the first time he had ever seen it, although I was certain that he had studied it carefully before I arrived.


“I see you were born in 1912,” said Hoover. “In… ah… Brownsville, Texas.”


“Yes, sir.” Despite the uselessness of guessing about the reason for my summons, I had done some speculating during the trip from Mexico. I did not flatter myself that I was in line for some sort of promotion or special recognition. What set me apart from most of the other four thousand or so special agents working for J. Edgar Hoover that year was that I had killed two men… three if he chose to count Krivitsky from the previous year. The last man in the FBI to get a reputation as a killer had been Special Agent in Charge Melvin Purvis, the agent credited with shooting both John Dillinger and Pretty Boy Floyd, and while it was common knowledge in the Bureau that Purvis had not actually killed either of those criminals, it was also understood that Hoover had forced Purvis into resigning in 1935. Purvis had become famous… more famous than his director, who had never shot at a crook or actually arrested anyone. The public was to associate only one name with the FBI—J. Edgar Hoover. Purvis had to go. This was one reason I had been damned sure never to claim special credit for anything—not for the cases when we had rounded up the last of the Abwehr agents in Mexico, not for the two shootings in that dark, adobe house when Schiller and his hired assassin tried to kill me, not for Krivitsky.


“You have two brothers and a sister,” said Hoover.


“Yes, sir.”


He looked up from the file and stared at me. “Seems like a small family for Mexican Catholics,” he said.


“My father was born in Mexico,” I said. “My mother was Irish.” This was the other possibility, that the Bureau had only recently discovered my father’s nationality.


“Mexican and Irish,” said Hoover. “Then it’s a miracle that there were only four children in the family.”


A miracle called the influenza epidemic and pneumonia, I thought, my face showing nothing.


Hoover was looking at the file again. “Did they call you José at home, Agent Lucas?”


My father had. He had not become an American citizen until the year before he died. “The name on my birth certificate is Joseph, Mr. Hoover,” I said.


If this was the reason I had been called to Washington, I was ready for it. Not that the Bureau discriminated. There were 5,702 Negro FBI special agents in 1942—I had seen the number in a report at the Mexico City field office less than a week earlier. About 5,690 of these SAs had been appointed in the past six months—all of them black drivers, janitors, cooks, and office help whom Hoover had not wanted drafted. Hoover had worked hard to make sure that special agents of the FBI were immune from the draft, at the same time he had let it be known to every special agent in the weeks after Pearl Harbor that they could enlist if they wished but that there would be no place waiting for them in the Bureau if and when they got back.


I knew that there had been at least five Negro G-men before Pearl Harbor—Mr. Hoover’s three chauffeurs, of course, as well as John Amos and Sam Noisette. Amos was an old man. He had been Theodore Roosevelt’s valet, personal bodyguard, and friend—TR had literally died in Sam Amos’s arms—and when Hoover had become director of the Bureau of Investigation in 1924, Amos was already on the payroll. I had seen the old black man once at the firing range, where his job was to clean the weapons.


Sam Noisette was a more recent Negro success story, a special agent assigned to Mr. Hoover’s personal office—I was surprised that I had not seen him on the way in—who was often held up as an example of the Bureau’s generous policy toward blacks. When someone once showed me an article in Ebony magazine trumpeting the close working friendship between Special Agent Noisette and Mr. Hoover, I had to smile at the sentence “The relationship between the two men virtually sets the race relations pattern for the huge agency.” It was true, but perhaps not in the way the Ebony writer had meant it. Noisette—“Mr. Sam,” as Hoover and everyone else called him—was the director’s personal assistant and majordomo, given the responsibility of handing the director a dry towel when Hoover emerged from his private bathroom, of helping him into his coat, and—most important—of swatting the flies which J. Edgar Hoover loathed with a passion matched only by his fear and hatred of Communists.


Did they call you José at home? Hoover was telling me that he knew… the Bureau knew… that my father had not been an American citizen at the time of my birth, that technically I was the son of a beaner, a wetback.


I looked the pug dog of a little man in the eye and waited.


“I see you moved around a lot as a boy, Special Agent Lucas. Texas. Then California. Then Florida. Then back to Texas for college.”


“Yes, sir.”


Hoover still looked at the file. “Your father died in 1919, in France, I see. As a result of war wounds?”


“The influenza,” I said.


“But he was there in the army?”


“Yes, sir.” In a labor battalion. Which was the last to be shipped home. Which is why he was still there to catch the influenza at the height of the epidemic.


“Yes, yes,” said Hoover, dismissing my father without looking up from the file. “And your mother died the same year.” Now he looked up, one dark eyebrow rising slightly.


“Pneumonia,” I said. A broken heart, I thought.


Hoover shuffled the papers. “But you and the other children weren’t put in an orphanage?”


“No, sir. My sister went to live with my aunt’s family.” In Mexico, I thought, and prayed that this detail was not in my dossier. “My two brothers and I went to live with my father’s brother in Florida. He had only one son to help him on his fishing boat. My brothers and I worked with him on it for several years while we were in school—I used to return and work every summer with him while I was putting myself through college.”


“So you are familiar with the Caribbean?” said Hoover.


“Not really, sir. We fished on the Gulf side. One summer I worked on a charter boat that sailed around to Miami and then to Bimini, but we never saw the other islands.”


“But you know boats,” said Hoover, his popped eyes staring blackly at me. I had no idea what he was thinking.


“Yes, sir. Enough to get by on one.”


The director looked back at the file. “Tell me about the Veracruz incident, Special Agent Lucas.”


I knew that he was looking at my ten-page, single-spaced report in the file. “You’re aware, sir, of the details of the operation up to the point that Schiller was tipped off by an informant in the Mexican police?”


Hoover nodded. The sun had come out for a moment, and its glare through the blinds behind the director gave the effect he liked. I could no longer see Hoover’s eyes—only the silhouette of his burly shoulders extending to either side of the dark shape that was his chair… that and the gleam of sunlight on his oiled hair.


“I was supposed to meet them at the house on Simón Bolívar Street at eleven P.M. to make the drop,” I said. “Just as I had a dozen times before. I always came at least an hour before the meeting to check out the place. Only this time they had come ninety minutes before the rendezvous time. They were waiting in the darkened house when I let myself in the front door. At the last minute, I realized that they were there.”


“What tipped you off, Special Agent Lucas?” came Hoover’s voice from the dark silhouette.


“The dog, sir. There had been an old yellow hound that had barked every time I’d come before. Usually dogs in Mexico aren’t all that territorial, but this was a bitch who belonged to the peasant who watched the house for Schiller. It was chained up in the side yard. The peasant had been picked up in our sweep two days previously, and the dog was starved.”


“So you heard it barking?”


“No, sir. I didn’t hear it. My guess is that it had been barking since Schiller had arrived, and he told the man with him to cut its throat.”


Hoover chuckled. “Just like that Sherlock Holmes case. The dog in the night.”


“Pardon, sir?”


“Haven’t you read Sherlock Holmes, Special Agent Lucas?”


“No, sir. I don’t read make-believe books.”


“Make-believe books? You mean novels?”


“Yes, sir.”


“All right, go on. What happened next?”


I creased the brim of my hat as it sat in my lap. “Not much, sir. Or, rather, quite a bit, but very quickly. I was already at the door before I realized that the dog wasn’t barking. I decided to go in. They weren’t expecting me that early. They hadn’t found good firing positions yet. I went in fast. They shot at me, but it was dark and they missed. I shot back.”


Hoover folded his hands as if in prayer. “The ballistics report said that between the two of them they fired more than forty bullets. Nine millimeter. Lugers?”


“Lopez, the hired gun, had a Luger,” I said. “Schiller was firing a Schmeisser.”


“Machine pistol,” said Hoover. “It must have been loud in that little room.”


I nodded.


“And you fired only four bullets from your .357 Magnum, Special Agent Lucas?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Two head shots and an upper body hit. From a prone position. In the dark. Amidst all that noise and confusion?”


“Their muzzle flashes gave them away, sir. I wasn’t trying for head shots, necessarily, just firing above the flashes. One usually shoots a bit high in the dark. And I think that the noise rattled Schiller. Lopez was a professional. Schiller was an amateur and a fool.”


“A dead fool now.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Are you still carrying the .357 Magnum, Agent Lucas?”


“No, sir. I have the regulation .38 with me.”


Hoover looked back at the file. “Krivitsky,” he said softly, as if to himself.


I said nothing. If I was here because of a problem, this could be it. Hoover turned pages in the thick file.


General Walter Gregorievitch Krivitsky had been chief of the NKVD, the Soviet Secret Service in Western Europe, until late in 1937, when he had come out of the shadows at The Hague, seeking asylum in the West and telling reporters that he had “broken with Stalin.” No one breaks with Stalin and lives. Krivitsky was a follower of Leon Trotsky, who had become a prime example of that dictum in Mexico City.


The Abwehr, Germany’s military intelligence group, had been interested in what Krivitsky knew. A crack Abwehr agent, Commander Traugott Andreas Richard Protze—formerly a counterespionage expert in the old Marine Nachrichtendienst, the German Naval Intelligence Office—had put his people to work on turning Walter Krivitsky, who had decided that a high-profile life in Paris was his ticket to safety. There was no ticket to safety. With GPU assassins on their way from the Soviet Union and Protze’s Abwehr agents all around—one got close to Krivitsky by posing as a Jewish refugee being hunted by both the Nazis and the Communists—the ex-NKVD agent’s life was becoming cheaper by the moment.


Krivitsky bolted from Paris to the United States, where the FBI and the U.S. Office of Naval Intelligence soon joined the Abwehr and the GPU in following the small, thin, shaggy-browed Krivitsky. Once again, the ex-Soviet decided that being in the eye of the public was his best defense. Krivitsky wrote a book—I Was Stalin’s Agent—published articles in the Saturday Evening Post, and even testified before the Dies Committee on Un-American Activities. In every public appearance, Krivitsky announced to everyone who would listen that he was being tailed by GPU assassins.


He was, of course—the foremost among them being a killer known as “Hans the Red Judas,” who had just come from Europe after murdering Ignace Reiss, Krivitsky’s old friend and another deserter from the Soviet Secret Service. By the time the war broke out in Europe in 1939, Krivitsky could not go to the corner newsstand for a copy of Look without half a dozen agencies, foreign and domestic, reading it over his shoulder.


My job was not to follow Krivitsky—I would have had to have taken a number and gotten in line to do that—but to tail “Hans the Red Judas,” the Abwehr agent who was following Krivitsky. This was Dr. Hans Wesemann, a former Marxist, a debonair European man-about-town, and a specialist in kidnapping or killing former émigrés. Wesemann was in the United States on a journalist’s passport, but although the FBI had been tipped to his presence almost immediately upon his entering the country, the Bureau had ignored Wesemann until it became obvious that he was closing in on Krivitsky.


So in September 1939, I was brought back to the States as part of the FBI/BSC operation to turn the Krivitsky–Red Judas–Hans Wesemann situation to our advantage. Wesemann must have sensed the crowds gathering around his attempt to grab Krivitsky, because the Abwehr agent asked his superior, Commander Protze, for permission to get out of the country and lie low. We learned this later because the British had broken the German code and would occasionally drop us such crumbs. Protze then conferred with the Abwehr director, Admiral Canaris, and in late September 1939, Wesemann was on his way to Tokyo on a Japanese ship. We could not follow him there, but the British ONI and BSC could—and did—and they let us know immediately when Wesemann arrived in Tokyo only to receive a cable from Protze ordering him back to the United States.


This is the point where I came into play. I had been brought to Washington the previous autumn because we had hoped that Wesemann might go to ground in Mexico, the center for most of the Abwehr’s operations in this hemisphere. Instead, the German ended up spending October and November 1940 in Nicaragua, waiting for his re-entry into the United States. The Abwehr organization was skimpy in Nicaragua, and by this time, Wesemann’s concern for his own safety was approaching Krivitsky’s level. One evening the debonair Wesemann was jumped by three thugs and managed to escape serious injury only by the intervention of a disrated, expatriate American merchant seaman who jumped into the fray and managed to get a broken nose and a knife blade along his ribs before he succeeded in driving the assailants off. The BSC and SIS had paid the three thugs to attack Wesemann, trusting my training in hand-to-hand combat to triumph when I joined the brawl. The three idiots almost killed me.


My cover was simple and deep—I was a not-very-bright but frequently brutal able-bodied seaman and ex-boxer who had been cashiered for striking his bosun, who had managed to lose all of his papers and his American passport while getting the Managua police looking for him, and who was willing to do damned near anything to get out of that hellhole and back to the States. In the next two months, in Wesemann’s employ, I did have to do damned near anything—including acting as a courier to the desultory group of Abwehr agents in Panama who had been watching the canal for two years and once again acting as bodyguard for the aristocrat, this time fighting off a real attack by a ham-handed Soviet agent—before Wesemann grew to depend on me and speak freely in front of me. Brain-damaged old Joe could barely understand English, but Special Agent Lucas had no trouble with the group’s German and Spanish and Portuguese.


When Wesemann received the green light to slip back into the United States, in December 1940, I was the only hired hand he brought in with him. The Abwehr was kind enough to forge a replacement passport for me.


I could see J. Edgar Hoover flipping the last few pages of this Official/Confidential report. It had been Hoover himself who had set up the SIS—the Special Intelligence Service—early in 1940 as a separate subentity of the FBI designed to work closely with the British Security Coordination to manage counterespionage in Latin America. But the SIS worked in ways more similar to British military intelligence than to FBI procedure, and I would have been amazed if it had not made Hoover nervous. Case in point—FBI agents were on call twenty-four hours a day; it was cause for dismissal for Tom Dillon to be out of reach of a call from his office for more than an hour or two. When I was working the Wesemann case in Nicaragua, New York, and Washington, there had been intervals of a week or more when I had not been in contact with any of my superiors or controllers. That was the reality of deep-cover counterespionage.


At any rate, I had spent New Year’s Eve of 1940 in New York with Dr. Wesemann and three other Abwehr agents. The good doctor and his friends went to half a dozen of the best nightclubs in New York—hardly the low profile one expects of serious spies—while old Bodyguard Joe stood out in the snow next to the car, hearing the cheers from the direction of Times Square and hoping that his ass would not freeze off by the time the celebrating Krauts called it a night. By this time, poor Walter Krivitsky had become an embarrassment not only to the NKVD and Joseph Stalin, but to the Abwehr and the FBI as well. The terrified agent had blabbed all he knew about the now-five-years-out-of-date Soviet intelligence network in Europe, so he was planning to stay in the safety of the limelight by going into detail about the German network he had once been in charge of ferreting out. The GPU killers were still closing in on him. Now the word came down from Canaris via Protze to Dr. Wesemann that Krivitsky was no longer a target for abduction and interrogation, only for elimination.


Wesemann gave the job to his most trusted, naive, ignorant, and violent hired thug. He gave it to me.


By the end of January, Krivitsky bolted New York and made a run for it. I followed him to Virginia, where I made contact with him, identifying myself as an FBI and SIS agent who could protect him from the Abwehr and the GPU. Together, we traveled back through Washington, D.C., where—on the night of Sunday, February 9, 1941—he checked into the Hotel Bellevue, near Union Station. It was a cold night. I went down to the nearest diner and came back with a greasy white sack of sandwiches and two rancid coffees. We ate the sandwiches together in his fifth-floor room.


The next morning, the maid found Krivitsky dead in his bed, a gun that was not his own next to his hand. The door to his room had been locked and there was no fire escape outside his window. Detectives in the Washington police department ruled it suicide.


Dr. Hans Wesemann was as good as his word; he had said he would get me out of the country and he did—by train, car, and foot to Mexico, where I was told to report to a certain Franz Schiller for further duties. I did so. In the next ten months, with the help of the BSC and the regular FBI office there, we rounded up fifty-eight of the Abwehr agents in Mexico, effectively destroying their operation in that country.


Hoover looked up from the file. “Krivitsky,” he said again, looking at me. The sun had gone behind the clouds again, and I could see the director’s dark eyes as they bored into me. My report described how I had talked to Krivitsky for three days and convinced him of the hopelessness of his position. The gun found near his hand had been mine, of course. I could see the question in Hoover’s black eyes—Did you kill him, Lucas? Or did you hand him a loaded gun, not knowing whether he would use it on himself or you, and sit there while he blew his brains out?


The moment stretched. The director cleared his throat and flipped pages in the file.


“You trained at Camp X.”


“Yes,” I said, although it had not been a question.


“What did you think of it?”


Camp X was the BSC special operations center in Canada, near Oshawa, on the north shore of Lake Ontario not too far from Toronto. Despite the center’s melodramatic name—“Camp X” always sounded like something from a cheap movie serial to me—the place was deadly serious in its work: training British guerrillas and British counterintelligence experts for deployment all over the world, and sharing that training with some FBI personnel who were new to this harsher, meaner world of spycraft. All of us in the SIS received our initial training at Camp X. The basics included chamfering mail—intercepting and photographing it, then returning it to the normal delivery channels—as well as the art and science of carrying off black bag jobs; physical, photographic, and electronic surveillance techniques; training in lethal hand-to-hand combat; advanced cryptography; exotic weapons training; radio procedures; and much more.


“I thought it was very efficient, sir,” I said.


“Better than Quantico?” said Hoover.


“Different,” I said.


“You know Stephenson personally,” said Hoover.


“I’ve met him several times, sir.” Stephenson was William Stephenson, a Canadian millionaire and head of all BSC operations. Winston Churchill had personally sent Stephenson to the United States in 1940 with two objectives: the public one was to set up an extensive MI6 operation in the United States to keep track of Abwehr agents; the private one was to get America into the war come hell or high water.


I did not guess at these objectives. One of my goals while at Camp X was to spy on the British, and I did this—it was the most difficult and dangerous work of my career to that point—and I photographed not only Churchill’s private memo to Stephenson but also the special operation center’s plans to insert guerrillas into Czechoslovakia in 1942 in order to assassinate the Gestapo chief, Reinhard Heydrich.


“Describe him,” snapped Hoover.


“William Stephenson?” I said stupidly. I knew that Director Hoover knew Stephenson, had worked with him when the Canadian had first come to the country. Hoover liked to brag that it had been he who had suggested the name British Security Coordination for the operation.


“Describe him,” repeated the director.


“Good-looking,” I said. “Short. A bantamweight. Likes to wear three-piece Savile Row suits. Quiet but very confident. Never allows himself to be photographed. He was a multimillionaire by the time he was thirty… invented something to send photographs via radio. No formal background in intelligence, but he is a natural, sir.”


“You boxed with him at Camp X,” said Hoover, looking at the file again.


“Yes, sir.”


“Who won?”


“It was just a few rounds of sparring, sir. Technically, neither one of us won because—”


“But in your mind, Agent Lucas, who won?”


“I had the reach on him, sir. And the weight. But he was the better boxer. He would have won every round on points, if anyone had been scoring. He seemed to be able to take any amount of punishment without going down and liked to work in close. He won.”


Hoover grunted. “And you think that he is a good director of counterintelligence?”


Almost surely the best in the world, I thought. I said, “Yes, sir.”


“Do you know some of the well-known Americans he has recruited, Lucas?”


“Yes, sir,” I said. “Errol Flynn, Greta Garbo, Marlene Dietrich… a mystery writer named Rex Stout… and he uses Walter Winchell and Walter Lippmann to plant items he wants aired. He has a couple of thousand people working for him, including about three hundred American amateurs like those I named.”


“Errol Flynn,” muttered J. Edgar Hoover, shaking his head. “Do you go to the movies, Lucas?”


“Occasionally, sir.”


Hoover twitched that smile of his again. “You don’t mind indulging in make-believe as long as it’s on the screen, not on the printed page, eh, Lucas?”


I did not know how to answer that, so I said nothing.


Hoover sat back in his chair and closed the thick file. “Special Agent Lucas, I have a job for you in Cuba. I want you to fly down there tomorrow morning.”


“Yes, sir,” I said, thinking Cuba? What was in Cuba? I knew that the FBI had a presence there, as it did everywhere in the hemisphere, but fewer than twenty agents, certainly. I remembered that Raymond Leddy, a legal attaché at the embassy in Havana, was the Bureau’s chief liaison from that island. Other than that, I knew nothing about operations in Cuba. Certainly the Abwehr had not been very active there—at least to my knowledge.


“Do you know about a writer named Ernest Hemingway?” said Hoover, leaning on his right elbow in the heavy chair. His jaw was clenched so tightly that I could almost hear his teeth grinding.


“Just newspaper reports,” I said. “Big game hunter, wasn’t he? Makes a lot of money. Friend of Marlene Dietrich. His books get turned into movies. I think he lives in Key West.”


“Used to,” said Hoover. “He moved to Cuba a few years ago. Has been spending time there for years. He and his third wife live there now, just outside of Havana.”


I waited.


Hoover sighed, reached over and touched the Bible on his desk, and sighed again. “Hemingway is a phony, Special Agent Lucas. A liar and a phony and probably a Communist.”


“How is he a liar, sir?” And why does it matter to the Bureau?


Hoover smiled again. It was the briefest upturn of his lips and an even briefer glimpse of his small, white teeth. “You’ll see the file in a minute,” said the director. “But one example… well, this Hemingway was an ambulance driver in Italy in the Great War. A trench mortar round exploded near him and put him in the hospital with shrapnel wounds. In the years since, Hemingway has told reporters that he was also hit by heavy-caliber machine gun bullets—including some that hit his kneecap—after which he carried a wounded Italian soldier a hundred and fifty yards to a command post before he collapsed himself.”


I could only nod. If Hemingway had said this, he was a liar. A knee wound is one of the most painful injuries imaginable. If this Hemingway had received shrapnel in the knee and walked even a few yards, much less carried a wounded man, he was a tough son of a bitch. But machine gun bullets are massive, high-velocity nightmares, designed to smash bone and muscle and spirit. If this writer said that he was machine-gunned in the knee and leg and had carried someone a hundred and fifty yards, the man was a liar. But so what?


Hoover seemed to read my expression, even though I was sure that I had shown no expression except polite alertness.


“Hemingway wants to set up a counterespionage ring in Cuba,” said the director. “He talked to Ellis Briggs and Bob Joyce at the embassy there on Monday and has an interview with Spruille Braden on Friday to formally propose it.”


I nodded. This was Wednesday. Hoover had cabled me on Tuesday.


“You know Ambassador Braden, I believe,” said the director.


“Yes, sir.” I had worked with Braden when he had been stationed in Colombia the previous year; now he was U.S. Ambassador to Cuba.


Hoover said, “You have a question?”


“Yes, sir. Why is a civilian… a writer… being allowed to take up the ambassador’s time formally proposing the asinine idea of running an amateur spy ring?”


Hoover rubbed his chin. “Hemingway has a lot of friends on the island,” said the director. “A lot of them are veterans of the Spanish Civil War. Hemingway claims that he set up a network of covert operatives in Madrid in 1937—”


“Is that true, sir?”


Hoover blinked at the interruption, started to speak, then shook his head before saying, “No. Hemingway was in Spain, but only as a correspondent. The intelligence network seems to be a figment of his imagination, although he was in touch with more than a few Communist agents there. The Communists used him quite shamelessly to get their message out… and he allowed himself to be used quite shamelessly. It’s all in the file I’ll give you to read today.”


Hoover leaned over his desk and folded his hands again. “Special Agent Lucas, I want you to go down to Cuba and be a special liaison to Hemingway and his silly operation. You will be in an undercover role, assigned to Hemingway by the embassy but not representing the FBI.”


“Who am I supposed to be representing, then, sir?”


“Ambassador Braden will tell Hemingway that your involvement will be a condition of the embassy’s approval for his scheme. You’ll be introduced as an SIS operative specializing in counterintelligence.”


I had to smile. Hoover had said that this was an undercover role, but that was my real identity. “Won’t Hemingway recognize that SIS is FBI?”


The director shook his massive head so that his oiled hair caught the overhead light. “We don’t think that he understands even the most basic facts about espionage and counterespionage, much less the details of organizational jurisdiction. Besides, Ambassador Braden will assure Hemingway that you will take orders only from him—from Hemingway—and that you will not be reporting to the embassy or any other contacts without Hemingway’s permission.”


“And who will I be reporting to in reality, sir?”


“You’ll be contacted once you’re in Havana,” said Hoover. “We’ll work outside the embassy and local FBI chain of command. Essentially, there will be just one controller between you and me. The contact details will be in the briefing papers that Miss Gandy will give you.”


My expression did not change, but I was shocked. How could this be so important that I would have only one buffer between me and the director? Hoover loved the system he had created and hated people who went around it. What would justify such a violation of chain of command? I kept my mouth shut and waited.


“You have a reservation on tomorrow morning’s flight to Havana by way of Miami,” said the director. “You’ll make contact with your controller briefly tomorrow, and then be present at Friday’s meeting when Hemingway presents his plan to the ambassador. The plan will be approved. Hemingway will be allowed to play his silly game.”


“Yes, sir,” I said. Perhaps this was the demotion I had been expecting—being channeled into a completely irrelevant sidewater, asked to play silly games until I could not take it any longer and resigned or enlisted in the army.


“Do you know what Hemingway told Bob Joyce and Ellis Briggs he wants to call his organization?” said Hoover tightly.


“No, sir.”


“The Crime Shop.”


I shook my head.


“Here are your orders,” said Hoover, leaning farther over the desk toward me. “Get close to Hemingway, Special Agent Lucas. Report to me on who the man is. What he is. Use your skills to ferret out the truth about this phony. I want to know what makes him tick and what he really wants.”


I nodded and waited.


“And keep me updated on what this silly organization of his is doing in Cuba, Lucas. I want details. Daily reports. Diagrams, if necessary.”


The director seemed finished, but I sensed that there was something else.


“This man is meddling in an area where various sensitive operations or national security initiatives may be contemplated,” said the director at last, sitting far back in his chair. Thunder rumbled from beyond the blinds behind him. “All Hemingway can do is foul up things,” continued Hoover. “Your job is to let us know what he is doing so that we can minimize the damage his amateur meddling is bound to create. And—if necessary—intervene at our command to stop much meddling. But until that command is given, your job will be what it will be sold to Hemingway as—adviser, aide, assistant, sympathetic observer, and foot soldier.”


I nodded a final time and lifted my hat from my lap.


“You’ll need to read the O/C file on this writer today,” said the director. “But you will have to commit it to memory.”


That went without saying. None of the O/C files ever left this building.


“Miss Gandy will sign the file out to you for two hours,” said Hoover, “and show you to a quiet place to read it. I believe that Associate Director Tolson is out of his office today. It’s a large file, but two hours should be adequate if you read quickly.” The director stood.


I stood.


We did not shake hands again. Hoover came around the desk with the same quick efficiency he had used to greet me, only this time he crossed the room and opened the door, calling to Miss Gandy for the file while keeping one hand on the doorknob and using the other to fiddle with the handkerchief in his breast pocket.


I stepped through the door, turning as I walked so that my back would not be toward the director.


“Special Agent Lucas,” said Hoover as Miss Gandy hovered nearby.


“Yes, sir?”


“This Hemingway character is a phony, but he’s reported to have a certain crude charm. Don’t get caught up in that charm so you forget who you are working for and what you might have to do.”


“Yes, sir… I mean, no, sir.”


Hoover nodded and shut the door. I never saw him in person again.


I followed Miss Gandy into Tolson’s office.
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THE FLIGHT FROM Washington to Miami was crowded and loud the next morning, but the connecting flight to Havana was almost empty. In the few minutes before Ian Fleming sat down next to me, I had time to think about J. Edgar Hoover and Ernest Hemingway.


Miss Gandy had stayed in Associate Director Tolson’s office with me long enough to make sure that I took a seat in one of the guest chairs, not in Mr. Tolson’s seat, and then she almost tiptoed out, closing the door softly. I took a minute to look around Clyde Tolson’s room: the usual Washington bureaucrat’s office—walls covered with trophy pictures of the man shaking hands with everyone from FDR to a very young Shirley Temple, lots of photos of citations and awards being handed to him by J. Edgar Hoover, and even one photograph of a nervous Tolson standing behind a massive movie camera in Hollywood, obviously there as an adviser for some FBI-sanctioned film or documentary. Hoover’s office had been a noticeable exception to this standard photographic, office-wall busyness: I remembered that there had been only one photograph on the wall—an official portrait of Harlan Fiske Stone, the former attorney general who had recommended Hoover for the job of Bureau of Investigation director in 1924.


There were no photographs in the associate director’s office of Clyde Tolson and J. Edgar Hoover kissing or holding hands.


As far back as the 1930s, there had been rumors, innuendos, and even a few nasty published articles—one especially in Colliers by a writer named Ray Tucker—suggesting that Hoover was a fairy and that something funny was going on between the director and his closest associate, Clyde Tolson. Everyone I knew who had known the director and his assistant for years thought that the stories were unadulterated bullshit. So did I. J. Edgar Hoover was a mama’s boy—he had lived with his mother until her death when he was forty-two, and both he and Tolson were said to be shy, socially inept types out of the office—but even in my few minutes with the director I had sensed an undercurrent of Presbyterian Sunday school correctness that would have made such a secret life all but unthinkable for him.


Both my personality and my SIS training had theoretically made me an expert in assessing people—in getting close to a possible deep-cover agent and sensing the submerged personality deep within the carefully constructed persona. But it was absurd to think that a few minutes in Hoover’s presence and even fewer minutes in Tolson’s office could tell me anything about the two men. Nevertheless, after that day I never again questioned the director’s and associate director’s relationship.


Finished with admiring Tolson’s walls, I had flipped open Hemingway’s file and begun reading. Hoover had signed the file out to me for two hours. It was not an especially thick file, but it could have taken the full two hours for someone to read all the single-spaced field reports and the tear pages of printed articles. It took me less than twenty minutes to read it all and remember it all perfectly.


In 1942 I had not yet encountered the phrase “photographic memory,” but I knew that I had that talent. It was not a skill… I had never learned it… but remembering pages of print or complex photographs with absolute precision, actually seeing them again in my mind when I called them back, was a talent I had possessed since childhood. Perhaps this was one reason I had been repelled by make-believe storybooks: remembering tomes of lies, word for word and image for image, was a tiresome burden.


Mr. Ernest Hemingway’s file was not especially titillating reading. There was the standard dossier background bio sheet—which I had learned to assume was filled with factual errors: Ernest Miller Hemingway had been born in Oak Park, Illinois—then a separate village just outside of Chicago—on July 21, 1899. It was noted that he was the second of six children, although none of the siblings’ names were listed. Father’s name: Clarence Edmonds Hemingway. His father’s occupation was listed as “Physician”; his mother’s maiden name had been Grace Hall.


Nothing on Ernest Hemingway’s early years except the note that he had graduated from Oak Park High School, worked briefly on the Kansas City Star, and had tried to join the army during the Great War. There was a copy of his rejection form—defective eyesight. Handwritten at the bottom of that army rejection form, obviously by someone in the Bureau, was “Joined Red Cross as ambulance driver—Italy—wounded by trench mortar at Fossalta di Piave, July 1918.”


The bio sheet concluded the personal information with “Married Hadley Richardson 1920, divorced 1927; married Pauline Pfeiffer 1927, divorced 1940; married Martha Gellhorn 1940…”


Under “Occupation/employment” the form was succinct: “Hemingway claims to make his living as a writer and has published such novels as The Sun Also Rises, A Farewell by Arms, To Have and Have Not, and The Great Gatsby.”


The writer seemed to have come to the serious attention of the Bureau in 1935, when he had written an article titled “Who Murdered the Vets?” for the leftist journal New Masses. In 2,800 words—torn out and included in his FBI O/C file—Hemingway had described the effects of the hurricane that had raged through the Florida Keys on Labor Day 1935. It had been the biggest storm of the century and had killed many, including nearly a thousand CCC workers—most of them veterans—in camps along the Keys. The writer evidently was on one of the first small boats to reach the devastated area, and he almost seemed to take pleasure in describing two women, “naked, tossed up in the trees by the water, swollen and stinking, their breasts as big as balloons, flies between their legs.” But most of the article was polemic about the politicians and Washington bureaucrats who had sent the workers to such a dangerous place and then failed to rescue them when the storm came.


“Wealthy people, yachtsmen, fishermen such as President Hoover and President Roosevelt” avoid the Keys during hurricane weather so as not to endanger their yachts and property, Hemingway wrote. “But veterans, especially the bonus-marching variety of veterans, are not property. They are only human beings; unsuccessful human beings, and all they have to lose is their lives.” Hemingway was making a case of manslaughter against the bureaucrats.


There were field reports, but these were just copies of reports on other people—mostly Americans or Communist agents, or both, involved in the Spanish Civil War—in which Hemingway was mentioned only in passing. Leftish intellectuals had converged on Madrid like flies circling shit in 1937, and making a big deal of Hemingway’s involvement seemed naive to me. Hemingway’s primary source for material and background at Gaylord’s Hotel there had been Mikhail Koltsov, an intellectual, young correspondent for Pravda and Izvestia, and the American writer appeared to have taken everything the Communist had fed him as pure gospel.


There were more reports pointing with alarm at Hemingway’s involvement with the propaganda film The Spanish Earth—the writer had narrated it and spoken at fund-raising parties involved with the leftist project—but this hardly seemed subversive to me. Two thirds of all the Hollywood stars and ninety percent of the New York intellectual crowd had been fighting for Marxist credentials since the height of the Depression; if anything, Hemingway had been slow to get on the bandwagon.


The most recent reports documented Hemingway’s contacts with other Communists or leftist-leaning Americans, including an FBI surveillance report from just last month in Mexico City. Hemingway and his wife had been visiting an American millionaire at his vacation home there. The millionaire was described by the Tom Dillon–like special agents as “one of the many rich dupes of the Communist Party.” I knew the millionaire they were talking about, having checked him out myself two years earlier in a totally different context. The man was no one’s dupe, just a sensitive person who had gotten rich during the Depression while millions were suffering and who was still trying to find some easy path to redemption.


The last item was a memo.


CONFIDENTIAL MEMO


FROM FBI AGENT R.G. LEDDY, HAVANA, CUBA


TO FBI DIRECTOR J. EDGAR HOOVER, JUSTICE DEPT., WASHINGTON, DC.


APRIL 15, 1942


It is recalled that when the Bureau was attacked early in 1940 as a result of the arrests in Detroit of certain individuals charged with neutrality violations for fostering enlistments in the Spanish Republican forces, Mr. Hemingway was among the signers of a declaration which severely criticized the Bureau in that case. In attendance at a Jai-Alai match with Hemingway, this writer was introduced by him to a friend as a member of the Gestapo. On that occasion I did not appreciate the introduction, whereupon he promptly corrected himself and said I was one of the United States Consuls….



I laughed out loud. The memo went on to describe Hemingway’s most recent proposals to Robert Joyce, first secretary of the embassy, about setting up his counterespionage ring, but Leddy kept circling back to the perceived personal insult at the jai alai match. The FBI was, of course, the American Gestapo, and that introduction was driving Raymond Leddy crazy with rage, all of it hidden behind the clumsy doublespeak of Bureau memoese.


I shook my head, imagining the introduction amidst the roar of the jai alai game and the shouting of the bettors. Mr. Hoover had been right. If I wasn’t careful, I might learn to like this writer.
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“JOSEPH? JOSEPH, OLD BOY. I thought that I glimpsed the back of that familiar skull. How are you, dear boy?”


I knew the voice immediately—the clipped yet drawn-out Oxbridge accent and the drone of someone who knew very well how to amuse himself.


“Hello, Commander Fleming,” I said, looking up at the lanky figure.


“Ian, Joseph, old boy. We left it at Ian off at camp, remember?”


“Ian,” I said. He looked the same as when I had last seen him more than a year earlier: tall, thin, curly forelock hanging down over his pale forehead, long nose, and sensuous mouth. Despite the season and the heat, he was wearing a quintessentially British wool tweed suit that looked expensive and well-tailored enough, but as if it had been tailored for someone twenty pounds heavier. He was smoking a cigarette in a cigarette holder, and the way he clenched the thing in his teeth and waved it for emphasis reminded me of someone doing an impression of FDR. My only hope was that he would not sit down in the empty aisle seat next to me.


“May I join you, Joseph?”


“By all means.” I turned away from the window, where the green of the coastal shallows was giving way to a deep Gulf blue. I glanced over my shoulder. There was no one sitting within four rows of us; the plane was almost empty. Any conversation we would have would be covered by the drone of the engines and the propellers.


“Fancy meeting you here, dear boy. Where are you headed?”


“The plane’s flying to Cuba, Ian. Where are you bound?”


He tapped ash into the aisle and flicked his wrist. “Oh, just heading home by way of Bermuda. Thought I might do a bit of reading.”


Cuba was still far out of his way if he was flying back from the BSC headquarters in New York via Bermuda, but I did understand his mention of reading. One of the most successful operations the British Security Coordination had been running the past three years was its huge chamfering center in Bermuda. All mail between South America and Europe, including diplomatic pouches from all of the embassies, was routed through that island. William Stephenson had set up an intercept station in Bermuda where the mail was diverted, copied or photographed, dealt with on the spot by a large team of code breakers, and occasionally altered before being sent on to Berlin or Madrid or Rome or Bucharest.


But why Fleming was talking out of school like this was another matter.


“By the way, Joseph,” said the Brit, “I saw William just last week and he said to say hello to you should our paths cross again. I think you were a bit of a favorite of his, old boy. The best and the brightest and all that. Only wish that more of your chaps were so quick on the uptake.”


I had met Commander Ian Fleming through William Stephenson at the BSC Camp X in Canada. Fleming was another of these gifted amateurs whom the British—especially Churchill—loved to promote over more plodding professionals. In Fleming’s case, it had not been Churchill who discovered him but Admiral John Godfrey, head of England’s Naval Intelligence Division and a counterpart to the German Abwehr’s Admiral Canaris. As I had heard the story, Fleming had been a thirty-one-year-old London fop marking time in his family’s brokerage business when the war broke out in 1939. Fleming was also one of those perpetual British public school boys, always up to pranks and seeking excitement on ski slopes or in fast cars or in beautiful women’s beds. Admiral Godfrey had seen the creativity in this dandy, for he had given the young stockbroker a commission in the navy and hired him as his own special assistant. Then he turned him loose to come up with ideas.


Some of those Fleming-inspired ideas had been discussed openly at Camp X. One of them was Assault Unit Number 30—a group of felons and misfits trained for wildly improbable missions behind German lines. A group of Fleming’s Assault Unit Number 30 characters had been sent into France when the Germans were overrunning that country and had hijacked entire shiploads of advanced military equipment. Rumor had it that Ian Fleming had recruited Swiss astrologers to consult with the wildly superstitious Nazi Rudolf Hess, telling him that his destiny was to please the Führer by arranging a peace between Germany and England. The outcome had been Hess’s insane solo flight from Germany to England; he bailed out over Scotland and had been a prisoner ever since—telling MI5 and MI6 great quantities of detail about the inner workings of the Nazi hierarchy.


And from my three A.M. black bag jobs at Camp X, I knew that it had been Commander Ian Fleming who had been sent to North America to help Stephenson get the United States into the war.


“The problem with the chaps Edgar has been sending to camp since you, old boy,” Fleming was droning on, referring to Director Hoover as “Edgar,” “is that the fellows are sent out into the field with no brief other than ‘to go and have a look.’ All of Edgar’s chaps are good at looking, Joseph, but very few have learned to see.”


I nodded noncommittally. I tended to agree with Fleming’s and Stephenson’s assessments of the FBI’s espionage capabilities. Despite Hoover’s protests about investigation rather than enforcement, the Bureau was essentially a police organization. It arrested spies—Mr. Hoover had even wanted to arrest William Stephenson when it became clear that the BSC leader had ordered a Nazi agent killed in New York. The agent had been in charge of reporting convoy routes to U-boats and sinking thousands of tons of Allied shipping, but Mr. Hoover saw that as no reason to break U.S. laws. But with the exception of a few SIS operatives, no one in the Bureau really thought in terms of espionage—of watching and turning and burning spies rather than just arresting them.


“Speaking of seeing, old boy,” said Fleming, “I see that an American writer chap down in Havana may be getting into our line of work.”


I am sure my face was impassive, but in my mind I was blinking in shock. It had been—what?—less than a week since Hemingway had first proposed his idea to the embassy people in Havana. “Oh?” I said.


Fleming removed his cigarette holder and gave me his lopsided smile. He was a charmer. “Ah, but that’s right, Joseph, dear boy. I forgot. We discussed that in Canada once, did we not? You don’t read fiction, do you, old cock?”


I shook my head. Why the hell was he contacting me in the open about this? Why would Stephenson and the BSC be interested in this dead-end assignment of mine?


“Joseph,” said Fleming, his voice softer now, more serious, with less of an insufferable accent, “do you remember the chat we had about the Yellow Admiral’s favorite ploy against business competitors?”


“Not really,” I said. I remembered the conversation. Fleming had been at the camp when Stephenson and a few others were talking about the German Admiral Canaris’s—Canaris was called the “Yellow Admiral”—uncanny ability to drive a wedge between rival intelligence services that opposed him: in this case, between MI5 and MI6, England’s internal and foreign intelligence services, respectively.


“No matter,” said Fleming, flicking ashes off his cigarette. “It just came to mind recently. Would you like to hear the story, Joseph?”


“Sure,” I said. Fleming might have begun the intelligence game as an amateur, but he had never been a fool—at least not in espionage—and after three years of war, he was an expert. This story was the reason he had “accidentally” arranged to fly down to Cuba with me—I was sure of that.
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