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The Summer is over,

the harvest is in,

and we are not saved.
Jeremiah 8:20

Politics in a literary work are a pistol-shot in the middle of a concert, deafening and out of tune, though impossible to ignore. We are about to speak of very ugly matters.
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AMERICA AT NIGHT

1. HOW I SPENT MY SUMMER VACATION

Unfortunately, this is a true story. It begins in a hotel suite in the Hollywood Hills in the last week of May 2004. I’d just checked in and, outside my windows, birds were singing, trees were flowering, it was a fine sunny day—and my first day away from home in too long. I remember parting the billowing white inner curtains in a corner of the bedroom, opening a window wider, sticking my face outside, and then just standing like that for a moment, thinking there was something wonderful about the air, how it could be cool and warm, just cool enough and just warm enough, at once.
L.A. New scenery, a change of direction. I’d been looking forward to this. For the past two years I’d been at home in Florida, locked up in a single room, writing a great swirling devil of a book that, for too many months, I’d never quite been able to bring to an end. That book, Overworld, was the story of my life so far. The story of how I grew up all over the earth as the son of a senior American intelligence official, a spymaster; how the CIA recruited me when I was twenty-two, but I said no thanks; how, after my father’s death, I became a close friend of Muhammad Ali, traveled all over the world, especially the Third World, with him, and became so well connected in Middle Eastern capitals that I was soon irresistible to a certain CIA cofounder, Miles Copeland. And how Miles recruited me, trained me in what ways of spies I hadn’t already picked up from my father, and then steeped me in Miles’s specialty: covert political operations—at which no American intelligence officer was ever better than Miles. I mention all of this because, when the facts have been laid out and we get to the part about how I connected the dots and saw a plot to use Al-Qaeda to subvert the American presidential election of 2004, you will need to understand that, when it comes to covert political operations, I was trained by the master.
Miles Copeland had engineered the CIA’s first coup d’état and a few more after that. He’d rigged elections, been friend and confidant to Egyptian strongman Gamal Abdel Nasser, the Shah of Iran, and various American presidents. In the 1960s, when Miles wrote a bestseller, no less than the most famous spy in the world, the British traitor Kim Philby, had stepped out of the shadows to proffer his opinion of it. “I’ve known that intriguer for twenty years,” Philby said live on Radio Moscow, “so I can say with authority that Miles Copeland’s book, The Game of Nations, is itself a move in the CIA’s monstrous game.”
Overworld recounts some of my experiences, under Miles’s direction, in places like Beirut, Riyadh, Islamabad, Managua, Washington, and ends with an account of a covert political operation that, near the end of Miles’s life, I ran for the Indian prime minister Rajiv Gandhi. When Rajiv, my friend and protector, was assassinated, his political enemies came after me, stranding me in a safe house on a beach in Florida. After living most of my life overseas, that felt to me like exile. Thrice the United States government refused to extradite me to India.
But spying and covert operations were things that, more often than not, I’d only done reluctantly, and I hoped that by writing about them I’d gotten them out of my system. The book was finished. There were no more passages to rewrite, no more page proofs to correct. The U.S. hardcover edition was in production. Foreign rights had been sold. Movie rights had been sold. It was time for me to take it easy. That was what I’d come here for, and to hang out with old friends, and meet some new ones—the movie producers who bought the rights to my book. After ten years on the beach in exile, and two more writing, I was finally free. Just then, almost anything seemed possible.
Anything except that I would ever again live a covert life. By writing about it, I had intentionally blown my cover. Once the book was published, spying would no longer be a career option for me, and thank God for that.
So, back to the twenty-seventh of May 2004, and my suite in The Argyle on the edge of the Hollywood Hills. During my long forced march through the first and second drafts of Overworld, I’d lived almost entirely inside the memories I was writing about. It was only during the past couple of months, while I’d worked on final revisions, that I’d begun to reconnect with what was going on in the world. Every day, two subjects dominated the news: the war in Iraq and the presidential election campaign. The war wasn’t going quite as well as the administration had projected. For most of the past month, the Pentagon and the White House had been reeling from revelations about American soldiers abusing Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib. President George W. Bush, who’d led us into Iraq, was standing for reelection. It was likely that his opponent in November would be Democratic senator John Kerry. But I was more interested right now in taking care of a little business and then beginning my frolic through Los Angeles.
I hadn’t worn a suit in ages, so it took me a while to get ready for lunch. I remember a struggle with my tie. There’d been entire decades in which I lived in suits and ties. So how many attempts could it take me to form a simple four-in-hand knot? In this case, the answer was six. It wasn’t that I couldn’t get the basics right. But I kept having symmetry problems. Then I found I’d brought no cuff links. I had to change shirts, which I managed to accomplish without completely retying my tie. And my shoes were brand new, still in the box.
I had to lace them, and while I did, seated on the Art Deco sofa in the living room, by then I had all the curtains and floor-to-ceiling windows open, and I spent a time listening to birdsong and street sounds and looking toward the top of the green hill that stretched out above me—at stilt houses, Andalusian mansions with red barrel-tiled roofs, cantilevered houses, Cape Cods, among impossibly tall palm trees, stands of eucalyptus, cedars, telephone poles. A hillside of people who made their livings buying and selling dreams. Lately, I’d been considering the possibility I’d begin spending a lot more of my time out here. It felt so good to be here.
First stop, lunch at The Palm with an old friend, a Washington attorney. I got up from the sofa in my new shoes and headed downstairs and out into that lovely cool-warm air and found a taxi to take me down the hill to the lunch where it all began. What happened after that, I thought I would never tell anyone. It’s an ugly story, except for the girl; and it’s not the sort of truth you’d think you could expose and survive. So what I did about it, up to a point, I did anonymously, intending to disappear when I finished. But then my identity was exposed, or, if you prefer the intelligence jargon: I was blown—by a careless act from on high. And suddenly, unambiguously, I saw that the more people who knew exactly what I’d discovered, and what I’d done about it, the less reason anyone would have to silence me, the less likely I’d be to wind up with a tag on my toe, or in protective custody somewhere. Incommunicado either way.

Vince was late for lunch, and I wish he’d never shown up. But, then again, all indications are if Vince hadn’t sucked me back into the secret world, somebody else would’ve. So I don’t hold it against him. Vince Messina. Washington tax and immigration attorney, international dealmaker, bon vivant. Based on what I know of his background, he has to be as old as the hills. But somehow he doesn’t seem it. Bald on top, short dark hair on the sides, olive skin, smiles a lot, constantly on the move. Vince is on the up-and-up, but spends much of his time in strange lands working for mysterious clients.
He was heading soon to Libya, where I had some experience and good business contacts, and he wanted to pick my brain. Which was all right by me, and simple enough. Things to do and people to see in Libya had already been exhausted as a topic before we got our main course—sitting across a white linen tablecloth from each other in a brass-railed wooden booth, fan blades slowly spinning overhead. Over my small steak and Vince’s big red plate of linguine with clam sauce, we had plenty of time to chat about all sorts of other things.
Vince is prone to sudden recollections that launch him into epic stories. Fascinating digressions beautifully told, and usually drawn from his own experiences. In the middle of a conversation about a business deal, you might get, for instance, a detailed and nuanced firsthand account of subterranean Washington warfare back in the fifties between HUAC and Senator Joe McCarthy, or an FBI campaign some years later to squeeze the Mob out of Vegas. He’s also so well read that, listening to Vince, you never know when you might find yourself, say, watching a man on horseback beside the banks of the Tigris, galloping away from certain death. And Vince telling it so well, as if it happened just last month and he’d been eyewitness to it, recalling every movement, every expression, that you’re surprised when he tells you it’s only something he read, it happened centuries ago.
But on that day Vince said he was getting over a touch of flu. So maybe he just didn’t have the energy to work up any narrative momentum.
Or maybe if we’d just ordered dessert I wouldn’t be telling you this story. It took, they say, only the taste of a single cookie, dunked in tea by Marcel Proust, to unlock a memory so vivid it yielded a flood of memories requiring multivolumes and thousands of printed pages to contain them all. If Vince had tasted the chocolate cake, things might’ve turned out very differently for me and a lot of others. Take, for example, the body count. Had lunch somehow ended on a different note, there are certain persons still living and breathing who very probably wouldn’t be, and at least one other, now dead, who would still be alive. But we skipped dessert. We’d asked for the check and were down to our last dregs of coffee when, an afterthought, Vince casually said, “Oh, Larry, I should ask you—because these days I try to ask everyone I know who’s ever been involved in intelligence—you don’t happen to know a guy by the name of Bob Sensi, who used to work for the CIA, do you?”
“As a matter of fact, I do,” I said, a little startled by the question, and Vince looked quite surprised himself, sat up straighter, said in a year and a half of his asking dozens of people, I was the first person who’d answered yes.
Then Vince asked me to tell him what I knew of Bob Sensi, and not long after I started doing that, Vince stopped me, brought out his cell phone, and called his nephew Gary so he could hear too. Gary was one of the highest-ranking officers in the Department of Homeland Security; in fact, he was in control of what was supposed to be our government’s most comprehensive database on all known bad guys, and Bob Sensi was a bad guy, yet it was already coming clear that I knew more about him than the combined databases of the several security agencies of the United States government.
It was all fresh in my mind because I’d written about it in Overworld. And just a few weeks earlier, I’d gone through my Sensi files again in some detail with one of my publisher’s attorneys during their strenuous vetting of my manuscript. This, in essence, is what I told Vince and Gary:
Early in 1985, in a secret meeting in the White House that I attended with Muhammad Ali and others, Vice President George Bush asked Muhammad to use his credibility in the Muslim world to start a covert dialogue with the Ayatollah Khomeini to try to procure release of the American, British, Kuwaiti, and Saudi hostages then being held in Beirut. In the course of that meeting, the Vice President gave me the business card of Robert M. Sensi—Chairman, The Ambassador’s Club, Republicans Abroad, c/o The Republican National Committee—and informed us Sensi actually worked for the CIA and would provide whatever support Muhammad needed for the mission.
When we met Sensi, he told us he was being run directly by CIA director Bill Casey, in close concert with Vice President Bush. Sensi also said he worked, nominally, for Kuwait Airways, and the Kuwaiti royal family would be funding our operation.
Sensi was raised in Chicago and, when among Americans, he pretended to be a bit of a rube—but he could speak five languages, fluently, and could blend into a crowd like nobody I’d ever seen before. Sensi’s primary mission for the CIA was engineering a covert opening to moderates within the Iranian power structure. His primary mission for the Republican Party was running an offshore financing operation, collecting political contributions from American interests overseas.
Over the next few weeks, Sensi orchestrated meetings in London between Muhammad—accompanied by me and certain others—and a tag team of friendly Persian gentlemen in French suits. They had their own big white house in Belgravia and were said to be Iranian government commodities-trading officials. But they seemed to be representatives of an Iranian intelligence service.
After several meetings in London, we went to Beirut, at the height of the Lebanese Civil War, open season on Americans, and there, in a safe house, in the middle of the night, we met secretly with Ibrahim Amin, political leader and deputy chief of Hizballah; and Muhammad procured the release of one American hostage—a fact reported only by the Arab press.
Months later, Sensi was arrested in London and extradited to the United States, to stand trial on charges of embezzling from Kuwait Airways. Sensi’s defense was that he worked for the CIA, and the expenditures for which he was being prosecuted were part of a CIA mission knowingly paid for by the Kuwaiti royal family. During the proceedings, a CIA representative appeared and stipulated that Sensi had been affiliated with the CIA, but also that the expenditures specified in the charges were not part of any CIA operation. Sensi was convicted and sent to federal prison.
Sometime after his release, Sensi was arrested, tried, convicted, and reincarcerated by the federal government for his involvement in a Nigerian Letters fraud operation.
But, until I told all this to Vince and Gary, virtually the only things they’d been able to find out about Sensi, the only facts about Sensi not purged from the government’s records, were that he once worked for the CIA and that he now was a con man who claimed he still worked for the CIA.
“Oh shit!” I said when I saw the time. “Sorry, guys, I’ve got to go.” I stood up to leave for my next appointment—with the movie guys who’d recently paid me a handsome sum and were threatening to pay me a lot more sometime soon. It was free money, for work I’d already done while writing the book, and this was a concept I found quite charming.
So I already liked these guys a lot, though I’d never actually met them, and I’d been looking forward to this meeting. But, when I got there, I found I couldn’t keep my mind off my lunch with Vince. As I left the restaurant, Vince had followed me out with his cell phone, and Gary had said to me, “Look, Larry, I can’t tell you a lot about why this is so important to us, except that it involves national security and Al-Qaeda. There’s a guy who’s working as Sensi’s partner. Together they’re friggin’ in the riggin’ of a very sensitive situation. Sensi’s partner is a lawyer going by the name of Richard Marshall. You don’t know him, do you?”
I’d said, “I don’t think so.” And thought that was the end of that.
But now, as I sat in the boardroom of the burled-wood offices of Atmosphere Entertainment MM LLC, chatting about the complexities of adapting my book into a screenplay, I found my palms beginning to sweat. I did know a lawyer named Richard who’d worked with Sensi before. That Richard’s last name wasn’t Marshall, but he was a very bad guy and capable of almost anything. Perhaps I did know who “Richard Marshall” was, and, if I was right, and he and Sensi were working together again, and it involved Al-Qaeda—it would not end well.

That night, I had drinks in The Argyle’s bar with my friends Malcolm Venville and Dave Morrison. Malcolm’s a director and lives in London. I remember we talked for a while about Malcolm’s hero of heroes, Muhammad Ali, until Malcolm downed his second drink and announced he had a plane to catch in the morning, that it was time for him to go. Then Dave drove me, at unforgettable speed, like there were hellhounds on our trail, gaining on us, down Sunset, through Beverly Hills and beyond, up to the tip-top of Bel-Air.
There, he lived in a Space Age house with slate floors, vintage sixties furniture, plasma screens and art on the walls, fantastic views out the huge rear windows. A matched pair of beautiful, vigilant Great Danes was patrolling the perimeter.
Enter: Dave’s wife, Sarah-Jane Wilde—American passport, British accent, Parisian education. Deep mysterious beauty. Sarah-Jane served us champagne, salad, risotto, and crème brûlée. And she kept the table talk flowing beautifully while the three of us ate, interrupted occasionally by walk-on performances by the boy pharaoh, Dave and Sarah-Jane’s son—who spoke to me in a special dialect of English translatable only by his parents, and was wearing footed pajamas but didn’t seem to want to stay in his crib.
If either of them had foreseen the shit storm I was heading into, probably Dave would’ve done his best to get me so ridiculously drunk that I couldn’t move the next morning, or Sarah-Jane would’ve tried harder to convince me to stay in town another five nights for the party she proposed to organize in my honor, complete with film stars, eccentric artists, supermodels—for you, Larry, the works! Just five nights. Shouldn’t have been a problem, since I had so many more friends in town to see, and so much more I’d planned to do before leaving L.A.
But it was no use. Already the challenge was beginning to possess me. And by the next morning, I barely had time to go out and send flowers and a thank-you note to Sarah-Jane, and then, well, fuck it, I was checking out of the hotel and Vince was driving me to LAX, briefing me all the way there—because there were certain things I was going to need to know if I was going to hit the ground running when I got to where I was going to try to help the government of the United States of America solve the mystery of just who the hell Richard Marshall was, and what he was up to, and why.


2. PULP NONFICTION

When I went to Beirut in February 1985, with Muhammad Ali and Bob Sensi on that covert mission sanctioned by George Bush from inside the Reagan White House, one of Muhammad’s friends who made the trip with us was an attorney from Charlottesville, Virginia, by the name of Richard Hirschfeld. Though I’d never met him in person until then, I’d never liked Hirschfeld. The three or four times I’d had to talk to him on the phone, he’d started out charming and ended up screaming at me. I knew enough assholes already. No need to become acquainted with Hirschfeld.
But I couldn’t resist Beirut at the peak of the Lebanese Civil War with the only traveling companion almost guaranteed to keep my skinny white American ass out of trouble. So when I heard Hirschfeld would be going too, I decided I’d just have to put up with him.
Listening to his thunderous voice on the phone, I’d always pictured Hirschfeld a big, barrel-chested fellow. But when I met him he was, not quite elfin, but slight. Five-six at the most, in a gray flannel suit. With bright white teeth, a receding hairline, and a pleasant, fragile smile—along with that voice. I hated him on sight, and, when I wrote about the Beirut trip in Overworld, I found that over time I’d blocked Hirschfeld out of nearly all my memories of the trip. But one episode I did remember, from what had to be my first or second day in Beirut.
It began down in the lobby of the remarkably intact, beachfront, five-star-deluxe Summerland Hotel, where we stayed, while marveling and wincing at the everyday soundtrack of Beirut in the littoral zone. Bombs exploding in the distance, the whistling of cannon shells in flight, squalls of automatic-weapons fire. And, during the long lulls between booms, birds singing on the balconies, and gentle surf. I was on my way from the coffee shop to the elevators when a reporter stopped me.
He asked me why Muhammad had come to Beirut, rather than going to Tehran to meet with Khomeini. That was what Muhammad had announced he was doing when he left the United States. And, the reporter went on, was Muhammad really paying for all of this himself? Well, those were tricky questions given certain facts.
Such as the fact that, while Muhammad had spoken with Khomeini on the phone from London, and after that one of Khomeini’s many factotums had instructed us to go to Kuwait and wait there until a plane was sent to take us to Tehran, Muhammad had also spoken with reporters in London and told them he’d already asked Khomeini for help. That, coupled with the release of American hostage Jeremy Levin soon thereafter, could be made to look like proof that Iran was behind the kidnappings in Beirut. Consequently, word had come down to Muhammad in Kuwait that he’d be wasting his time in Tehran—Iran had absolutely nothing do with the hostages. But, the Ayatollah’s representative had added helpfully, perhaps you should go to Lebanon to meet directly with the parties who are involved in this matter. And, if you do, and if Allah blesses us, perhaps we may be of some small assistance from behind the scenes. That was how we came to be in Beirut.
And the fact that, hell no, Muhammad wasn’t paying for any of this. The CIA was, through some impenetrable off-the-books arrangement between the White House and someone in the Kuwaiti royal family.
I told the reporter none of that. I said I’d get the facts from Muhammad and let the reporter know the next time I saw him.
Sometime later that day, upstairs in the living room of Muhammad’s suite, Muhammad and I were sitting together chatting when I remembered the reporter and his questions.
“What should I tell him?” I said to Muhammad. “I think we’re going to have to think this through a little better than what you said in London.”
And on hearing that, Hirschfeld, who’d been sitting across the room quietly talking with his fast new friend Bob Sensi, and listening to Muhammad and me, rose out of his chair, while curling his lip into something ugly for emphasis, and snarled at me: “The man can speak for himself.”
Hirschfeld could be preternaturally calm or ferociously angry. Those seemed to be his only two waking states. At the moment, he was standing right in front of me and his face was turning pink. He said it again, bellowing now. “The man can speak for himself.” And what I realized then was he was jealous. He’d never seen Muhammad and me with our heads together, just the two of us talking, didn’t understand we spoke about delicate things all the time, that, in my own way, I was just as tight with Muhammad as Hirschfeld was. Right there and then, Richard Hirschfeld wanted to tear into all six feet six inches of me. I stood up.
So did Muhammad. And he inserted first his size-13EEE foot and his hip, and then his arms, between us like a referee breaking up a clinch. “Richie,” said Muhammad, staring down into Hirschfeld’s eyes now, “be cool, fool!”
A rebuke, and one of his favorite throwaway lines, all in one. And by that simple measure Muhammad dealt, for the moment, with one of the essential complications of his life—regularly, routinely, he compartmentalized his friends and allegiances. He was never in one place for long, and that made it simpler. He was as kind and gentle a man as I had ever known, and I loved Muhammad like a brother. But if it meant I was going to have to deal much more with Richard Hirschfeld, I might have to rethink my plans.
From what I’d heard, Muhammad was under Hirschfeld’s spell. Crisscrossing the globe with him in pursuit of lavish business deals that came heartbreakingly close but never quite seemed to come off. Staying often at Hirschfeld’s farm in Virginia. Riding horses together there every day, like country squires. Riding Hirschfeld’s Rolls-Royce around Charlottesville and Washington, seeing and being seen. Muhammad had allowed himself to become Hirschfeld’s means of ascent, and, while Hirschfeld appeared to be racking up some dough, so far Muhammad hadn’t gotten much more than free horseback riding out of it. But he wasn’t ready to pull the plug.
Still, he had just stood up for me, shut Hirschfeld down. Be cool, fool! Hirschfeld walked out of the suite without another word, and didn’t reappear for some time. In fact, in my memory, he walked out of Beirut forever.
Probably he did go with us—Muhammad, Sensi, me, a couple of others in our party, and our guide, the original American mujahideen, Isa Abdullah Ali—into the netherworld of nighttime Beirut, the soukhs, the mosques, the cafés and safe houses, the meetings with certain very clever, very dangerous, very security-conscious, nearly invisible men who ran terrorist organizations. But I found while writing the book that the next place I actually remembered seeing Hirschfeld was in Cyprus, which was where we spent the night when we finally had the good sense to get the hell out of Lebanon while we still could.
After that, the only other time I ever spent with Hirschfeld was one weekend in Cairo, in 1986. I flew in from Jiddah to meet with Muhammad. He hadn’t told me Hirschfeld was with him. Once I arrived, all I could do was make the best of it.
My heart sank when I saw Hirschfeld pop out of a door right behind Muhammad. And as they walked up to me, both smiling, I was struck all over again by just how short Hirschfeld was. He was in his late thirties then, and in the year and some since I’d seen him he’d gone a little soft and pudgy. Packaged and produced by the same studio that gave you the midlife Mickey Rooney.
Waiting is both art form and business necessity in the Middle East. Muhammad was waiting for Hirschfeld’s client, the Saudi wild man–tycoon Mohamed Al-Fassi—who’d registered his first blip on the American cultural radar a few years earlier by buying a mansion on Sunset Boulevard in Beverly Hills and painting the genitalia of the lawn statuary Day-Glo orange and pink and lime. That Sheikh Al-Fassi. Somehow or other, Hirschfeld had roped Ali, and his manager Jabir Muhammad and his assistant Abuwi Mahdi, into coming to Cairo to meet with Al-Fassi, who supposedly had agreed to fund a deal that would engorge them all for years.
Muhammad and Jabir and Mahdi and Hirschfeld had already been in Cairo for three or four days when I arrived, and they hadn’t even seen Al-Fassi yet. He was, however, putting them up in a fine Old World hotel on the Nile, and had provided them a stretched white Mercedes limousine, with driver, which, on the dusty, torrid streets of Cairo, looked like something right out of a James Bond movie. To make a deal in the Middle East, you had to wait. Sometimes, if you waited long enough, good things actually happened.
In Jiddah, I’d once waited with Muhammad in King Fahd’s palace for seventeen days before we saw the King. Each day a royal protocol officer had informed us we should stay close at hand because His Majesty would likely see us within hours. And each day, for the first sixteen days, nothing happened. This was not a slight, nor gamesmanship. It was just the Middle East, a timeless place.
So, in Cairo, for three days—before I bid everyone Ma’a-salaama and headed off to the airport in Dr. No’s snow-white stretched limo—I waited too. And being around Hirschfeld wasn’t all that bad, actually. He was on good behavior, told jokes, did uncanny Ali impressions, and could be rather charming.
The key to having Richard Hirschfeld like you, I discovered, was to make sure he understood you appreciated his genius. And truly that was not difficult. He was a very bright man, intellectually gifted—and one sorry sack of shit.
Witness: One day while we waited, I was sitting in the living room of Muhammad’s suite all by myself when the phone rang. I answered, and on the other end of the line was Ferdinand Marcos, the deposed president of the Philippines, calling from exile in Hawaii. Muhammad was in his bedroom praying, I said, and couldn’t be disturbed. But could he call you back?
And when Muhammad did call back he made sure Jabir, Mahdi, Hirschfeld, and I were all listening in on extensions—for the sheer entertainment value of it. We were all a little bored.
Marcos told Muhammad he had a couple billion dollars in gold hidden away, and transportable by ship, and he wanted Muhammad’s help converting the gold into cash, perhaps in a nice Muslim port somewhere Muhammad had lots of influence. In exchange, Muhammad would receive a piece of the action. Muhammad declined to participate.
But some few weeks after the long wait for Al-Fassi ended inconclusively, Hirschfeld, without Muhammad’s approval, slunk off to Hawaii and introduced himself to Marcos as Muhammad’s emissary. Hirschfeld had the gift of appearing perfectly normal and sane. Dependable. He was really, really good at what he did. In short order, he made a deal, whereunder President Marcos retained Hirschfeld as his attorney and entrusted him to make certain discreet arrangements in his behalf.
Three simple tasks. The first was obtaining foreign passports for Marcos. The U.S. government had taken his Philippine passport and confined him to the island of Oahu; these restrictions were really rather annoying for a man of Marcos’s vision. The second was the purchase of sufficient quantities of arms to support Marcos’s plan to invade the Philippines, landing near his power base in Ilocos Norte to reunite with ten thousand loyal troops, who, with Marcos, would fight their way south and retake Manila. Third, since Marcos was going to need some working capital to pull this off, he needed a loan of twenty million dollars, of his own money.
That is, Marcos said he had plenty of cash stashed in various banks throughout the world, but he couldn’t be seen to have that money. So what he needed was someone trustworthy to give, say, twenty-five million dollars to, and for that trustworthy person to take five million off the top for his trouble, and then to “loan” Marcos the remaining twenty million. Hirschfeld said he knew just the man for the job.
From Honolulu he went to Cairo. There Hirschfeld met with his client Mohamed Al-Fassi, who, after cooling his attorney’s heels for a suitable time, said yes, he would participate in a sham loan to Marcos. Next, Hirschfeld visited with representatives of certain banana republics and other jurisdictions, who indicated that, yes, for the right consideration, they would grant citizenships and issue passports to Mr. Marcos.
Hirschfeld bounced back and forth for weeks between Cairo and Honolulu, making arrangements, negotiating. He set up a complex deal under which Marcos’s bank would transfer Al-Fassi the twenty-five million dollars, then Al-Fassi would take his five million off the top, giving the remainder to Hirschfeld. And this was the point at which it would become a classic Hirschfeld deal—the sacred moment in which, without benefit of clergy, Hirschfeld would transsubstantiate himself from attorney acting in someone else’s interest to principal acting for himself. Unbeknownst to Al-Fassi, Hirschfeld, through a shell company he secretly controlled, would keep the twenty million dollars, in cash, while giving Marcos bank credits that only seemed to be worth twenty million, and actually were worth nothing.
In the end, Marcos wouldn’t receive a single dime of his twenty-five million dollars. But he would have his faithful attorney Richard Hirschfeld by his side, commiserating with him and vowing revenge against the scalawags who’d stolen Marcos’s money.
Or—if, at the last minute, Hirschfeld judged that he couldn’t make that work, well, there was always Plan C. And that, too, was a hallmark of a classic Hirschfeld deal. At every step along the way, he increased his options. At some point, precisely when was not clear, Hirschfeld went to Manila, met with high officials, and told them he had Marcos’s trust and soon he would know the locations of certain of Marcos’s hidden assets. Another deal was struck. The People Power government of Corazon Aquino irrevocably promised to pay Richard Hirschfeld, of Charlottesville, Virginia, a five-percent commission on any assets he helped them locate and recover. Hirschfeld didn’t actually plan to help the Aquino government recover any of Marcos’s money, not if he could steal it for himself. But he was keeping his options open. Five percent for betraying Marcos was better than nothing.
However—before he managed to bring all this to critical mass, Hirschfeld was informed by the FBI that they knew what he was doing and he had two choices: go to jail, or they would own him for the duration of his dealings with Marcos.
Under the control of the FBI, Hirschfeld went back to Honolulu—with an old friend and business partner of his, Robert Chastain, playing the role of arms dealer—equipped to record Marcos. They met in Marcos’s living room next to a television set, and Marcos kept turning up the volume on Leave It to Beaver to foil audio surveillance. But he also kept leaning closer and closer to Hirschfeld, and his briefcase, which contained a recording device, and Hirschfeld got it all on tape. The cash, the gold, the passports, the arms, the invasion plan.
Then a stroke of luck for Hirschfeld—the FBI determined it didn’t want to compromise its sources by revealing it had learned of Hirschfeld’s dealings with Marcos. As soon as he realized this, Hirschfeld managed to turn himself into a hero. Plan D. He left out the part about the FBI catching him and turning him, and he also failed to mention he was a swindler, when he testified, rather breathlessly, at a sensational House Foreign Affairs subcommittee hearing about Marcos’s wicked plans and Hirschfeld’s own selfless role in bringing them to the attention of the Congress. For hours, he answered questions from the panel and played his tapes. Hirschfeld rising.
Or something like that. It was all rather vague in my memory. During the trial of Adnan Khashoggi and Imelda Marcos in New York in 1990, I’d researched the whole affair in some detail for Adnan’s attorneys. But I hadn’t looked at my Hirschfeld file in years.
I did still remember that, as a result of his performance at the hearing, Hirschfeld had found he had ready access on Capitol Hill. And he quickly began building working relationships with senators and key members of their staffs. He developed a particularly close friendship with Orrin Hatch, Republican senator from Utah.
Soon enough—it was in 1988, if I remembered right—Hirschfeld came close to conning a majority of the U.S. Senate into enacting a private bill under which he and Muhammad would’ve collected fifty million dollars from the U.S. government for Muhammad’s “wrongful conviction” on Vietnam-era draft-evasion charges.
How did Hirschfeld do that? Telephonically.
Night after night, he called senator after senator, at home—calling not as Richard Hirschfeld, but as Muhammad Ali.
Hirschfeld’s brass-balled impersonation was so convincing that dozens of senators, including Hatch, Strom Thurmond, John Warner, Arlen Specter, and Ted Kennedy, suddenly believed Muhammad was their new best friend and happened to have time to call them almost every night. Just to chew the fat for a while, then offer to support their favorite initiatives, and ask them to support the aforesaid private bill. Ted Kennedy actually credited Muhammad with brokering the bipartisan compromise that led to passage of a landmark fair housing act. Orrin Hatch actually proposed the bill that would’ve benefited Muhammad and Hirschfeld by the sum of fifty million dollars. But the whole thing was scuttled when a reporter named Dave Kindred of The Atlanta Journal-Constitution exposed it.
Richard Hirschfeld was a brilliant man with a rotted soul. Things began unraveling for him after the Kindred story hit the wires. The last I’d heard about Hirschfeld was around 1992, when Muhammad told me Hirschfeld was in federal prison for tax evasion.
What I was thinking as we climbed out of LAX and headed east was: What if “Richard Marshall” is Richard Hirschfeld?
I may as well tell you right now that I was not on my way to some top-secret, state-of-the-art Homeland Security counterterrorism center. I was on my way back to my house. Back to my files, and the desk and computer terminal I’d been hoping I’d seen the last of for quite some time. It was in my home office that I would attempt to solve the mystery the CIA, the FBI, the DEA, the BCIS, and the Department of Homeland Security hadn’t quite managed to solve in two years of trying. According to Gary Messina, I was probably better equipped than they were to actually get to the bottom of it. And if that doesn’t scare you, well, it should.
In the parking lot outside the terminal, the air felt like a hot, wet blanket. Even though it was approaching midnight. Welcome to Florida. Where they count the votes real slowly. Where the 9/11 terror pilots learned to fly. Where the air is never cool and warm at once.
No one seemed to follow me home, and when I got there, after I’d kissed my wife and hugged my son, walked my black dog, Guinness, and seen them all off to bed, I waded into my files in the closet in the back of my office. There was way too much stuff in there. It was a walk-in closet, but not as big as the one in the room I’d used as my home office until the arrival of my son.
Yet, behind its louvered mahogany door I’d stuffed as much as I’d had in the last closet, and more: five gray-steel four-drawer file cabinets, full; stacks and stacks of white cardboard document boxes; stationery; reams of paper; my father’s sad and astonishing Dachau photo album; magic supplies, silks, ropes, appearing canes, rising decks, gossamer threads, a fez, relics of the magic act I used to do with Muhammad; piles of FedEx airbills and envelopes, UPS airbills and envelopes; a chunk of the Berlin Wall I’d never quite figured out what to
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