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“One of the things to be learnt about spying is that the least likely is the most probable.”

-- Sir Dick White,
Chief of MI6, 1956 â€“ 1968

Â 

It's November 1948 and I have somehow managed to make myself even more famous, though someone else performed my final act of heroism, someone more than happy to pass the glory on to me. You wouldn't believe how much crap you get credit for when you're a hero.

We do have a Central Intelligence Agency now, a one-year-old bouncing baby boy. But Great Britain's MI6, the dashing older brother of the OSS during the war, has fallen in with a bad crowd.

1949 is shaping up to be the worst year yet in the Cold War. Mao's People's Liberation Army is on the march in China and Stalin is tightening his death grip on Eastern Europe.

The CIA is fighting back, trying to foment revolution by â€˜indigenous anti-Communist insurgents' in the Balkans and elsewhere. We're not very good at it. Many a courageous ex-pat has paid the ultimate price for our bumbling.

Former OSS Director General William “Wild Bill” Donovan said it bestâ€¦

“The newest weapons are falling before the oldest of them all â€“ subversion. It's time to stop wondering if we will win the next war and find out why we're losing the one we're in.”

Chapter One
The
key number to remember when you parachute out of an airplane at an altitude of five hundred feet is two. You have two seconds to do two things. Get your feet down and your cord pulled. That's it, that's all you need to know.

I hadn't jumped since â€˜44 so the flyboys thought it would be a good idea for me to take a couple low-altitude warm-ups from a C-45 at Andrews AFB. Shake off the rust after a four year layoff.

Sure. Why not
triple
my chances of falling five hundred feet in six seconds and smacking the sod at ninety miles an hour? I told them to get stuffed. I'd risk my tender hide only when it mattered. And I'd pack my own damn chute.

I was more of a jerk than I needed to be to those earnest young men who were just about my age but seemed like kids. It wasn't their fault I had fumbled and stumbled my way into another suicide mission.

The drop zone was located in rural central Romania. Transylvania, an area ringed by the thickly-wooded Carpathian Mountains. Which explained the tiny drop zone which explained the low altitude jump.

The mission wasn't a complete disaster. I jumped out the joe hole and into the night sky with one big improvement over WW II. It wasn't a blind drop, I had a group of resistance fighters waiting to greet me.

I executed a perfect two-point landing in a clearing between two mountains. My contact was Captain Sorin Dragomir, a large fortyish man with waves of thick brown hair. His well-upholstered gut and full set of teeth marked him as a man of stature.

That
and his tasseled hessians and uniform jacket, buttons bursting, the gold braid above his breast pocket jiggling as he shook my hand. His dozen or so khaki-clad men were smaller and darker-skinned.

A dozen men. Christ. Joe Stalin must be quaking in his boots.

I got on my hotshot new Joan/Eleanor transceiver, rang the radio operator of the C-45 circling overhead and gave him the code for a safe landing. “Chaise lounge.”

“Roger.”

“Godspeed.” With any luck the crew would reach their refueling strip in northern Turkey with a couple gallons left in the tank.

It was late, all I wanted was a quick snort and some shuteye. But the Captain made his men stand to attention around a guttering fire as he made a welcoming speech in English about the deep and abiding friendship between our two great nations. An elderly man stood beside him and translated his remarks into rapid-fire Romanian.

I guess I shouldn't have been surprised to hear that it sounded a lot like Italian. One thing I'd learned in my mission briefing was that, despite the vast expanse of pale and dour Yugoslavs and Hungarians separating them from Italy, Romanians considered themselves charter members of the Roman Empire. Which they were many centuries ago. Funny what people choose to take pride in.

The troops dispersed after the welcoming ceremony. The Captain and I retired to his little fortress at the edge of the clearing. It was a very old building. I had to bend at the waist to clear the doorway. The main room was lit by candles in an iron ceiling wheel. No fire in the fireplace though the night was cold.

Before the front door was closed I caught a glimpse of two of Dragomir's troops skittering by, headed home. It looked as though they had changed back into civilian clothes, which I
took to mean that Captain Dragomir had not secured even this obscure slice of real estate.

The Captain and I seated ourselves at a table made from dark, foot-wide planks. The elderly man, apparently Dragomir's valet, went to a rough cupboard and fetched a bottle of twenty-year-old hooch and two crystal tumblers.

“I hate to look a gift horse in the mouth, Captain, but I don't drink Scotch.”

“Why not?”

“It tastes like peat moss.”

The Captain laughed at me. I knew the local drink was plum brandy so I asked for some. Dragomir laughed some more and issued instructions to his man.

We were served a delicious cold supper by candlelight. Three kinds of cheese, smoked ham, crusty bread, cucumbers in sour cream and sliced tomatoes. I should've stuck with peat moss, however. The plum brandy tasted like gasoline.

Frank Wisner, my boss, had set Dragomir and his men a task, which I relayed to him. They were to conduct surveillance on a Romanian Army encampment about ten kilometers to the southwest. This was to serve two purposes. To determine if the Captain's men could follow orders. And to assess the readiness and morale of the Romanian Army in a remote outpost.

The Soviet Army was spread thin throughout Eastern Europe. They had a base outside Bucharest, for instance, but they relied on the Romanian Army to keep order in the hinterlands. And the hinterlands weren't happy. The puppet government in Bucharest did as Moscow instructed. It collectivized farms and closed churches, which did not go over well with the locals.

Frank Wisner thought the Romanian Army would prove an unreliable ally for the Soviets, doubted they would open fire on their own people if push came to shove. How I was supposed to determine that by examining a remote Romanian outpost through binoculars was left to me.

Once
I explained it to him Captain Dragomir agreed to Frank Wisner's assignment without hesitation. We would march tomorrow evening, zero hundred hours. And how was his old friend Frank coming along in his important new job?

“Fine.”

The beeswax candles flickered in the drafty, heavy-timbered little fort. The old man cleared our plates and went away. The Captain poured himself another tumbler as the shadows danced.

“This building dates back to the 17
th
Century. It was a Swabian hunting lodge.” He pointed to the stag horns mounted over the door, and the blackened hooks in the attic.

“That is where they smoked the meat.”

Meat hooks, ugh. Hitler was fond of meat hooks.

Captain Dragomir was keen to tell me all about his elaborate plan to foment rebellion against Moscow's puppet regime in Bucharest but I was not, at this late hour, keen to listen to his delusions of grandeur.

That would have been a mistake under normal circumstances. If you are sent on a risky and expensive mission to gather intelligence you don't insult your source by saying, “I'm all in, Captain, let's discuss this tomorrow.” That's because tomorrow has a way of scampering off down the road while you're lacing up your shoes.

But, as luck would have it, my bad attitude paid off.

Chapter Two
I
returned home to Cleveland in July of '46 after my covert stint working for General William Donovan in Berlin. Returned to reclaim my room at Mrs. Brennan's rooming house and look for work. Being a hero doesn't pay well. I found a job as a research assistant in the downtown Cleveland Public Library. Not much of a payday but it gave me a chance to learn stuff. I liked it so far as it went.

Then I got a call from Frank Wisner, head of CIA's Office of Policy Co-ordination, inviting me to Washington for a weekend. I accepted. OPC was Wild Bill Donovan's dream come true â€“ a well-funded, semi-independent covert operations org within the new CIA.

I was met by a driver at National Airport on Friday night, October 8th, 1948 and installed in a suite at the Mayflower Hotel. Nice digs. Wisner had left instructions at the front desk. Pack an overnight bag and meet my driver, Haskell, at 1300 hours on Saturday.

I did that. Haskell was a good hire, answering my probing questions with vague generalities. We drove three hours north to the Maryland shore. Sparse, wind-swept country with a tang of salt you could taste on your tongue.

Haskell perked up when we arrived at Locust Hill. “It's not a gentleman's farm, not a bit. They grow corn and sorghum and run livestock too.”

We turned off the two-lane highway and jounced down a rutted dirt road between plowed-under fields. A man about forty and a boy about twelve were pitching silage into the back of a pickup, the boy straining to keep up. I asked Haskell if the man was Frank Wisner.

“Yes sir.”

He
had a high forehead, Wisner, a bulldozer jaw and dusty hair combed straight back. He looked like actor Van Johnson's tough older brother.

I climbed out with my overnight bag. Wisner greeted me like we were old pals and introduced me to Frank Jr. My driver turned around and headed off.

Wisner walked me over to a two-story brick house with creaky peg wood floors and bay windows with inch-thick glass. I met Wisner's wife and young daughter, Polly and Wendy, a pretty pair with matching cheekbones.

“Ellis and Graham are down at the crick giggin' frogs',” said Wisner.

I smiled and nodded.

Frank grabbed me a beer from the fridge and led me out to the guest cottage in back. “Settle in, wash the dust off. You like gumbo?”

“If it's food, sir, I like it.”

Frank Wisner was five yards gone before the screen door slammed behind him. I nipped at the beer and looked out the window, watched a stolid sugar maple shed red-orange leaves to the cutting wind. I flopped down on a saggy featherbed and wondered why I was here.

I would entertain any sort of stateside proposition Frank Wisner had to offer. But I wasn't going out again. I took a cat nap, washed up and reported to the farm house.

Wisner was in the kitchen, stirring a big cast iron skillet furiously. It was late afternoon but no other guests had arrived. Was I it?

“Schroeder, good timing. Take over.”

Huh?

“When it gets dark brown turn the heat off. And watch yourself. It's roux, Cajun napalm.”

I stirred the stuff, which looked like something you'd use to lube axle bearings. It went from light to dark brown in about a minute. I turned the heat off.

“Watch this,” said
Wisner and poured a cooler teeming with blue crabs into the sink. One scuttled up Frank's hard-muscled forearm. He brushed it back into the sink with a laugh.

Wisner put me to work chopping onions, the louse, then tossed the crabs into a pot of boiling water, cackling fiendishly. The mud-spattered boys, Ellis and Graham, trooped in with speared frogs' and set about chopping off their legs. Dad scooped boiled crabs from the pot and hacked them apart with a cleaver.

Daughter Wendy poked her head in for a moment, gagged and went away. I saw her point. The kitchen looked like a battlefield surgery tent.

“We're draggin' our wagon here gentlemen. The distaff crew needs to get about the biscuits and dirty rice,” said Wisner as he stirred the onions into the hot roux. He added okra and cayenne and garlic powder and dumped it all into a big pot of steaming soup stock.
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