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In Havana, 1959, I was camped out at the Ambos Mundos Hotel, trying to write a film script 
based on my novel "The Man Who Was Not With It." I had driven my beat-up, badly used Ford 
(transportation for the poverty- stricken recently divorced) to Key West and then flown to Cuba 
by Q Airlines (slogan: "Ten Minutes, Ten Dollars"). This was partly to escape the winter, partly 
to escape the temptations of the literary life of Manhattan, and partly to escape the nagging 
attentions of the alleged and would-be producers of the film. I hoped to work quietly in an exotic 
tropical world. 

However, the Cuban revolution was in progress. I came upon bodies left in the streets of Havana. 
That was one distraction. Also, it happened that sociable George Plimpton was staying at the 
Ambos Mundos, heading out every morning to work on his Paris Review interview with "Papa," 
as Ernest Hemingway liked to be called. In the evening, upon his return from the Hemingway 
compound, La Finca, we would have dinner together, and he would tell me about their progress - 
Ernest Hemingway and George Plimpton together, composing both questions and answers. 

One day Plimpton suggested that I go out to La Finca and meet "Papa." I felt it was inappropriate, 
not being invited. He said Papa (let's cut the quotes now) said it would be fine. I said he didn't 
know me, I was sure he didn't know my writing, I didn't want to disturb him. George shrugged. 

Evidently he carried the message that I refused to visit "Papa" (bringing back the quotes) unless 
he read some of my books. Even people in the word trade can misinterpret words. 

As I was checking out of the Ambos Mundos on my way to Q Airlines and then to drive my sad, 
trophy-of-divorce Ford north from the Key West air strip, a telephone call came from Mary 
Hemingway, personally inviting me for lunch, a few drinks, maybe some fishing with Papa. 

"I can't, I'm leaving," I said. "Stay another couple days," she said. "I've got to drive to Detroit. I 
promised my daughters I'd see them for Christmas." 

"They can wait," she explained to this divorced father. "No. They can't." 

There was silence. Then she hung up. That silence followed by that click was my last 
communication from Mary Hemingway. Years later, after his death, I found in a collection of 
Hemingway's letters a request to a friend to send him any books that were available by ... me. I 
felt a pang of regret. But only a pang. 
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Years earlier, I had spent two years in Paris, pretending to be a student, and never met Samuel 
Beckett, either. When I had the chance, I preferred to try to ride my just-acquired bicycle across 
the city from Saint-Germain-des-Prés and up the hill of Montmartre to Sacré Coeur. And I 
already knew one Irish author, Brendan Behan. How many Irish writers does a fellow need? 

Richard Seaver, who ultimately became a distinguished editor, publisher and translator, but was 
then a boy of 22 while I was a fully grown veteran adult of 24, said he had an Irish writer friend 
and would I like to hang around with him? 

"I got this old bike for $7, it's cruddy, it's rusty, I won't even need to carry a heavy lock," I 
adultly babbled. "Hey, maybe some other time I'll introduce you to my pal Brendan Behan, he's 
Irish, too, and he just got out of jail, and we can bring our two Irish writer friends together, does 
your guy like wine?" 

When I was about to leave Paris, Dick Seaver gave me a copy of a play by his writer. I carried it 
back to the States and suggested to a friend from childhood, now a stage director, that it was a 
masterpiece and he could go down in history for doing the first American production. 

He read the play and courteously responded. "Herb, you've been in Paris too long. This thing 
makes no sense whatsoever." 

And so my friend from childhood missed his chance to direct the first American production of 
"Waiting for Godot." What profiteth a man (in this case, me) if he passes two years in Paris, fails 
to hang around with Samuel Beckett, and returns to his hometown to receive nothing but disdain 
from one of the top theatrical directors of Cleveland, the Paris of northeastern Ohio? 

I'm consoled, however, by recognizing that both Ernest Hemingway and Samuel Beckett 
managed to have successful careers anyway. Now I'm available to write a new memoir, titled 
"Famous Writers Who Never Met Me." 

Herbert Gold's most recent book, "Still Alive! A Temporary Condition," will come out in 
paperback this spring. E-mail him at books@sfchronicle.com. 
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