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            A Man’s Job

         

         It was morning in March 1944, and Martha Gellhorn stood on the patio of her house in Havana, Cuba, her bare feet pressed against the cool stone tiles. She looked out over the big ceiba tree, which looked like a child had drawn it, and over the distant palms to the sea beyond. A breeze that smelled of salt and flowers swept her blonde hair back over her shoulders.

         She breathed it all in, the bright freshness of the morning washing away the last shreds of sleep. Cuba was always beautiful. Martha sighed. One could almost forget that there’s a war going on, she thought. Two wars, in fact.

         One of them, World War Two, was reaching fever pitch. It was almost impossible to keep up with all of the troop movements and battles and bombings, even for a seasoned war correspondent like Martha. She had spent the last five months in Europe, writing 8more than two dozen articles about the War for Collier’s. She fed the weekly US magazine thousands upon thousands of words, but it remained ever hungry for more. And Martha knew that the biggest story of all was still yet to come: the invasion of France across the English Channel. No one knew exactly when, of course – that was top secret. But if the Allied forces were able to retake Western Europe from the Nazis, then it would turn the tide in their favour.

         Any day now, Collier’s would send word that she’d be the one receiving the accreditation to report on the invasion. Only one reporter per magazine was allowed, and she was certain she was going to be chosen. She was their most decorated war correspondent, after all. But in the past few days, she’d begun to worry about getting back to London in time. She gripped the metal railing of the patio, the sharp corners biting into her palms. I never should have left, she thought. Cuba was beautiful all right, and a welcome sight after war-torn Europe, but it wasn’t where she belonged. For all the sunshine and flowers and quiet solitude, her home in Havana was the battlefield for the other war going on.

         The war with her husband, Ernest Hemingway.

         At first, it had been terribly exciting being married to the most famous writer in the world. They fell in love on the battlefields of Spain, and spent their first 9years together leaping from one great adventure to the next. War and words had brought them together, but now they seemed to be tearing them apart. Now that they were married, Ernest no longer seemed to admire Martha’s commitment to her work. In fact, he hated it. Are you a war correspondent, he’d written in one of his cables, or wife? Martha didn’t understand why she couldn’t be both.

         His letters had followed her across Europe, full of complaints and bitterness about her absence. She tried her best to soothe him in her replies. She called him her ‘beloved Bug’, and pleaded with him to join her overseas. But all her letters seemed to do no good. Ernest was as stubborn as a mule, and wouldn’t be told what to do. And so, against her better judgement, Martha had come back to the Finca Vigia, their house on a hill, hoping to patch things up between them.

         She’d told herself it was the right thing to do. It was her duty, she thought, to try and talk some sense into the man, face to face. But her homecoming seemed only to make things worse. They’d fought the moment she arrived back in Cuba, and every day since.

         A grey tabby cat slipped out onto the patio and wound around her ankles, snapping Martha out of her thoughts. She bent to pick him up, and he bumped his face against hers. ‘Hello, Will,’ she said. ‘I suppose you want your breakfast?’ The warm, purring body 10of the cat soothed her. Perhaps today will be better, she thought, hopeful. It certainly couldn’t be worse.

         As Martha walked down the two flights of steps back to the main floor, other cats appeared, all yowling for attention. Ernest had a soft spot for the little beasts, and let them run amok like they owned the place. ‘Yes, yes, darlings,’ Martha said, trying to make her way through their winding bodies without falling down the stairs. ‘I know you’re hungry, so am I. Where’s your Papa?’

         She came to the landing and walked into the living room, to find Ernest sitting bare-chested in one of the squashy armchairs patterned with pink roses. His bushy salt-and-pepper beard was particularly wild this morning, and Martha thought he made quite a picture – this bulldog of a man, scowling at a newspaper, nestled in his pretty flowered chair. Undoubtedly, Ernest would have chosen more manly furniture, something made of leather and mahogany, but Martha had wanted the flowers.

         All around Ernest, the house was an unholy mess, as it had been when she’d arrived back. Dirty dishes and clothes were piled up in every room, empty bottles left to gather dust and flies, and a haze of unwashed stink hung over everything.

         He hadn’t noticed her yet. Martha took a deep breath and entered the room, the legion of cats following close behind. But she’d only made it a few 11steps before nearly breaking her neck tripping over a bottle of whiskey left on the floor beside the sofa. ‘Oh!’ Martha cried out in surprise, catching herself before she fell. The bottle tumbled over, its caramel-coloured contents glugging out onto the floor where a pile of books lay scattered.

         Ernest looked up over his newspaper, his eyes alighting on the books slowly soaking up whiskey. ‘Clumsy woman!’ he exclaimed, jumping up from his chair to rescue them. He brushed off the covers with one hand, and shook his head in dismay. ‘This one’s a first edition too.’

         ‘If you care so much for your books,’ Martha muttered, grabbing a ragged undershirt and using it to mop up the puddle of liquor, ‘perhaps you’d think to put them back on the shelf where they belong.’

         ‘Perhaps if you were a proper wife and did a little cleaning once in a while,’ Ernest snapped back, ‘I wouldn’t need to.’ He turned to the cats. ‘Come on now, cotsies, Papa will feed you.’ The cats piled after him to the kitchen, a colourful, meowing ocean of fur.

         Martha’s face grew hot, and she felt the fire of rage rekindling in her chest. ‘Good morning to you, too,’ she muttered into the empty room. He’d made this mess, she fumed. Why should she clean it up? Why was his work so much more important than hers?

         12Her hopes of a better day vanished. No, she thought grimly. Today promises to be quite as dreadful as all the rest.

         The smell of hot coffee reached her, and she walked into the dining room to pour herself a cup from the steaming silver pot Ernest had left on the table. The bittersweet taste cleared her mind a little. She sat down in one of the wooden chairs with her cup, the open French doors letting in that same fragrant breeze from the garden. The room was spare and white, one wall made up only of windows, and the other lined with the mounted heads of animals Ernest had killed on safari in Africa. It’s no use staying here, she thought. Ernest has dug his heels in, and nothing I can say or do will change his mind. It’s time I started planning my return to Europe. I’ll call my editor at Collier’s at once and discuss my accreditation.

         Her decision was made. The little war at home could no longer distract her from the real one. Now came the hard part: breaking the news to her husband.

         ‘Ernest,’ she called out. ‘Listen, we need to talk.’

         The racket in the kitchen stopped, and a few moments later Ernest appeared in the doorway, a wolfish smile on his face.

         ‘You’re right, we do.’

         Martha’s body tensed. She had expected to have the upper hand, but something about Ernest’s 13expression set off alarm bells in her mind. It was a red cape at a bullfight, bait on a hook. It taunted her, waiting for her to bite.

         ‘Well,’ Martha went on, determined not to be rattled. ‘I think you’d agree that my coming home hasn’t solved a thing. And each day that passes is a day closer to the invasion. I need to be there, Ernest. For Collier’s, and for myself. So I’m going.’

         She held her breath. She thought he would stomp and shout and throw things, as he usually did when she put her foot down. But instead, his smile only broadened.

         ‘I’m afraid you’ll find that job is already taken,’ he said.

         Martha’s blood turned to ice. ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘I mean Collier’s gave their accreditation to me,’ Ernest replied. ‘An honour I am proud to accept.’

         Martha felt like she’d been slapped. ‘But – how? What?’ she sputtered, her mind spinning.

         ‘It’s simple, really,’ Ernest continued. ‘I agreed to write about the brave Royal Air Force pilots, so Mr Dahl at the embassy in Washington has fixed me up with a plane seat to London. Hard to come by opportunities like that nowadays, wouldn’t you agree? No ladies allowed on board, though. Shame.’

         Martha’s hands were balled into fists, her breath coming in short bursts as her whole body filled up like a balloon with helpless rage. ‘How could you?’ she 14said through gritted teeth. ‘How could you go behind my back and betray me? Take away the one thing you know I—’

         Ernest squinted at her, tilting his head. ‘Betray you?’ he said, his voice sweet but cruel. ‘But, darling, isn’t this exactly what you wanted?’

         Martha carefully set down her cup of coffee so she wouldn’t throw it at him. It was true: Martha had suggested some months ago that he write for Collier’s. She’d even been the one to arrange the connection with Roald Dahl at the British embassy. But she’d only done that as a kindness, in hopes of getting him to join her at the front. She never dreamed that Ernest would use it as a chance to take her place.

         ‘You knew they would choose you over me,’ she said, pointing an accusing finger at him. ‘You knew that no matter how much work I’d done, no matter how many articles I’d written, they’d toss me aside for the great Ernest Hemingway. Don’t deny it.’

         Ernest walked over to the table and picked up the coffee cup she’d set down, draining it in one gulp. ‘Why would I?’ he said, licking his lips. ‘It’s true. Why would they pick a woman for a man’s job?’ He placed the cup back in front of her, empty, and turned to leave. ‘I’ll be getting my affairs in order and leaving for New York as soon as possible,’ he called back to her. ‘You’ll make sure the cats are taken care of while I’m away, won’t you? And for God’s sake, do something about this mess.’15
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         16Martha stood frozen in the middle of the room, listening first to footsteps in the hallway, and then to the sound of Ernest rattling around in the bedroom, probably pulling down suitcases and his typewriter from the shelves.

         It took all of her willpower not to scream. Not to smash every beautiful thing in this home that she’d loved, this place that was being transformed into a prison.

         She raised her gaze to the antelope head mounted on the wall in front of her. It stared back with glassy eyes, its elegant wildness trapped and mute.

         Another one of Ernest’s trophies, she thought. Just like me.

         Martha slammed her fist on the table, overturning the empty coffee cup.

         No.

         Her anger began to give way to determination. Her heart slowed. One of the cats jumped up onto the table and sniffed her hand, probably curious about all the noise. ‘It’s all right, love,’ she whispered, scratching him behind the ears. ‘Everything’s going to be all right.’

         He can’t keep me here, she thought. He can take my job, but he can’t keep me here.

         I’ll find a way to London if it’s the last thing I do. 

      

   


   
      
         
            
               [image: ]

            

            2

            Crossing the Ocean

         

         The next few weeks were a whirlwind, but that was OK – Martha liked a whirlwind. She left Cuba as soon as she could, and went to Washington, D.C. where she had an open invitation to stay with her friend, the First Lady, Eleanor Roosevelt. The food at the White House wasn’t very good, but the company was.

         Martha had been tirelessly working to secure transport to London, but with no success. She felt stuck – but Eleanor, as always, was happy to offer some wise advice. ‘Do not be so discouraged,’ she told Martha over breakfast one day. ‘I have never known you to back down from a fight, and I don’t expect you to now. If there’s a way to get there, you’ll find it.’

         After being turned away from what seemed like every boat and plane in the country, Martha’s friend, 18Alan Grover, finally offered her a place aboard a Norwegian ship leaving from New York. Martha was thrilled.

         ‘Er, yes,’ Alan said over the phone. ‘There’s just one catch.’

         ‘What is it?’ Martha asked.

         ‘The voyage will take about three weeks, and you’ll be the only passenger aboard. Also, the ship’s cargo is mostly explosives.’

         ‘That’s three catches, Alan.’

         ‘Sorry, but it’s the best I can do.’

         ‘So when the ship is accidentally blown to bits, I’ll likely be sharing my final moments with a seagull, is that what you’re saying?’

         ‘That’s about the size of it.’

         Martha sighed. ‘All right, I’ll take it.’

         I suppose if I’m going to go out, she thought as she hung up the phone, it might as well be with a bang!

         After a warm goodbye to Eleanor and the President, she left for New York City at once.

         
             

         

         The weeks aboard the Norwegian ship were some of the loneliest of Martha’s life.

         It was nice at first, having time to catch up on her reading and writing letters to friends – but that got boring pretty quickly. The showers were short and cold, and the food was tasteless. Martha often just stood up on the deck, staring out at the sea as the 19massive freighter sliced through the water. She knew that way out beyond the horizon, the symphony of war was marching towards a crescendo. But there on the big empty ship, the silence kept her up at night. She tossed and turned in her thin, hard little cot, thinking about what was to come.

         No one but the top brass knew exactly when the invasion was supposed to begin – the whole thing was shrouded in secrecy. Everything Martha had written about the War had been picked over by the censors, and anything with even the faintest whiff of real information had been cut long before it could ever reach the pages of the magazine. But Martha and all the other war correspondents knew the invasion was happening soon. The first week of June, some said. If all went to plan, Martha should arrive in England just in time.
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