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The metal flap in the door squeaked in protest as the postman shoved the envelopes through the opening, slightly ripping one in his haste to finish his round and get out of the lashing rain. They landed on the doormat upside down; two brown envelopes spotted with raindrops, and a postcard of Sorrento. Seconds later, a young woman in a tight suit with big shoulder pads clattered down the stairs in high-heeled shoes. She swung herself into the hall around the smooth wooden banister and her mop of dirty-blonde curls fell across her face as she reached down to grab the post from the mat. 

Frowning, she discarded the postcard and one of the brown envelopes, but the postmark on the ripped one caused her heart to thunder in her chest. Oh God, it’s here. Isabella Green sank down onto the bottom stair and held the envelope between her fingers, staring at the English postmark and trying to bend the contents to her will. She slipped her finger under the flap to prise it open and pulled out the letter, forcing herself to read the contents.

The first paragraph crushed her dreams in an instant. ‘Dear Miss Green, Thank you for your recent application to work with the BBC. Unfortunately...’ Hope extinguished, she crumpled the letter up into a tight ball and blew out a sigh.

‘Is there anything interesting in the post?’ said Graham Flynn, seated at the Formica table in their scruffy kitchen.

‘No, just the usual, and a postcard from your mother.’

She threw the disappointing letter into the under-stairs cupboard and composed her features, taking the other envelope and the postcard into the kitchen. Dropping them on the table, she picked up a piece of overdone toast and walked over to the sink to scrape the burnt bits off.

‘Don’t do that. The crumbs stick to the sides,’ said Graham, looking up from his Weetabix. ‘Make me a cup of tea, will you?’

‘Make it yourself. I’m not your servant.’

‘Jaysus. What’s got into you this morning? Did you get out of the wrong side of the bed?’

Isabella turned to watch him eat his cereal, always the same amount of milk and two teaspoons of sugar. She had suggested trying a slice of banana on it, but the idea had horrified him. Why wouldn’t he try something different? The disappointment lurked in her chest, like a hole growing in her diaphragm, slowly getting bigger until it made her breath catch in her throat. Is this all there is?

She filled the kettle and switched it on. Then she sat at the table and buttered her toast, which she sprinkled with sugar, and ate two bites at a time. Graham finished his cereal and sat looking at her, his elbows on the table and fingers interlaced. He had a perfect side parting in his sandy hair, and that look on his face. Perplexed, hurt.

‘Why are you eating sugar on your toast? Have you got your period?’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I don’t understand you at all sometimes.’

‘Me either,’ said Isabella. ‘I feel lost.’

‘That’s because we don’t have any children. We should get married and have a baby. It will stop you being so self-absorbed, having someone else to occupy your thoughts.’

‘I don’t want to get married yet. I’m not ready.’

‘Well, I am. And you’re not getting any younger. It’s time you grew up.’

‘I don’t want to get married, and end up like my mother, up to her neck in laundry. It’s 1995, not 1965. What about my career?’

He raised an eyebrow, and she had to prevent herself from picking up a fork to stab him.

‘Seven years writing stories for a pet tales magazine hardly counts as a career in journalism. That boat has sailed. Come on, darling, you have to be realistic.’

Realistic? Abandon her dreams for the life of a housewife? But she couldn’t face yet another argument about the same thing. Maybe he had it right. Her high-flying ambitions had been knocked out of the sky years ago, and she hung on by a thread most days.

‘I promise to consider it,’ she said, finishing her toast.

He smiled and patted her hand.

‘There you go,’ he said. ‘You’ll be Mrs Flynn. A proper Irish housewife.’

There was no point reminding him she had been born in England and had no intention of changing her nationality. It never occurred to him that being English for her could be just as important as being Irish was for him. She sighed.

‘See you later,’ she said, putting on her raincoat and grabbing the biggest umbrella from the hall stand.

‘Oi, I needed that,’ he said.

‘My suit will get wet.’

‘I don’t know why you bother getting dressed up for that dead-end job every day.’

‘Dress for the job you want, not the job you have,’ said Isabella, quoting her father at him. 

But what job can I aspire to at this stage? She had convinced herself that she’d be a foreign correspondent or a newsreader on the television, if she just kept working and applying for jobs. Now they had rejected her application for the umpteenth time her hopes ebbed away. Might Graham be right? Was she living a pipe dream? She stepped out into the rain.

The bus pulled up to her stop in Rathmines as she ran a few breathless yards to catch it.

‘Morning pet,’ said the driver, flashing a grin at her.

She smiled back. Panting, she pushed through the throng of damp people into the area beside the doors. That was a narrow escape. How much longer can I fob Graham off? Do I even want to marry him? She had once thought so. Men came and went until she met Graham at a party in Dublin. Despite his staid career as a chartered accountant, he seemed different and quirky. Ignoring social mores, she moved in shortly after meeting him. 

At first, it seemed to be the ideal relationship, but Isabella could not commit. Graham tolerated her immature tantrums and teased her into a less reactive frame of mind. He appeared to be the perfect foil for her. They lived the life of a married couple in a small terraced house in Rathmines and seemed to have it all. But Isabella craved excitement and adventure and applied for exotic jobs without telling him. I should be happy, but I’m miserable. Where did I go wrong?

Still musing on her future, Isabella arrived at work to find her colleague Sheila snivelling into a tissue. This was not unusual. Sheila could weep for Ireland, but solidarity forced Isabella to make her way over to Sheila’s desk and put a comforting hand on her shoulder.

‘What’s up? Shall I make you a nice cup of tea?’

‘He’s dead,’ said Sheila.

‘Dead? Who?’

Isabella put on what she hoped was a pained expression. Empathy was not her strong point, and this looked like a long one.

‘Fintan, of course. Who do you think?’

Isabella tried not to look pleased.

‘You’re not serious? He’s not even that old. How did he die?’

‘They say he had a stroke,’ said Sheila.

Isabella tutted.

‘That’s terrible. But why are you crying? You hated the boss.’

‘I’m not a monster. The man is dead.’

‘So, the filthy old man got his comeuppance? We should be celebrating.’

Sheila sniffed.

‘Fintan wasn’t that bad.’

‘He was like a child with an open box of chocolates. He couldn’t resist a poke and a probe at the tempting contents, including you and me.’

‘Well, you never complained.’

‘Not to him.’

But who could afford to lose their precious starter job in journalism? A rare opportunity for women comes at a price, and Fintan O’Neill knew it. Even a crappy pet stories magazine might be a stepping stone to greater things.

‘I’m worried about our jobs,’ said Sheila. ‘Where will we go if they close this place?’

Shit. Of course. Will we all get fired?

‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ said Isabella, frowning. ‘Cheer up, it’ll be all right. I expect they’ll get a new editor.’

To Isabella’s dismay, Graham took Fintan’s death as a reason to stop using a condom, and she didn’t have a good reason to refuse him. Isabella could not get a prescription for the pill as her ancient doctor had told her it was not available for unmarried women in Ireland, something she hadn’t been able to check. How ironic. If I don’t want to get pregnant, I’ll have to get married. Typical Irish logic. As she lay in bed under his enthusiastic pounding, despair seeped out of her pores. I don’t even want children, but how do I tell him that? Am I just being selfish? Isn’t having children what women do?

She kept going to work and waited for the axe to fall on the magazine, but, to her relief, Fintan’s replacement, Max Wolfe, burst into the office a week after his death, a tall man enveloped in a suffocating cloud of Brut. His coiffured hair bounced on his bullet-like head and a large aggressive moustache bristled from his upper lip. His jaw muscles showed white against his skull, visible clues to the inner conflict caused by being offered the stewardship of such a lowly publication. Max had big ambitions, and they didn’t include publishing stories about lost pets.

‘No more kittens,’ he said in his first editorial meeting. ‘No more pandering to the readers. We need to shake this place up and get some new subscribers. If you can’t cope with that, the door’s over there.’

Isabella’s relief at the demise of Fintan O’Neill soon evaporated, as Max’s abrasive nature decimated the staff of the magazine. Several of the long-serving members found Max Wolfe’s persona and ideas to be an anathema after Fintan O’Neill’s loyalty to the magazine’s original purpose.

‘I can’t betray my readers,’ said one, as she packed her knitting into her cardboard box, along with her soft toys and stuffed hearts.

Isabella inherited several cactus plants from another woman who claimed they would wound her cats if she took them home. She lined them up on the back rail of her desk to stop Max leaning over it and glowering at her.

‘He’s so in your face,’ she complained to her sister, Liz. ‘I can imagine his spit landing on me.’

But he didn’t get near enough. For the first week, he ignored her, working his way through the other staff members, culling as he went. Each time he passed her desk, she held her breath, but her turn never came.

‘He can’t fire everyone,’ said Graham. ‘Anyway, you can get a job in the supermarket if he does. It will tide us over until you get pregnant. After that, you can stay at home.’
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Isabella’s high hopes for life had a firm foundation. As a child, she occupied the centre of attention with her Shirley Temple curls and her tantrums. No-one in their right mind crossed Isabella Green. One of her death stares, as her mother, Bea, called them, silenced most dissent. Isabella had never been a patient person. She rushed through her youth, missing out on its slow pleasures, because she needed to turn the page and see what came next, without absorbing the reasons it would turn out that way. Her mother had tried to change her, but it had been a wasted effort. Isabella resembled a butterfly in a bunch of flowers, flitting from one fresh interest to the next without ever exploring the depths.

Over the years, a fascination with animals was the only thing that held her interest, which grew stronger after the Greens had acquired their lurcher, Blue. As Isabella grew older, she chose veterinary sciences as her intended career, ignoring her parents’ gentle suggestions that being a doctor might give her more scope. Opposition always made her stubborn streak emerge. The qualifications for a university place were tough but not unobtainable, and Isabella, despite the dumb blonde image she cultivated, possessed an able brain.

For once she stuck to her guns, but the novels of James Herriot about the life of a vet in the Yorkshire Dales put paid to her plans. An effect multiplied by the television series based on them; ‘It Shouldn’t Happen To A Vet’. The series caught the imagination of old and young in Ireland, and soon the veterinary college were compelled to raised their entry requirements to genius level in order to weed out the best from the flood of eager candidates. 

Isabella did not have the dedication to get a string of A-grades. A solid ‘B’ student, and practical in nature, when she wanted to be, six A-grades were beyond her. Not that she gave up. She repeated the exams three years in a row, but there was always someone more academic than her who had a vet in the family or loads of money for the new statue in the forecourt of the Veterinary College. How could James Herriot ruin my plans like that? Horrid little man. 

Finally, she gave up applying, and studied for a Natural Science degree at Trinity College instead. She specialised in zoology because her other options, the emerging fields of genetics and environmental sciences, were in their infancy, and had not yet developed into new job horizons. Despite its promise, the zoology degree left her more frustrated than ever.

‘I can work in a zoo, shovelling poo, or I can go into teaching,’ said Isabella to her parents. ‘Neither appeals to tell you the truth.’

‘Why don’t you do a course in journalism?’ said her father, Tom Green. ‘Perhaps you can make money with that vivid imagination of yours and pay to go on safaris instead.’

At first, she had sulked, her go-to strategy up to that time in her life, but when no-one took any notice, she admitted defeat. After all, her father had offered to pay, and there being no grants in Ireland, this was no small thing. She had enrolled in the NIHE communications course in Glasnevin and shared digs for three years with a couple of girls from Kilkenny, who got married straight out of college, never to be seen again.

Despite graduating with top marks, Isabella could not get her foot in the door at any of the national newspapers. A friend of Tom Green’s worked as an editor at the Kilkenny People, and he offered her a position which seemed to her to be a secretarial post. She turned it down with bad grace and soldiered on, applying to all the newspapers and publishing companies in Dublin and London with no success.

The opportunity at Tall Tales had materialised when one of her classmates from Glasnevin fell pregnant, and shooed Isabella into Fintan O’Neill’s office as a suggested replacement, before he could protest. His eyes almost popped out of his head as he took in her blonde curls and golden eyes, and he didn’t hear her answers to his questions. He offered her the job there and then. While his criteria for employing her rankled, there was never any chance of Isabella turning down the position. A rung on the ladder.

At first, Isabella had been reluctant to write for what seemed to be a glorified pet comic, but she had to eat. When anyone asked her what she did for a living, she told them she was a freelance journalist. Not a lie, because she might have been full time, but only on a consultancy basis, meaning the magazine could fire her on a whim. She made sure Fintan had no complaints about the standard of her work, while staying out of his reach as much as possible.

Despite her conviction about her abilities, and her drive and talent, Isabella found herself stuck at Tall Tales for years. Months went by as she tackled stories about kittens up trees, sheep giving birth in snow storms, and faithful dogs staying beside their masters’ graves. She never lost hope of escaping to a national newspaper or even a spot on a television news programme, but the opportunities slipped by with the years, and seven years went by in the blink of an eye. She felt trapped, but how could she leave without admitting defeat?

When Max Wolfe had not yet called her into his office for a pep talk after a week in the job, a ritual to which he had submitted all the other members of staff, and which led to a further reduction in their numbers, Isabella’s anxiety increased. Max had reduced the original team of ten to four, including her. Had he finished firing yet?

She stared at her screen and sighed as she proof-read yet another heart-warming story about a lost kitten. Despite Max’s ambitions, kittens and puppies were still their principal source of material for the magazine. This one had got itself stuck up a drainpipe which had to be disassembled to rescue it. On her desk sat a photograph of the plumber holding the dappled kitten to his face and smiling, his teeth rotten with nicotine, and blackheads visible in his sweaty stubble. She shuddered as she remembered his toxic breath. 

He wouldn’t be looking so pleased with himself if he had known what would happen next. The kitten had objected to being squeezed and lashed out. The poor man had almost lost an eye, but of course, in the Tall Tales magazine of cute kittens and puppies, nature was not red in tooth and claw but pink and fluffy, and they would omit the mishap. 

In Isabella’s world, the near miss would have been the story they used. She imagined the plumber being rushed off to hospital and operated on by a team of surgeons, one of whom was impossibly handsome. She could see the scene in all its detail.

‘Can we save his eye, doctor?’ said one nurse, breathless at his proximity.

‘I think so,’ he replied, the twinkle in his eye flashing, as he—.

‘Earth to Miss Green. Are you still with us?’

The sarcastic tone of her new boss’s whiny voice cut through her daydream, bringing her back to the drab room with its cheap desks and fluorescent lighting.

‘Can you come into my office, please?’ said Max, leaning out of his office door on the Monday after his arrival.

Isabella plumped up her curls and straightened her skirt. Her pulse quickened as she crossed the floor to his door. She took a deep breath and entered the lion’s den.

‘Miss Green, we meet at last,’ said Max, pulling at his moustache. ‘Sit down.’

Isabella sat on the edge of the chair. She twisted the Claddagh ring on her finger, not daring to look up. Max raised an eyebrow at her nervous twitching.

‘I need you to go to Sierra Leone,’ he said. ‘There’s a sanctuary outside the capital where they rehabilitate rescued baby chimps, and I want an exclusive article.’

Isabella’s eyes opened wide, and she waited for him to laugh, but he didn’t. Despite the exotic location, the assignment appeared to qualify as abandoned kitten territory. Was he pulling her leg? She gulped and said the first thing that came into her head.

‘Baby chimps? Isn’t that pandering to the readers?’

He guffawed.

‘Hoist with my own petard. No pandering included. This is a sanctuary for traumatised chimpanzees orphaned by the civil war,’ said Max. ‘The rebels ate their mothers.’

As if. A Maxism no doubt. Who ate chimpanzees? He prodded between his yellow teeth with a wooden toothpick and removed a remnant of his lunch time steak, which he scrutinised before popping it back into his mouth. His ashtray breath made Isabella gag, but she hid her reaction by reaching into her pocket for a polo mint. 

‘Can I have one of those?’ said Max, holding out his hand. ‘Where was I? Oh yes, the chimp sanctuary. I’d like you to investigate and get juicy stories about the sanctuary and take photographs. You can use a camera, I take it?’

Isabella frowned. Sierra Leone? 

‘Isn’t the civil war still going on there?’ she said.

‘It’s all over bar the shouting,’ said Max. ‘Anyway, there are loads of burly troops and mercenaries out there. Men in uniform. I’d have thought they’d be right up your street.’

She tried not to scowl. 

‘What’s wrong?’ he said. ‘Are you chicken? I thought women’s lib had banished all that.’

‘No, not at all. It’s just—’

‘Just what? Speak up.’

‘Just nothing.’

‘Good. Maggie will sort out your tickets and hotel. You’ll fly from London so you can pick up your tickets there, and buy a mosquito net and so on. I doubt you’ll find them in Dublin. Do you have somewhere to stay in London or shall Maggie book you a room there?’

‘My sister, Liz, lives there.’

‘Excellent. Well, piss off home, get packed, and find your passport. I’ll have Maggie drop the itinerary and plane ticket to London off at your home later this afternoon.’

He held the door open and Isabella walked back to her desk. Am I dreaming? She opened her desk drawer and fumbled for her keys before removing her coat from the back of her chair. Sheila’s eyes opened wide.

‘He fired you?’ she said.

Isabella shook her head.

‘Not quite. He’s sending me to Africa.’

Sheila’s mouth fell open.

‘There’s no fecking way I’m going there,’ she said.
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Isabella shut the front door behind her, panting with triumph. Oh, heavens. I’m going to Africa to be a proper journalist. She kicked the mail aside and sprinted up the stairs into the bathroom. As she grabbed the bathroom chair, her reflection in the mirror made her stop and stare. The colour in her cheeks emphasised her unblemished skin, and her golden-brown eyes were twinkling with excitement and anticipation. How long has it been since my eyes shone like that? I look ten years younger.

She opened the door of the airing cupboard on the hall landing and pulled out the box step. She clambered onto it, teetering as she yanked her suitcase from the top shelf. The faded towels piled on the next shelf down vied for her attention. ‘Take me, take me’, they seemed to say. Isabella had read Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, and she chose her favourite, a pale green affair fraying on one of its long edges.

She opened her suitcase and lined it with the towel, but that was as far as she got. What on earth do I need for Sierra Leone, besides a mosquito net? She sat on her bed, flummoxed. Holidays in Marbella with Graham hadn’t prepared her for this, but her brother Michael would know what she needed. I’ll call him and ask. Graham will have a canary when he sees the phone bill, but I’ll be in Africa by then. 

She dug her address book out of her handbag and found Michael’s number. It took several goes to get through and the line crackled and hissed over her brother’s voice.

‘Isabella? What a surprise! Talk about out of the blue.’

‘I need help,’ she said.

‘Now that’s not a surprise. Aren’t you going to ask how we are?’

‘Don’t be mean. This is important. How are you?’

‘We’re fine,’ said Michael. ‘What do you need?’

‘I’m going to Sierra Leone, and I don’t know what to take with me.’

‘Sierra Leone? That’s a turn up for the books. How come?’

‘My new boss has big ideas.’

‘Maybe your by-line isn’t so ludicrous after all.’

Isabella did not like to be mocked. When she started work at Tall Tales, she had insisted on using Africa Green as the name on her articles, the only rebellious act she indulged in, and one tolerated by Fintan O’Neill, who found it exotic. Michael had found her attempt at rebranding preposterous, and teased her mercilessly.

‘I’m the one who lives in Kenya. Why are you called Africa?’

‘It’s aspirational.’

‘Delusional more like.’

Now she felt vindicated.

‘It was only a matter of time. Are you going to help me or not?’

‘Have you got a mosquito net? Or repellent? You’ll need some khaki trousers and t-shirts. And a large brimmed floppy hat.’

‘Not my usual wear, but I can buy them in London when I pass through.’

‘Are your vaccinations up to date?’

‘I didn’t get any. I hate needles.’

‘You’ll need to be brave.’

‘There may not be enough time.’

‘Make time and get straight over to the travel clinic. It’s vital.’

Michael was the family oracle on matters pertaining to Africa, having married Blessing, his childhood sweetheart from South Africa, and settled down in Kenya. Isabella trusted his knowledge, even if she didn’t like the result. After she rang off, she took a bus to the travel clinic in the centre of Dublin and asked about the requirements for Sierra Leone.

‘Hello, there. What can I do for you today?’ said the smiley nurse at the reception.

‘I’m going to Sierra Leone and I need my vaccinations.’

‘Will you be getting boosters? Or is it your first time?’

‘It’s my first time,’ said Isabella, biting her lip.

The nurse looked at her with pity.

‘We’ll have to give you the lot. Luckily, we’ve got them all in stock.’

Isabella tried to look pleased, and the nurse smiled.

‘You’ll feel grotty for a couple of days, as well as having the sore arms,’ said the nurse. ‘But, compared to the diseases they protect you from, it will be a breeze.’

The nurse took Isabella into a cubicle and left her there while she took out a selection of vaccines. Isabella had to lie down when her legs wobbled at the sight of the syringes.

‘I’m giving you a tetanus shot for good measure,’ said the nurse. ‘We can’t be too careful.’

A new envelope sat on the welcome mat in the hall when Isabella got home from the clinic. The injections had been an ordeal, but now they seemed worth it. She tore it open to find a note from Max’s secretary, Maggie, informing her that the first seat available to Sierra Leone left from London on Iceland Air a week from Friday. The envelope also contained a return ticket to London, leaving the following Wednesday. What a let-down. I’ll need to go back into the office for a week, and my emergency packing seems premature, too. O God, I forgot about Graham. What on earth will he say when I tell him? Surely he’ll be happy for me? But doubt crept into her mind, and she found her excitement fading.

It might have been a reaction to the vaccinations, but by the time Graham got home, Isabella had worked herself up into a panic. The day had gone by in a blur and she now felt foolish for getting so excited. A numbing nervousness had crept up her spine as she waited for the sound of his key in the lock. She sat at the kitchen table pretending to read the Irish Times, which she had picked up at the travel clinic and taken away by mistake.

‘It’s not like you to bother with a newspaper,’ said Graham. ‘Is supper ready yet?’

‘I thought we might get a takeaway.’

Graham’s brow furrowed as he took in this suggestion.

‘But it’s Monday. We eat takeaway on Fridays.’

‘There’s something to celebrate.’

Graham blinked. A wide grin appeared on his face.

‘You’re pregnant at last. That’s fantastic.’ 

He moved behind her and put his arms around her shoulders. ‘Now you can quit that shitty job of yours and we can get married.’

Isabella shook herself free.

‘No, I’m not. How can you call my job shit? I pay the bills too.’

Graham deflated.

‘I’m sorry. I was disappointed.’ He sat opposite her. ‘What’s your news then?’

‘I’ve got my big break,’ said Isabella, watching his face fall. She willed herself to continue. ‘I’m going to Sierra Leone, to research an article about a chimp sanctuary.’

A metaphorical clunk rang out as Graham’s jaw hit the table. He stared at her with his mouth still open, disbelief writ large on his features. Then he laughed.

‘You had me going there. I thought you were serious for a second.’

‘I am. Max asked me to go next week.’

‘And you said yes? Are you crazy? That country’s a basket case.’

‘There’s a peace treaty, and the rebels handed in their weapons. It’s not dangerous any more.’

‘Who told you that? Max? Don’t be ridiculous. I won’t let my child be subjected to danger.’

‘But I’m not pregnant.’

‘How do you know? Be rational. It’s too late to start a career.’

Isabella put her hands over her stomach. Could I be pregnant? He’s been trying hard enough. Graham noticed her gesture.

‘Don’t go. It’s too dangerous. What would I do if something happened to you? We’re happy, aren’t we? Let’s get married and live a normal life.’

He reached out and grabbed her hands, looking deep into her eyes. A wave of shame engulfed Isabella. People had spoiled her all her life, and Graham had never let her down. Is it time I grew up?

‘Max won’t be happy,’ she said. ‘But I’ll turn down the job.’

And she meant it. But somehow, she didn’t speak to Max, and she didn’t unpack her bag, hiding it under the bed instead. Graham did everything he could to make her feel loved and important, but was she about to miss out on the biggest adventure of her life? There seemed to be no answer to her dilemma. Despite her doubts, she had planned to tell Max the truth before the deadline for her flights, but then her sister Liz called, her voice vibrating with excitement.

‘Michael rang and told me your fantastic news. I can’t believe it. You must be ecstatic. Why didn’t you ring me yet? Are you coming through London?’

Isabella swallowed hard.

‘I’m not going,’ she said.

‘What? Why not? Has Max changed his mind?’ said Liz.

‘No, it’s Graham, well, us, I mean... He’s not keen on the idea of me gallivanting off to Africa. He wants to get married and have children.’

‘But you must take the assignment,’ said Liz. ‘You’ll always regret it if you don’t. Graham isn’t going anywhere. You can come home afterwards and have babies.’

‘But I already agreed—’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Change your mind and go. It’s a once in a lifetime chance to do what you’ve always wanted. How can you turn it down?’

And Liz was right, as usual. But telling Graham seemed impossible. He made a massive effort over the weekend to show her how much she meant to him, and even tried eating some banana with his Weetabix to show he, too, could change. His desperation alienated her, making her more determined to go, but she couldn’t find the right time to break the news to him. He didn’t seem to notice the growing distance between them as Isabella drew away. She’d always liked his nonchalance with her, and now he had morphed into just another clingy boyfriend.

In the end, Isabella took the coward’s way out. She booked a taxi to the airport and left the house while Graham was at work. She wrote him a note and leant it against a mug on the kitchen table. It read ‘This is my last chance. If I don’t go now, I’ll never know what I’m capable of. Sorry. Izzy’.
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Isabella pulled her thin coat tighter around her body as the rush of frigid air entered the sliding carriage doors.

‘Mind the gap,’ said the automated voice.

Mind the Arctic air, more like it. I hope Liz will lend me a coat for London shopping. She smiled at a woman sitting opposite her to receive a blank stare back. The unwritten rules of London life. In Dublin you couldn’t help making friends on the bus.

The underground train arrived at Green Park and she took the Victoria line to Victoria. Liz lived in a mansion flat on Vincent Square, a short walk from the tube station.

‘If I’m not in, ring the doorbell for flat one. The caretaker has a spare key. I’ll tell her you might collect it,’ Liz had told her.

Liz worked for a top-tier broker in the city, and often came home from work late. She never complained, only shrugged, and got on with it. Her hard won independence and pioneering spirit made Isabella feel inadequate. The City could be intimidating for professional women, but Liz’s matter-of-fact manner, and her deaf ear to misogyny, soon established her a foothold. She had a natural affinity for broking, and her take-home pay grew with her reputation for making the right call.

Isabella lifted a weary arm to the bell and waited. The door clicked open, and she pushed it ajar, dragging her bag into the entrance hall. To her relief, an old-fashioned lift with accordion doors sat in the centre. After wrestling with them, Isabella pressed the button for the third floor. The lift rose, creaking and groaning in protest. Through the bars, a pair of polished brogues appeared and then the tailored wool trouser suit of her sister. Liz’s smiling face slid into view.

‘You’re here, thank God,’ said Isabella.

‘It’s a holiday in America. They shut the markets, thank Mammon. Fancy a glass of wine?’

The sisters sat side by side on the sofa, their stockinged feet up on the ottoman, which sat on a Persian rug with tattered fringes.

‘Can’t you afford a new rug?’ said Isabella. ‘I thought they were paying you a small fortune.’

‘An enormous fortune, actually. And that rug is an antique. It’s silk.’

‘It’s holey.’

‘Don’t be so parochial. Tell me about your assignment in Sierra Leone. Will you be interviewing the rebels?’

‘I hope not. I’m doing an article on the baby chimps at the Tacugama Sanctuary.’

Liz snorted.

‘Baby chimps? Maybe change your name to Chimpanzee Green instead?’ she said, giggling.

‘Don’t be mean,’ said Isabella. ‘Anyway, it’s important. The rebels are slaughtering chimpanzees and selling their babies as pets. I want to expose the trade in protected animals. Max says he can use any interesting articles I write, or pass them on to other magazines in the group.’

‘Now that sounds more like it. Someone important might spot your talent.’

‘I’m hoping to do an exposé if I find any corruption.’

‘That sounds great, but, remember, not everyone is ready for Africa Green, fearless female journalist. If the government is involved, they won’t want you interfering.’

‘I’ll be careful, I promise.’

‘And don’t outshine Max, if you want to keep your job.’

Isabella sipped her chardonnay. Trust Liz to be right again. Her sister could infuriate her.

‘How’s Sean?’ she said.

Liz bit her lip.

‘Oh, you know. He never changes.’

‘And that’s a bad thing?’

‘You should know. How did Graham take the news?’

Isabella blushed.

‘I chickened out,’ she said. ‘I didn’t tell him.’

Liz’s eyes opened wide.

‘Won’t he be wondering where you are?’ she said, taking a mouthful of wine.

‘I left him a note.’

Liz choked as her wine went down the wrong way. She coughed and spluttered, bright red in the face. Isabella thumped her on the back, laughing. Finally, Liz recovered and turned to face her.

‘We’re not much good at romance, are we?’ she said.

‘It’s odd when you consider how in love Mummy and Daddy still are,’ said Isabella. ‘Maybe we’re looking for the perfect relationship.’

‘So, how come I’m still with Sean?’

When Isabella awoke the next morning, Liz had gone to work, leaving a set of keys on the kitchen table. After a quick glance into Liz’s sad fridge, she bought a bacon sandwich at the corner café. Thus fortified, she made her way to Piccadilly and entered Hatchards. Being unsure which section held books on chimpanzee behaviour, she approached the desk and asked a thin young woman with greasy hair where they might be.

‘You could try the politics section,’ she said, smiling at her own wit. ‘But perhaps the section on the natural world might be better.’

Isabella soon found what she was looking for; The Chimpanzees of Gombe: patterns of behaviour by Jane Goodall. A friend from university had recommended it to her, but he had not mentioned its size. Six hundred pages? When will I ever read all that? Notwithstanding, Isabella opened the book and examined the pictures, fascinated by the facial expressions of the apes and their different physiognomies. Time passed as she read page after page, arms aching with effort. Then somebody tapped her on the shoulder. The assistant stood there with a leaflet in her hand.

‘Are you going to read it all in the store?’ she asked.

Isabella jumped.

‘Oh, no, I mean, of course not. Is that the time? Gosh, my appointment begins in half an hour.’

‘Do you want me to ring it up for you?’

‘Yes, please.’

‘By the way, I’ve put a leaflet inside the flap for you. Jane Goodall is giving a talk in July at the Linnean Society. Since you are so fascinated by her book, you might enjoy it.’

‘Oh, that would have been wonderful. Unfortunately, I live in Dublin.’

‘Dublin? You don’t sound Irish.’

‘I do when I’m with my friends.’

‘Ah, a chameleon, a useful trait. That will be twenty pounds.’

‘Twenty pounds? I’m not sure I...’

‘There’s a cash machine outside.’

‘No, it’s okay, I have my credit card.’

By the time Isabella got back to the flat after carrying the book around all day, her arm felt a foot longer. Poor planning, I should have bought the book last. After packing the repellent and mosquito net and other essentials, the book would not fit in her suitcase. I don’t want to lug it around in my rucksack. Plan B then. She opened the book on the kitchen table and took notes on the most important observations about chimpanzee life, which she collated into sections;


	individuals show preferences in their diet for more meat or fruit;

	begging for food is a common behaviour in which an individual asks another for food, especially of a rarer or more highly prized sort such as meat or sweet fruit;

	the ability to avoid looking at interesting things to avoid bringing a rival's attention to them;

	aggression varies between individuals, even when of the same age, size, and sex;

	large groups can split in two, leading to lethal violence between the two groups until all the males of one group are eliminated;

	alliances formed between related or even unrelated individuals to intimidate lone rivals;

	some individuals (both male and female) are more interested in one-on-one "consortships" away from the group when the female is fertile, and other individuals stay in the group and have multiple partners;

	some females prefer to find a male from another group of chimpanzees when in oestrus, but other females mate with a male from the same group;

	the strong attachment between mother and child lasts into adulthood;

	when a mother dies (e.g., from disease) with offspring who were not yet old enough to make their way as adults, others in the group will care for them; sometimes these were their grown siblings, but sometimes not.



Isabella was still bent over the book when Liz got home late carrying a feast of Chinese food with her. The smell wafted up Isabella’s nose, reminding her she had not eaten since her bacon butty at breakfast.

‘You have no idea how good that smells,’ she said.

‘Oh, I do. I’m starving. Sorry I’m late. Is this research?’ Liz said, gesticulating at the table.

‘Yes, I bought a book to take with me, but it’s too big. I thought I could take notes and leave it with you, if that’s all right?’

Liz picked up the book and read the back cover. She frowned.

‘Sure, but...’

Isabella sighed.

‘I thought you’d disagree.’

Liz pursed her lips.

‘You’re going to Sierra Leone,’ she said. ‘I’m willing to bet a copy of that book would be like gold dust in the sanctuary.’

‘I hadn’t thought of that.’

‘The owner is just some random guy who took in a baby chimp and never looked back, right? I bet this book would be an amazing resource for him.’

‘I guess so.’

‘There you go. And you can put it on expenses too.’

Isabella frowned.

‘But it’s so heavy.’

‘I’ll lend you my wheeled suitcase. Stop fussing and serve us some of the food. I’ll get the wine.’
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